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To Kai, who showed me and continues to show me giving up isn’t an option






FOREWORD





I first met Saya in 2019, just a few months before I was welcomed warmly into her family home as host of Better Homes and Gardens to do a profile piece on the ‘BMX Siblings’ – Kai and Saya. The two of them had shot some gorgeous hero interviews for the Tokyo Olympic Games for Seven Sport.

I’d been called immediately at the conclusion of that shoot by one of my producers. Everyone who had dealt with them was completely captivated. They couldn’t stop raving about them – this incredible brother and sister duo, both articulate, both ferocious competitors, both great prospects for the upcoming Olympics… and they both had Australian and Japanese heritage, representing Australia at an Olympics held in Japan. It was a story with lots of layers to it. The type of story you dream of, where no matter which way you decide to tell it, there’s something that will hook viewers. It was a no-brainer that we’d showcase them. With their hectic racing and travel schedules, we shot the story many months before we planned to air it, closer to the Games.

They were as delightful as we’d hoped they would be. Kai was extremely confident, with a passion for reading sports biographies, and anything psychology related, in his quest to gain a competitive edge. Saya was definitely shyer, less willing to make bold statements about what the future may hold for her. You sensed she was a little less sure of herself. She was still adream to work with, but it was clear she wasn’t calling a lot of the shots when it came to her sport. The camera absolutely loved both of them, and as they started to relax and have fun on the day, we knew without a doubt our audience would fall instantly in love with them.

Sadly, we never got to air that story, as Kai suffered a severe and traumatic brain injury in a race accident early the following year, an accident which changed his and his family’s lives in an instant. One thing was blindingly clear, though: this tight-knit family were going to rally. Rally for Kai, for themselves and for each other.

Then, during the delayed Tokyo Olympics held in 2021, I was co-hosting Seven’s coverage of the Games, and like our viewers at home, watched on in horror as Saya crashed while in the lead during the semi-final. She was carried off unconscious on a stretcher. I honestly thought I was going to be sick. Our hearts went out to the whole Sakakibara family who’d been watching (we even had cameras on Yuki and Kai at Yuki’s mother’s house in Japan as part of our coverage), as the trauma of two years prior came crashing back like a freight train.

Thirty minutes later we were relaying the news that Saya had been ‘medically cleared’. It’s an interesting label, that – being ‘medically cleared’ – because it makes you automatically think someone is one hundred per cent okay. But concussions don’t often work like that.

A few months after the Tokyo Games, Better Homes and Gardens returned to makeover the backyard of the Sakakibara’s Sydney home, in an attempt to make it more accessible for the whole family, and particularly for Kai.

It was then, while interviewing Saya, that I got a real understanding of the unbelievable and relentless silent battle she’d gone through after several concussions. She was exhausted, still talking about her racing career but with none of the spark I’d come to know.

We know so much more about severe concussions these days and how debilitating they can be. But to see and hear from Saya what she’d been through was quite confronting. A silent condition is very hard for people to truly understand what you are going through.

While it was obvious that her confidence had taken a real battering, Saya is a rare breed. She has an inner strength and steely calmness about her that can honestly give you goosebumps when you talk to her. She can sometimes almost come off as quite intense. But she is also incredibly willing to learn and work on herself.

It’s not until you read this book that you get an incredibly honest and personal insight into just how methodical, dedicated and persistent she has had to be to reclaim her self-belief, her self-confidence and her passion for her sport.

I, like many others, watched her heroics in Paris while absolutely bawling my eyes out. Tears of happiness and relief for her, and her family. I was equal parts proud of her and in awe of her.

Along the way, she’s come into her own. Through the trials and tribulations that life has put her through, she’s come out triumphant on the other side.

I watch with a smile on my face these days at how relatable Saya is when she speaks in interviews, and I love seeing how confident and inspiring she is to crowds of adoring audiences. She has always been a class act, but now she is a lot more comfortable with the attention that comes her way.

