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This book is dedicated to my darling daughter, Chloe, so that you may know more about my life before you were in it! You are my world, and I love you bigger than the universe.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I am a private person living a very public life.

I therefore choose to only tell stories about my own life that I hope are entertaining or interesting—and that I still remember!

I am grateful for all the people on my life’s journey, whether I have known you for a moment—a reason, a season, or a lifetime.

Know that you’re in my heart.

Please forgive me if you don’t get a mention, for I had only so many pages!
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INTRODUCTION

Olivia’s dream was to have a wellness and research center that treats the person, not just the disease. The Olivia Newton-John Cancer Wellness & Research Centre (ONJ Centre) was the first of its kind in Australia to bring together world-class clinical treatment, breakthrough research and education, and complementary wellness therapies.

Today the ONJ Centre continues to provide leadership in the benefits of complementary support and therapies by recognizing cancer diagnosis and treatment is a physically and emotionally demanding time. The wellness center is a beautifully restored building that provides space for people and their caregivers to be away from the clinical setting and relax in a tranquil environment.

The Olivia Newton-John Cancer Research Institute laboratories sit alongside patient treatment facilities so our researchers and clinicians can work together. The ONJ Centre is currently involved in nearly three hundred clinical trials, and our passionate researchers are working to use significant scientific discoveries from the laboratory to improve clinical practice. This means ONJ Centre patients have more timely access to potential new treatments and targeted therapies.

The ONJ Centre is a partnership where patients and their families, scientists, doctors, nurses, and therapists collaborate to provide the best possible person-centered treatment to make constant improvements to cancer care.

Cancer research and wellness therapies provided rely solely on donations. You can support Olivia and people going through cancer treatment by making a donation at onjcentre.org.

Every year thousands of people who are touched by cancer come to the Olivia Newton-John Cancer Wellness and Research Centre. They face the challenge of a lifetime with hope because they receive the best care guided by the latest research delivered with passion, love, kindness, and understanding. Patients, their loved ones, researchers, and staff are all hugely grateful for what Olivia has helped build and sustain: a truly unique cancer center founded on her vision, with boundless enthusiasm and love.

—Professor Jonathan Cebon, Medical Director, Olivia Newton-John Cancer Wellness & Research Centre



PROLOGUE

Don’t stop believin’, you’ll get by

Bad days will hurry by.

May 30, 2017

My favorite time of day is “magic hour,” when the sun takes a dive behind the craggy mountain ranges and the sky is painted a stunning purple-pink. I’m sitting during magic hour right now on a weathered stone bench, allowing the day to wash over me, surrounding myself with love and light.

I smell the early-summer roses and smile as our energetic German shepherd, Raven, brings me her ball for yet another toss. My wonderful husband, John, should be pulling up in the driveway any moment. It’s a beautiful life and remains so, even though I told the world a few hours ago that my cancer has returned.

Yesterday I went in to be measured. When you have photon radiation therapy, you must be in exactly the same position every single time, so they give you small dot tattoos to make sure your body is lined up properly in the machine.

“I guess this will be the fun part,” I told the technician as he poked a small, needlelike pen through flesh to mark my hips.

When I saw that what he’d created was no more than tiny circles, I asked, “Can’t you give me something a little more interesting?”

John and I have matching tattoos on our left ankles—a spiral pattern we designed when we were in Australia on our fifth anniversary.

“Hey, I thought I was only going to get a tattoo once in my life!” I joked. “Not fair to John now that I’ll have an extra one.”

We had a good laugh.

Being positive isn’t always easy, but we always have that choice.

*

This is my third journey with cancer, which might come as a surprise. The previous one was five years ago and I kept it private, and luckily it remained so, which isn’t always easy when you live your life in public.

In May 2013, John and I were rear-ended in our Prius on Highway 101 in heavy Los Angeles traffic. We were on the way to my sister Rona’s house. My niece Tottie and her daughter, Layla, had been visiting us and they were in the back seat. Raven, our new puppy, was in a crate in the back. That poor baby was surrounded by shattered glass, we were hit that hard. For months afterward, Raven was nervous every time I even looked at the car.

The accident was only part of what was a tough time for our family. My beloved Rona was very ill and died a short time later, on May 24, of a brain tumor. And soon my own health would be called into question.

The day we had the accident, the seat belt hit me very hard in my right shoulder. It wasn’t long before I noticed a lump had formed there.

I ended up at Rona’s local doctor, who wasn’t overly concerned.

“It’s most likely from the accident,” she said. She did an X-ray but didn’t find anything.

As time passed, I couldn’t lift my arm easily, which was chalked up to a slight fracture. But why wouldn’t the pain subside? In my gut, I knew it wasn’t that simple and kept asking and digging. It was my body, and my instincts told me to find the real answer.

I insisted on additional testing and found that the bump was actually a recurrence of my breast cancer.

My immediate healing plan was immune-boosting IVs at a clinic in Georgia where they help people deal with illness in a natural way without prescription drugs. I did this along with continuing on a healthy diet that included many of my husband’s Amazonian herb formulas. And I also consulted with my oncology team at the Olivia Newton-John Cancer Wellness & Research Centre in Melbourne. With their advice, including taking an antiestrogenic pill, I felt I was on the right track.

