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They walk amongst us. We pass them on the streets every day. The unsung heroes in the shadows, quietly making other people’s lives better when adversity strikes. Here, we shine the light on these courageous Australians. Welcome to


Heroes Next Door.
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Platform One


Sharon started on the trams in Melbourne, but quickly found her calling as a train station host. Melbourne Metro, Malvern Station, Platform One.


For fourteen years, Sharon’s job was to curate the best possible experience for peak-hour commuters; to help any of them in any given way, at any given time. This suited Sharon perfectly, as the job required her to simply be herself. She was a bona fide helper years before the job emerged. In the interview for the position, her passion for helping others was obvious and she was promptly hired, because you can’t fake generosity of spirit.


Platform One became home for Sharon. Every morning she’d colourfully decorate her blackboard to greet incoming commuters. It always came with a quote of the day, a weather report, sometimes a drawing, a joke, or a cheerful pattern; always different. Every morning she’d post a pic of her board on social media, where she became quickly and roundly adored. She personified community and was duly lauded.


Sharon knew all her commuters on a first-name basis and they all knew hers. In the winter she’d raid the lemon trees near the station and hand them out to commuters to put in their tea if they were sniffly. She hoarded and rehomed all the lost brollies. Sharon, in her own time, put together the ultimate travel pack for foreign or interstate visitors and always had them at the ready. She was known for being of expert assistance to the elderly, infirm and disabled. She would bring in home-baked treats to share, and it became a bit fashionable. More and more commuters started bringing food to share from home. Sharon was constantly being invited to dinners and parties, and she never stopped feeling surprised at how willing her commuters were to share every intimate detail about their lives.


Then there was Michelle. She came to Platform One for ten years. Michelle was rebuilding her life after a long stint behind bars, and often needed Sharon’s assistance. Sharon would sit with her, make the calls, fill out the forms, teach her how to use her phone properly.


It was the homeless people within her reach that Sharon really took a shine to, though. She created a special pack for them, which she developed with the city council, to provide every relevant touchstone available for someone in crisis. That always came with a cup of hot two-minute noodles.


Sharon was mum, to everyone on Platform One for fourteen years. These days, she’s been on personal leave for far longer than she’d like, and she misses it terribly. Sharon can’t wait to get back to her old ways, helping all and sundry, on Platform One. Especially those who need it the most.


‘When I walk I never look down. I don’t look at people’s faces either. I look into their eyes. You never know what they are going through, what they’ve been through and what they are yet to face.’


– Sharon Vanderkaay


SJ
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The Patchwork Family


Mel was always a fixer. When some of her high school friends had dealings with child protection, Mel watched on. It determined her path. She was going to study social work and help kids when she grew up. Her boyfriend was not a fixer. John was a larrikin and his skylarking got him into trouble. There was a nudie run through a park and his friends thought it would be funny to leave his clothes on the steps of the nearby police station, where he was promptly arrested. There was the time John drove a quad bike to the supermarket. He thought he was racing a man walking towards the store, the man thought he was trying to run him over. The charges were dropped. John’s parents left his stuff out on the verandah; it’s not like he hadn’t been warned. Mel the Fixer convinced her parents that John should move in with them.


A busy few years followed. Mel worked two jobs while she studied, John started his own bricklaying business and they settled into the rundown house they had bought. Mel began working with high-risk teens and soon after, they had a baby. Before their son turned one, Mel asked John whether he’d thought about fostering kids. He most certainly had not, nor was he keen on the idea. At all. But he agreed with Mel when she said there was no harm in doing the training, so they could make an informed decision. John liked logic. When they mentioned the training to their parents at a Sunday family get-together, there was open dismay. Bringing in hapless strays could put their own baby at risk. As the next generation are prone to do, they went against their parents’ wishes and proceeded to do the course anyway.


Two weeks after completion, there was a phone call. There were two boys aged eight and ten who were in a place that didn’t meet their needs. Mel took the call, had nameplates made up for the two lads and set up two beds in the spare room. Just for the weekend of course. John agreed – after all, the nameplates were a welcoming gesture, and they could be removed as quickly as they were put up.