Saya has been through much more than most, but boy it’s been an absolute joy to watch her mature as an athlete, and a woman. And I just love the fact she’s happy to share all her strengths and more importantly, her vulnerabilities, so that people can really get an honest perspective into what it really takes to reach the pinnacle in sport that she has achieved.

Johanna Griggs

Network Seven presenter and former Australian swimmer




PROLOGUE





This is it. Everything I’ve trained for. The fears I’ve faced and the sacrifices I’ve made all boil down to this moment.

I’m finally at the Olympic Games.

As I walk up the back of the start hill for my race, I feel the hard thumping of my heart in my chest. I feel the nervous energy from the nearby racers, like a heavy cloud around me. But I try not to think about them.

Nothing matters right now but me and what I’m doing. Thinking about my opponents is just a distraction.

My legs feel tired and sluggish as I reach the top of the steep incline. At the top of the eight-metre-high start hill, I can see the impressive BMX racing track in front of me. The hill, the coloured corners and the grandstands. It’s a spectacular sight. I take another deep breath to calm my nerves, remembering a piece of advice from my long-time idol Sarah Walker, the silver medallist at London 2012 for BMX racing and a legend in the sport.

She told me: ‘Remember to look around, take in your surroundings and remind yourself of how cool it is that you get to be here.’ Her words of wisdom whisk away the nerves for a moment, but not for long. They’re soon back, along with a flood of negative thoughts.

I’m going to miss the gate. The other girls are faster than me. What happens if I crash?

Everyone is watching.

I shake my head in an attempt to clear my thoughts. I force my mind to focus on the present moment and the cue my coach says to me: ‘Just go.’

When I’m about to race at such an important event, there is no space in my mind to think about the technical stuff. For example, Relax my arms, remember to pedal four times. Everything to do with my performance should now be instinctual from the hours and hours of physical and mental preparation. There should be no thinking. Just telling yourself to do what you’ve trained to do.

There is a huge trust element to it. ‘Just go’ means to trust my preparation and trust that my body knows what to do.

It’s the only task left.

Doubts? Just go.

There’s wind? Just go.

It’s a mantra I’ve always come back to, to keep me focused on what I need to do and filter out everything else.

My past races, how I feel, what I think, all irrelevant.

Just go.

I stand up tall and I begin to feel confident as I roll to the gate. I am in lane one, the most inside lane and where I feel the most comfortable – and in my opinion, the most advantageous. I know if I nail my start, I can get out in front and control the race from there.

The announcer starts to call out the name of each rider on the gate. One by one, the broadcast crew pushes a camera up close to each competitor’s face. Some wave, some give a stoic look of confidence, some ignore the camera completely.

I am last to get my name called out, ‘… and from Australia, Saya Sakakibara.’ I wave to the camera and as I put my hands back onto the handlebars, I look at the tight yellow jersey covering my arms. The feeling of the stretchy fabric, snug on my body, reminds me that I’m ready to go fast – very fast – even my uniform is designed to be aerodynamic.

‘Set,’ calls the gate starter. I prepare to react.

The start of every BMX race is the same. There is always a call that says: ‘Okay, riders. Random start. Riders ready. Watch the gate.’

After the word ‘gate’, there are four beeps in quick succession. The gate drops on the fourth beep. But the tricky thing is that between the word ‘gate’ and that very first beep could be any stretch of time between half a second and three seconds. It’s completely random. You never know. You have to be ready to react in an instant – that’s part of the competition.

Just go, I silently remind myself.

‘Riders ready, watch the gate.’

I wait. Focused.

The gate goes down and I nail my start. I race down the hill and I let my body take over, soaring over the jumps, pedalling hard, fighting to get in front by the first corner.

I turn and head for the second straight. I’m leading.

I’m aggressive, racing like a bunny rabbit trying to make some distance away from the rest of the pack. This is my moment.

