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This book is dedicated to my great-grandmother Maude Hutchins,


my grandmother Elsie Clitherow and my mother Claudette Neave.


I wear your genes with pride on the inside.
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Prologue


‘I’m fine! I feel great. It went really well. I feel great!’ I heard a female voice calling boisterously. ‘I feel really good,’ she kept protesting, ‘and look— isn’t it wonderful?’ she cried as she lifted her hospital gown to reveal the mass destruction that, only hours ago, was two healthy breasts. It would be a few hours yet before I realised that this deluded but cheery woman was, in fact, me.


The perpetrator of this glorious delusion was a beautiful anaesthetist who wore bright red lipstick and fabulous jewellery and assuaged my fears moments before surgery with promises of unnatural highs. ‘I’m going to give you this drug that will make you feel great. It’s a really nice one—one of my favourites.’


‘What about the self-administered morphine drip afterwards; do you think I could have that?’


‘Well, you could but…’ My legal pusher tempted me with her wares. ‘I am thinking of giving you three-hourly injections under the skin. The drip will take away the pain, sure, but with the injections under the skin not only will you feel no pain but you’ll also feel really great in your head, if you know what I mean.’ I’m not sure I did, not being a drug user myself, but hospital seemed like a safe enough environment to get off my face for once.


Well, off my face I was. I felt no pain. I felt no sense of reality whatsoever and considering the actuality of my situation this illusory state was the best place for me. God bless my anaesthetist! God bless hospital drugs!


Only hours later when the unrelenting, excruciating, unfathomable pain kicked in was I forced to face the truth that I had just had a prophylactic bilateral subcutaneous mastectomy at 39 years of age, in the hope of escaping a deadly heirloom that had ravaged generations of women in my family.


My great-grandmother Maude Hutchins, my great-aunt Dolly Gleeson and my grandmother Elsie Margaret Clitherow all died of breast cancer by the time they were 50 years old. My mother Claudette Clitherow developed breast cancer at 49, and her sister Margaret a little later at age 59.I was given a window, a looking glass, that showed me a future that I did not desire, so I changed it.




Chapter 1


In the Beginning




My mother, Claudette Clitherow, idolised her mother, Elsie. From what Mum tells me of Elsie I can understand why. She was strong, stoic, charitable and compassionate. I also idolise Elsie, vicariously though, as I never met her. Mum had only one sister, Margaret, who was three-and-a-half years her senior. Justified or not, my mother always felt that Margaret was the favourite. So young Claudette grew up desperately yearning for her mother’s attention. When Margaret finally became engaged, Mum secretly rejoiced because after the wedding she thought she would finally have Elsie all to herself.


In 1962, the year of Margaret’s wedding, Elsie was diagnosed with breast cancer. She had a mastectomy in March, followed by radium, and when she came home from the hospital Elsie worked around the clock making the wedding dress and bridesmaids’ dresses for Margaret’s November wedding. I am so in awe of the way women of yesteryear had the ability to sew whatever they required. Sure it may have been borne of necessity, but it’s a skill that I wish I had. This ability was passed on to my mother; she made her own wedding dress and all of her bridesmaids’ dresses. Then when she had her own family she was prolific in her output of school uniforms, formal dresses, ballet costumes and the like.


The month after Margaret’s wedding Elsie’s condition deteriorated. She went to hospital but when it became clear she would not recover, Mum’s father wanted her brought home. Elsie’s mother, Maude, had died at home and they wanted Elsie to do the same.


My mother sat vigilant by Elsie’s deathbed.The story that Mum tells is she had purchased a bunch of roses for Elsie when they brought her home from hospital. She put them in two little hand-painted vases that had belonged to Maude, and set them on her dressing table. When Mum bought the roses they were just buds, but one particular rose began opening faster than all the others. My mother said to her auntie, ‘Mum won’t live longer than that fullest rose.’ Three days later Elsie died. Mum sat in the room with her waiting for the undertakers and noticed the rose was in full bloom. She left the room when they came to take Elsie away and when she went back in, every single petal on that rose had fallen—it was literally a stem. I believe my Mum never really recovered from the missed opportunity of being close to her mother.


