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To my boys, big and small –


Mike, Willoughby and Hamilton.


In loving memory of Dad and Aunty Marg.


– Connie




Every year in Australia alone over 14,000 women are diagnosed with breast cancer and every year nearly 3000 women die of advanced breast cancer.


But it isn’t just women who are affected. Every time a woman is diagnosed her partner, her parents, her friends, her siblings, her children are all affected, even more so if she passes away of advanced breast cancer, so it is time for women to step up and take action.


Don’t fall into the booby trap – be breast aware.


Men can help too, by learning how to do a breast check, and …


Save a life – grope your wife!


A little known fact about breast cancer is that men get it too. About 1 in every hundred cases of breast cancer is male, which means nearly 130 men are diagnosed every year and close to 30 will die.


So, no matter what your gender, be breast aware, and be proactive about your health, so you don’t become a statistic like my sister.


– Samuel Johnson




A NOTE FROM CONNIE


Nowadays I often talk about my feelings about cancer – how cancer has shaped who I am today and what my relationship with cancer is like. I’ve had quite a few years to think about it and this is how I sum it up: me and cancer, we have a love–hate relationship. I hate cancer, but cancer loves me. It’s pretty unusual to have cancer as a child, not many people have cancer in their twenties, and it isn’t common to get cancer in your thirties. I had it when I was 12, then again when I was 22, and I was diagnosed with terminal cancer when I was just 33. All different, unrelated cancers, all unrelated to previous treatments. Just the luck of the draw.


But this time, with this last diagnosis, there is a difference. This time I won’t be a cancer survivor. That is a hard thing to write down and an even harder thing to come to terms with, especially now that I’m a mum. Writing this book is one of the things I had on my bucket list (along with seeing my brother, Sam, finish the ride and scrapbooking memories for my kids). Sam and I want to share our story to help others, to make sure women pay attention to their health and check their boobs regularly. We want people to remember our catchphrase, ‘Don’t fall into the booby trap, be breast aware.’ I also want people to understand how Love Your Sister came about – how Sam stepped up to help me make a difference, to help me make my life mean something more permanent, to help me become somebody who made a difference to others. Dying of cancer is such a random, cruel and ultimately solitary experience and I wanted it to create a positive reaction in some way. I want people to think of me and smile. If telling my story, our story, can save just one woman from saying goodbye to her children too early then I’ll feel that my death will not be meaningless. That is a comfort.


But there’s something else I want to do with this book, too. I want to show how people can help their loved ones inflicted by this disease. If I can make someone think twice before uttering a comment like, ‘Just be positive, you can beat this!’ – as if cancer cells shrivel up and die if you are cheery – then that will be another great outcome. There is a big difference between a cancer diagnosis and a terminal cancer diagnosis. I know because I’ve experienced both. I can be as positive as Pollyanna and as cheery as The Wiggles but it won’t help me this time around. I understand that people struggle to know what to say. I get that people want to help. Being positive definitely makes the life I have left more meaningful, but it won’t extend it – it won’t give me more time.


So, just remember this: don’t be scared. You don’t have to say something wise or witty or memorable. Be there for your friend or family member. Listen. Hold their hand when they need it, and give them space when they need that too.


There are no rules when it comes to dealing with cancer – for the person with the disease or for those who love them. We all have to find our own way. But thanks to my family and a promise Sam made, my cancer has meant $1.8 million (and counting) has been raised for breast cancer research, more women are getting their breasts checked, and we have one big story to tell.


We weren’t sure how we should put it all down. There is so much to say and Sam and I have very different ways of seeing things and very different ways of telling the story. So we decided the best way was to mix it up a bit between us. This is our way. This is our story.
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PART I



THE NOT-SO-SECRET LIFE OF US





CHAPTER 1


DEAD LEG


22 NOVEMBER 1989


‘Dad, pleeease, my leg is really sore, I can’t ride to school. Can you give me a lift?’


My family often teased me about the way I counted my bruises, and I was always telling them something ached or that I felt sick. Dad called me ‘the girl who cried wolf’ so his response wasn’t totally unexpected.


‘Con, I can’t drop everything just because you’re a bit sore. I’ve got that important meeting and I’m running late. You’re going to have to get yourself there. I’ll see you this afternoon.’ He straightened his tie, swept up his briefcase, and headed for the door. I was just being Connie.


None of us knew it, but that morning was the start of everything turning upside down. This time there really was a wolf hiding in the bushes, just out of sight. Dad had no idea I’d already tried to ride to school, but my left leg hurt so much I went back to ask him for a lift. Sam had rushed off without me, leaving me the bike; he didn’t want to be late, which was fair enough. I listened to Dad’s car pull out of the driveway and then screamed in my loudest, angriest voice. I threw my house keys across the room and they smashed into the wall and fell to the carpet with a thud. That didn’t make it any better.


‘Well if I can’t get to school, then I’m just not going to go to school,’ the inner rebel in me whispered, but the conscientious do-gooder I really am drowned her out. I had only ever missed class when I had chickenpox as a primary schooler and I had never missed one period of Year 7. I prided myself on my good grades, so the thought of skipping class was a first for me.


I knew if I didn’t hurry I’d be late for first period Geography so I didn’t really have time to debate with myself any longer. I grabbed my bag and limped out to the driveway where the bike I shared with Sam lay on its side. I hoisted my heavy school bag onto the pack-rack and strapped it on, swung my leg up over the crossbar, onto the pedal and pushed off.


Pain seared in the calf of my left leg and tears ran down my cheeks without me actually crying. I had to stop before I even got as far as the end of the driveway. I didn’t know what to do. Walking hurt too much, pedalling hurt too much, so I ended up hopping on my good leg, while leaning on the bike, all the way to school.