I turn the second corner and tell myself, I’m halfway. Then I notice the aching in my legs. They’re screaming at me to stop but I don’t listen, pedalling at full speed towards the next set of jumps.

Except my legs are now pedalling in squares. What? They aren’t turning smoothly. I’m struggling. I clear the first jump but it’s like my legs have switched off.

I’m slowing down. A huge sense of panic sets in. Go faster, Saya!

I launch into the air as I attempt to clear the next jump. Then I feel a hit from behind, taking me completely off balance.

There’s no way to adjust. I’m headed straight for the dirt and I brace for impact.

Everything goes black.



Yes, that wasn’t the Olympic Games story of gold medal glory you might have been expecting. Some people probably forget that before Paris 2024, before that picture-perfect victory made headlines, I’d had my hopes dashed in the most horrific circumstances in Tokyo in 2021.

But here we are. And if there’s one thing I’ve learnt over the painful past few years, after tumbling down to the absolute depths of despair and clawing my way back out again, it’s that without these bad moments, there can never be any good.

You don’t get to have one without the other – they are linked, intertwined like the Olympic rings. All part of the same universe and totally inescapable.

It’s just that on that miserable day in Tokyo, I had no idea just how many bad moments were still to come.

I thought the universe had thrown just about everything it could at me. But it was only the beginning.
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CHAPTER ONE THE DAY EVERYTHING CHANGED








He’ll be fine. He’s always fine.

It was 2020, a year and a half before the Tokyo Games were held. The UCI BMX World Cup began early in the year to avoid clashing with the Olympics. Of course, no one knew yet that the pandemic would delay the Olympics a whole year. Things kicked off in Australia. It was exciting because it’d been about a decade since they were last staged down under.

My brother Kai and I were stoked. Both professional BMX riders, we’d been travelling all around the world together for these World Cups for the last two years. Finally they were going to be on home turf.

BMX racing is like sprinting on two wheels. Each race is a short, high-speed sprint around a dirt track filled with jumps, turns and rhythm sections – those back-to-back bumps that riders pump through instead of pedalling. It’s fast, intense and packed with action from the very start. It’s not just about pedalling as hard as possible. If you don’t have precision, flow, skill, and a whole lot of guts, you’ve got no chance.

If you’ve ever watched a race, you know how wild it can be. Riders launching off a massive start hill, flying over jumps, and diving into corners, all while battling seven others for the best position. And all of this happens in less than a minute.

Sounds simple, right?

You go from zero to fifty-five kilometres per hour in about two-and-a-half seconds. From there, it’s a battle of power, technique and split-second decisions. There are no lanes from start to finish.

It’s a total free-for-all in which you can go left, right, wherever you want. And then, after thirty to forty seconds, the race is over. It requires all of the body’s capabilities.

It’s exhilarating, full of adrenaline, and ever since we were kids, Kai and I have been obsessed with it.

Our first stop of the World Cup that year was Shepparton in regional Victoria, and then a week later, competition moved to Bathurst in New South Wales, a few hours north-west of Sydney. World Cups are an important, annual series held over the course of the year, with rounds held in different parts of the world – usually in Europe and the USA. They are always held over a weekend. On a Saturday, riders like myself compete in the qualifying round, semi-final and final (assuming they make it that far) and do it all again on the Sunday. Each day, competitors collect points based on their finishing place. At the end of the year, the person with the most points is crowned World Cup champion.

Besides the Olympic Games, another prestigious event is the World Championships that are held every year. This is different to the World Cups mainly because this is one full day of racing, where the winner of the final is the world champion. The names are confusing, I know. But bear with me.

You would think that being World Cup champion would have more prestige to it, since to win it you have to be consistent throughout the whole year. But strangely, being a world champion is considered more prestigious, because the winner gets to wear the ‘rainbow jersey’ – a white jersey with rainbow stripes on it. This signifies that they are the world champion, and it’s the same in other cycling disciplines under the Union Cycliste Internationale (UCI).