I didn’t tell my family or anyone else at the time, except for John, of course. There was too much going on with the loss of my sister.

When I went back for a second CAT scan, the tumor had reduced and we decided to keep an eye on it.

Life went on.

*

Three years ago, I was playing tennis at my close friend Pat Farrar’s birthday party. I hadn’t played in a while and was out on the court for three hours of nonstop fun. I had a blast, sat down for lunch, and absolutely couldn’t get up afterward. This could’ve been because of very sore muscles since I hadn’t played in months, but I had trouble even standing and wobbled when I forced myself upright. What followed were months and months of excruciating, sleep-depriving, crying-out-loud pain.

Night after night, I hobbled onstage in Las Vegas, where I was doing a residency at the famed Flamingo Hotel. The crippling back pain would flare up at the worst times but would occasionally die down—thank goodness! During a good period, a friend of mine, Joanne, who is a great tennis player, said the magic words.

“Come on over, Liv. We’ll have a gentle hit.”

I was on the court for about half an hour before a sciatic attack had me seeing stars. Despite the pain, I refused to cancel any of my shows because of a lifelong discipline instilled in me at the tender age of fifteen.

No matter what—the show must go on!

But would I be able to go on? Some nights, after the last curtain call, I would limp backstage and gingerly lie down on my dressing-room floor, crying in agony. It felt like I was being tortured with hot pokers that were being stabbed into my side, causing searing pain to jolt up and down my left leg.

In my prone position backstage with tears running through my makeup, I wasn’t sure how I would ever get up. But . . . the show must go on, and it isn’t over. I still had to do my fan meet and greet, with all the proceeds going to my Olivia Newton-John Cancer Wellness & Research Centre. I only allowed myself exactly five minutes to rest and then my husband would pull me to my feet.

My checklist was as follows:

1. Wipe away the tears.

2. Fix my face.

3. Go back out there and do the meet and greet backstage for the fans.

These lovely people had waited sometimes an entire year just to say hello, and I wouldn’t let them down. Somehow, I held it all together while I smiled and took a few pictures. It was the least I could do for this kind of loyalty.

My last show of 2017 before my diagnosis was a concert for those who served in the military and had been awarded a Purple Heart for their bravery. I had my Liv On collaborators and dear friends Amy Sky and Beth Nielsen Chapman by my side and we honored, among others, my father-in-law, Tom, a Purple Heart recipient.

It should have been a beautiful night that I would never forget—and it was. The pain was cruel, relentless, and agonizing, and I found it almost impossible to walk. This was no longer about just pulling myself up but facing the fact that I could not do it any longer.

The next day, John’s niece Corrine, an upper cervical and spinal expert, did a thermogram of my whole body at her clinic. It showed some hot spots in my sacral area, and she suggested a seated MRI. This revealed something rather suspicious pressing on the nerves in my sacrum. No one recommended a biopsy because of the sensitivity of the area. But in my heart, I knew.

Something wasn’t right.

I believe it’s crucial to always listen to your body and trust your instincts. I can’t say this enough: no one knows your body like you do.

Corinne and John insisted that I give this my immediate attention, so I postponed the rest of my tour, which was very difficult for me because of that work ethic I mentioned earlier. But now I had no choice. I drove to the clinic in Georgia for two weeks of diagnostics and natural IV therapies. Within a week, my pain level went from a ten to a one, which was very encouraging.

And then came the news.

My ONCOblot test was in. It showed breast cancer—again.

This time it had metastasized into my sacrum.

They had found a mass.

*

I put out a press release because I wanted my fans to hear this from me and not the rumor mill.

For Immediate Release

OLIVIA NEWTON-JOHN POSTPONES JUNE CONCERT DATES

May 30, 2017—Las Vegas, NV—Olivia Newton-John is reluctantly postponing her June U.S. and Canadian concert tour dates. The back pain that initially caused her to postpone the first half of her concert tour has turned out to be breast cancer that has metastasized to the sacrum.

That day, after those words were released to the world, I sat on my stone bench as the sun sank behind the mountains. In the hours that followed, the outpouring of goodwill touched my heart in ways that I will never forget. There were phone calls, emails, messages, and even flowers wishing me well.

I sat there knowing that this was going to be another challenging journey, but I would never stop believing that I would be okay. I knew I had so much living and loving to do.

I sat, visualizing myself many years in the future, happy and healthy, and I began reflecting on my incredible life.



ONE

Sail into Tomorrow

If a ship of dreams bid me come,

Would I board it?

I am a young girl racing home from school across the grass on the grounds of Ormond College in Melbourne, Australia. I’m running home to the music of nature. Birds are serenading me—kookaburras, parrots, crows, and those magpies with the large wings and scary beaks that hover and hide in the trees. Oh, those magpies! Sometimes I would have to cover my small blond head with my schoolbooks as those huge, striking black-and-white birds swooped down on me. I can still hear the sound of the brisk wind in their feathers that brushed so close to my ears as I walked under the gum trees that held their nests. Magpies become very protective in the spring, guarding their homes and families.

