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Cancer  Medicine
1
  © Pat Irwin Lycett  (wk.pi.lycett@sympatico.ca)  

 

Spring Light 1994 Chapter 2           

 

I‟m so excited. It‟s mid-April, seven weeks post-op, and I book an appointment with The 

Mastectomy Shop in Oshawa. Can hardly wait to get my shape back.  

 

I‟ve had so many breast dreams lately – day-time reveries and the fast-asleep kind – and 

last night brought two doozies.  

 

In the first I‟m an Amazon on horseback shooting kidnappers attacking our tribe. I 

bolt awake, wanting to hug this real me who came to rev-up my flagging courage. The 

second dream is of an actual event in my RN training. A local shop picked me as the maid 

of honour for our in-house bridal show. My lovely classmate chosen as the bride was, they 

said, more demure.   

 

 

On the scheduled date I jump into my car and race to meet the smiling owner. I learn of 

her dedication, following the death of her mother, to fighting the loneliness of cancer. In 

the dressing room she displays bras in white, ecru and black and a soft, plastic, skin-toned, 

expensive artificial breast
2
. It‟s truly a marvel, even has a nipple. I‟d no idea what it would 

look like, what it would feel like, that it would form so perfectly to my body; that it seems, 

immediately, a real part of me. I don my sweater and smile at my reflection; I have my 

balance back!  I roll up my friend‟s life-saving padded satin slip and store it in my purse. I 

hug my new friend, retrieve my car and drive home smiling from ear to ear.  

 

Sometimes, when I see a woman with decent-looking breasts, I‟m so jealous I  

could scream and tear my hair at the unfairness of it all. But I still have one, and with this 

soft, breast-like appendage in my bra, I at least have my visible-for-all-to-see body back! 

 

  “What do you think, Kay?” I ask, bouncing into his office. 

 

  “You look good to me,” says my dear husband. 

 

 

But let‟s go back to late March where I‟m reminiscing in my grandfather‟s wicker chair, a 

permanent fixture in our Orono home.  

 

I’m three years old, climbing on Grampa’s knee to blow out the match from his 

pipe. We rock together, wreathed in smoke, listening to Lowell Thomas and the News at 

Six. I often scream with nightmares, but Gramma says that my daddy is over there, 

somewhere, keeping those bombs away from our house.  

 

                                                 
1- Interactive Medicine, healing therapies, and Hippocratic science; “I swear… to abstain from whatever is 

deleterious  (first -do no harm).” Taber‟s Cyclopedic Medical Dictionary, p.902. 
2
 - $400.00. The Ontario government rebates half. 
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My dad occasionally included a note to me in his letters to mother. I was eight 

when the war ended (we kids dressed up and ran around waving Union Jacks), and 

without his picture I‟d have forgotten what he looked like. Mother had contracted to build 

our new house next door to my grandparents, nearly finished when he came home. I still 

have a scar on the bottom of my tom-boy foot – someone had thrown a bottle in the sump-

hole. 

 

The following year we adopted my sister, Shirley, who was six. She came for a 

visit, I sent my favourite bear home with her, and she returned within a month, forever. 

Mother was so pleased to have her family complete, in the aftermath of the war. 

 

 

Waiting for him to return to Brantford, I would often have, as I have right now, a 

strange semi-sexual, yearning, longing, weakness, legs-like-jelly, slightly queasy, tight 

emotional ache in a throat wanting to cry.  Losing my breast has brought up so many 

memories – the good and the wanting – and he‟s more in my thoughts now than ever. He 

had trouble getting along with people, had a „chip on his shoulder,‟ didn‟t easily form 

relationships. Still, it was a shock when he left, after being with us for only five or six 

years, and my poor sister lost her second father. “He‟s a travelling salesman,” we 

explained to friends, “not home much.” He never quite got the hang of family life; missed 

his best chance, living with our mother who was the soul of kindness. But I can only 

imagine what our dad went through – he and his two brothers, their mother dead, father a 

sailor gone most of the time – raised in a Catholic orphanage in New York City.  

 

 

He liked to work with wood; built our fence and a toy room. I remember watching 

him splice the ropes for our swing in the basement. He also made things from small 

cigar boxes, retrieved empty, from the smoke shop where he bought cigarettes.  

 

 

It took me years to discover that being fired, again, was the reason mother asked 

him to leave. The following summer she organized a meeting at the Toronto Exhibition, 

and that was the last time we ever saw him. Her duty to her daughters outweighed her love 

for our good-lookin‟ Irish dad. But I know that she later wondered at her decision, aware 

that we both suffered feelings of abandonment. If we hadn‟t been kept in the dark, would 

we have begged him to stay, asked him to work things out? Not sure. There were good 

times, but he had dark depressive moods. “He could never get along with his boss. 

Besides, he gambled,” she said.  

 

Mother gave up her nursing position when he returned from the war, the expected 

thing back then, but continued with some private duty care.  The week after he left she 

became the nurse in a doctor‟s office making fifty dollars a week.  How did she ever 

afford our piano lessons! 
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He died in a Salvation Army hostel in Hamilton,
3
 aged 69, when my first husband, 

Fred, and I were living in Toronto raising our three young boys. I never thought of going 

to the funeral. But on my dresser since my twelfth birthday is my treasured jewelry chest 

holding three little wooden drawers, with tiny brass pulls, sitting on four slender legs, a 

gift from my father. 

 

 

This experience with cancer digs at the roots of how deeply my dad‟s absence has 

affected my life; exposing the reason why even the threat of loss pushes me into a 

different head-space where I become desperate, unhinged, and physically ill. Was it 

Woody Allen who said, “I don‟t get angry, I just grow a tumour?”           

                                                 
3
- In the late 1990‟s, I discovered his death was due to lung cancer. 


