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A message from the editor


A letter that begins with the words ‘Dear Dad’ is as intimate as it gets, each one as unique as the dads themselves, and the kids they raised (or didn’t). They share excitements, secrets, regrets, treasured memories and dreams, carefully committed to paper for dads’ eyes only, whether they’re still with us or long gone.


So many are never written, the thoughts to and about our dads often left unsaid. Until now!


I asked Australia’s most notorious and best-loved notables to each write a letter to their dad, or a dad-like dad, in the name of cancer vanquishment. None of them were paid for their work, so that more profits from the sale of this book can be spent on medical research. To each author, thank you.


Samuel Johnson OAM
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Of course, a note. You were the best at notes. Letters were too earnest for you, too schmaltzy. You wrote notes. Like that one you sent me that sits bound in sticky tape above my hard drive. The last one. The Last Note. Sounds like a bloody thriller title, one of those door-stopping pulp-fiction paperbacks you were always reading. The last note. That killer line you left me with that always gets me all wet-eyed and longing: ‘You have done all the right things.’ I use that on my girls. You have done all the right things. Not all the spectacular things. Not all the showy things. Just the right things.


Beth finished primary school this year and she’s excited about high school, and you would have lost your shit, Dad, last Friday, when the principal handed her the hallowed ‘Spirit of the School’ award. The things they said about her. The right things. Never the girl who gets the spotlight, never the showy kid. Just the quiet kid who cares a great deal about a great many things. And you know who was happiest for her? It was Sylvie. Nine-year-old cyclone Sylvie, who, you’d probably be secretly happy to know, is still not quite as possessed by the spirit of Catholic saints as she is, like you, by the spirit of Keith Richards.


I did end up writing that book I told you about. I called it Boy Swallows Universe. That title’s a newspaper headline, but it means what it says. Swallow it all, right? The good stuff, the bad stuff, the beautiful stuff, the mad stuff. You taught me that. Swallow it down then cough it back up as words. Surprise everybody. It’s all in there: Mum, you, the boys, Slim, that feller, that other feller and, yep, him too.


A fair few people liked the book, Dad. I see them reading it across Australia and they’re enjoying themselves. You’re making them laugh and you’re making them cry, and every time I see that book on a shelf somewhere I think about how much you’d have loved that sight. Maybe you can see it. I wrote it for you, Dad. That’s my gift to you this Father’s Day. Not a bathroom towel. Not a jam-jar grip. A story. A love story where you’re a central character. You still are that central character. You always will be. Happy Father’s Day, Dad, and thanks for all of it. You did all the right things.
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Trent Dalton: four-time ABIA award winner, multi Walkley award winner




[image: image]


One day when I was about eight or nine, I was sitting at our family table (the rectangular one you swapped the round one for) and I rather thoughtlessly mentioned that I was bored. You bristled and then your ears went hot red. You glared at me with that look that said, ‘Don’t you dare look elsewhere!’ Your lip curled. Your eyebrows were tight. Your contempt and your fury jostled for position. Eventually you said, very calmly, very intently, way too politely … ‘Bored, are you?’


I gambled well on this being rhetorical and you stormed off into your study. I didn’t move. After some loud noises you seethed back to me, hiding something behind your back. I had time to wonder whether it was your belt. You slammed a pad of paper down on the table in front of me as hard as you could. It made a huge sound and the table nearly broke. I was terrified. This was a new level. Out of nowhere, you slammed a pen down just as hard, frightening me equally. You stood back over my shoulder. I couldn’t see you, and you spoke calmly, very measured, sickly polite.


‘On that piece of paper you will write down ten things – no, let’s make it twenty things – that don’t cost any money, that would alleviate your boredom. Give me an example.’


I fumbled through my mind nervously for an acceptable answer. ‘I could read a book?’


‘Excellent! What else?’


‘I could ride my bike?’


‘Fantastic, now don’t move off that chair until you finish the list, then call me.’


It wasn’t a hard list to fill, once I thought about it. I triple-checked the list before calling for you in my chastened voice. You came back into the room without all the bluster. You ordered me to read the list out to you.


Then you leant down and put all your weight into your words … ‘Now fucking pick one! And then, if you get bored doing that, I dunno, how about you pick another one!’


Needless to say, I spent the rest of the day choosing from my list and doing stuff. I remember you kissing me goodnight in your study that night. As I was walking away you called after me … ‘I hope you don’t grow up to be a boring person.’


I’m writing to thank you, Dad. I’ve remained curious since that day, and that curiosity you fostered in me has, all these years later, propelled me beyond my wildest aspirations. Your many other wisdoms endure, too, and I remain gratefully yours,


Mister Happy
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Samuel Johnson OAM: Dancing with the Stars winner, BOOM
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Thank you for the twenty-four-hour rule.


I remember rabbiting on about something that turned out to be inconsequential from atop my high horse one day while you sat there with your legs crossed in a state of equanimity. When my rant ran out, I asked your thoughts on potential solutions to this life-altering issue.


‘Wait twenty-four hours before you respond.’


This solution did not appeal to me.


You went on to say that mobiles and emails were too instant; that people reacted too quickly and too emotionally when in fact time cures most ill wills. And if it didn’t, measured responses made for smoother roads.


‘What if I’m still as upset tomorrow?’ I asked with the certainty that I would feel just as slighted, if not more, the following day.


‘Then wait another twenty-four hours.’


The twenty-four-hour rule has served me well for many years, and I have paid it forward.


Recently I walked out to the back porch. Your grandsons were sitting there, talking with youthful urgency. They were debating how to respond to an offensive SMS, and whether or not they should even be friends with the person at all. After going around in widening circles, one stopped and said, ‘Twenty-four-hour rule.’ They fist-bumped, visibly relaxed and I slipped back inside unseen.


