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			About the author 

			Andrea Panteli lives in Sydney, Australia, where family and faith are the centre of her life. Born in Padstow Heights to parents from Cyprus, she grew up closely connected to her relatives and cultural traditions, ties deepened by the day-to-day realities of her mother’s long complex health journey. In a childhood marked by sterile hospital corridors and cold towel presses, Andrea learned about responsibility, resilience and the quiet strength it takes to persevere when life is uncertain.

			Opening a fitness studio was never part of the plan yet it became a turning point – one that reshaped her confidence and sense of purpose. Now, Andrea is committed to supporting other women to become physically and emotionally strong.  Following her mother’s passing in 2024, Andrea has discovered a deeper strength within herself - one that allows her to honour her mother’s legacy by choosing love, peace, and faith.

			Being a wife and a mother shapes Andrea’s perspective and inspires her to prioritise presence, compassion and steadiness. When she isn’t writing or working, she is usually found on the sidelines of a soccer field, proudly cheering on her two boys. Even after years of watching, she still doesn’t know the rules – but she is, without question, their biggest supporter.

			Through the Shatter, She Became is Andrea’s debut memoir. 

		

	
		
			

			   

			To my mum 

			You are the heartbeat of this story. Through every trial, you stood tall with a strength that carried us all.

			Your resilience gave me hope when mine was gone. This book is because you showed me how to keep going, even when it hurt.

			To my family

			Your love was my safe place. In the silence, in the chaos, and in every small moment, you held me up.

			Thank you for never letting me fall.

			And to God

			For being my light in the dark, my peace in the storm, and my reason to believe that no struggle is ever wasted. This is all for you. You are my inspiration, my strength, and my saving grace.

		

	
		
			

			   

			Chapter 1 

			From the beginning

			My childhood feels like a haze, a fog that lingers at the edges of my memory. Sometimes I wonder if that fog is a kind of shield protecting me from my past. The fragments that slip through are like open doorways, drawing me back into the same haunting question that’s followed me for years: Why? How does a child go from basking in the warmth of the most radiant mother to watching her life crumble before their eyes, and then suddenly becoming her caretaker? My sister and I, still so young, became our mother’s keepers before we even understood what that meant. How does that shift happen so fast? 

			Thirty-nine years later, those moments still grip me with the same force. The same questions whisper through me like echoes I can’t silence. Why my mum? Why me? Why us? 

			I was only four. My sister, D, was eight. Our mother was thirty-two. She was vibrant, beautiful, and full of life when everything began to change. One moment she was laughing, her energy lighting up the house like sunlight streaming through open windows, and the next she was gone somewhere unreachable, punched down by her first stroke. She was in her prime, overflowing with love and possibility. It seemed impossible that her bright future could disappear in an instant. Yet it did. 

			

			Mum was pregnant with baby number three, a brother I was thrilled to meet, so I’m told. But there was a strange warning: her body couldn’t carry boys. I couldn’t grasp it then, and it still puzzles me. How could a body choose one sex over another? Her older sister, we later learned, faced the opposite problem; she couldn’t carry girls. Pregnancy, to my childish mind, was a mystery wrapped in several whispers. 

			Mum shared her story again and again, her voice steady even though the pain still lived inside her. It was on a quiet Saturday afternoon during her first trimester in 1986. We had gone to the airport to see off my dad’s brother, who was travelling overseas. The car ride home was silent. Mum’s hands stayed wrapped around the seatbelt on the passenger side, gripping it so tightly her knuckles turned white. Her face grew pale, her breathing uneven. By the time we reached our home in Padstow Heights, she was already feeling sick. Dad later explained that her body had gone into shock. The left side had started to grow numb, as if a stroke or seizure was slowly pulling her away. She had miscarried, and toxins had spread through her bloodstream, reaching her brain. That moment became her first stroke. 

			Going from dreaming of a new baby to clinging to life was unimaginable. Yet the truth was even worse: medical negligence had caused it. The obstetrician had brushed off her concerns with a curt, ‘You’re pregnant, G. That’s just morning sickness.’ But what followed was nothing short of a nightmare. 

			The doctors, who were a married couple, soon faced intense scrutiny. Then came the shocking twist: both were later found dead. His death was ruled a suicide; hers remained a mystery. The news chilled me to my core; it was like a thriller too dark to be real. 

			Their clinic still lingers in my memory; the roaming dogs, the strange warmth of the place, and the two of them – an elderly pair with white hair and thick glasses, he always in crisp suits, she with bold lipstick and a messy updo. They had brought my sister and me into the world, yet their negligence had nearly taken our mother from it. 

			

			My parents never sought revenge. They wanted only to survive; to focus on Mum’s fight for life rather than on blame. Looking back, I realise that choice shaped my understanding of love. 

			❤

			Large swathes of my childhood are blank, like a film reel with whole scenes cut away. Maybe my mind is protecting me from the pain. The sharpest memories, the hospital corridors and the cold towels pressed to Mum’s necklace, are the ones that left the deepest marks. 

			We were passed from aunt to aunt, never knowing which bed we’d sleep in. Dad was a ghost, always at work or at the hospital. I clashed with cousins, envying their mothers and their sense of normalcy. Even now, the smell of grilled cheese toast for breakfast makes my stomach turn. We were never truly neglected. Food, shelter, love – our family’s fragile network held us together, giving Dad the space and peace to care for Mum. 

			The stroke left Mum with left-side paralysis. This was the beginning of her battle. But faith became her anchor. She could’ve cursed God or the doctors, but she didn’t. Instead, she held on to her belief that God had kept her alive for her girls, and that conviction gave her the strength to fight. 

			I watched her push through the pain at Royal South Sydney Hospital in Zetland, gripping resistance bands with her face tight with determination, then easing into the hydrotherapy pool where the sharp scent of chlorine filled the air. Each movement was small, but it meant everything. Slowly, she grew stronger. She regained the use of her left hand. She walked again, unaided. And in one of her proudest moments, she passed her driving test. That licence wasn’t just a card; it was her freedom, her independence reclaimed. For a woman who hated relying on anyone it was nothing short of victory. Our mum was our miracle, our fighter. 

			

			Before the stroke stole so much, Mum was a vibrant force, a renowned dress designer in Sydney’s Greek community. Everyone loved her legendary wedding gowns. She’d left school at fifteen, defying Pappou’s wish for her to become a hairdresser. At college, she topped her class, then worked at Wella Fabrics, and even modelled on runways. Check her out: she’s glamorous and confident, with short dark hair styled weekly at Richard’s on Oxford Street. Her make-up was flawless, her outfits impeccable, always with matching shoes and handbag. She dressed D and me in identical Fredelle outfits, tiny gold studs glinting in our ears, D with her long ponytail and me with my boyish crop. Ugh, why, Mum?

			By 1987, after her recovery, Mum dived back into life – work, family, and travel. Our days were filled with laughter, Cabbage Patch dolls, Glow Worms, and love. One afternoon while we were driving home, I sat in the back seat with the seatbelt practically choking me across the neck. Out of nowhere, some random man in the next car waved at my mum, signalling for her to roll down her window. Thinking maybe she had a flat tyre, she cracked the window open. Instead, he shouted, ‘Hey lady, did you know your number plate is 666?’ 