It was a hot November morning already, even though it wasn’t yet 9 am. It was surely going to be a sizzling summer. I was sweating and had to stop every hundred metres or so to have a little rest. I soon realised that there was no way I was going to make it in time for Geography. I wondered if anyone would notice and if Mr Castlemaine would wonder where I was. I didn’t want to get into trouble. I decided I’d give up on getting to school on time and just aim to make it before the beginning of second period French. I started to cry properly, not from pain, but from frustration. I didn’t like the feeling that I was wagging school – I just wanted to get to class and start working – and I certainly didn’t want to face the embarrassment of walking into class long after everyone else. My French teacher, Mrs Raynor, was strict and I knew she’d have no sympathy for a latecomer.


Part hopping, part riding, part leaning on my bike – I finally made it to school. The bike shed had already been locked, so I chained my bike to the side of the fence and started hobbling in the direction of the classrooms. I was hot and sweaty and I was sure my face was red. When I cry I get a red mark on my right cheek that Sam calls my crying mark. He can always tell when I’ve been crying because it doesn’t fade for hours. I limped up to the classroom and peered through the little glass panel in the heavy blue door of the French classroom. Class had already begun and as soon as I made eye contact with Mrs Raynor, the tears started again. I slid down the wall onto the floor like a sack of potatoes. I couldn’t walk into the class and have everyone look at my red face, and my leg hurt so much I couldn’t bear it.


When Mrs Raynor saw me through the window, her normally neutral expression became concerned. I heard her tell the class to go on with an exercise and she came out to where I was slumped on the floor. She squatted down and put an arm around me. This little kindness was too much for my fragile state and I just cried and cried. I eventually stuttered through the sobs that my leg was sore and that I was sorry for being late. She behaved just how I imagined a mum would act – she cuddled me, reassured me, and walked me to the office, letting me lean on her arm the whole way to reduce the pain and strain on my leg. Her kindness just made me cry even more.


When we got to the office, Mrs Raynor whispered something to the lady behind the sliding glass window and took me to the sick bay where a teacher I had never met came to see me. He explained that he was a science teacher and a medic and he took a look at my leg. He told me that it was very swollen and asked if I’d been bitten by anything on the way to school. With a concerned look on his face, he left the room with Mrs Raynor to go and call my dad.


I didn’t want anyone to call Dad. He’d been working all year researching and writing a history for the Royal Melbourne Golf Club and this was the day he was presenting his first draft. It was a big deal. I sat in the sick bay and hoped that they wouldn’t be able to get hold of him. I could hear the office lady on the phone asking for a Mr Joseph Johnson.


‘Connie’s leg is very swollen and she needs medical attention. Are you able to come and pick her up?’ I heard the office lady say.


After a little while, Mrs Raynor came back in to the sick bay, sat beside me on the bed and put her arm around me again. ‘I have to get back to class, Connie. The students will be wreaking havoc by now without me there. You take care now. Your dad is going to be here soon. He’ll take you to see a doctor.’


I bit my lip trying not to cry again. She was being so nice, and my leg was so sore. Another tear escaped as she walked away.


I sat in the sick bay, swinging my leg back and forth over the side of the bed, waiting for Dad. It didn’t hurt as long as I didn’t touch it, or put weight on it. I started to think maybe there was nothing wrong with it at all. ‘What if Dad arrives and I’m fine?’ I worried. He would be furious. I jumped down off the side of the bed and as soon as I put weight on my left leg the pain burned again. I breathed a sigh of relief – at least I wasn’t pulling Dad out of work for nothing.


It was so weird just waiting there, and time seemed to drag. A big clock hung on the wall above the bed, ticking loudly, and I could hear the office lady tapping away on a typewriter in the other room. The school seemed so quiet and eerie with everyone in class.


After what seemed like an eternity I heard the creaky clack of Dad’s leather shoes on the lino in the school corridor. ‘I’m Joe Johnson, here to collect Connie. You rang me.’


When the office lady escorted him into the sick bay he smiled at me. He grabbed my bag and walked out, my signal to go with him. I couldn’t keep up so he slowed down and asked quietly, ‘How’s your leg?’


‘It hurts so much,’ I said.


‘I’m sorry about this morning. I didn’t realise it was so bad.’


There was a doctor’s surgery just across the road from the school, so we drove there, and sat down in the waiting room. The room was brown – the walls were panelled with wood and the carpet was brown with orange stripes. There were two brown lounges and several brown plastic chairs lining the walls. It felt dark and dingy, and the silence made it seem even darker. There was an old woman with a walking frame sitting opposite us. I started playing with the toys that were in the corner of the waiting room. There was one of those wooden blocks with coloured twisted wires with beads on them. I started threading the beads along a wire and counting them. The woman looked at me sideways and I realised I was too old to be playing with a toddler’s toy like that, so I pushed it away and waited quietly.


‘Constance Johnson?’ the doctor called. His name was Dr Liefman. He had a calm smile and he patted me on the back as I limped in with Dad. I liked him right away. When he saw my leg, he pulled a piece of string out of his top drawer and held it around my right leg, then he threaded it around my left leg. He held the string up to Dad with his thumbs marking two points on the string about 10 centimetres apart.


‘There is some significant swelling, and there is no evidence of a bite of any kind,’ Dr Liefman said.


Dad tilted his head to one side slightly. ‘So what do you think it is?’


‘I can’t tell at this point, but we need to do an X-ray. Right away, please. Tell them you need to bring the films with you and then report back to me immediately. Don’t worry about an appointment. I will see you when you get back.’


As we left the doctor’s surgery, Dad looked down the street and nodded towards the milk bar. ‘Want a bag of mixed lollies, Con?’


‘Nah, I can’t walk that far. Let’s just go,’ I answered.


—


The hospital was busy; there were doctors and nurses walking around talking to each other, looking at files as they went. There were mums with crying babies, and lots of old people in the waiting room.