Job done, Dad.
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Hilde Hinton: author, prison officer and the Other Sister at Love Your Sister
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To each of you, I am in awe of your commitment and unconditional love for your child. Always on call, 24 hours each and every day of the year.


Your child has an incredible story to tell, interwoven with sadness, elation, frustration, hope, despair and unwavering determination.


I see the commitment in your eyes, hear the resolution in your voice, and feel your hopes and belief. Nothing is too big or too small for you to provide. You share the bread-winning duties, and the pain. Mostly you are the rock, with little time for yourself, if any at all. You are the provider of security, confidence and inspiration, proud of the memories your family build together.


Patience is your friend, when time might be against you, always keeping everyone calm in stressful situations. Your connection and unwavering love enables you to observe and realise the hidden communication in the hands, or the smile, the sheer delight of a laugh or two, the mischievous streak and a sense of humour. Your reward is that beautiful smile, the sparkle in their eye, just one small step taken.


You reach out with humility and no expectation. You endure unfathomable challenges every day, with no respite or finish line. I’m constantly amazed by your indomitable spirit and uplifting attitude that conquers obstacles most of us never have to confront. Courage and strength of character have always inspired me. Rising to the occasion and never giving up come from a resolute will, where determination, effort and belief come together.


Our focus is their wellbeing and the difference we can make to their lives – to help them not only thrive, but in many instances survive.


No one should ever have to stand alone; everyone needs a team to support them.


Always 100 per cent.


[image: image]


Steve Waugh: cricketing legend
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This is my seventh fatherless Father’s Day, but I’m still not over missing you. You died so unexpectedly, from blood clots. Despite the fact that I was a 53-year-old mother of two, I felt like a little orphan girl. Grief, of course, is the price we pay for love. But what niggles me is guilt. Did you ever know just how much I appreciated you?


When I tell people about you, I talk about your kindness, your cleverness, your twinkly-eyed wit and warmth. I also confess how my three sisters and I made fun of your name, ‘Mervyn’. As you laid most of Australia’s optic fibre, we nicknamed you ‘Optic Merv’.


I tell them how in your youth you were a famous Rugby League player for the Bulldogs. Mum still displays the newspaper clippings, with your handsome face emblazoned across the front pages, mid-tackle. For a time, you were the fastest front-row forward in Australian history.


You won a hundred pounds in a race at the Sydney Cricket Ground, with which you bought a second-hand Standard car. It was always in need of repair. Mum recalls how she’d have to alight, babe in arms, to trudge up every hill, as you could only ascend in reverse, smoke billowing.


As a Rugby League star, what you wanted was four boys whom you could train to scrum and run … What you got instead were four feisty daughters.


I suspect all teenage daughters take their dads for granted. For many years you were just the nocturnal, suited and booted creature who vanished in the early morning and only reappeared at night. Habits included putting out the garbage, untangling the pool sweep, and brewing your own beer, which occasionally exploded. You were also the recipient of all those strange envelopes with cellophane windows …


To us four sassy, busy, boisterous girls, you were just the tall, muscular figure who could hot-wire the car when we’d lost the keys at the beach, save us from cockroaches/ mice/floods/bushfires and catch the pet snake which had escaped yet again from my sister Jenny’s bedroom and was lurking somewhere in the living room. (Mum maintains that owning a snake is a sure-fire way of avoiding wrinkles, as you will never laugh, smile or even vaguely relax ever again. Especially when the rat bought to feed the snake escapes. The pregnant rat …)


You were also expert at spider disposal. Our house in Sydney’s Sutherland shire was surrounded by bush. Tarantulas the size of cattle dogs were a regularity. My terrified screams demanding emergency SWAT response teams could be heard in Antarctic scientific base camps. But you could deal with the scariest of creatures with a quick and simple thwack of a tea towel. You weren’t even fazed by the kind of dogs that could drag a girl into the Underworld and use you as a chew toy. ‘He’s just playing,’ you’d say, prising free my littlest sister, Cara, from between foaming incisors. ‘Satan, down boy.’


You were always our hero – the head that was furthest out in the sea, bobbing through the breakers before surfing to shore like a human hydrofoil. The one we sent downstairs to hit the cat burglar over the head with the breadboard. The one to go out to get my sister Liz’s asthma medicine from the all-night pharmacist twenty miles away, at three in the morning in the pouring rain. The adventurer who whisked us off on trips to Coolangatta, Cobar, Cooma, and even around the world in a campervan during your long service leave. The one who took all the film footage of the family – but was never in any of it; just your voice-over, telling us the exact exchange rate compared to yesterday or the gradient of the nearest railway line. You could even find the square root of the hypotenuse. (Hell, I hadn’t even realised it was lost!)


Even though you were our rock and our protector and knew we loved you dearly, we cheeky daughters were more focused on your quirks than your amazing qualities. Your obsession with tractors amused us greatly. We also teased you endlessly about your fixation on petrol coupons. And nails. We were trained never to walk past a nail without stooping down to pick it up, just in case. We now have a nail collection big enough to rebuild Noah’s Ark, if the opportunity arises. And you never left the house unless armed with superglue, DW40 and electrical tape.


Aussie dads of your vintage tend to demonstrate their love through actions. After we four girls left home, whenever we popped back for a visit, our fan belts would be tightened, tyres pumped, gauge pressures checked, oil changed, and there’d suddenly be new contact points in the distributor and fresh oil in the differential (whatever the devil that is; it’s still all Swahili to me, Dad). And when you asked me how many miles I was getting to the gallon – it was the equivalent of a Shakespearean love sonnet.
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