Music was a big part of my home and family as well. My mum said I could carry a tune as young as two years old, and soon I knew the words and would sing harmonies to every song on the radio. I believe I got this gift from my father, Brinley “Brin” Newton-John, who was Welsh and had a beautiful bass-baritone singing voice. He could have been an opera singer but chose to become an academic because he was so critical of himself and didn’t think he was good enough. He had one recording of himself on an old black acetate disc but destroyed it because there was one bad note in it. (I wonder where I got my perfectionism from?)

My mum, Irene Helene Born, was the daughter of Nobel Prize–winning Max Born, a German physicist and mathematician who was one of the founders of quantum mechanics. Albert Einstein was a close friend, and when my mother was a young girl, Einstein spent many evenings in her family house playing the violin while my grandfather played piano. My mother would later translate a book of letters between Albert Einstein and Max Born called The Born–Einstein Letters. My German grandfather was the first person to sign an antinuclear proliferation treaty because he was strongly opposed to war. He was also a good friend of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the physicist credited with being the father of the atomic bomb, but my grandfather refused to collaborate with him on anything that was destructive or would hurt people. In 1933, my Jewish grandfather fled from Germany with his wife, Hedwig, to escape Hitler’s regime. He was not only a brilliant mind but also a humanitarian who helped Jews escape Germany. I’m extremely proud of my peace-loving grandfather.

My uncle Gustav, who sadly died recently at age ninety-six, listened to his father, who advised him to become a doctor because “you won’t have to kill people, and you’re less likely to be killed.”

As if that’s not enough family history, I was thrilled to learn that way back on my mother’s side of the family tree is Martin Luther, who created the Lutheran Church. (No wonder I’ve always been fascinated with different religions and belief systems.) And there’s a Spanish king in our family history somewhere, too.

A lot to live up to!

One of the few regrets I have in my life is that I never met my grandfather. Even when I moved from Australia to the UK as a teenager starting my singing career, there was no time—or so I thought. My mother would say, “You must come see Grandfather.” I was always too busy, but I learned an important lesson.

You make the time.

*

My father, Brin, came from far more humble beginnings. He was born to a middle-class family in Wales, where his father, Oliver John, worked as a carpenter. His mother, Daisy, was a very strict Quaker woman who would wash my dad’s mouth out with soap if he ever swore or said anything close to blasphemy.

Dad’s innate intelligence won him a scholarship to the University of Cambridge. He was a brilliant man who spoke French and German fluently. In fact, his German was so perfect that, when he became a wing commander and later an intelligence officer for the Royal Air Force, he spoke Hochdeutsch (high or perfect German) and interrogated German prisoners of war. (Future warning: I would never be able to hide anything from him!) He even worked on the Enigma project at Bletchley Park during WWII, cracking the German codes, and later helped bring Nazi deputy führer Rudolf Hess into custody.

Dad would wine and dine infamous prisoners, generally the higher-ranking officials in the Third Reich, in order to pry information out of them. One day, he took Hess to a fancy hotel in London for afternoon tea and the discussion turned to weapons. Dad apologized to Hess for carrying only a simple pistol.

“Use mine,” Hess said, offering Dad a Luger that he had hidden in his clothing! Of course, it didn’t set off any metal detectors in those days.

A different time!

*

My parents might have never met at Cambridge if my mum didn’t have such a keen ear for beautiful music—the kind that could melt your heart. One day, she heard a man singing in a deep baritone voice and she couldn’t take another step. She actually followed the voice. Mum always said she fell in love with the voice first before she even saw him. They were the same age, seventeen—young and full of dreams. Mum was brunette, classically beautiful, and carried herself in the most elegant way. Dad was six foot three, fair-haired, with movie-star good looks and that beautiful aristocratic voice. Need I say more? What a beautiful couple.

You could call it love at first listen, and then sight. It wasn’t too long after that they were married, and in a blink, my brother Hugh (destined to be a doctor), was born, and then my stunning sister Rona (future model, actress, and singer). I was the youngest of the three, born eight years after Rona, and apparently the “try to save the marriage” baby—but more on that in a moment.

Before I was born, my mother went through some very difficult times. My father was away, serving in World War II at Bletchley Park, working on the Enigma project, and she was left alone with two young children. She was a beautiful German woman, and the villagers were suspicious of her. Two kind Quaker women would bring eggs and vegetables to her doorstep to help her and the children. They were her only friends. In turn, Mum would speak kindly with the German prisoners of war. One of the many things my mother taught me was that no matter what you’re going through in life, kindness is what will sustain you.

Not everyone was kind, though. Later, Rona would tell me that our father had an affair while he was in the air force. One day, a woman came knocking on my mother’s front door to tell her about it. It left my mother insecure and untrusting, not to mention brokenhearted, as she had loved my father since she was seventeen.

To her credit, she stayed in the marriage and tried to make it work for the good of the entire family. Forgiveness was another thing she would teach me, the makeup baby, who would be her last child.