Dad tapped his foot impatiently as we waited for our turn. He folded his arms across his chest, leant back against the wall and glanced across at a man with an icepack wrapped around his hand. ‘Guess the job,’ he said, trying to get me to join in one of our favourite games. We guess what strangers do for a living, and make up stories about them.


‘Definitely a tradie, look at those boots, and the shorts. I can’t tell if he’s a builder or a council worker,’ I offered.


‘I think he’s a brickie. And he must have a dog that goes to work with him. I wonder where the dog is now? Probably in the back of the ute in the car park.’


‘Yeah, his dog is called Jack, and it’s one of those black and white sheepdogs – you know? A border collie. Do you reckon he’s married?’


‘Definitely. His wife’s name is Janet and she’s at home making him a stew for dinner tonight.’


We continued making up lives for all the people in the waiting room, inventing names, jobs, pets and children. I leant against Dad, he put his arm around me and we cuddled, still waiting for our turn.


When we finally got called, I had to go in by myself. It hurt as they twisted and bent my leg every which way to get the right pictures and, even though I tried not to, I cried out in pain.


Back at Dr Liefman’s with the X-rays, the receptionist buzzed the intercom and he came out immediately and ushered us into his room. He read the report and held the X-rays up to the light. Then he asked if he could talk to Dad alone for a few minutes.


I went and sat back in the horrible brown room to do even more waiting. When Dad finally came out to get me, his face was this weird shade of grey and he walked with his shoulders stooped, his hands hanging limply by his sides. He held his arm out to me and I hobbled over into a cuddle as he helped me out to the car.


When I was sitting safely in the front seat, he said he’d be back in a minute, and walked away down the street. He came back a few minutes later holding one of the biggest bags of mixed lollies I’d ever seen. ‘Let’s share them, hey?’ he said, and started the ignition.




CHAPTER 2


NO VICTIMS IN THIS FAMILY … BUT A SIX-YEAR-OLD CRIMINAL GETS AWAY WITH THE PRIZE


Every family has a black sheep, but my family is different – they are all black sheep except for me. I am the white sheep. I knew that I was better than my dad, better than my brother, better than my sister, from a very young age. I had proven it, time and time again.


How did I know? Well, for one, my bedroom was organised.


The teddies were arranged in a row from largest to smallest, colour graded, with the dark brown teddies fading into the light brown then grey to white, like a new tin of Derwent pencils. They sat at the end of my bed, which was covered with a mismatch of tatty old sheets and blankets pulled tight and tucked in. Dad might not have bought me age or gender appropriate bedding (no pink princesses for me), but the bedding I did have was perfectly presented.


My pink painted cane wardrobe was filled with clothes hanging on colour-matched coathangers. My favourite brown and pink woollen jumper hung on a pink hanger, with my brown cardie on one side on a brown hanger, and my pink windcheater on the other side on a pink hanger.


Under my perfectly hung clothes sat my summer shoes and my winter shoes, side by side, in pairs – the sandals under my summer clothes and the school shoes under the winter clothes, with my gumboots standing at the end after a small gap, because although they were footwear, they couldn’t be categorised with the other shoes.


My desk was never messy. I was so proud of that desk. It had a map of the world on it, and I wanted anyone who might wander into my room at any given moment to be able to see it in all its splendour, so there was never any clutter there. My pens, pencils and textas, all in their separate pencil cases, were lined up with precision in the top drawer. The second drawer held paper and notebooks, and all of my paperwork was organised into manila folders in the bottom drawer – one for stories, one for drawings and one for the cards and letters I had received over the years. No matter what I was doing, or what stage my projects were at, I always tidied up afterwards, leaving my world map clearly visible.


Having a clean room illustrated to people, whomever they were, that I was clean, mature and responsible. This didn’t matter to Sam. Things were strewn about all over his room – it was absolute chaos.


This is what Sam doesn’t understand. Order matters.


—






Sam: There was Connie’s way and then there was Connie’s way. They were my choices. If I wanted to be the doctor, too bad, it was my job to be the patient, doctor’s orders … every time. If we were playing Canasta, her ‘pures’ were way more pure than mine, and were relished as such. She was so good at her homework too. She worked meticulously and decorated her homework in a way that helped me see how she became an avid scrap-booker. When she coloured in a picture, she never went outside the lines. My concentration would drift and I breached the lines heaps, always realising too late. She always maintained authority, even when she was play-acting. She was older, smarter. And she was boss.


Now I think about it, maybe Connie had a part in my anti-authoritarian streak, which is still a big part of me today. She was a tempestuous girl and when she got that ‘Connie’ look, you most certainly didn’t mess with her, or you’d be liable to cop a shoe in the head when you weren’t looking.








—


Sam was three when our mum died. I was four. Dad brought us up. Our elder sister Hilde is eight years older than me and she left home when she was fifteen. We moved around a lot as kids, every year a different house, a different school. Dad was a writer, and anyone who writes for a living knows it can be feast or famine, so he was also a renovator. That’s how he supported us after Mum died – writing at home, which allowed him to be with us – he’d fit writing and renovating around bringing up his kids. He had vision. He could see a palatial family home in an old rundown shack. He would buy something unfit for human habitation and turn it into something big and beautiful. All with his own hands. And while he was getting up ladders and painting, knocking down walls and re-carpeting rooms, he was always thinking. Structuring sentences, moulding ideas and organising his thoughts so that at night, when we were asleep, he could sit down with a beer and write his books. He would sell the house for a profit and publish a book each year, earning enough money to buy another shack, and just enough money for us to live on.


Each time we left a place I was sad, because we were leaving a house I finally approved of and wasn’t embarrassed to bring my friends to, but I was also excited. Excited that I would have a new start. A clean slate.