			She froze for a second, not expecting such a comment. 

			‘Yes, I do,’ she answered. 

			‘Do you know that’s the devil’s number?’ he pushed. 

			

			‘Yeah, maybe it is,’ she said, ‘but it’s been lucky for me.’ 

			He stared at her, his face cold, and said, ‘Not anymore.’ Startled and pale, she swiftly rolled up her window. She drove off cautiously, uneasy yet focused. She made the sign of the cross and kept driving. But his words lingered, casting a faint shadow that never quite lifted. 

			Not long after that car incident, my Thio C (Thio means ‘uncle’ in Greek) noticed Mum was wearing a lot of peach-coloured blush on her cheeks. She loved make-up, but this time it was a little too much. When he asked about it, Mum tried to dismiss it. The truth was hard. She had a deep-blue vein running along the side of her face, and it had become quite prominent. She was trying to hide it, hoping no one would notice. But the vein only grew darker and more obvious, and around that same time, she started feeling unwell again. She went back and forth to her specialist and the tests revealed the kind of news that knocks the air out of a person – she had three aneurysms ready to explode and needed surgery immediately. Like, Wtf. 

			She didn’t want to believe it. She searched for another answer, another doctor, and a different outcome. But every time she sat across from a new specialist, the words were the same: ‘We need to operate. And soon.’ 

			She even travelled all the way to Israel because she was desperate for help. She sat across from one specialist with my aunt beside her, and he had the nerve to say, ‘Do you have money, madam? If so, I will send you to America.’ It sounds even more shocking when my dad retells it in Greek, but the meaning is the same: the specialist cared more about the money than the patient, someone who had crossed an ocean searching for medical treatment. 

			One afternoon in August 1988 she picked up my sister and me from God knows where, probably school. We were heading home. She didn’t look well. She didn’t feel well. She drove slowly, doing everything she could to get us home safely. We lived, far from her family. She felt uneasy, like something was terribly wrong. When we turned into our street, Berima Avenue, she pulled up outside one of my dad’s cousins’ houses, just up the road. She beeped the horn a few times. When they came out, she asked them to follow her home because she felt unwell, and she asked them to call my dad and her sister-in-law, who lived not too far away. This was before mobile phones were everywhere.

			

			She pulled slowly into our steep driveway. D and I opened the car doors, slammed them shut, and chased each other up the stairs like little kids do, huffing and puffing, yelling and laughing. We kept shouting, ‘I’m going to win!’ and ‘No, I’m going to win!’ 

			 But down below, Mum stood still on the bottom step, silent, looking up at us. I remember her gripping the rail like she needed it to hold her together. She was trembling, sweat gathering across her forehead. She took one step at a time, each one heavier than the last. Her breathing grew louder and slower, as if every inhale demanded all her strength. 

			I can’t remember if we ran back down to her or if we just stood there, watching. Everything felt quiet. Too quiet. It was a slow-motion scene unfolding right in front of us. When she finally reached the top step, she collapsed at our feet. 

			Did we scream? Did we cry? I don’t know. It all turned into a blur. In a flash, people were everywhere. Noise filled the air; sharp, white noise mixed with murmurs and hushed voices. I still don’t know how the neighbours knew to come outside, but they surrounded her within seconds. 

			We stood there, frozen like statues, watching people run in and out of the house. The front door kept opening and closing. Someone put a pillow under her head to make her comfortable. Cold water splashed against her face. Damp towels were pressed around her neck. She was vomiting. I remember that clearly. 

			

			Was it minutes? Was it within the hour? Time didn’t make sense. Everything felt like it was happening all at once and yet far away. 

			The muffled sound in my ears slowly faded and sirens began to ring. They grew closer and closer, louder and louder, until the ambulance pulled into our driveway. Doors opened and slammed shut. Moments later, the paramedics rushed up the stairs. 

			Were they there for a while? I couldn’t tell you. One moment they were checking her pulse; the next, they were taking her away. We just stood there, watching. Standing on the top step, looking down, we watched the ambulance drive off with our mum in the back. 

			Who was in the ambulance with her? Surely, she wasn’t alone. Who did we stay with? Where did we go? Where did we end up? I have no memory of any of that. All I know is that our nightmare was happening all over again. 

			We were placed back in the care of family members while Mum was being prepared for surgery. I wondered if someone had created a care roster for us, or if everyone was just doing what they could. 

			The risks of this upcoming surgery were astronomical. She was given a five per cent chance of survival, with the possibility of being left paralysed again. After many discussions, Mum felt she had no choice but to take a leap of faith and do everything in her power to survive. She put her faith in God. She did it for us, her two little girls. She signed the consent forms and placed her life in the surgeon’s hands. 

			I was told many years later that Mum was so distraught about her decision and the possible outcome of the surgery that she openly asked for a divorce, just so my dad could go on with his life without the burden of caring for a sick wife. She was even prepared to hand us over and walk away so our lives wouldn’t be disrupted by her medical condition. This woman, practically on her deathbed, was so selfless. 

			

			My dad, completely shocked by such a thought, wouldn’t even consider it. Anyone who knows him understands that he is a selfless man, full of love and support, a true family man. No wonder they found each other. 

			August 14th. Surgery day. It was also the eve of a very special day in the Orthodox Faith: the Dormition of Our Theotokos, the Falling Asleep and Assumption of the Virgin Mary. Of all days, Mum was scheduled for her surgery on one of the holiest days. What were the odds? It felt like a sign. Our Virgin Mary was going to look over her. 

			Surgery took 16 long hours, all under the hands of the incredible Professor I.J. How could anyone forget that name? The name of the man who saved my mum’s life. In the operating theatre, they expected to do three clippings once they’d opened her up. To everyone’s surprise, they ended up performing a total of eight. It was a complete catastrophe. 

			Dad told me not long ago that this surgery was so uncommon and so new to medical science that during the procedure the professor was on a conference call with his senior specialists in China, who were remotely assisting him through each step. Thinking about it now, that is totally insane. 

			She remained in a vegetative state after the operation. She was in the Intensive Care Unit. Man, I hate those words; they still give me chills. She stayed in the ICU for months. Her brain was severely inflamed, and they couldn’t put her cranium back during the first surgery. She had to stay without it until the swelling went down and it was finally safe to operate and reattach it. 

			

			Our aunts often took my sister and me to visit her, but we were so young that I didn’t fully understand what was happening. We played in the corridors, running around and making noise, thinking we were on some kind of adventure. How were we supposed to know? To be honest, the woman lying on the bed was, in my young eyes, just a sick woman. I didn’t truly know who my mum was. 

			After being passed around from aunt to aunt, I eventually started calling one of my mum’s sisters Mummy S, because I stayed with her for a long time. In my eyes, she became the mother figure I desperately needed. But my cousin T, her eldest son, hated it. He got jealous every time I said Mummy S. He would shout at me, ‘She is NOT your mum; she is MY mum!’ That never stopped me, though. Maybe I was a little shit-stirrer pushing boundaries, but even now he still says I’ve always stood my ground and never backed down. ‘Feisty and rebellious Andrea, always backchatting.’ Sometimes I look at my own kids and wonder where they get it from. Any chance he got, he would try to torture me, not in a cruel way, but playfully in his world. To me back then it felt horrible. I laugh about it now. I guess it was his way of marking his territory, being a typical teenager. 