*

My father was charming, charismatic, and devilishly handsome, and demanded the best from himself and his family. A “well done” was a compliment of the highest order from him, and not easily attained. Dad believed in hard work, discipline, and doing things on your own merits. For example, he could have easily arranged for my brother to get a free pass into university, but he insisted that Hugh excel at his exams and earn his own place. And, of course, Hugh was amazingly brilliant and did it. My brother, in fact, graduated as a doctor with honors. He went on to be a specialist in infectious diseases and invented the first portable iron lung. As I’m writing this I’m thinking, Lucky I can sing! Thanks, Dad, for the musical genes.

When I was a little girl, Dad would sing out loudly in church, but I was embarrassed by it because I didn’t want to be noticed. He had a wonderful sense of humor and would tease me by pretending to be a really old man, crinkling his fingers and speaking in a creaky voice. I laughed and laughed.

I adored my father and think more about him now than ever before, especially when I hear classical music, which was always playing loudly in our house. I close my eyes and see my father busily conducting each note as he smiled and drank his evening sherry.

For many years after they divorced, I couldn’t even listen to classical music and neither could my mum—it would make both of us cry. Years later, I would find my mother sitting in a chair with beautiful classical music on the radio and tears in her eyes. I knew she was thinking of my father. She was in her eighties at the time.

I’ll never forget when she turned seventy. Dad, who had been married twice more since their union, sent her seven bunches of violets, one for each decade.

They were her favorite flower.

*

When I was a young child, we lived in England, where my father was headmaster of King’s College in Cambridge. I have very few memories of that time besides crawling around on a thick blue carpet between my parents’ twin beds in their bedroom. The sleeping situation was quite the norm for those days. They were like the English Lucy and Ricky!

Of course, I was a young child and full of energy, so there were a few unfortunate moments, including when I swallowed a bunch of sleeping pills by mistake. I had to have my stomach pumped, and the whole experience was so mortifying and memorable that no wonder drugs of any kind have never interested me again.

I was perfectly willing to go on other types of adventures, though. When I was quite little, I stood on a stool in front of the bathroom mirror with a thermometer in my mouth because I suddenly needed to take my own temperature for reasons unknown. Not knowing what to do, I bit straight through the glass and soon found the mercury rolling around my tongue. It was at that point that I decided to involve a responsible adult, and my actions caused my parents a good deal of alarm, though I was no worse for wear.

Most of the time I was a good little girl, except for the occasional misstep. Later, when I went to school in Australia, we had a weekly bank day where we would take money to school and they would put it in the bank for us. It was a lovely discipline, and I did take money to school, but instead of saving it I used it for a current need: to buy everyone a lolly. I thought I was being kind! Sadly, the headmaster at my school had other ideas. In quite a stern voice, he called me up to the front of the class and embarrassed the hell out of me.

“Olivia Newton-John!” he boomed. “Where is your money to put in the bank? What about your future?”

What future? I was five!

I put my hand in an empty pocket of my little pink dress and explained the “lollies situation.” This wouldn’t be my only punishment. On my way home that day, the big force of nature and former MI5 agent that was my dad intercepted my tricycle and pulled me the rest of the way home. (Oh, big, big, big trouble was brewing!)

My headmaster had called him, and Dad was very upset, but not for long. Thank goodness my big sister, Rona, was always a beautiful free spirit who defied authority—she made for a perfect diversion.

That night, she took the heat off my foolish “crime” with her own antics. She had been expelled from school for wearing her school uniform skirts too short and bleaching her hair. She also skipped school to meet with boys.

I was off the hook!

*

In the early fifties, our lives took a dramatic turn, one that would mold my psyche. We were migrating to Melbourne because my father had accepted the coveted position of master of Ormond College at the University of Melbourne. He was the youngest man, at only forty, to ever receive a position of this kind. I was five years old when my parents, Hugh, Rona, and I boarded a massive ship called the Straithard to cross the ocean to Australia.

Even at that young age, I was so very proud of my father because he was up against older and more experienced academics for this important position. Dad had written a letter to the dean, explaining how he wanted to introduce his family to the amazing country of Australia—and he got the job.

That can-do spirit runs deep in the Newton-John family.

Professionally, it was the chance of a lifetime for my father, and personally, it was an opportunity for my parents to create a new chapter in their life together. They were fighting a lot before we moved and thought a change of scenery could provide a fresh start.

My only memory of the ocean voyage from Cambridge to our new life in that place called Melbourne was losing my favorite teddy bear, Fluffy. I was brokenhearted because I loved Fluffy, but my parents replaced it with a stuffed penguin named Pengy (so creative!) that they found in the ship’s store. It was never quite the same, though. Some things are irreplaceable, as I would soon find out in much bigger ways.

It wasn’t long before we were in a new country and unpacking boxes at our fantastic new home on campus, a beautiful stone mansion with endless bedrooms and our own housekeeper. I couldn’t believe my eyes as I navigated those long hallways that were perfect for hide-and-seek. There were so many big rooms to explore, and it all fed my imagination. One day, I was a princess in the castle; the next, an explorer. There were no limits.