Once we were old enough, Dad would enlist our help to pack up at the end of each year, in preparation for the next move. Once Hilde moved out of home I was the boss as far as I was concerned. I would proudly help Dad. He could rely on me – unlike Sam, who would get bored and wander off. I worked hard and helped Dad stay organised. The kitchen was always my favourite room to pack. One box for glasses and mugs. One box for plates and bowls. One box for pots. One box for cutlery. And at the end, when there was a mismatch of kitchen items that didn’t fit in their allocated boxes, I would seal up the final box and proudly label it ‘Misc’. Everything is alright in the world if you just have some order.


I would also pack up my own room, sealing and marking each box with a permanent marker. I would leave the boxes in a neat pile, waiting for Dad or Sam to come and carry them for me. I wasn’t strong, so I left the lifting to them. I didn’t want to hurt myself or add to my already vast collection of bruises.


My list of injuries was wide and varied and when they happened, I’d make sure to tell Dad and Sam all about them. A paper cut on my finger, a bruise on my knee, a sore elbow; ‘Could it be dislocated?’ I’d ask. The thing was, nobody understood how fragile I was. They always laughed at me for gingerly presenting my latest wound or for not being able to catch a ball in case I hurt myself. They joked that I couldn’t run a hundred metres without falling over. When I tried my hand at tennis, they were in hysterics: I’d swing my racquet through the air, so confident that this was going to be the shot that showed them I wasn’t such a klutz, and then I’d miss the ball entirely and fall on my bum. (I didn’t show them that bruise!) I wanted to be a part of their boys club. I wanted to be good at tennis like Dad and Sam. I wanted to be good at footy. I wanted to show them that I could be as good on the sports field as I was in the classroom.


That’s what I was trying to do on the day we packed up the house in Williamstown. We were waiting for the removalists to come and Grandma (Mum’s mum) had come over to say goodbye and wish us luck. I was sitting precariously on a pile of boxes, watching Dad and Sam play a bit of kick-to-kick. Eager to impress, I decided to join in and stood so that I would make a triangle with them and could be included. They didn’t even notice I was there. I called out, ‘Kick it to me, kick it to me,’ and Dad kicked the ball my way. It was a little kick, he was being gentle with me but I was determined to prove myself and show him he didn’t have to be. I was going to be more like Sam! The ball was sailing through the air, as if in slow motion, and I jumped up, arms held high, ready to make the mark and show them both what I could do. The ball hit the tip of my middle finger and I fumbled, the ball fell to the ground and I followed, screaming in pain. I’d broken my finger this time, I was sure of it.


Sam laughed and ran over to scoop up the ball, then ran back to his position to continue the game. Dad shouted out, ‘Up you get, Con, you’ll be right,’ as he caught Sam’s huge kick. Only Grandma understood the gravity of the situation. She pulled me into a hug and inspected my finger closely, asking me to move it and frowning when I couldn’t.


Grandma insisted that Dad take me to the hospital for an X-ray and wouldn’t listen when he tried to tell her I’d be fine. The X-ray proved quick smart what I already knew and I was sent home with a bandage on my hand, which I wore proudly as a badge of honour. I wasn’t going to let Dad and Sam forget it.


I may not have been sporty like Sam, or as good at riding a bike, but I held the place as ‘the smart one’ in the family. This was a position I guarded fiercely because my hold on it was tenuous at best. Sam was superior to me in many ways, but as far as I was concerned I had the smarts, and with that knowledge I was able to maintain my grip on this disorderly world. That was my thing. Sam had his own way of making things okay and I’ll let him tell his own story throughout this part. But I reserve the right to be the boss of it.


—






Sam: Connie may have had her ordered-universe thing going on but there was only ever one thing that truly suited me as a young boy, and that was my bike. It wasn’t just a bike to me. It was my first true companion and a ticket to freedom. It was always there. Never did it tell me what to do or where to go or how to be – I told it and I was boss. My trusty bike might as well have had wings because, to me, riding actually felt like flying. Who needed a Magic Carpet or a Wishing Chair when you could glide through the air as smoothly as I did? I favoured laneways, shortcuts, tracks and driveway kerbs, as all boys do, but one thing I felt most sure of was that I loved whizzing down hills more than any other kid.


But the thing was, I didn’t own a bike that was meant to fly. Mine was bought sixth-hand from the Trading Post and was heavy and ugly; re-sprayed into awfulness. I had to share it with Connie and, because we shared, I could dink better than anyone. My knack for physical trickery was born the day I realised I could escort Connie on my bike no matter where she wanted to place herself, school bags and all. I became a weight-distribution specialist. No one ever asked if they could have a turn on my heavy black bike, but that’s only because they didn’t know my bike was magic. It took Connie where she needed to be and me wherever I wanted to go. And it didn’t need batteries because you don’t need batteries to fly a bike.


Part of the reason I felt so free on my bike was that Dad rarely placed limits or boundaries on us, and when he did he did it for good reason. For example, during our stint in Gawler, in what was then the outskirts of Adelaide, I was never allowed to get off the train at Elizabeth Station. As an almost-nine-year-old, I knew exactly why. It was the murder capital of the state and poverty, crime, violence and drugs were everywhere. Although I didn’t possess the capacity to even remotely comprehend the nuances of social discord, I did have enough Dickens up me to know that if I did get off at Elizabeth Station, some Fagin type would most certainly net me and force me to steal stuff and make my family ashamed of me. Dad’s perfectly painted picture of peril prevailed against any desire I may have held to defy his clear and powerful brand of reasoning.