			Foxy was their tiny Pomeranian-Chihuahua, and I was bloody petrified of that fluffy little thing on four legs. There was absolutely nothing scary about its yapping, yet I was shit-scared. The rule was that Foxy stayed outside when I was in the house, but not when T was around. Being the territorial big cousin he was, he would open the back door and ‘accidentally’ let Foxy in. I’d scream, climb onto the couch then up onto the window ledge, refusing to come down until someone dragged the dog back outside. Foxy would be yapping, I’d be screaming and crying, and T would be on the floor, laughing until he got in trouble. HA! Who’s the real boss now? 

			

			Despite all of this, I formed real, deep bonds with my cousins. The bond I now have with T is unbreakable. He calls me Mikri, which means ‘little one.’ To him, I was – and still am – his little sister. I never had an older brother, but he stepped into that role and became my protector as I grew up. It’s strange how a tragic event can pull a family together, but that’s exactly what happened with us. 

			There are some funny moments I’ve captured and still laugh about, but there are also many horrible and heart-wrenching memories I don’t ever want to relive. I remember being taken to the hospital to visit Mum, and I would scream, ‘That’s not my mum; my mum is dead.’ My godmother smacked me gently on the hand and said, ‘Don’t ever say that again.’ 

			Writing all this down, feeling it all over again, breaks my heart into pieces. 

			There was a day that still sits heavy on my chest. In a moment filled with both faith and desperation, my godmother clung to Mum’s bedside, her tears falling like rain as she begged God to bring her sister back to us. She dug through her bag with shaking hands and pulled out the Holy Water from church, something she had been holding onto like a lifeline. She poured it gently over Mum’s lips, her hands trembling, as if she were pouring her last hope. The nurses rushed in, alarm written all over their faces, but my godmother’s pleas didn’t stop. Her voice broke as she begged them, ‘Please, just let God work His miracle.’ And then, the impossible happened. 

			The next day Mum’s eyes, once closed in silence, slowly flickered open, glowing like small beacons of hope in all our darkness. The nurses were stunned. Our grief turned into gasps of joy. We had witnessed a miracle that stayed with us forever. 

			

			Mum had awakened. Her fight for life had begun.

			❤

			We lived in Padstow Heights in a monstrosity of a house. Dad decided to sell it and move closer to Mum’s family. Mum needed a single-storey home and wanted to be near the hospital. 

			We changed schools and began a new life. I started at St Joseph’s in Rosebery in Year 1. Mrs G was my teacher. I remember her and her smile. Her favourite saying was, ‘She goes, she goes, she just goes’. And of course, those spelling words. I recited the word ‘because,’ B-E-C-A-U-S-E, and to this day, whenever I write it I recite it like a song. 

			Oh, and I can’t forget Miss O, a stylish woman with short blonde hair. She was my teacher in Year 3. I remember her denim knee-length skirt and bright pink lipstick. When she was angry, boy, did we know it! She would slam that classroom door, BOOM! 

			In the summer months when it was hot and steamy, the teachers would let us play in the playground. They would open the hose and we would run through it to cool off at the end of the day. 

			We moved in with Yiayia and Pappou (grandmother and grandfather) in Marrickville for a little while. I could say months or years, but honestly, it didn’t matter; we had no real sense of time. Meanwhile, Dad was busy renovating our new home to make it comfortable for Mum. I have no idea where he got his decorating skills, but why he thought painting the walls peachy pink was a good idea is beyond me. Apparently, it was ‘very fashionable.’ I beg to differ. 

			Back in Marrickville, Yiayia became my personal hairdresser every morning before school. Oh, the trauma! Oh, the glamour! She would slick back my hair, create a precise side part and secure it in a low bun with hairpins – not an elastic because, apparently, that was just not classy. The result? I was basically a mini version of her. I love you, Yiayia, but you scared me for life. To this day, I have Side Part PTSD; the mere mention of it sends shivers down my spine. But, hey, at least I learned to rock a mean bun. Thanks, Yiayia…I think. 

			

			The trauma of Yiayia’s side part still lingers. At my cousin’s wedding in 2022, I was a matron of honour. When the hairdresser finished styling my hair, I froze. One glance in the mirror and I panicked. ‘Please, pull it out! Go centre! No side part!’ I begged, my anxiety spiking. The stylist looked taken aback, but I couldn’t shake it. It’s crazy how the memory of Yiayia’s signature side part still gives me conniptions, making me ultra-particular about my hairstyle. Those childhood mornings left a mark, a testament to the lasting power of love, family…and hair trauma. 

			One cherished memory that stands out is learning the Greek Orthodox Creed, To Pistevo, in Year 5. My yiayia, a devout woman, saw this as an opportunity to pass on our faith and heritage. Every night she would sit with me, patiently guiding me through the prayer. Her dedication was unwavering, and I can still feel her love and enthusiasm. Even today, I know To Pistevo by heart, and reciting it brings a warm glow to my heart. It is a beautiful reminder that, even amidst difficult experiences, moments of love, connection, and tradition shape who we are. My yiayia’s legacy lives on through this prayer and I am grateful for the time we shared, learning it together. 

			I also have a vivid flashback to smoke and something catching fire, but what the hell was it? It was me! It was a cold winter’s day and I had sat too close to the heater while my yiayia watched Wheel of Fortune. Somehow, even without speaking a word of English, she followed the show like a pro. Suddenly I smelt something burning and yelled, thinking Yiayia was cooking in the kitchen. But it wasn’t the food; it was me! My jumper was melting as I huddled near the heater to keep warm. What a moron! 

			

			When we finally settled into our renovated home, my sister and I took on the responsibilities of managing the household. For a while we had a live-in carer to support us, but when that arrangement didn’t work out we were thrust into a new reality. Overnight, we had to learn how to cook, clean, and care for Mum, navigating the challenges of caregiving alongside domestic duties. It was a steep learning curve, but we rallied together, determined to create a loving and supportive home for our family. 

			Mum’s paralysis left her with limited movement in her arm, no function in her hand, and a limp in her step. Every morning, my sister and I would argue over who was going to dress her. ‘No, it’s your turn.’ ‘I did it yesterday.’ ‘You do it today, and I’ll do it for the rest of the week.’ ‘Hurry up, Mum, we have to get ready for school.’ 

			This was our life every day, every morning…for years. We were her carers. We bathed her, dressed her, and gave her medication. We were her people. Despite losing her independence, she remained our mum, a strong, remarkable woman. Every Saturday we took her across the road to her weekly hairdressing appointment, a tradition she insisted on keeping. She prepared home-cooked meals every night and made sure to teach us how to cook as well. 

			To help her in the kitchen, Dad bought her a suction chopping board with special spikes on one side to hold vegetables steady while they were chopped. Thanks to that, we always had fresh, crisp salads for dinner. I admired her when she prepared her famous chicken pastitsio, a Greek chicken pasta bake, but on a whole other level. The taste is pure magic. After years of watching her make it, I inherited her skill without even realising it. Every time I make it now, I feel closer to her, and I am reminded of how extraordinary she truly was. 