We were required to live on the Ormond College grounds so that my father was accessible both day and night. No one minded because it was such a safe and lively atmosphere and, in many ways, I considered it a giant playground. Ormond was a place of old vine-covered buildings and rolling green lawns that gave me plenty of exercise. And I never got lost because there was a steep clock tower in the middle of campus that served as my compass.

As a little girl, I loved watching the students find the fun in their college days. I remember “water bagging,” where the undergrads would drop bags of water out the windows of their bedrooms onto the unsuspecting heads of the people walking below. If you looked up, you’d get a face full of cold liquid, right between the eyes. I probably got hit by accident, but then again, I liked the excitement and the dare of looking up!

“You’re soaking wet!” Mum would say when I walked in the door from a day at the Melbourne Teachers’ College training school (where we literally had new teachers practice on us every month).

“Yes, Mum, I am!” I said with glee.

At night, I could hear the young men who had won their rowing competitions banging their spoons on the solid wooden tables in the huge dining room as they enjoyed their meal, looking up at the gorgeous stained glass windows. The dining hall was adjacent to our house. Years later, when I visited Ormond to see my father’s oil portrait hanging there, I saw all those spoon dents from years of celebrations—it brought back great memories.

My favorite activity was sitting outdoors on the steps of a beautiful old stone building where I would wait for my father to finish work for the day. There I was, a six-year-old girl in her school uniform—a blue-and-white-checked dress with little brown shoes and white ankle socks. I’d visit with the birds and trees, smell the fresh blooms, and write poetry while waiting to slip a small hand into his bigger one.

Our home had a huge drawing room where my parents would entertain important university types, such as visiting professors or other university presidents or even government officials who helped raise money for the school. I’d hide in a little alcove halfway up the stairs, watching the beautiful people arrive for lavish, catered cocktail parties.

From my vantage point, I could see my mother in a gorgeous red velvet evening dress with hundreds of tiny covered buttons up the back. It was so glamorous and exciting. She would greet each person in her refined and regal way, and then she and my father both always made time to come upstairs to kiss me good night.

If I was allowed downstairs, I’d go to work lighting people’s cigarettes. For some reason, I liked the smell of the sulfur of the match and the burning tobacco and paper. My father used to smoke when he was reading me a bedtime story, so I must have associated comfort with smoke, although now I know cigarettes and secondhand smoke are toxic for your health. No one really worried or knew about it in those days, of course. In fact, doctors would tell you that smoking was relaxing and good for your health. (Can you even imagine?)

One of my parents obviously had a sixth sense about future discoveries. One night, Mum saw me lighting cigarettes at a university function and pulled me aside.

“Well, darling, why not try a whole one?” she suggested, handing me an entire package of cigarettes.

I was nine and thought this was a splendid idea. How amazing that Mum would allow me this “treat” at my age! I sparked up a cigarette.

“Why don’t you take a deep puff?” Mum instructed.

I was excited and complied—only to cough violently for what seemed like forever. “I never want to smoke again!” I cried.

Yes, she was a really smart mum.

Years later, when my friend Pat and I were living in London and singing together, I would try to take up smoking again. We had a crazy notion that smoking would give us sultry singing voices like our favorite singer, Julie London. Alas, sultry wasn’t in the cards for me because I was still that nine-year-old in her pj’s. Later in my life, in my Sandy nightie, I would try to smoke on-screen in Grease and became that little girl again, hacking away.

Art imitating life!

I can still remember my father’s smoke lingering on the sleeves of my pink cotton pj’s. I’d go to sleep smelling him with my nose pressed to my pajama sleeve, which was sadly an experience I wouldn’t have for long.

*

Our home looked perfect from the outside, but inside was another story. When the newness of moving to another country turned into sameness, my parents’ marriage began to deteriorate again. I knew because Mum and Dad took separate holidays, although they tried hard not to make an issue of it.

I remember nature-loving Mum taking us children camping in Mallacoota in a field near the beach. One afternoon, we went out to fish for our dinner and a few runaway cows wandered over to our tent and trampled everything—except a can of condensed milk with a cow’s face on it! Mum could only laugh, and we were crying tears because it was so funny. Mum had a keen sense of humor and could find anything amusing. I loved her spirit! She even managed to laugh when I was being taught how to fish and accidentally caught my brother’s mouth with the hook!

When I was about nine, my parents announced that they were designing a beautiful new house for us to live in on the Ormond property. Sadly, we would never sleep a night in it. One evening after school, my father calmly told me, “Your mother and I are going to live separately, and you will go and live with her.”

“What about the new house?” I asked through a veil of tears. “Are you . . . ?”

I didn’t want to say the words.

I didn’t want to believe it.

“Yes,” he said. “We’re getting a divorce.”

“But I want to live with you,” I pleaded as tears raced down my cheeks. It was the most painful moment of my young life, made worse when my father shook his head with a finality that indicated my living conditions had already been settled.