But, Elizabeth Station aside, I was pretty much allowed free rein and through this I developed my lust for independence – a desire which still burns obstinately within me today. If I had nowhere in particular to go and no one in particular to share my time with, I would play the left–right game with myself. I’d just get on my bike and take a left, then I’d take a right, then a left, and so on, until I happened upon something worth stopping for – like feathers. Not any old seagull discard; no, it took more than that, but an uncommon feather, however small, would be enough to stop me in my tracks, especially a spotted feather – they really took my fancy. A good skimming stone would also do the trick. A solid stick that could double as a scythe. A particularly odd or vivid flower. A centipede. A ball. (I was always surprised by the number of unattended balls lying around the place.) I even found my share of stray dogs. They loved following me because I loved dogs and dogs can tell who loves them. I’d lead them home and beg Dad to let me keep them. Curiosity led me forward; I just loved not knowing what was around the corner. I was at the very beginning of learning just how much there was to learn.


On my bike, playing the left–right game, I found so many good spots. There were two basic prerequisites that defined a good spot: it had to be hard to find and hidden from view. The bonus factor came into play if the good spot boasted a perch; somewhere from where you could more fully appreciate said good spot. These spots were rare and I was on constant lookout for them. When I found a fresh good spot I’d excitedly bank it away in my mind as a safe place to go, should I ever need it. I had no experience with the toughness of life at this point, but I definitely held with me a sense of general foreboding. My best friend, David Blosfelds, had a dad who was an ambo, and he was the first on the scene at the infamous Russell Street Bombings in Melbourne in 1986. Plus, Dad listened to ABC radio all the time so I knew that life would not always be good and that one day my luck would surely run out and I would probably inevitably need refuge from something, if not everything, statistically, perhaps. You just never know, really, do you?


I had at least 20 proper good spots on the go at any one time. Some of the better ones made such an indelible impression on me that I could even find them for you now, first try. If I was ever trailing with a friend I would delight in revealing my good spots, under an oath of secrecy of course, invariably evoking lashings of appreciation. I knew I was a better explorer than my friends. They had Lego and trampolines and things to distract them. I harboured no such frippery and just knew my hood. It was thanks not just to the curiosity that Dad had so carefully fostered in me, but also to my bike, which enabled me to discover worlds previously unknown. In an adult-free zone on a bike with wings, with nought for distraction, there was no way I wasn’t going to stockpile a stash of earthly delights, and that’s exactly what I did. If the aliens landed, or if everything got atomic again, or if the AIDS thing became more than a thing, or if the Ozone went to every zone, then I would perhaps end up being feted as the Official Master of Safe Spots – of that I could be unsure.








—


Sam’s right. Dad didn’t put limits on us. He trusted us. And, let’s be honest, how hard is it to trust someone who colour-codes their clothes? Sam was another story, and I wasn’t going to let him forget it. When he was six and I was seven we went shopping with Dad after school. Dad shopped in small quantities every day – to the bakery for a loaf of bread, to the greengrocer to get the fruit for our lunches the next day and the vegies for dinner, then off to the butcher for the meat for dinner that night and the cold meats for our sandwiches. He’d go to the supermarket to get biscuits. Dad always bought gingernuts, because neither Sam nor I liked them, and so we wouldn’t eat them and leave him with nothing to have with his cup of tea. At the supermarket counter one day I saw Sam’s arm shoot out quickly and then his hand disappeared into his pocket. I didn’t think much of it until we got outside. Dad was walking ahead of us to the car and Sam pulled out a pack of chewy and offered me a piece.


The look on his face gave it away and I knew what he’d done. He was so happy to have something to share, that he didn’t even consider I’d be worried. I refused to take a piece but waited until he had chewed the entire pack before telling him that he shouldn’t have shoplifted. I allowed him to dig himself into a hole. Once he had his mouth full of a huge wad of gum there was no chance of redemption. I now had a weapon, and I wasn’t afraid to use it. Often.


For the next five years every time Sam threatened to dob on me for something or did something I didn’t like, the threat came out.


‘Stop teasing me, Sam, or I’ll tell Dad about the chewy.’


It had immense power and I wielded it with neither shame nor pity.


‘Stop copying me. I’ll tell Dad about the chewy.’


‘Give me some of your lollies, or I’ll tell Dad.’


Sometimes I didn’t even need to say it, I just looked at him in a certain way and he acquiesced.


One night we were up late, way after bedtime. Dad was in the bath so we went to the kitchen to grab a snack. Sam poured himself some cornflakes and I did the same. He poured on the milk and sprinkled on some sugar, with my favourite spoon. I loved that spoon. It had a black plastic handle and was the only one like it we had. It didn’t match the silverware we inherited from Nanna (Dad’s mum) when she died. It was a stray.


I asked Sam politely for ‘my’ spoon back and he said no, he was using it. Then he told me it was, in fact, ‘his’ spoon.


After a heated argument I pulled out my well-worn weapon: ‘Give me my spoon or I’ll tell Dad about the chewy.’


He looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘So, tell him. I don’t care.’


My shock was profound. This had always worked! I called his bluff, walked confidently to the bathroom door and knocked boldly. He didn’t seem worried at all. I mouthed ‘I will tell’ and he just shrugged in a completely infuriating way.


I had no alternative. I either had to use my ammo and lose it forever, or walk away and accept that Sam had won the favoured black spoon. I wasn’t giving up so easily.


‘Dad, do you want to know what Sam did?’ I called through the bathroom door.


‘Oh, Con, you should be in bed. You should both be in bed. And don’t be a dobber, people don’t like dobbers,’ Dad replied.


I ignored that and ploughed on.


‘But Dad, it’s important, you really need to know about this, it’s really bad.’ I took a deep breath and blurted it out, ‘Sam stole some chewy from the supermarket.’ I was filled with confidence, sure that Sam was well and truly busted.


‘When did this happen, Con?’ my dad asked from the other side of the door, sounding bored and irritated.


My confidence slipped a notch. ‘When he was in Grade One.’


‘Oh, don’t be silly. It happened years ago. Why would I be worried about that?’