Winning a World Cup race was still something Kai and I aspired to. And, especially, we dreamt of winning in front of a home crowd.



Over the Christmas holidays, Kai and I spent a lot of time driving back and forth to the track in Bathurst – almost every weekend. It gave us the chance to practise and get really familiar with the conditions. After all, no two BMX tracks are the same.

We figured by the time we raced on it for real, we’d know it like the back of our hands. We would absolutely smoke the competition.

We made a couple of trips to Shepparton too, but Bathurst was much closer to where we lived, so we made good use of the proximity and became quasi-locals that summer.

Shepparton came around and we both felt ready for it. It was so cool to have both my parents there watching. I did quite well that weekend, finishing second and fourth. Even though I didn’t win, I felt an immense sense of achievement because I’d felt a lot of pressure to perform in front of my friends and family, and I was able to ride my best despite it. Racing in front of a home crowd was like no other experience I’d had. Having the loudest cheers from the crowd felt so special.

Kai, on the other hand, didn’t have the best of weekends, missing out on the final on both days. It wasn’t until the next day that we got the chance to debrief as we packed up the car for the seven-hour drive home.

Kai was fast, capable, skilful and the hardest worker I knew. He’d made multiple World Cup finals, became an Australian and Oceania champion, and proven himself to be one of the best BMX racers in the world. The downside to his determination is the deep introspection he had. Sometimes, it would cause him to overthink ahead of a race.

Because of this, I watched him fall short of what he really was capable of countless times. It broke my heart every time.

I felt his heartbreak as he spoke to me about his feelings after the racing in Shepparton. Kai was driving and I was in the passenger seat. He spoke to me while keeping his eyes on the road the whole time. He was so hard on himself. I remember the frustration in his voice, beating himself up about not being able to perform at the level he knew he could. But this conversation felt heavier than usual. Kai was now worried about not earning the results he needed to qualify for the Tokyo Olympic Games; to be on the Australian Olympic Team.

I remember telling him it wasn’t over yet, that he was good enough.

‘You have to trust yourself, and just go,’ I said.



Our next opportunity came a week later at Bathurst. A lot of people racing that weekend felt the pressure, including Kai and me. Depending on how well Australia did as a country, there were either one or two spots in the Olympic team up for grabs among the men. If Kai wanted one of them, he’d really have to do well.

One of the big things we had learnt from our training sessions in Bathurst was that it could get very windy. It was really intense at times. And when you’re racing, wind can be a real problem. If the wind is blowing the same direction as the track, it’s either going to give you a boost from behind or slow you down from in front. This is usually manageable. But it gets dangerous when there’s a crosswind. If it’s strong enough, wind can catch the riders mid-jump and throw them off balance, shooting them right off their bikes.

As we settled into the Team Australia Airbnb for the week, I opened up my weather app on my phone. The weather was looking pretty hairy for the weekend. It was the talk of the town among the riders. The wind was strong during the practice sessions before the race, meaning a lot of the riders weren’t able to ride the track properly. By the day of the race, the wind hadn’t eased, then the rain started. Conditions were so gross. Wet. Windy. The absolute worst environment to race in. But that’s BMX; it’s an outdoor sport and the weather conditions are simply part of racing. Me and Kai were determined to make the most out of the opportunity even if the conditions weren’t on our side.

Each race, there are officials in charge of safety, who look at the weather and other factors that might make a particular event more dangerous. They have the power to make changes or even cancel the race in response to bad weather. For example, they can make the riders launch off a five-metre hill, which is usually used by amateur riders, instead of the standard eight-metre one, which the elites race off. This makes the race a bit safer because riders don’t have to jump the first jump, making it less likely that they’ll get caught by the wind.

Despite the conditions, the decision was made to push ahead that day, with riders starting off the five-metre hill, but with no other changes.

Not everyone agreed with the decision to continue racing. In hindsight, I think it was too dangerous and perhaps the officials misjudged the weather risks. There were even a few riders who ‘rolled’ the race as a way of protesting. Essentially, they rode the lap very slowly.