			

			To stand on her feet, boil the pasta, shred the chicken, chop the tomatoes, parsley, and onions, make the sauce, and prepare the bechamel…I get tired doing all that with two functioning hands. How the heck did this woman do it? She was a freaking superstar. With only one hand functioning, Mum would have everything ready when we came home from school. We’d be greeted by the smell of a hot ham-and-cheese omelette, garnished with parsley, of course. That’s my mum! She made the most delicious schnitzel from scratch, and those hot chips…to die for! But oh, the oil splatter everywhere! And of course, we had no choice but to clean it up afterwards. Thanks, Mum. 

			Can you believe she would wake up at 5.30 or 6 every morning just to make Dad’s breakfast before he went to work? I rave about her all the time, calling her inspirational, courageous, and a fighter, because she absolutely deserves those words next to her name. 

			If we didn’t do the housework on Saturday morning, we’d get in trouble. Mum, the ultimate boss lady of the house, would punish us by not allowing us to attend Greek dancing, the social highlight of our week. We looked forward to going to the Cyprus Community Club in Stanmore for a few hours. We’d dance, hang out with friends, and even walk up to 7-Eleven to grab a Coke Slurpee after class. 

			Meanwhile, Mum would sit upstairs in the cafeteria with the other mums, gasbagging over her usual cappuccino and her favourite piece of cake, Kalo Prama. If you translate it, it means ‘The Good Thing,’ but personally, I think it’s gross. It’s some semolina syrup cake with almonds. Yuk! Give me a Galatoboureko, Greek custard cake, any day. 

			Our mother was a strict disciplinarian who never let us get away with anything. She had migrated to Australia from Cyprus at the age of eleven and spoke English fluently, unlike my father, whose English remained limited. We couldn’t pull the wool over her eyes. Highly intelligent and always one step ahead of us, she caught us every time we tried any mischief. 

			

			My sister, being cheeky, once got into trouble for something trivial and had the audacity to tease her, saying, ‘Ha-ha, you can’t catch me,’ assuming Mum wouldn’t bother chasing her as she slow-walked away. We were just innocent kids playing. But let me be clear, Mum caught her! 

			Watching our mother as we grew up revealed her resilience. She showed it not only to us, her family, but also to her colleagues at work. Her determination to persevere was clear in everything she did. Driven by her love for us, she refused to give up. Instead, she drew strength from her unshakable faith in God, trusting that He would protect our family and keep my sister and me safe. 

			Miracle stories are abundant, but when one unfolds in your own family, the impact is profound. One moment that still gives me goosebumps is when Mum woke up from her 16-hour surgery. Her first words, laced with an otherworldly serenity, left an indelible mark on my soul. She recounted a vivid experience: ‘I climbed the stairs, knocked on the door three times, and it slightly opened. A radiant light appeared, and a deep, gentle voice from behind the door whispered, “Go back, it’s not your time.” Then the door closed.’ 

			Call it a miracle, a testament to faith, or simply an unexplainable phenomenon; whatever the label, it’s a reminder that life holds more than what we can see or touch. 

			Looking back and reliving these events has shattered my world. Now, as an adult in my forties, I feel as though I was robbed of a childhood. I was robbed of having sweet, innocent memories, the kind of memories filled with sunshine, fun, rainbows and butterflies that childhood is meant to hold. I don’t have those. What I have are memories of hospitals, and the colour cold grey constantly appearing in my mind. 

			

			I never had the chance to experience simple, everyday moments with Mum. I never got to have her take me to school and feel the joy of being picked up, imagining her at the school gate with her big smile and arms wide open, waiting for me to run into her warm embrace. I wanted to play with her, do girly things together, have her style my hair for school, and tell her my deepest secrets. 

			What hurts the most is that I didn’t really know Mum before she got sick. I don’t truly know what kind of person she was. I can only piece together her essence from what others tell me. Don’t get me wrong, I am forever grateful that Mum was by my side, because she could have died all those years ago, leaving only bitter memories. But the hard truth is I never got to experience a true mother–daughter relationship, and this stings in a way I cannot fully explain. 

			Growing up, I received something unique to replace those missing childhood memories. I had the privilege of knowing and respecting a different version of her. I was raised by a powerful, resilient woman, a fighter, an inspiration. This incredible woman taught me far more than love; she shaped me into the person I am today. She is the reason I am the way I am, simply because I don’t know how to be any other way.

			People often say I am a carbon copy of her – looks, character, the whole lot – though not her height. Mum was tall, and I’m, well…a short one. I share her stubbornness when we are passionate about something. I take on other people’s problems as if they were my own and extend my hand to help anyone in need. I am my mum’s daughter. 

			I wear my heart on my sleeve and rarely ask for help, but taking care of my loved ones is always at the top of my list. She has shown me patience, and because of her, I have become empathetic, sympathetic, and deeply caring. All of this is a reflection of the woman who raised me. 

			

			Seeing her faith in God has brought me so much closer to Him. I don’t know any other way to live; this is all I know: love and survive. Deep down, I know my Mum loved us so fiercely that she fought to live for us. That, to me, is the ultimate meaning of the word love. 

			As a mother now, despite the immense love I have for my own children and my willingness to go to great lengths to protect them and ensure their safety, I often wonder if I’m a good parent. My unconventional upbringing leaves me unsure if I’m doing things right. Not having a traditional parental example to follow scares me, and I fear I might fail them in the future. 

			Now, I fully understand her fight and her choice to survive. This is why I choose to survive too. I choose family. I choose love. And I will continue to fight for my own path. 

		

	
		
			

			   

			Chapter 2 

			Navigating youth 

			In a flash, I completed primary school. The memories are faint now, yet the foundation was laid for a long journey of growth and discovery. Maybe those years were the hardest I ever lived through, which could be why I’ve subconsciously erased so much of them without ever meaning to from my memory. 

			I don’t remember much of the good times or bad times, only a handful of moments that sit in place, leaving me oddly neutral. I can still hear the squeak of sneakers against the hot asphalt of the playground and see my sister D racing me to the swings, her ponytail snapping in the air as she outruns me. And I can feel that quiet ache deep inside, the one that came from wanting a hug from Dad that never came. A small, wordless void I couldn’t name back then. 

			In our Greek household, my sister and I were encouraged to learn our mother tongue; it was a central part of our upbringing. I’m profoundly grateful for that support. I can speak, read, and write Greek with ease. How valuable is being bilingual? Extremely cool and highly useful. I certainly used it to my advantage while my kids were growing up. Whenever they acted up (which was often) and wanted to argue their case with their dad, we’d switch to Greek and discuss it between ourselves. Most of the time they had no idea what we were saying. Until, of course, they did. 

			

			Funny thing, though: as fluent as I am in Greek, the minute I land in Cyprus, my tongue seems to tie itself in knots. I sound like a foreigner for the first few days, and it takes about a week for my speech to loosen up. Stage fright, perhaps. Once I get going, though, especially with my heavy Cypriot dialect, hang the fuck on; I sound as if I’ve stepped straight out of the ghetto, a.k.a. the village. I absolutely love it now. Growing up, it was a different story. 

			D and I went to Greek school every Tuesday and Thursday after school, though we did it reluctantly. Kill me now! Watching grass grow would’ve been more entertaining. For a while, we even had Saturday school for three hours – yes, three freaking long-ass hours. 