The victory was Sam’s and he walked away, holding the spoon up proudly, waving his hand from side to side. I knew I was never going to use ‘my’ spoon again.




CHAPTER 3


A FLOCK OF SEAGULLS WINS THE DAY AND THE CROWN SLIPS AWAY


I’ve heard it said that families are defined by big, dramatic moments, and I guess that’s true to a degree. Every family, every person, faces sorrow, loss, death and dysfunction at different times and we all learn to cope with it in different ways. But I think what really defines a family are the small moments – the everyday moments, the funny rituals that develop, the in-jokes, and the quiet moments that reveal so much without anyone realising it at the time.


One of the rituals my family had was to get together once a week for a takeaway dinner. Even though Hilde wasn’t living with us she’d always come too. It was the highlight of the week for Sam and me. Sometimes, if the weather was good, Dad would pick us up after school and we’d go down to the strand at Williamstown with a bundle of battered fish, potato cakes and chips wrapped in butcher’s paper and sit near the beach. Dad would never wait until we got there to eat. He’d tear open the packet while he was driving, pull out some steaming hot chips and eat them on the way. The smell of those fish and chips used to fill the car and I’d be salivating, wanting to get my hands on my share.


Once we found a table and all sat down, the seagulls started to muster around us, squawking, diving, hoping for a morsel to be thrown their way. Sam has always been fiercely protective of us and it didn’t matter who (or what) you were, he always stood up for the family.


One night at Williamstown the seagulls were hassling us more than usual and Sam kept getting up to chase them away. He ran with his arms flailing about, shouting, ‘Go away, birds, this is our dinner!’ He ran so far that the birds circled past him and flew back and snatched his chips, gobbling them down, not caring at all about my crazy little brother, who was dashing about like a maniac, fighting a losing battle.


Dad, Hilde and I laughed so hard, but when Sam came back to sit down after his third failed attempt to scare the gulls away, he seemed really sad. It was like he’d suddenly realised he couldn’t protect us at all. That day he was outwitted by seagulls but from that moment on it was like a weight settled on his shoulders. He was just one seven-year-old boy against the world.


I laughed at Sam that night but I recognised the vulnerability in his eyes. I sat there eating my chips and laughing, hoping the attention would stay on him because I had a secret. Better he be the brunt of the joke than me. I was too embarrassed to tell my family that earlier that day I’d wet my pants at school. I’d been holding on too long. I didn’t know what to do, so I took off my undies and put them in the bin. Luckily my skirt wasn’t wet, but I spent the rest of the day holding my skirt down, making sure it didn’t blow up in the wind and show me naked underneath. I didn’t play, I just sat and watched and hoped that no one would find out.


After we’d finished our dinner and the gulls had moved on to harass another family, Hilde decided we should have a wheelbarrow race. I was absolutely horrified. For the game to work, Sam and I needed to be the wheelbarrows and Dad and Hilde needed to be the pushers. I refused to play.


Sam was perched on his arms, with Dad holding his legs poised to race. I grabbed hold of the bench, pulled my knees in tight together and didn’t move.


‘Come on, Con, don’t be a spoilsport. We can’t race if you don’t join in,’ Hilde pleaded.


I shook my head and didn’t move.


Hilde came over and started tickling me and I writhed around, giggling involuntarily, ‘Stop it, Hilde, stop it.’ I was getting upset but I couldn’t help laughing. The tickle turned into a wrestle and Hilde outmanoeuvred me, prising me away from the bench, and before I knew it I was on the grass. She grabbed my legs, and we were off and away.


Sam and Dad raced ahead. Sam always wins races, no matter what it is – running, egg and spoon, wheelbarrow – he always wins. Just when I thought I was going to get out of this with my dignity intact a gust of wind blew my skirt over my head. Hilde dropped my legs and I collapsed onto the grass, grasping for my skirt, trying to save any remaining dignity I had left.


‘Connie’s wearing no knickers!’ Hilde pointed and laughed. They tried to hold the laughter in but it burst out uncontrollably and they laughed uproariously. I sat on the ground, red-faced, and burst into tears.


All these years later, I remember that night. I remember feeling small and sad and completely separate from my family. I was the clever one. I was the organised one. But now I was also the bare-bottomed one. I didn’t like being the joke. I didn’t like it one bit.


—


Maybe the reason I was so upset was because my hold on my position as the smart one in the family was feeling shaky. The truth of the matter was that Sam wasn’t bad in the classroom, it was just that I was that little bit better. I’d earned my ‘smart’ title. I couldn’t compete with him on most things, but knowing I was good at something was really important to me and there wasn’t enough of a gap between us for me to relax. I couldn’t stop studying, stop trying, stop busting a gut to be the smartest. If I lost that title then who would I be?


When I was in Grade Six and Sam was in Grade Five, I had one of those ‘once in a lifetime’ teachers – Mrs Giddens. She challenged me. She put words on the spelling tests that I struggled with, just for me, just so I wouldn’t get ahead of myself and start thinking I was too smart for the rest of the kids in my class. She appreciated my intellect, and challenged me to take it to the next level. Mrs Giddens made me realise that I could be whoever I wanted to be. She understood that I wanted to be a success, and encouraged me to explore how I could make that happen.


She set projects for me and I worked hard and put everything into them. They were always interesting, always challenging. And then she set a project on … transport. Why would I want to research and write about planes, trains and automobiles? I was appalled.


I went home to tell Dad, half expecting him to tell me not to worry about it, just to do it quick and get on with the real stuff. But he didn’t. He said, ‘Con, something I have found while writing my books is that anything is interesting if you look at it long and hard enough. Do your research, work as hard on this as you would on any assignment, and you will find out that it’s interesting.’ I thought he’d be on my side, but he had a lesson to teach me.


So I begrudgingly started my research. I was surprised to discover that motorcycles were invented before cars, and that the production line that Ford pioneered is the building block of all manufacturing today.