Kai was in the final group of men to race. I was in the second group of women. So, I was just behind the start hill getting myself ready when he took off. In BMX, men and women both race on the same track. However, most tracks on the international circuit split the track for certain sections. The men’s side has bigger jumps, usually ones with gaps in the middle – imagine a take-off ramp and a landing ramp. The women’s side has smaller jumps that are not so demanding. It’s not a requirement for the women to jump – but it could be an advantage if they do.

I was in staging behind the start hill, sitting on my bike with the other women in my race. There’s never much chitchat. Everyone is focused on themselves. I could feel the fierce wind howl by me, the cold, damp air seeping into my racing gear.

Ordinarily, I don’t watch other races when I’m in the zone, especially Kai’s races. I want to stay focused on what I need to do. I need my mind to be clear and controlled. But at the Bathurst track, there was a giant screen that was just off to the side of me playing the racing live. As I was waiting, I could see everything.

Everything.

I don’t know what happened. I still don’t understand how it transpired. But on the second straight, Kai went down. It looked really brutal. It took my breath away to see it happen, and in that instant, I knew it was a bad crash. You could instantly feel the atmosphere in the whole venue shift.

He’ll be fine, I thought to myself. He’s always fine.

Over the course of his career, Kai had crashed more times than I could count. He’d had some pretty gnarly injuries too. But he always turned out okay. That’s just the guy he is. I think he wore a few of those battle scars on his muscular frame like proud mementoes. He was aggressive and fast, and sometimes he crashed. That’s just how it goes, and he was far from unique in that respect – this is a high-octane sport.

I quickly looked away from the screen. I didn’t want to watch and become distracted right before I had to race. And besides, I figured he’d get up, limp to the medical tent, maybe be sent to hospital if he’d broken something, and that would be that.

I wasn’t worried. In fact, I was totally focused on trying to get my mind back to mentally preparing for my race. But it was hard to ignore the lump I felt in the pit of my stomach.

It must’ve been at least five minutes before I looked up at the screen again. I couldn’t help myself. Holy crap. He still hadn’t gotten up. He wasn’t moving. There were a team of medical personnel hovering over him, blocking the camera’s view. I could feel eyes on me, so I tried to stay perfectly calm. I concentrated on controlling my facial expression and taking quiet, deep breaths to steady myself. I didn’t want anyone to worry. There was no reason to worry.

He’ll be fine. He’s always fine.

After a while, it became clear that the racing was put on pause for the time being. I took my helmet off and parked my bike at the team pit area. There was a lot of uncertainty in the air. The rain had stopped but the wind was still howling. Will the racing still go ahead? Is Kai okay?

Then I heard a helicopter in the distance. The whoop-whoop-whoop of its blades got closer and closer, until it landed next to the track. Kai was loaded in with our mum by his side.

I don’t know how much time had passed by now – maybe thirty or forty minutes. Maybe longer, it was hard to tell. But Dad had come to find me. He said he was going to drive to the hospital and meet Kai and Mum there.

That’s when he told me.

‘Kai’s stopped breathing,’ he said.



There was this look in Dad’s eyes. He was petrified.

But Dad’s palpable fear had the opposite effect on me. It made me display confidence; a determination that Kai was going to be just fine.

‘Okay,’ I replied. I said it assertively, reassuringly, as if to say to Dad: Stop freaking out.

I had to stay. I assumed racing would continue after the helicopter cleared the track. And I had another race the next morning, after all. Both races were very important in determining if I was going to the Tokyo Olympic Games in a few months’ time.

The Olympic Games.

My Dad didn’t know what to say or do. He wished me luck before he disappeared into the crowd.

It didn’t feel like a wrong or weird decision to stay at the time. I had to think about me, and Kai had always been fine before. Why would this be any different?