“You can’t live with me,” he said. “It’s better if you live with your mother. But you can still see me every day.”

In a blink, my young life was turned upside down. Mum and I did move, to an apartment not far away, in Parkville. It was going to be harder to see my father now.

It got worse. Eventually, Dad was asked to leave his post at the college because the administration was strict about needing a married man at the helm. He was no longer traditionally “married with children.”

It was so sad because Dad loved Ormond College, and he’d made the school coeducational, allowed alcohol for the first time on campus, and was a very popular headmaster. But rules were rules, and they made him leave because he was now a divorced man, which was strictly forbidden. Given no choice, Dad moved to Newcastle, a two-hour flight away, where he worked as a vice-chancellor and taught German. This marked the end of any hope of even weekly or monthly visits, as they were too expensive on his academic salary.

My heart was broken.

Mum wouldn’t be around as much during the days, either, as she had to support us on her own for the first time in her life. In those days, women didn’t fare very well in divorce settlements, and watching my mother struggle financially taught me how strong women rally to take care of themselves and their children. Mum had never worked outside the home, but she was funny, witty, and intelligent. She had other valuable skills, too. She wrote beautiful poems and would regularly write letters to the editor of our newspaper about local issues.

It makes me sad now because my mother was always very interested in science but was dissuaded from following that path. Women weren’t encouraged to go into academia in those days, and this was a particular shame, given her father’s scientific past.

Luckily, Mum quickly got a job, located in the tallest structure in Melbourne at the time, called the ICI House. It was Australia’s first skyscraper, and it felt exciting when she left each day for her work as a receptionist. We were all proud of her for making ends meet—Dad didn’t have a lot of money to spare, but he sent what he could scrape up to help the two of us. My siblings were out of the house by now and Rona was even married.

It was just us two.

We could only afford for me to see my father at Christmas. During those two months off, I spent as much time as possible with him and the three daughters of his best friend, a Welsh professor, Harry Jones. One of them, Shahan, brought some much-needed joy to my life because she had a beautiful chestnut horse with white socks named Cymro, which means “friend” in Welsh. It was sheer bliss for me to ride every day with her. My father even rented me a horse of my own so we could ride together.

Oh, how I loved my beautiful shaggy pony named Flash. He was anything but just a loaner. I adored him.

Mornings when my father was busy meant Shahan and I could ride to our hearts’ content, followed by picnics with her sisters and then swimming with the horses at the beach and in the lagoon. Tired, but happy, I would come home and tell my father that I didn’t want to take a shower that night.

“I want to smell like my horse!” I informed him.

My fondest wishes in those days were that my father would return home and that I could bottle that musty scent of my horse laced with the worn leather of the saddle.

I loved those summers and cherished every moment, including when my father fell in love with a wonderful woman named Val, who was the university librarian and a very accomplished pianist. She would play piano, and Dad would sing. They eventually married, which gave me a loving new brother, Toby, and new sister, Sarah. From the start, I adored them all.

I’ve never liked the prefix “step” when attached to family members. It has a bad connotation—like Cinderella or something!

One of the most beautiful lessons I learned at this time was from my mum, who combined kindness with forgiveness. When my dad had children with his new wife, she sent gifts for the babies.

I missed my father when I couldn’t see him but loved and respected my mother for working so hard for us. Soon she was able to put a down payment on a house in Jolimont, far from University High School, where I was a student. Before that, we lived near the Melbourne Zoo and the move meant I would miss my former “clocks”: dawn was welcomed by the beautiful song of the exotic birds, while in the evening I would hear the roar of the lions.

Talk about natural background music.

My clever mum made the move and kept us financially sound. She even transformed the bottom half of the house into an apartment, which she rented out to help pay the mortgage and give us some additional funds. I never knew Mum was so good with math. Thanks, Grandpa!

As for me, I wasn’t the studious type. Maybe it was because I missed my father, or the fact that I wasn’t that academic, but I wasn’t enjoying school. I felt as if everyone else was getting it and I wasn’t. I scored very high on intelligence tests but had trouble concentrating on my lessons. Looking back, I think I was much more affected by the divorce than I realized. I just couldn’t retain what my teachers were teaching me, which was stressful because I still wanted to make my family proud. It didn’t help that the headmistress of my school was extremely strict.

“There will be no patent leather shoes,” she insisted. “Boys will be able to see the reflection in those shoes and be able to look up your dresses!”

It’s funny to mull over what passed as important morals of the day. For instance, we could never wear red because it was just “too exciting” for the males in the vicinity. If only they knew I would someday record a song called “Physical”!

Luckily for me, singing didn’t require a degree, although it did require a little good fortune and a big break. When I was fourteen, I thought I’d found that break when I met three girls (and still dear friends), Carmel, Freya, and Denise, who would visit a cute boy who lived in a loft opposite my upstairs-bedroom window. The girls would constantly see me sitting alone in my room doing homework and it wasn’t long before I left the bookwork and started talking to them through my window. Mum was at work, and, as a latchkey kid, I was bored and welcomed any human contact.