Later that afternoon, I wandered into Dad’s room, where he was sitting at his desk, writing his latest book with his favourite type of pen – the kind that Sam and I bought for him every Father’s and Mother’s Day. ‘Dad, what do you think was invented first, the car or the motorbike?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know, Con, maybe the motorbike, since it could have been developed from the bicycle,’ he replied, glancing up from his notepad.


‘Yep. You’re right. I would have thought the car would be invented first, you know, from horse-drawn carriages.’


‘I guess transport isn’t such a boring topic after all, Con.’ He laughed, picked up his pen and resumed his writing.


That’s what I mean about small, quiet moments. I look back now and think this is one of the most precious gifts Dad ever gave me as a parent. He showed me to get on with it, and that if I was going to be disenchanted and disappointed, that was my choice, because there is always something good to be found in any situation. You just have to look hard enough. Well, most of the time!


I completed that project on a huge piece of cardboard with a fancy, lettered heading, coloured in perfectly. Of course I got a good mark, and mine was chosen to be one of the posters to be put on display in the corridor. When my classmates called me a teacher’s pet, I was proud of the label – what was wrong with that?


But then something happened that made my crown slip.


There was an announcement at the weekly assembly. Our school had been chosen to send some children as repre sentatives to the Asian-Pacific Children’s Convention, which was to be held in Japan later in the year. I started to tremble with excitement. Maybe politics is where I would display my greatness, maybe this could be the beginning of my burgeoning political career. I could be a politician, a minister of parliament, or even the prime minister – Australia’s first female prime minister. Yep, that could be me. I had to apply. Surely I would be chosen.


My confidence faltered when I overheard Sam discussing his application with Dad in the kitchen when I got home. As I loitered outside the door, I could hear the excitement in Sam’s voice at the prospect of travelling overseas. Then I realised that he had an advantage over me. He was learning Japanese at school while I was learning Latin. Slowly but surely doubt crept in.


—






Sam: I was busy thinking ten-year-old thoughts when they made a very special announcement at assembly. Our school had been allocated ten places at the Asian-Pacific Children’s Convention for ten- to eleven-year-olds, to be held in Fukuoka, Japan! While I had no idea that this was mostly due to the fact that Black Rock Primary was one of the only primary schools in the state to offer Japanese, I did know that we could apply as long as we fitted into the age bracket. After a brief few moments of panic I established my eligibility and set about dreaming of a trip overseas. The world beckoned, beseeching me to explore it. I hungered for something more. I could be some kind of pioneer, maybe? Someone who went to Youth Conferences and engaged in wholesome and meaningful stuff like holding hands, lighting candles, singing songs and releasing balloons and doves into the sky in the name of unity. Becoming a Youth Ambassador and representing my country on an international stage? Gee whiz and holy moly. Maybe I could become one of those people who counted.


Dad helped me with the application form, which I printed in my neatest writing, and when notice of my interview came, I quizzed him about it over the dinner table.


‘You must show an interest in their culture.’ Dad advised. ‘It’s very different from ours. Geisha girls, temples, sumo wrestling and such. Learn about it and find what you’re interested in.’


Off to the Britannica it was then. There’s something lovely about an old-fashioned Google search, and I drifted through the thin pages with wonder.


I knew that Craig was my number-one threat. He was a ginger-nut genius. Even his face was enquiring. The teacher would ask for his help when maths got tricky and it was widely accepted that he’d spend all of his hours outside school buried in scholastic endeavour – just another savage untruth floating around the yard, I realise now. I had him on social skills but he creamed me in smarts. With my wonky maths I had somehow surmised that the likelihood of them choosing two boys from my class was next to none. If I could edge Craig out I might be in with a chance. I envied Craig. Every day he came to school with a large Hershey chocolate bar and he was so bloody clever. He would surely be chosen. He deserved it more, really.


I sweated my way through the interview – my very first audition. While I chided myself afterwards for my lack of articulateness, I could at least take comfort in the fact that I had given it my best shot. I waxed about how interested I was in Japanese culture, but it all felt a bit false. I didn’t quite believe myself. Was I actually interested in their ancient culture or did I just want to channel Huck Finn and go places? I concluded that although they would probably have seen through me, I was still sort of almost maybe in with a semi-fighting chance. Hopefully Craig had stuffed up his interview. Not really, but kind of.


An interminable wait followed. Finally, the time for the winners to be announced arrived. I stared, terrified at the principal at assembly as he read out the list of ten names. My heart was about to pop. Would I be gifted the golden ticket? Craig’s name was read out. I nodded to myself. I expected that. I tried to look at him but I couldn’t yet. I steeled myself as they kept reading out names that weren’t mine. Just. Don’t. Cry. Then it came through, ‘Sam Johnson – 5D.’


I knew that my life changed significantly in that moment, but it wasn’t until I turned 36 that I realised just how much.








—


The principal stood at the front of the assembly, explaining that there were so many more applications than there were places, and they were all good, but, by necessity, only a few had been chosen. My heart sunk, how could Sam get chosen? Why not me? I worked so much harder than him at school. He just winged it – never put any real effort in.


I could feel a lump in my throat and I fought back tears. I wanted to scream, ‘Where is the justice?’ My political career was over before it even began. I looked down, unable to clap, unable to enjoy this success for my little brother. I concentrated hard on the floorboards of the assembly hall, tracing the wood grain with my finger. If I looked up people would see how upset I was, how awful I was not to be happy for my brother. They would realise that Sam had taken my crown.


Now who would I be?




CHAPTER 4


THE GIRL WHO HAS CANCER AND THE BROTHER OF THE GIRL WHO HAS CANCER






Sam: I exhausted the first of three rolls of film I’d been allocated for my ten-day trip to Japan before we’d hit 20,000 feet. I’d somehow scored a window seat for my first trip into the sky and it absolutely blew my noodle as we went up through the clouds. I was seated over the wing and all the flaps on the wings terrified and excited me. This was even better than my bike!