After what felt like hours of waiting, the rest of the day’s racing was cancelled because the wind wasn’t easing up. The organisers asked some of the riders to stick around to do an autograph session for the fans that had come to watch. I was smiling and going about my business as usual.

When people asked me, ‘Is Kai okay?’ or, ‘Have you heard any news on Kai?’ I responded with a smile.

‘He’s had better days.’

It must be so hard for people outside of the sport to understand, but BMX racing is high stakes. It’s extreme. I mean, there’s a reason why Red Bull sponsors BMX racing athletes. It’s fast, heart-pumping and action-filled. Crashes happen. We all know and accept that.

There was no real reason, based on what I knew, for me to suspect that Kai wasn’t going to fully recover.

I was sad for him, though. Not about Kai’s crash as such, but about the stark reality that his Olympic dream was over. There was no way he was going to be able to qualify for Tokyo now.

That’s where my mind was. On what this meant for his goals. On how devastated he was going to feel in the morning. I thought that would be the heaviest blow to my best friend and training partner.

My boyfriend Romain, or Rom as I call him, is also a BMX racer, and had flown from his home country of France for the race. I went back to his room that afternoon to watch Netflix and pass the time.

My phone buzzed with messages asking how Kai was. I got phone calls asking for updates every hour. I simply didn’t comprehend that this was serious.

‘He’s at Canberra Hospital, but I don’t know much more than that,’ I would reply.

‘I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ I told them.

I had no idea.



It was barely seven o’clock the next morning when I awoke to a call from my dad. He was at the hospital in Canberra. I had never heard him sound like that. Shaken. Terrified. On the verge of tears. It sent chills throughout my body.

‘Kai’s going in for brain surgery,’ he said. ‘I think you should come here.’

A sense of numbness washed over me and then I started panicking. I threw clothes into my bag, my chest heaving with sobs.

My dad didn’t say much else, but it was clear that Kai wasn’t okay.

Dad had phoned my coach and asked if someone could drive me to Canberra, knowing that I would probably not be in a state to get myself there.

I really don’t remember too much about the journey. My coach had arranged for a friend called Chris to drive me the three hours to Canberra. We had only just met that week.

The journey was silent; punctuated just by the sound of my sobbing and sniffing. The only time I spoke was two minutes into the drive when I asked Chris to make a quick stop at the motel where Rom was staying.

I had messaged him letting him know I was coming. When he opened the door, I fell into his arms and cried.

‘He’s never going to be the same,’ I sobbed into his shoulder. He held me tightly, not knowing what to do or say.

I didn’t want to leave Rom. I wanted him by my side. I needed him. I didn’t want to go to Canberra. I didn’t want this to be real. I wanted to wake up from this nightmare, but I couldn’t.

The air felt heavy in the car. When I looked outside the window to see the scenery flash by, even the sky was downcast and looming. The country road was empty, like how I felt inside.

Was the weather to blame for Kai’s crash? I tried to dissect the whole situation from the start, to understand it better. The wind was certainly a consideration; what about the condition of the track? What did I remember seeing on the screen?

I couldn’t figure it out. I still don’t know. I’ve played it over in my mind again and again and I can’t land on a definite reason. For it not to be obvious, like clipping another rider or landing awkwardly from a jump, is so bizarre. Whatever the cause, the outcome was horrific. Kai went headfirst into the asphalt.

I guess I had hoped that by the time I got to Canberra things would be different. That whatever had necessitated Kai’s surgery was fixed and the outlook was suddenly positive.

My brother would be sitting up in bed, looking sheepish and telling me to get back to Bathurst as quickly as possible to not miss my race.

But that was not how it was – at all. As we pulled up at the hotel next to the hospital, my parents came into view. I will never forget the look on their faces – it quickly reminded me of reality. They were devastated. I’ve never seen them look so small and vulnerable.

‘Kai should be out of surgery soon,’ Dad said. ‘They don’t know whether he’s going to make it, or anything. We just have to wait.’