			Still, we made the most of it, embracing the experience and finding moments of joy along the way. As much as we hated going, we always found ways to enjoy the ride. In every class there was at least one kid who acted up, and there were always consequences. 

			One extremely cold and gloomy afternoon, the rain was pouring down. Not a gentle pitter-patter, but a torrential downpour, blinding sheets of water that made everything outside look grey and miserable. Of all days, my sister decided this was her moment to muck up in class. She must’ve had a brain snap. The chalk dust stung my nose as I sat there, frozen, watching her. Why? Such an idiot. 

			Back in the early 1990s, strict discipline was normal. Being sent out of class, getting a ruler across the knuckles, even an ear-pull – none of it raised eyebrows. Can you imagine if a teacher did that now? 

			D misbehaved one day and our short-tempered, unimpressed teacher marched over, grabbed her by the ear, and hauled her out. Let me clarify one thing before anyone jumps up and down: no one got hurt. May I also add, among us Greeks, we have a Greek custom: if it’s your Name Day (the day we celebrate your patron saint), or if you’re getting in trouble, you might get your ear pulled. 

			

			Well, it wasn’t her Name Day; D was in deep shit. Still, as the younger sister, I found it awful to watch. We always fought with each other, but I hated seeing her shamed. I’ve always been against any kind of violence. What could I do to help her? I sat at my desk, eyes glued to the door, not hearing a word of the lesson and already plotting how to sneak her back in. She was outside in the freezing rain while we sat warm inside, and I knew I’d cop the aftermath if she got sick. She was such a sook. I had to do something. One hundred per cent. 

			I took it upon myself (what a little sister, right?). I crept to the door and eased it open, praying it wouldn’t squeak. D slipped back in like a thief and slid into her seat, flashing a cheeky grin that made my risk worth it. When our teacher turned from the chalkboard, there she was, still wearing that grin. 

			He lost his marbles. We Greeks – our temper can go from zero to a million in a millisecond. With his loud, screechy voice, he yelled out, ‘Who opened the door?’ 

			Of course, being me, I stood up innocently and confidently, then answered, ‘I did.’ I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong…Or had I? 

			To make matters worse, everyone in the class burst into laughter. That must have pushed him over the edge, because after that I got into so much trouble. As punishment, I had to write ‘I will not open the door’ a thousand times. Oh my gosh, my poor little hand, though I can laugh about it now. My ear was pulled, my knuckles were smacked, and I was thrown outside for the rest of the class. I stood there in the freezing cold, shivering with a throbbing ear and an aching hand. To be fair, I didn’t really mind being sent outside. I didn’t want to be in class anyway. 

			

			We begged Dad to pull us out of Greek school. We complained endlessly, but he wouldn’t be swayed. I even tried negotiating with him: could he move me out of my primary school and into the Greek Orthodox school instead? Very dramatic of me, I know. But I knew exactly what I was doing. I’d done my research and discovered that Greek lessons there were taught during regular school hours, so there would be no more after-school classes. 

			After all the nagging, I finally persuaded Dad. He moved me halfway through Year 4, and I couldn’t have been happier. Cheering! After that rainy day, I was more than ready for a change, a chance to escape the monotony and maybe, just maybe, find a place where I truly belonged. 

			Starting at my new school was a rush of anticipation mixed with a touch of uncertainty. But I was ready to get on and face whatever came along. The uniform, the rules, the playground rituals – everything felt overwhelming at first. Coming midway through the year was daunting; everyone already had their friend groups and I was the new kid, sticking out like a sore thumb. I was paired with a buddy, a sweet girl named L. She was so angelic, with long dark hair tied up in a ponytail with a blue ribbon, big brown eyes, and the warmest smile. She took me under her wing, introduced me to her friends, and made me feel at ease. It’s pretty amazing how kids can be totally shitty if they choose, yet when they decide to be kind, you feel safe and welcome. 

			One unforgettable lunchtime in the playground, while we were all playing and laughing, the asphalt scorching under my shoes, something happened. I’m not sure what exactly, but the words ‘Oh sugar!’ flew out of my mouth. (I didn’t swear back then.) I remember those words loud and clear, as if I’d said them yesterday. My sweet buddy L suddenly exploded. ‘How dare you use my mum’s name in vain!’ she yelled, then stormed off. 

			

			I stood there, dumbfounded and speechless. What on earth had just happened? She literally walked away and never spoke to me again, and I mean never. We finished Year 6, went through another year and a bit of school, and still never exchanged a word. We avoided each other completely. How awful. 

			I told you; kids can be real shitheads. All that because I said the word ‘sugar’? Insane. Much later, I discovered that Sugar was her mum’s name. Oh, right. I had no idea. 

			That loss made a small but lasting crack in my confidence, which lingered through those early school years. 

			During my time at the Greek Orthodox private school, our parish priest often visited our religion classes. One particular lesson stayed with me. With a warm smile, he told our year group that we were exceptionally special. I sometimes wonder if he said that to every class, but in that moment, it felt uniquely meant for us. He reminded us that we would be graduating in the year 2000, a milestone that, in 1994, felt light-years away. Six years of school stretched out before us, yet his words ignited a spark of excitement and anticipation within me. Was life even going to exist past the year 2000? 

			Our school day ran from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m., followed by after-school activities. It was showtime. Our afternoons were youthful and carefree. Our home’s large backyard became a magnet for neighbourhood kids. They came over so Mum wouldn’t be left alone. I loved how accepting our friends were; they chose to come to our house so we wouldn’t miss out. 

			We made very good use of our long driveway. We fancied ourselves the super-cool kids on the block because we all had rollerblades. We’d race up and down, inventing our own games and rules. We coloured the pavement with bright chalk and played hopscotch. We played elastics, jumping up and down and singing, ‘England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales, inside, outside, inside on.’ As you passed each level, the elastic climbed higher. I never got above the waist. We tied skipping ropes together to make extra-long ropes, did single jumps, double jumps, and 180-degree turn jumps, and then we’d add a second rope and attempt the elite move of jumping through two ropes at once. We were mini athletes. 

			

			We even turned the backyard into a handball court, drawing squares and labelling them king, queen, and jack, then moving around the court like it was a human-sized chessboard. We let our imaginations run wild. We made up half the games, which was half the fun. And when we lost, we’d argue and carry on like sore losers. We would play from the afternoon into the evening. I’m surprised that any homework ever got done. No one wanted to go home. We’d be sweaty and huffing and puffing as if we’d just run a marathon. Mum would always set out drinks and snacks on the kitchen bench, her chair nearby, a quiet presence as we raced in and out as we pleased. 

			Even if none of my friends could come over, I’d still find a way to play. Poor Mum, I seemed to make her my victim, though she never complained. In truth, it was actually a lovely bonding time, away from the usual duties of caring for her. I’d tie one side of a skipping rope to something sturdy and fetch a chair for her to sit on. She’d swing the rope while I jumped, shouting, ‘Faster!’ 

			Those were the innocent, fun days. That’s what I associate with childhood: fun, games, laughing, and playing, moments where I felt close to her, even if the words ‘I love you’ were never said. 

			Two doors up lived another Cypriot family. Over the years, our families grew incredibly close. We treated their grandparents like our own. That’s how our lives became. It was normal to pop in and out of each other’s homes as if they were extensions of our own. 