The two boys arrived with a garbage bag full of unclean and ill-fitting clothes. This saddened and outraged John, who threw the garbage bag in the bin and immediately took them shopping. So they’d have some reasonable clothing when they moved on – seventeen placements and counting. At the last house, the older boy had been threatened with a knife, and his brother had been too scared to stick up for him. John became immediately invested and when Monday came around, they told the program coordinator that there was no rush to remove the boys.


John was still adjusting to parenthood but knew innately that a one-year-old would always get the most attention in any family. As the weeks went on, he made sure the boys didn’t feel left out. The grandparents had done a one-eighty upon meeting them at a Sunday afternoon family gathering, and Mel had decided they were going to be their boys. That she was their mum and that was the end of it. John went along willingly, but he didn’t feel the way he thought he was supposed to. He was hands-on and did the sport runs, but his heart wasn’t as present as his face.


After a few months, some negative behavioural patterns crept in. The older boy was regularly disrespectful towards Mel, and even though John knew this was because the lad had grown up surrounded by domestic violence, it upset him. The counselling didn’t seem to be doing much good either. More often than not, John would go and collect him at the end of his sessions to find out he’d told the counsellor to get fucked and had skulked around the corner until it was time to be picked up. John couldn’t get him to talk about anything, and both boys became agitated the week before their monthly access visits to their biological parents. Then it took a week afterwards for them to settle back in. The boys struggled through any transition, whether it was moving to a school closer to home or going from primary to secondary school, but John and Mel were by their side through all the hurdles.


When the boys hit high school, John and Mel sought a permanent care order. There was a bit of a scare when one biological parent refused to sign it, so off they went to court. John found this much more difficult than anything so far, but he applied the same even temperament and determination to succeed as he had through all their ups and downs. They got custody, and as they celebrated at their regular Sunday family get-together, John looked around at his family the way it was. The way it always would be. He didn’t know when it had stopped being hard, but it had.


John decided it was time to renovate the house. He’d laid his last brick some time back and had landed a fancy government job. He almost didn’t get it because that darned nudie run came up in his police check. But they took a chance on him and when he and Mel gained full custody of the boys, he was given three months parental leave. As he began to renovate, he found his knees locking. He also lost control of his foot one day as he came down the stairs. Turned out he had MS. It’s primary progressive, which means any deterioration is permanent. He was recently seen on Facebook precariously rolling his mobility scooter over a big green ball. The caption read ‘Audition tape for the Crusty Demons’. He’s still a larrikin.


The kids are grown now. The older boy has saved three thousand dollars towards buying a house. He’s an adult and is choosing not to see his biological parents at the moment. The younger boy is about to finish school and plans on being a chef. The baby they had when the boys came to stay is eleven and has never known life without his brothers. Mel has just stopped paying agistment fees for Mr Harley Davidson, the horse she got when she was twelve. John knows that they could have bought a car with those fees, but he doesn’t care because he knows Mel is always in for life.


HH
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Hero in Waiting


Lachie wasn’t one of those kids who knew what he wanted to be when he grew up, but he hoped it involved sport. What he did know, was that he wanted to travel the world; so he worked his backside off and started saving. Two jobs – pub work a few evenings a week and a supermarket by day. Sure, he was aware that adults tell their kids they need to do well in school or they’ll end up being a check-out chick. But he didn’t mind that; he was going to travel the world and start coaching some junior sports teams. Got to start somewhere.


Then COVID hit. The pub job was gone, but his hours at the supermarket grew. All of a sudden he was an essential worker, and some people were thanking him. But it wasn’t all roses. There were lines up the street outside the store, and a lot of people forgot their manners, their grace. They clambered over each other, snatched toilet paper and tomato paste out of each other’s hands. The staff around him were being abused at every turn. Not so much in Lachie’s case – he’s built like a brick shithouse, sports a crew cut and his soft centre could be easily disguised with pinpoint accurate stares. He had to call the police on occasion, when it got to fisticuffs, and he never thought twice about defending his multicultural colleagues when they were spattered with racist comments on the daily. Lachie never responded loudly, or aggressively, but clearly and calmly. He maintained an even disposition amongst the chaos.