I stayed with a host family and saw temples, sumo-training facilities, judo, tea ceremonies and sure enough, 10,000 kids from across each and every South East Asian nation (even including the Federated States of Micronesia!) did indeed hold hands, sing songs, light candles and release balloons into the sky, all in the name of unity. Watching 10,000 white balloons, one for each kid, was pretty special and I didn’t mind that there were no doves. Not one bit.


I was walking with my host family along a street when we passed a massive park. I looked in to see a whole big bunch of kids unicycling around the place on a couple of basketball courts. I had seen a unicycle in a circus, or a book, or somewhere, but I didn’t realise they were commonly available, or that anyone could ride them. It looked fun. It was 1988 and, as it turned out, there was a thriving unicycling scene in Japan. I wanted to go and try, but we were on our way somewhere and I only paused to watch for a few seconds before walking on.


Before the Children’s Convention in Japan, I’d always planned on becoming a tennis champion like Ivan Lendl. He was number one in the world, and I’d seen his penis when I was seven (which isn’t nearly as creepy as it sounds). Let me explain: Dad worked out pretty quickly that novels don’t pay, so after Mum died, with three young kids to feed, he started writing commissioned histories. He effectively became a sports historian and when I was seven he tackled a history of the Australian Open Tennis Championship, which led to him walking me through the bowels of Melbourne Park during the Australian Open. We walked into the change rooms just as Ivan Lendl, number one in the world, turned around to throw his used socks in a waste bin and virtually flung his massive cock into my face, leaving me almost literally gobsmacked. While I’d love to say that it was Ivan Lendl’s penis that inspired me to aim to become the world’s greatest tennis player, the truth is a lot more pedestrian.


I had shown enough skill having a casual hit around on the street with Dad for him to book me in for a lesson at the local tennis club. On the day of my first lesson, I held my newly bestowed wooden racquet shakily as we approached the club. Yellow balls flew through the air – it was a hive of activity and the atmosphere thrilled me. I was very nervous to meet my coach, but he was supportive and it felt just great to be out there, running free, but with enough fun challenges – like keeping the ball in the court – to keep me occupied. And what boy doesn’t like hitting stuff? In the car on the way home I knew I’d found something special, something that I might be good at.


For me, tennis wasn’t just a dream. It was an ambition. I knew it wouldn’t just magically happen, because Dad wasn’t one of those parents who told their kids they could do anything if only they believed enough. If you told him you wanted to win Wimbledon, he’d break it down and, if anything, undersell its achievability.


‘Sure,’ he would explain, ‘you can hold the trophy up, but a lot’s got to go right to get you there. You could do everything right in the world, use all the talent you have and it still might not happen.’ He explained what a ‘grinder’ was – someone who devotes their whole life to something, who does their utmost, and still achieves average results. If I was willing to accept that it would take a lifetime of sacrifice and hard work, and that I might never achieve the heights I dreamed of, he would support me the whole way. As long as I was happy to end up a grinder.


Dad was a realist. And he was never about being number one; doing your best was always good enough. He knew I knew every shot in the book. He knew I had the skill. He knew I had the application and the work ethic – he knew because he’d fostered it all in me. My game was bloody good. I held a tennis scholarship and achieved an ATP Junior ranking of sixth in my state. I won some decent tournaments and came close in the bigger ones. But big question marks lay over my ‘temperament’.


Still, if I wasn’t on my bike, I was smacking a tennis ball against a brick wall. It wasn’t about mucking around either. The wall was an opponent and for all the thought I put into it every shot may as well have been match point. That’s where I made my volleys what they were; against those walls. Despite having a massive problem with my attention span, I could devote hours to something if it was physical or menial. That’s why I was the proud owner of such a large and tremendous vegie patch. It’s why I was able to quite happily push my volleys to the limit against a wall for four or five hours, and back it up day after day after day. I just really liked trying hard at it because tennis was one of the few things I’d found that made me feel good.


One normal weekday, I stood on our small patch of grass out the front practising my shots, waiting for Dad to come and pick me up to take me to tennis. I had joined a larger club a few suburbs from home and while I could ride the distance on my bike, it wouldn’t leave me with enough in the tank to go a hundred per cent when I hit the court, so Dad always drove me. But this day Dad was late.


The minutes overlapped and I started tiring of swing shots – where was he? This wasn’t like him. Maybe he rang and I didn’t hear the phone? I checked my watch. I wouldn’t make my lesson. I started swiping my racquet low to the grass, clipping it into the air.


I looked up for the umpteenth time to see if Dad was coming and there he was, slowly entering the drive, with Connie in the front seat. I waved, but was barely acknowledged. Something was very wrong. Connie looked cold and lonely and was hugging her knees and Dad’s face was more grey than normal and he had a very serious expression on his face. I was confused. What could have happened?


Dad turned to Con and I lip-read him saying, ‘Wait here.’ He got out of the car and headed towards the front door. He didn’t look at me. He was walking differently – he looked older. I glanced back at Con but she was buried in herself. I decided to follow Dad inside to find out exactly what was going on. I banked left into the living room and looked down to see him curled up on our off-lime two-seater sofa. At first I thought he must be very tired, but then I saw his shoulders heaving. Then I heard the sobbing. Then it turned to weeping. I can remember the sound so clearly even now. It was the sound of utmost pain.


I said the first thing that came to mind: ‘What’s going on?’


Dad barely looked up at me. ‘Your sister’s got a tumour in her leg,’ he said.


It sounded pretty serious. I didn’t want to press Dad any further while he was so upset, even though I really wanted to ask what a tumour was. I didn’t know Dad cried. It was the worst sound I had ever heard.
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