			

			One Friday night we were at their house for a movie night. The boys were set on watching Candyman; the alternative was Freddy Krueger. I had always loved Freddy Krueger films – horrible, warped, and thrilling. So, when I heard Candyman, I thought it would be brilliant. How wrong I was. Candyman was not brilliant. It was terrifying. Truly terrifying. Beware, do not watch it. I must have had my eyes covered for most of the film; it scared the living daylights out of me. 

			The boys lived just two doors down from our house, with only one house in between. It was late and dark. We were supposed to walk home, but I was petrified. There was no way I was walking home alone. Yet I had to get there somehow. I said my goodbyes, slipped out the front door, counted to three, and ran for my life. Anyone watching would have thought I was being chased by a serial killer, or even worse, Candyman. 

			After that movie, I developed a massive fear of going to the toilet. I truly believed that Candyman, this massive, terrifying bee creature, would rise from the toilet bowl and attack me. I had someone check the bathroom once or twice and wait outside until I was done. This routine went on for a long time. I don’t have a clear memory of how I finally grew out of it. 

			In 1995 I embarked on an exciting new chapter: high school. Being the youngest in the school again felt like a fresh start. Most of our year group had remained the same. We were a Kindy-to-Year-12 school, but new friendships were waiting to be made. I suppose that’s always how it works: interests shift, subjects change, and who ends up in your classes plays a big role. It was a welcoming new formation. 

			

			Four of us girls from primary school plus one newcomer became fast friends. I clicked instantly with her; she was Cypriot too, so we had a lot in common. The five of us became the Five Musketeers, stuck together like superglue, each of us bringing something different to the group and always having each other’s backs, no matter what. 

			As primary school faded behind me, new challenges loomed: my body, my confidence, and my place in the world. Do not ask me to recount my high school experience; I simply cannot. It’s as if I didn’t exist. Whatever I do remember are tiny snippets. My high school years feel like a jigsaw with too many pieces missing. 

			Throughout my teens, I went through a massive developmental stage, and I mean major. Oh, the joys of being a girl. One day I was as flat as a pancake, and the next, I was a DD, at fourteen. To some people, that was super cool, but for me it was absolute torture. I cried every night, begging God to take them away. Each morning, they were still there. I’d stare into the mirror, hating the reflection staring back at me, feeling trapped in a body I didn’t recognise, a stranger to myself. 

			Because of that, I absolutely hated summer. I was painfully body-conscious, and the beach was completely out of the question. Nothing fitted right. My hormones were raging, and I loathed school sports. I would’ve rather poked my eye out with a sharp pencil than run around in PE. I was paranoid about the bounce, imagining the teasing or, worse, two black eyes. 

			Sometimes, I wore two bras just to try to flatten my chest. My physical shape shattered my confidence. I hid in oversized clothes and hunched my shoulders, desperate to disappear. There was no way in hell I’d ever participate in a school athletics carnival, let alone wear a swimsuit and swim. Are you kidding me? No friken‘ way! 

			I made up any excuse under the sun not to take part in PE. If you pulled out my student file, it would be a small bible of excuses Mum had signed for me. She always had my back, understanding how deep this complex ran – her quiet nod a comfort, even without words of love. I didn’t hate my body; I just felt so uncomfortable in it. Up until then I’d had no reason to be anxious. Then, seemingly overnight, I developed. Fully developed. And I spiralled out of control. My insecurities took hold, echoing that old outsider feeling from my Greek school days. 

			

			My struggles with body image fuelled persistent self-doubt and crushed my confidence. I felt unworthy. Once, someone close to me (not my parents) asked why I wasn’t as skinny as a family friend’s daughter. It hurt. It shattered me. I was compared to her again and again, which only cemented my lack of confidence. I was even told to go to Weight Watchers to lose weight. That’s so fucked up. I was only a teenager. 

			To put icing on the cake and add to my long list of complexes, in Years 8 and 9 we were told we had to take part in a compulsory extracurricular sport. Get fucked! There was no way I was playing netball. All the ‘fit’ girls were in that team. I didn’t fit in. I wasn’t athletic; I wasn’t lean. I was a tomboy with big boobs. I hated anything to do with sport and exercise, yet here I was with no choice but to join a team. Netball was a hard no-fucking-way, so my girlfriends and I chose softball instead. That could be fun. We had no idea how to play, but we learned the rules as we went, mostly winging it. 

			And honestly, we had the best time. Maybe not during the game itself, but the bus rides to and from were pure joy. I’d never laughed so much in my life, doubled over, tears streaming down my face. As we rode, we blasted Alanis Morissette’s Jagged Little Pill on repeat. Because of that, I’ve grown to hate that song. If I hear her voice on the radio, watch how fast my fingers manoeuvre to change the station, or I’ll lose my shit. 

			

			Our favourite part of softball clearly wasn’t the match; it was the banter. That was next level. And the ride home? Always the brilliant finisher: McDonald’s cheeseburgers and fries…mmm. What a well-deserved treat. See? Total athletes. 

			In high school I was fortunate to have a close-knit group of friends. Our bond felt unbreakable, and I cherish those memories deeply. With them, I could be my authentic, awkward, honest self. No superficial bullshit. We weren’t into brands, we weren’t into make-up, and we weren’t infatuated with boys. We didn’t care about the outside world; we were happy in our little circle. And if we ever needed help with anything, we knew we could count on each other. 

			One of my closest friends, H, didn’t live far from me, but if she took public transport she needed two or three buses to get to school, which meant a crack-of-dawn start. So we hatched a plan: she’d come to my place before school, another reason or opportunity to spend more time together. She’d be dropped off early, we’d have breakfast, and we’d catch the bus together. In the afternoons, we’d take the 693 school bus to Kingsford and, depending on the weather and how heavy our bags were, we’d either jump on a second bus to my place or walk home. Imagine forty minutes of talking shit the whole time, laughter spilling between us like a secret language. 

			We’d push open the front door with our feet, dump our bags and, without fail, call out, ‘Mum, we’re home!’ Mum always had a meal ready, anticipating our hunger; her quiet presence was a steady anchor in the rhythm of our days. 

			We loved food. We loved anything and everything Mum presented to us. Sometimes we did our homework, but more often, we watched video clips, sang, and danced. We went through a huge Cypress Hill phase, ‘Insane in the membrane…insane in the brain!’ Our own house party, with only two invited. 

			

			Twenty-five years after graduation, my bond with my girlfriends is still strong. Life pulled us in different directions for a while; some were working, others travelling the world, and a few were buried in books, chasing their dream careers. I took a different path, marrying young and welcoming my first baby. But when Facebook burst onto the scene we reconnected, and our friendship roared back to life. Even after long silences, family commitments, and life’s chaos, we always pick up exactly where we left off, as if no time has passed. I love this uncomplicated friendship, filled with no judgements, no expectations, just pure, unfiltered fun. When we all catch up we’re the same ridiculous schoolgirls, laughing over the silliest things. Honestly, you may not be able to cope with us if you’re not one of us; we’re that loud. I feel sorry for anyone sitting near us while we howl over old stories and harmless mischief. The teasing, the in-jokes, the laughter; it never stops. 