The days were long and busy and he did his best to keep an eye on the stadium-sized crowds flooding the store. He stayed away from his girlfriend – her sister had a heart transplant as a child, and he didn’t want to put anyone at risk. Just before full lockdown, he would stand up the driveway, talking on the phone to his sweetheart who would wave and blow kisses from her car parked down the way.


His dreams were all in disarray too. There wouldn’t be any travel for a while. There would eventually, though, so he kept saving. He wouldn’t be volunteering to coach any juniors yet either. The mania died down, and people realised they didn’t have to raid the shelves like they had at the start of the pandemic. Lachie even took a week off in the calm after the storm. He had a few sleep-ins, and when they asked him to come back earlier than planned, he put his hand up.


The big bosses decided the staff had gone over and above and gave them three $50 dollar vouchers each, as a gesture of thanks. His housemates were stoked when Lachie told them – their work had dried up, like so many others, and now they could do a big shop. But in the end, there were no vouchers to give. Lachie had come across three homeless people near his CBD supermarket, three amongst the many, and given them one each. There weren’t enough to go round, but one fellow told him not to worry. That they’d share.


HH
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Would You Send Me
Back if I Was Broken?


Lilly was a bright, curious girl with no reason to be otherwise. Her mum, Tanya, warm and kind-eyed, collected broken cows. Ceramic cows with ears missing; sculpted metal cows long-rusted and all wonky and drunk looking; toy cows with missing eyes, lumpy bits and faded spots. Everyone in the family collected things. It’s just how they were. Even Dad’s old boots weren’t thrown out. Why throw Tomsy’s boots out when they could move out to the garden and be effortlessly repurposed into perfectly charming plant pots? Others saw dead boots where Mum Tanya saw new life. Mum Tanya and champ-Dad Tomsy held the philosophy that their home should provide a haven for broken things that would ordinarily be forgotten. Otherwise where would they live and who would care for them? They valued uniqueness. The weird, the wonderful and the broken.


When Lilly was just two or three she developed an obsession with Steve Irwin. Older sister Paige can, to this day, recite every word of ‘The Elephants of India’ song from Bindi’s fitness DVD that Lilly played on maximum rotation. While other kids got swept up in Wiggle-mania, young Lilly was much more likely to be seen marching proudly up the main street showing off her massive blow-up crocodile.


Mum Tanya arranged for a friend in Queensland to visit Australia Zoo and buy a Steve Irwin teddy from the souvenir shop, then send it down to them. Lilly loved her Steve Irwin teddy more than anything. After a while, the stitching on her teddy’s hands came undone and fluff started falling out. Lilly was concerned enough about the health of her teddy to prompt Mum Tanya to call Australia Zoo and ask for a replacement to be sent. The folk at Australia Zoo asked them to return the injured teddy and promised to send a new one. Lilly wasn’t appeased; in fact, she grew more upset. Later that night, while she was being tucked in all snug, she looked up and asked her mum.


‘Would you send me back if I was broken?’


Mum Tanya promised Lilly they wouldn’t send her teddy with sore hands anywhere, reminded Lilly of all the broken cows, and explained that in their house, broken things could stay as long as they wanted and would always be loved.


The following morning, Mum Tanya rang the souvenir shop and explained that returning the teddy with broken hands was no longer possible. The lady on the phone at Australia Zoo told her to keep the teddy and that they’d already sent the replacement. When Mum Tanya tried to pay for the extra teddy, the lady laughed and told her not to worry about it because ‘Steve wouldn’t mind’.