I looked over at Mum in the hopes that perhaps Dad was joking. But the emotion on her face told me this was real. I don’t know whether it was exhaustion from the crying in the car or just being in a state of shock, but I felt numb. Completely emotionless.

I followed my parents as they navigated through the hospital halls to the ICU, and we arrived just as Kai was getting wheeled out of surgery.

I didn’t recognise him. His face was so swollen. He was bald. He was hooked up to a ventilator. He looked frail. There were so many tubes and cords connected to almost every part of his body.

Strong. Smart. Fearless. That’s who Kai was for his entire life, and how I viewed him a mere twenty-four hours earlier. Now, here he was, lying helplessly in a hospital bed, barely clinging to life. Is this even real? What the hell is happening? It felt like a nightmare, totally surreal.

Would he wake up? Would he walk again? Would he ever be able to speak again? The doctors couldn’t tell us anything. It was so frustrating because we were so desperate for any kind of indication of his future. But it was too early to tell. The neurosurgeons were doing damage control at this point, focused on keeping his heart beating. Although, they did say they were satisfied with the result of the operation.

I wish they had more answers, I’d think. But then we were shown his MRI.

As the doctor explained to me and my parents what the scan illustrated, I thought I was going to throw up. The damage to his brain was significant and his body had been battered very badly. There was so much pressure and swelling in his brain caused by a very serious bleed. The bleed was right in the middle of his head, so there was no easy way of getting access to it to drain the blood out. The only option was to remove a piece of his skull. This would create room for the brain to swell without damaging any more parts of the brain.

I was panicking. I watched my dad walk away – he was absolutely distraught, unable to watch the images any longer. It’s a state I’d never seen him in. He’s strong and in control and stoic at all times. Seeing this formerly unseen side of him really rattled me.

‘Mum, we’re going to lose him, aren’t we?’ I asked.

She shook her head defiantly. ‘No, it’s not over for Kai yet. I know it.’

It was a statement of fact. Not a hope, not a plea to God. It was a mixture of her assessment of the situation along with the reality she was absolutely confident would eventuate. I clung to those words and her rigid belief that he was going to come out the other side.

I was distressed, shaken, untethered. I sat in the room, watching him, unable to fathom the scene before me.

He looked dead. The way he was positioned in that bed, pale, tangled in wires and tubes, made it look like he’d already left us. A shell kept alive by machines that hummed and beeped. Just over twenty-four hours ago, we were having oats for breakfast together. He was hogging the peanut butter and I was swatting at his hand, laughing, trying to get one decent scoop. And now he’s here. Was he here? At least his body was. But Kai, the brother I knew, was nowhere to be found.

It perhaps sounds strange, but in that moment I got my phone out and started recording. Landscape. I knew that this was day one of the journey. I thought that maybe one day there’d be a documentary on Kai’s miraculous recovery. As I was recording, I wished so badly that it was five years in the future; that my brother had totally recovered and we were no longer living this horrific reality.
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In my entire life, twenty whole years, that was the first time I saw my dad cry.

It absolutely broke my heart. It actually hurt my chest. It hit me that this is our reality.

Kai is really badly injured. He might not wake up. He might never be the same again.



As Mum, Dad and I left the hospital on that first day, my phone vibrated. It was news that day two of racing was also cancelled due to the weather. Attached to the notification was a photo of all the BMX riders at Bathurst standing on the start hill, arranged to spell out ‘K’, ‘A’ and ‘I’. They made heart shapes with their hands. They were smiling.

The riders in the photo looked so happy. It wasn’t a photo taken with sympathy in mind – but with a sense that this was a blip and Kai would be fine sooner rather than later.

I realised those riders didn’t know. They had no idea how bad things were because suddenly this was our world, and we were the only ones living in it.

Out there, Kai had crashed but was going to be fine. In here, he was in a coma and no one really knew for sure what was going to happen next.

Whenever my mind drifted to a scary place, I remembered my mum’s reassuring words. This wasn’t his time. We’d deal with what came next when it rose to meet us.