They were sweet girls who lived to sing (like me), so we started a singing group that we called the Sol 4. Our wardrobes consisted of denim jeans, hessian jackets, and black turtlenecks. At the time, we were all quite stylish and modern with our long beatnik hair, imitating our favorite folk and jazz musical icons.

Soon, we were “working” together as a group and booking ourselves into local jazz spots. It wasn’t the safest of jobs. After one show, the audience threw pennies at us. We didn’t know if it was a tip or a message to get off the stage! Another time, there was even a gang war between the “jazzers” like us and the “rockers.” One of my girlfriends was thrown on the road by one of the rockers. There was no provocation. They just shouted: “You should like rock and roll!”

Believe me, I did!

Soon my mother felt like I was spending way too much time singing and not enough time studying, so she put an end to it—or so she thought. My sister Rona, now the mother of three young children, was married to a man named Brian Goldsmith, who owned a local coffee shop. Brian had a folk singer in his restaurant on the weekend, Hans Gorg, and I was allowed to go watch him perform, with Rona keeping a close eye on me. I remember sitting at the edge of the stage and singing harmonies.

One day, Hans invited me onstage to actually sing with him and his guitar. Heaven. Pieces clicked into place. I had found my everything.

Well, not quite my everything, but that was about to happen! Rona had met a talented young singer/entertainer named Ian Turpie and wanted to introduce him to me even though I was only fifteen.

Ian watched me sing with Hans and this led to us singing together—and then dating. He was my first boyfriend and my first love.

Not long after, Rona introduced me to something else that would be wonderful and life-changing. There was a show on Saturday morning on Australian TV called Kevin Dennis Auditions, hosted by a famous local car dealer. Someone would sing, dance, or do something strange (often with questionable talent), and a panel of judges would either give them a thumbs-down, or a gong, which was a thumbs-up. You prayed for the sound of that gong, a ringing endorsement that you were indeed worthy.

One day, Rona asked me the magic question: Did I want to go on the show?

I asked Ian if he could accompany me on guitar (he was a wonderful guitar player) for one of my favorite songs, “Summertime.” We turned up at eight in the morning, and I faced a panel that looked like they would be tough. I stepped on their stage for the first time, mustered my confidence, and sang.

Gong!

Gong!

Gong!

It was the best score one could get! As a result, Evie Hayes, one of the judges and a famous American TV personality in those days, phoned my mom to ask if she could manage my career. What career? All I had was a dream, three gongs, and a live studio audience that gave me a round of applause!

Mum was always fast when it came to protecting her young. “Oh, vell, I’m managing Olivia at ze moment, sank you very much,” she said.

All of a sudden, just like that, I had a career and a manager, sank you very much.



TWO

Trust Yourself

You know all the answers

You know what is right.

Mum would often tell me that, as a little girl, I sang perfectly in tune. “You sing like an angel,” she said. I always made my mother and my sister cry when I sang, but in a good way (hopefully). By the time I was three, if you sang to me or played a song, I could sing it right back to you in perfect pitch. We had a big radio in the kitchen, and I’d listen for hours, memorizing the words of my favorite songs and then insisting on putting on mini concerts for my family. These were “professional” concerts despite the venue, the zero cost of admission, and the wardrobe being whatever I could steal from Mum’s closet.

Although I loved singing, I was shy—I found it difficult to perform randomly in public and would perform only for my family. I would have to learn to conquer my stage fright. One of my first public performances was as Lady Mary, the lead in the school play The Honorable Mr Crichton. I did it, it was a bit painful, I loved it.

As for becoming a professional singer, though, it wasn’t in my early plans. I thought I’d do something with animals, like become a mounted police officer who would get paid to ride horses. The only problem was women weren’t allowed to be mounted police in those days. Years later, when I was on tour for The Main Event with John Farnham and Anthony Warlow, I was invited by the Adelaide mounted police to ride with them. I was finally able to live that dream! Another plan was to become a veterinarian, but that didn’t work, since I failed math at school—which was hysterical considering who my grandfather was. Well, they say math and music are related, so thank goodness one of them worked for me. If all else failed, I figured I’d muck out horse stables (something I do now with my little Harry and Winston, my miniature horses).

Amazingly, I also failed music in high school, earning an F for the sight-reading part of it. I’m embarrassed to say I’m still not that good at it. The main issue back then was that I was thinking about other things and couldn’t focus after my parents split. I could learn music by ear, but, with my mind wandering, my heart just wasn’t in it.

That was only a sign of things to come when it came to my relationship with high school. It’s hard to focus when you’re emotionally upset, and our family being scattered left me feeling uncertain.

I always found my peace in music and writing poetry. It wasn’t long before my poems turned into songs. The first song I ever wrote was with my godmother Pearl’s daughter Cara. I was around twelve years old.

Why, oh, why did you go away from me?

It seems like years to me.

Why does it have to be?

My heart is a-breaking

’Cause you’ve been a-taking

The love you said was meant for me.

And, darlin’, love ain’t meant for three.

Looking back, those are pretty heavy lyrics for twelve!