Not long after, Steve Irwin died suddenly. Lilly was shattered by the news and mourned his death more acutely than most. She learnt then, at a very impressionable age, that heroes can die, that heroes are human, and that no one is immune to the vicissitudes of Father Time. To honour her love for the Irwin family, Lilly solemnly made the decision to dress as Bindi, in solidarity. Out came the khaki. Bindi-style pigtails became a permanent fixture. Lilly dressed as Bindi Irwin for two years before deciding she had appropriately honoured the Irwin family.


* * *


By school age, Lilly, her sister, Paige, and brother, Aarron, would return from school camps and every time, without fail, Mum Tanya would be waiting eagerly with a cluster of friends and rellies, waving a welcome home poster, crying her eyes out. Their very own love parade.


Growing up, Lilly became a huge fan of the famed thoroughbred Black Caviar and, for a time, proudly sported pyjamas that exactly matched Black Caviar’s race colours. She loved collecting information as well, to bolster her collections. Lilly went through a Test Cricket phase and would keep meticulous stats sheets from every Test match she watched before carefully marking the pertinent stats on her variously collected player posters.


Lilly and Paige adopted their champ-Dad Tomsy’s habit of purchasing the most limp and forlorn plants from the supermarket, knowing that once in Mum Tanya’s hands, they would be lovingly restored to robustness.


When she became old enough to go to concerts with sister Paige, Lilly started collecting rip-off concert t-shirts from the weird guy selling them outside the stadium. There was always a weird guy outside the stadium hawking imitation concert shirts, and Lilly always preferred to support those guys because they were unique. Her ticket price already went to the band or group she was seeing; this way, more people came out on top and she could collect the unique memorabilia ‘true fans’ didn’t collect!


Lilly’s most prized collection, though, was undoubtedly her wrapping paper collection, which she felt very sentimental towards. Lilly would unwrap each gift she received as fastidiously as an archaeologist on a dig, to preserve the integrity of the wrapping paper; that way she could extract from it a perfect, uncreased sample from each papered prezzie, to commemorate each act of giving. Over the years, her dedication to her wrapping paper collection was thoroughly questioned, but every time she was quizzed she would invariably state who gave what to whom and when. She knew intimately the history of each parchment. Lilly was as familiar with her wrapping paper as Mum Tanya was of her cows’ various misfortunes.


By the age of fourteen, Lilly was living the fullest possible life. She belonged to three different netball teams, was taking up windsurfing and riding in HPV events (those bikes you pedal from the lying position). She was freely pursuing her interests without care for what others thought and was developing into an impressive, independent, unique human with a stubborn streak. She wasn’t backwards in coming forwards. Despite being the youngest, she became the trusted go-to for sister Paige and brother Aarron. Lilly worked as hard to keep the family together as her mum Tanya did, at the behest of no one, providing a critical ballast during the family’s most perilous times. Mum Tanya can’t imagine where the family unit would’ve ended up if not for Lilly’s fortitude and seemingly boundless positivity.


After traversing another family crisis with graceful maturity, Lilly started going to bed straight after school. This wasn’t standard teenage lethargy; it was entirely uncharacteristic. Mum Tanya sensed something serious was afoot.


Fourteen-year-old Lilly was taken to the city, diagnosed with leukemia at the Royal Children’s Hospital and thrust immediately into treatment. Some people choose to dwell in their disasters. Not Lilly. She would remain the funky, kinda goofy girl she always was; the only thing that changed was her sudden cravings for battered savs. Lilly even ended up with a picture of a battered sav she found on Google as the wallpaper on her phone. Champ-Dad Tomsy, who wasn’t much a fan of the big smoke, would often be sent on random missions to find the best battered sav in Melbourne.


There was a little boy, much younger than Lilly, undergoing treatment in the same ward. He’d ride his tiny pushbike around the ward each day. He was allowed to on the proviso that he took good care, and the little fella took heed – not wanting to be deprived of his riding privileges. He always looked out for Lilly and no matter how much pain she was in, or how weak she became, she’d always muster a smile as he rode past. Often he’d stop and they’d chat. They became very good buddies indeed.