[image: ]






CHAPTER TWO NO TRAINING WHEELS








I was nine and Kai was twelve when we first declared we would race in the Olympic Games.

BMX racing had been added as an Olympic sport and we sat in the living room, our faces pressed to the television screen, so close our noses almost touched it. We were so utterly absorbed.

‘How awesome would it be?’ Kai said, sighing.

‘Would what be?’

‘Going to the Olympics. Winning a gold medal. Being the champion of champions.’

It actually hadn’t dawned on me until he said it. I guess because it hadn’t been a possibility until then. It just wasn’t on my radar – but it was firmly on his.

That declaration would end up being a dream we’d share together. The direction in which we were headed. It always starts with a dream.



My mum, Yuki, is Japanese, and my dad, Martin, is English. They met in Sydney in the 1990s, fell in love, got married and were settled on the Gold Coast by the time Kai and I came along.

I was born in Tallebudgera, Gold Coast, Australia, but when I was two years old, my family moved to Japan. Both Mum and Dad’s Aussie visas expired and they spent some time tossing up where to head to: England or Japan. Mum’s homeland won out, and so off we went. We lived in the suburbs of Tokyo for almost six years.

I was a pretty normal Japanese kid. Japanese was actually my first language. I went to school, I played with my friends. I participated in typical Japanese customs like Shichi-Go-San (translated to Seven-Five-Three), where three, five and seven-year-old children dress in kimonos and visit temples and shrines to make offerings. Even though I may have looked a little different to the other kids around me, it didn’t bother me. I felt right at home, where I belonged.

Around the time I was seven, my parents decided to move back to Australia. They missed it much more than they enjoyed Japan, so they sorted out new visas and began preparing to uproot us.

Kai had fallen in love with BMX just before my family left Australia. Back in 2001 he got a bike with Batman on it for Christmas. He was three and once he got on, he essentially never got off again.

As luck would have it, there was a BMX track right next to the preschool he went to in Ashmore on the Gold Coast. Mum and Dad took him along one day and the obsession took hold.

As the years passed, Kai’s love for the sport never waned. He was super into it. Mum and Dad would practically have to drag him off the track at the end of the day. He rode so much and loved it so much.

When it came to riding a bike, my dad didn’t believe in training wheels. His philosophy was that you should learn how to balance first and then turn your mind to the pedals, not the other way around. So, when he bought me my first bike, a little chrome GT, he took the pedals off altogether. I would push it around, teetering from side to side, getting used to balancing my weight on it. Once I got the hang of it, he put the pedals back on, and I was on my way.

I didn’t really think much about whether I liked BMX or not. I don’t have much memory of starting out. But I think I just wanted to be like my big brother. And this was his world. His entire world. It didn’t really matter if I loved it. I was happy to tag along.

I feel sorry for Kai when I think back now about how annoying I must have been. He was my older brother, so I wanted to be wherever he was. As soon as I could walk, I was always only a few steps behind him.



In 2007, when I was about to turn eight years old, I was so excited to move to Australia. I wasn’t too sad about leaving the only place I knew as home, about saying goodbye to my friends and heading somewhere strange and mysterious. In fact, I couldn’t wait – I was eager for an adventure.

I might’ve been young, but I knew a thing or two about the country. To me, it was this quirky but friendly land of blue skies, clean air and wide-open spaces. For an outdoors-loving kid, it was a dream come true. Long stretches of pristine beaches to run on, thick bushland to explore. Endless fun awaited.

We settled in Helensburgh, a small town about halfway between Sydney and Wollongong, just south of the picturesque Royal National Park. It was a perfect place to call home.

On paper, it should’ve sucked. I didn’t speak English and knew I had to learn it fast. I was an outsider. But I felt nothing but welcomed. Everyone at my new school was so nice. I made friends quickly. And I picked up my second language in a short amount of time. Dad says Kai and I had an Aussie accent within a month.
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