*

At age fifteen, most young girls have a life that revolves around school, boys, and the occasional argument with their mothers. I didn’t have time for all that conventional teenage angst—apart from the arguments with Mum, of course. After my success on Kevin Dennis Auditions, I was hired as a temporary stand-in on a TV program called The Happy Show, where I played the part of Luv’ly Livvy—replacing Luv’ly Ann, who was getting married over the Christmas holidays. I told stories, sang, danced, and gave out prizes with my cohorts, Princess Panda, Happy Hammond, and Cousin Roy. It was make-believe, joyous fun, and I never wanted that gig to end.

Forget about any stage fright. The kids in the audiences were enthusiastic and adorable, plus it was exciting to film at a real TV studio. When the real Luv’ly Ann returned from her honeymoon to take her part back (darn it), I didn’t have time to be sad about hanging up my Livvy costume.

In a blink, I was offered a full-time job of my own on a show called Time for Terry, hosted by an Irishman named Terry O’Neill, where I was also able to sing with my new boyfriend, Ian.

A quick word about boyfriends: My father never wanted me to date, while my mother was a bit more lenient. She was still against me going out with someone, but I was at that age where limits were going to be tested.

A boyfriend wasn’t the only sign I was growing up. My boundaries were allowed to stretch when I hit the road and traveled to Sydney to take part in another talent show that I had auditioned for in Melbourne called Sing, Sing, Sing, hosted by none other than Johnny O’Keefe, who was known as the Elvis Presley of Australia. His hits included “The Wild One” and “Shout!” Johnny had dramatic curly blond hair pushed back on his forehead and a wide, wild smile that made all the young Aussie girls swoon and scream.

I was nervous to meet Johnny, let alone sing for him. And back in those days, it wasn’t considered odd or dangerous to try out in places other than the TV studio. Ian came with me to Johnny’s hotel room, where I would audition in front of the Aussie Elvis and his producer. Ian played guitar, and I sang a well-rehearsed “Summertime.”

When it was over, Johnny said, “Yes, you got it.”

The thing I remember most is that he ordered these turkey sandwiches slathered with sweet cranberry sauce for all of us. They were incredible, and I’ve loved them ever since that first bite.

A few months later, it was arranged that I’d go to a recording studio to sing the song for the first show, which would be filmed in Sydney.

I stepped into a recording studio, where Johnny shook my hand and pointed to the spot in the center of the room where they had a little sound booth set up with a microphone. A breath later and the room went silent. (No pressure!)

I sang an age-appropriate Liza Minnelli song from the musical Best Foot Forward, called “What Do You Think I Am?” It was fitting because I stood at a mic in my starched school uniform and softly crooned a song about a young girl asking someone (defiantly) if they thought she was just a baby. Part of the lyrics even asked the audience to (wink, wink) see if I was all grown up because I was using Maybelline mascara now. The truth in real life: yes, yes, yes, I was just a baby!

My nerves jumped when Johnny put up a hand midsong, which meant I was to stop singing. Didn’t he like my voice? Did I do something wrong? My heart sank all the way down to my polished black Mary Jane shoes.

“Livvy, stop right there,” Johnny commanded. “Not everyone in the world knows what Maybelline is. Why don’t you sing, ‘What do you think I’m using Vaseline for?’ ”

Sweet relief. All he wanted was a lyric change. I could do that!

I was so naive—I did it, and all the guys fell down laughing as I sang about that good old Vaseline. In the end, Johnny was just pulling a good-natured prank and being a bit naughty. That big smile went wide, and he doubled over cackling as I continued to sing my little heart out. I don’t even know if I finally got it! I was mortified, and my skin turned bright pink.

Welcome to the music business.

I was thrilled when I made the final cut of Johnny’s talent contest singing my favorites by Dionne Warwick. (Little did I know then that later in my life, I would actually sing with her on a TV special!) On that day, I crooned the hit “Anyone Who Had a Heart.” To my amazement, I ended up winning the talent contest, and the grand prize was a trip to England by boat and some spending money.

This started the final struggle with Mum over my education. I had just finished The Happy Show over the summer holidays, and Mum wanted me to return to school to finish my studies. I took my dilemma to one of my favorite teachers, Mr. Hogan.

“What should I do?” I asked him.

In my heart, I wanted to jump straight into my future as a singer, even though I still had one year left of high school.

“Liv, if you’re going to be thinking of singing and trying to get through this last school year at the same time, it’s not going to happen. Follow your passion,” he said.

Those were great words of wisdom—and he provided me with clarity. Thank you, sir!

Mum wasn’t thrilled, but she understood that I was forging a path and doing something that I truly loved. As my manager, she was adamant that, if I wasn’t going to finish school, the next step was to go to London and take my career seriously while going to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA). Underneath it all, I think she was really trying to get me away from Ian. She felt I was too young to have a serious boyfriend.

Maybe that’s why, all of a sudden, Mum was all in to go—but she had a few rules. She didn’t want me to go to London just for a quick visit. If I wanted to become a singer, she knew that I—make that we—needed to move there for a decent period of time and really try to get my career off the ground.
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