Lilly wasn’t much for the whole status thing. She’d wilfully interrupt important bedside chats with doctors and nurses to make a point of thanking the cleaner, Doris, by name. She smiled through it all – sure, she had shitty days, but she laughed them off with her ‘Little Box of Fucks’ cards, which she bought from her favourite cancer charity. She always found a path to laughter. It’s what made her Lilly.


‘One day closer to home’, became one of her most favoured expressions and, sure enough, after ten harrowing months of rigorous treatments, after becoming a quadriplegic and losing all functionality, Lilly ended up home. Gone at fifteen years and six days.


Her room remains unchanged, her collections still intact, including her beloved wrapping paper collection. Her blowup crocodile lies airless, but a photo of Lilly with her croc and her siblings is still up on the wall. Her rip-off concert t-shirts from the weird guys outside the stadium. Her Test Cricket posters, pertinent stats still marked. Her Black Caviar PJs. Her Steve Irwin teddy, and its replacement. They’re all still there.


Champ-Dad Tomsy, Mum Tanya, sister Paige and brother Aarron miss their little girl. And each day without her is now, for them, one day closer to home.


SJ
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Christmas Cactus


The doorbell doesn’t often ring when you’re not expecting someone, especially at night. Cynthia padded down the hallway to see who was at the door in late May 1998. There was a very short, somewhat dowdy, woman standing on the doorstep. Her little round face smiled up at Cynthia as she held out a purple orchid. Turns out her name was Carol, she lived in the neighbourhood and just wanted to give Cynthia and her family a wee plant as a way of acknowledging their recent loss. Cynthia and husband Darryl were polite folk, and invited Carol inside – despite it all being a bit awkward. After some small talk, Carol took her leave. Cynthia placed the plant on the patio and didn’t think twice about her neighbour from down the way.


Cynthia and Darryl had lost their five-year-old daughter, Brianna, earlier that month after a two-year battle with leukemia. Towards the end of Brianna’s life, the family took her home, so she could die surrounded by family and love. It had its difficulties, though. No matter how many times Cynthia would ask relatives not to come over without ringing first, the doorbell would sound. And then there were all those ‘helpful’ people suggesting vitamin C injections, religious ceremonies and reminding the family that there was always hope – when there wasn’t any. Cynthia understood that people don’t know what to say and dug deep to find her grace during those last weeks. For Cynthia, Darryl and little sister Kayla, it was about Brianna, so they ignored the comments and goings-on as best they could.


When Brianna died, her four-year-old sister said leukemia was like broccoli. When asked what she meant, little Kayla said because it’s always there, hiding behind the trees, just like broccoli.


Carol knocked on the door in late May for years to come, and each time she presented the family with a new plant in memory of Brianna, from a weeping fig to a Christmas cactus. Never on the anniversary of Brianna’s death, but always in the same month. One year, Carol brought over a maidenhair fern and got to pat the new baby on the head. A boy who would never know his sister. Cynthia and Carol got to know each other quite well; turns out Carol can talk the leg off an iron pot, and Cynthia looked forward to answering the doorbell of an evening each May. ‘That’ll be Carol,’ she’d say as she padded down the hallway each time.


When little Kayla was sixteen, Cynthia took her to a doctor who said ‘you’re one pissed off young lady’ when she walked in the door. Well, Kayla just broke. Cynthia and Darryl had kept open lines of communication about Brianna’s death, but Kayla harboured immense secret guilt – even though she was only four when her sister died. Four-year-old Kayla didn’t know the specifics, but she knew she was going to hospital to help her sister. And she believed that when she woke up, her bone marrow would have made her big sister better. But she wasn’t better, and Kayla thought it was all her fault. All those years she had harboured this pain and Cynthia couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed. That huge half-hour long cry sure helped though. It was cathartic for Kayla, and her folks were able to deal with the problem now they could see it. That year when Carol rang the doorbell, she presented the family with daffodil bulbs. Cynthia planted them, the right way up and everything, but the bulbs never took.
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