			I remember a conversation we once had. In that conversation, H asked, ‘What were we like at school?’ 

			I answered, confident as ever, ‘We were good kids, well-behaved.’ 

			She paused, frowned, and said, ‘Which lifetime are you talking about?’ 

			I was taken aback. Then she reminded me that we were relentless chatterboxes, always pushing boundaries and getting into trouble for it. Umm, what? No way. For a moment, I was in denial, and then the memories came flooding back. Those girls were (and still are) my safe place; their loyalty stitched me together in ways I didn’t yet understand. 

			I remember being rebellious, experimenting with different hair colours every few weeks. Working at a hair salon had its perks; I could try any shade I fancied, much to our principal’s dismay. She’d pull me aside, eyebrow raised, commenting on my ‘natural red’ with a hint of sarcasm. Natural? Hmm, sure, that’s why it changed every month. Some memories are foggy, but others remain crystal clear, like the look on our principal’s face each time she spotted my latest hair creation. 

			

			My friends kept sharing stories to jog my memory, but I stayed blocked and blank to these supposedly notorious incidents. They told me about the time we got in trouble in the girls’ toilets, pushing and shoving, yelling and screaming. And then there was a classroom drama that they swore brought our maths teacher to tears and sent her running out of the room. 

			I crossed my heart, genuinely perplexed. I have no recollection whatsoever. It’s as if my brain selectively edited out the madness. Shit, we were arseholes. Which parallel world was I living in? Which colour rose-tinted glasses was I wearing? Did I really block out most of my high school life? Was my protection mode stuck on ‘on’? 

			These are the memories I want to keep; I want to keep all the dumb shit we used to do. Why can’t I recall them, even though I’m certain I engaged in rebellious behaviour during my teenage years? Was I retaliating for the childhood I never had, or simply hungry for attention? Or maybe, back then, forgetting was the only way I knew how to survive. 

			Dad’s work ethic was remarkable. His hours were long, exhausting, and unpredictable, stretching from the early morning into late evenings. As a Greek father raising two daughters, he was fairly strict, adhering to a traditional, protective upbringing. If I wanted to go out, I had to give him a week’s notice, just so he could sit with the idea. Through this I quickly learned the subtle art of negotiation and persuasion. 

			One rule was non-negotiable: no sleepovers at friends’ houses. His reasoning was simple: ‘You have a bed; come home.’ Our friends were welcome to stay with us, but never the other way around. Looking back, I realise Mum’s health influenced that rule as much as our culture did. I understand the reasoning now, though at the time, I craved his warmth, his words of love that hardly ever came. 

			

			After years of being the youngest in school, suddenly, we were in Year 10. See what I mean? One minute it’s Year 8, and the next, there’s barely anything in between connecting the dots. The girls were buzzing with excitement over the planning and preparation for our Year 10 formal. Their excitement made sense, but I felt left out. Old insecurities from my younger years flared up again, reminding me that I was always the outsider. 

			In the end, I set a trend out of necessity. With my heavy chest, I couldn’t find a dress that fit, so I wore pants. The other girls looked exquisite, and I envied them. I wanted a pretty dress too, but nothing looked right on me. A top and pants were all I could manage. I was gutted, truly, but there wasn’t much I could do. Still, I dragged myself to the formal. Everyone was surprised to see me in pants, but instead of feeling out of place, I felt…fine. Different, in a good way. The scene I’d imagined in my head, everyone laughing at me, never happened. We partied, we laughed, and the night turned out to be brilliant. So brilliant, in fact, that one of the girls invited practically the whole year group back to hers. 

			Dad had no idea what time I’d be home or how I’d get there. The less he knew, the better, I thought to myself. Remember, it was 1998; at this time there were minimal mobile phones in circulation, so I didn’t have one. At the last minute, I cheekily arranged for my cousin to pick me up. We drove through neon-lit Kings Cross, demolishing juicy Whoppers from Hungry Jack’s, exactly what the doctor ordered for a late-night feed. Instead of going home, I crashed at his place, not thinking about the repercussions waiting for me later. 

			

			Totally dead to the world, the next morning I was startled when the phone rang. My cousin walked into the TV room and found me sprawled across the sofa. ‘It’s for you,’ he said. Still half-asleep, I stumbled to the phone and answered, ‘Yeah?’ 

			Dad didn’t bother with a hello. Just ‘Wait till you get home.’ He was pissed, I could tell, his grey eyes turning icy blue through the phone. Too tired to care at that moment, I fell back to sleep, knowing I’d have to deal with it later. 

			Eventually, I made my way home. I was late but I was safe; that’s what counted, right? Mum stayed quiet, her silence a heavy weight louder than words. That alone told me I was in deep shit. To be honest, I was shitting myself. And D didn’t help the situation, throwing petrol on the fire with her two cents’ worth: ‘Oh, you’re going to cop it when Dad gets home.’ Oh, piss off, will ya. 

			The night played out in slow motion as I waited for Dad. The sound of his car pulling into the driveway sent a cold rush through my body. My heart thudded; my mind ticked over: Do I pretend to be asleep? Do I look busy? What can I do to soften the blow? I held my breath as the engine cut and the front door slammed. I swear, for a moment, even the walls held their breath. FUCK. I’m dead. 

			Dad has grey eyes. When he’s angry, they go crystal blue. If you see that change, you better run, because you’re going to cop it. He ignored me. I mean, he really ignored me; it was as if I didn’t exist. He didn’t even turn to look my way. He refused to speak to me for an entire week. 

			I was confused. What had just happened? Where was the yelling? Why the silence? That caught me off guard. Although I appreciated his restraint, I would have preferred a proper direct confrontation. My dad’s silence was, in its own brutal way, devastating. What had made him react like that? 

			

			Ah, reverse psychology – that’s how he got me to reflect on my behaviour. Yes, yes, I get it now. For the first time, I realised Dad wasn’t about shouting or punishment. He was strategic, and remarkably good at it. His silence cut deeper than any yelling ever could, a quiet ache for his approval that I couldn’t name. 

			I had a habit of challenging authority, testing my parents’ patience at every turn. I was quick with backchat and refused to back down. I always had a comment ready to spit out. My aunts would joke that I must have swallowed a radio as a child. I was self-sufficient, Little Miss Independent. Life circumstances meant I got little practical help from my parents: Mum’s health often kept her from providing support, and Dad’s long, unpredictable hours kept him away. 

			Yet despite all that, I navigated the commute to and from school on my own, juggled housework with homework, helped care for Mum, and even held down a job. I craved freedom, a chance to step beyond our front door and figure out who I was in the world. I’m certain now that my difficult childhood forged the person I am today. 

			Throughout my school years, my parents took a relaxed approach. They wanted my best, not just perfect grades. I was an average student, although my parents knew I was full of potential but with little motivation for subjects I hated. Science was my nemesis; I couldn’t stand it. Staying engaged felt impossible, so I’d often retreat to the back of the classroom, playing hangman or counting down the minutes to freedom. I couldn’t wait to drop that subject in the final two years of school. 

			I wasn’t academically gifted, but in Year 12, something remarkable happened. I decided to knuckle down and focus on subjects I genuinely enjoyed. And, surprise, I did well. It’s amazing what genuine interest can do for your effort. I loved my subjects: English, Maths in Society (though I used to jokingly call it Maths in Space), 3 Unit Business, 3 Unit Greek, and 1 Unit General Studies. I started with 2 Unit Maths, but knowing I didn’t want to go to university, I dropped it. I was lucky to have standout teachers who saw my potential and brought out the best in me. 

			

			Even so, Year 12 was a mix of grounding and rebellion. I turned eighteen and got my driver’s licence, a recipe for disaster. Between school, home, and my constant craving for freedom, I felt like I was balancing on a tightrope. And, of course, just when I should’ve been laser-focused on my HSC, I did the most ‘me’ thing ever: I ditched studying for Ricky Martin. 

			The night before my first HSC exam, you’d think I’d be stressed out, buried in notes, studying like a maniac. Nope. I was out. I went to Ricky Martin’s concert at the Hordern Pavilion. And because Dad’s English was limited, I could get away with pretty much anything, mostly because I didn’t tell him…whoops. What a little shit. So instead of being at home preparing for my final exams, I had loud music pulsing through my veins, dancing and singing the night away. Who would’ve thought I had my first exam the very next morning? 

			Wednesday 11 October 2000 was Dad’s birthday. Happy birthday, Dad! My alarm went off. I hit snooze. I woke up late and dragged myself to school. Boy, did I get into trouble for being late to my first exam. Clearly, my head was still in the clouds, singing ‘She bangs, she bangs.’ One night, music was pounding through my veins as I danced to Ricky Martin; the next, caffeine was surging through me as I knocked back cup after cup of coffee, eyes burning as I skimmed and reread pages, cramming in all the study I could. Really, I should’ve been preparing weeks earlier. Talk about flipping a switch. 

			

			There was one exam I stayed up all night to study for. Dad heard footsteps, the kettle, and the clink of a spoon stirring and got up to check the noise in the middle of the night. To his surprise, he found me at the table, notes scattered everywhere. He was speechless, maybe a little proud. Instead of going back to bed, he made tea, sat on the lounge and kept me company till dawn, his tea steaming, untouched, his eyes on me. He didn’t say a word. He couldn’t sleep knowing I was awake studying. It remains one of the kindest things he’s ever done for me. Behind those strict grey eyes was something softer, a tenderness he rarely showed. That night, when I really needed it, he did. Sitting there in silence, keeping me company, was his way of saying I see you. And in that quiet, I felt held. I felt a grace in these small hours shared. 

			Beautiful moments need to be captured – screenshots for future reference. My life, in fact, was exactly like that quote from Forrest Gump: ‘Life is like a box of chocolates; you never know what you’re going to get.’ That was me; my life, every twist and turn, down to a T. 

			I must have eaten that weird chocolate again, because I was with my rebellious acts just in time for our Year 12 formal. Finding an outfit had been a nightmare back in Year 10, but by now I’d grown into my body; I no longer looked or felt disproportionate. Yes, I was still very top-heavy, but it wasn’t nearly as brutal as in those early teen years. Excited, I found a black two-piece corset-style dress that actually fit me. Boom! 

			Being a girl, I felt more comfortable telling Mum my plans, so she’d know where I was. I never wanted her to worry. I told her we were going to an after-party after the formal, but I said nothing to Dad. I knew one hundred per cent he’d say no. All dolled up and ready to go, I packed a bag with a change of clothes and set off. Our formal was in Double Bay, and we finished the night in the city. Nothing too crazy, but I did rock the boat by returning home at 5 am in jeans and a T-shirt. 

			

			I tried to open the front door quietly, careful not to wake anyone, but Dad somehow sensed me and got up. Oh no, here we go again. As I passed his bedroom, he was already out of bed, peeking. He yelled something daft at me: ‘What time is this? You’re only just getting home, and I’m about to go to work.’ 

			I tried to walk away, but he continued, ‘And you took other clothes too, bravo.’ I dropped my head and left without a word. For once, I wasn’t in the mood to make things worse – probably the smartest thing I’d ever done in my life. To top it all off, 20 minutes later my phone began ringing. I’d completely forgotten I’d left my bag in his room while he was ranting. That set him off again. I told my boyfriend to call me when he got home. Safety first, right? That rattled Dad even more. ‘Who the fuck is calling you at this time of the morning?!’ Oh man, I just wanted the earth to open and swallow me. 

			In a nutshell, my school life and teenage years were always sprinkled with mischief or rebellion. This time I thought it would be pretty cool to get my belly button pierced. Here I go again. I casually mentioned it to Mum. I always seemed to tell her about the dumb shit I was planning. What did I expect her to do? I knew she couldn’t punish me, the poor thing. She never told Dad about the things I got up to and always covered for me. Fuck, I love this woman! I remember her nodding her head and saying, ‘Don’t you dare.’ I dared. 

			That night, I came home after getting the piercing, after she had said, ‘Don’t you dare.’ While we were chatting, me helping her get ready for bed, I turned to her. ‘Remember when I said I wanted my belly button pierced? Look, isn’t it cool?’ I lifted my top to show her. She stared, eyes wide, utterly disappointed, her quiet sigh a heavier rebuke than words. 

			

			‘Your dad’s going to kill you,’ she said. 

			Ignorant and stubborn as I was, I totally ignored her feelings. I begged her not to say anything to Dad. And she didn’t. She never stitched me up. 

			❤

			Despite all my rebellious streaks and teenage years of self-discovery, I was given the most extraordinary opportunity: I flew overseas for my cousin’s wedding in my first year of uni – yes, I ended up deciding to go. It was the sort of adventure everyone dreams of. I felt blessed and deeply grateful, and my passport already carried a fair few stamps. With grandparents living abroad, our family had travelled quite a bit, but this time I was lucky enough to fly solo. After years of feeling trapped by Dad’s rules and Mum’s watchful eyes, Cyprus was my escape, a chance to finally spread my wings. 

			It was the summer of 2001. Young and free. Parent-free. Life was good. Family celebrations, laughter with Yiayia, and the mouthwatering souvlakia and chips from the taverna, its lights glowing softly against the night sky – these were the simple joys I soaked up. I partied the summer nights away, beach by day, clubs by night. That’s what you do when you’ve just finished school. In Cyprus, I felt the shackles around my ankles loosen, and my guard slowly came down. 

			One scorching hot afternoon, my cousin and I were taking our midday siestas when her dad, my thio, Dad’s brother, walked into the room and spotted my bellybutton piercing. All my dad’s siblings are firecrackers. He didn’t ask; he yelled in Greek, ‘Fer mou tin persa!’ Bring me the pliers! I woke up fast, let me tell you. I panicked, begging him not to tell my dad. He stormed out, slamming the door behind him, but his wife’s kind glance softened the moment. The last thing I wanted was to be sent straight back on the first flight home with my tail between my legs. 

			

			I thought I’d gotten away with it for a while. I actually forgot I had the piercing and started to get a bit reckless again. One night I was sitting at my aunt’s house, my top rising up right under the spotlight, when my Dad noticed a sparkle. It was like God had planned it. Payback, bitch. Without hesitation, he yelled, ‘What is that?’ Me, the idiot, said, ‘What, this?’ and pulled my top up. Full exposure. I ripped the bandaid off; might as well cop it all at once. 
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My wounds wrote this story. Her strength finished it.
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