A few nights after Elsie’s death my mother, who was a chronic asthmatic, had an attack in her sleep. She was lying there trying hard to breathe when she felt someone touch her on the thigh. My mother rolled over and saw Elsie standing there in her pink dressing gown. Mum said to Elsie, ‘I’m all right,’ and Elsie walked away. This calmed my mum enough to fall asleep.


It was Christmas Eve when Elsie died and, ever since, Christmas has been a bittersweet time for my mother. We all sense her sadness on this night. She was only 17, studying to be a nurse, and she stayed on at her Bundaberg home to look after her father, grandfather, Great-Auntie Phyllis, and the neighbour, old Mr Blackburn. Phyllis had been brain damaged from birth and needed constant care, and Mr Blackburn, who was 89, had been cared for by Elsie for ten years. My mother thus began a long life of selflessly caring for people, strangers as well as family.


My mother met my father a year later on a blind date. My father, Colin Neave, wasn’t supposed to be her date but his own date didn’t show. He was turned on by her record collection and so fate lent a hand, spinning a thread of love and dedication that has lasted over forty years. They married quickly to prevent my father’s two little sisters, Jacquie aged ten and Linda aged eight, from going into care. Dad’s father had been killed in a hit-and-run car accident and six weeks later his mother died of pneumonia. She was an alcoholic and had severe cirrhosis of the liver; the pneumonia was simply too much for her already struggling body.


So my mother and father had an instant family to care for when they were both just twenty years old, and over the next twelve years they had five more ankle-biters of their own. We moved around a lot and at times our home was a haven for a menagerie of people my mother felt obliged to rescue.


My father’s sisters, Jacquie and Linda, lived with us off and on for many years. Linda married then divorced so came back to live with us again. Jacquie had a child, my cousin Brooke, and was a single mother so they both lived with us.


At one stage Mum took in a young soldier called Davo who had no family, and a homeless drunkard called Uncle Max. We also took in foster children: a teenager named Alana and two newborn babies, Annie and Jennifer. My mother also sponsored an entire family of Ethiopian refugees to immigrate to Australia, so Kiros, Solomon, Rosa and Mulikin appear in our family photos over a number of years.


Then there was Arti, a tiny Dutchman with a hump who had survived Auschwitz. Arti lived with our family for the best part of twenty years. They had employed Arti as a cook once when they worked in the restaurant business, and it was then my mother realised he was alone in Australia. My parents eventually attached a caravan to their Gold Coast house to accommodate him. He had many obsessive compulsive disorders due to his time in the concentration camp, and when he declined into Alzheimer’s he was intensely rude and difficult. He had not a friend in the world except for my mother so she cared for him until his death at eighty years of age.


I have to mention that Arti had the biggest testicles you’d ever seen— we had to see them a lot because he refused to wear underwear and they would fall out of his shorts. When Arti was in hospital for a broken hip, Mum was visiting one day and noticed his testicles were resting on a huge ice pack. She asked the nurse why, and the nurse replied, ‘His testicles are very swollen for some reason.’ Mum replied, ‘No they’re not; they’re always like that.’


Mum’s charity work didn’t stop there. Some people go in for extreme sports, Mum practices extreme charity. She has volunteered for a charity called Rosie’s for two decades, mainly working on the streets feeding, clothing and befriending the needy. Rosie’s is a not-for-profit organisation that provides outreach services to those marginalised in our community. She initiated a program for Rosie’s volunteers to visit inmates in both male and female prisons. She even taught the prisoners linedancing at one point.


This opened our house up to a few friendly felons who Mum thought she could help once they were released.There was Carol the bank robber, who apparently at one stage in her life was the most wanted woman in Australia. Mum also helped another bank robber named Marie to get her life back on track.Then there was Jimmy. My mother just knew he needed some loving support when he was released if he was ever going to make it. He lived with us for a while, eventually got a job and now is married with a baby. He says none of this would be so if it weren’t for my mother.


I have asked Mum where this compulsion to commit serious acts of compassion comes from, and there is no doubt in her mind that it was passed down from Great-Grandma Maude to Elsie down to Mum herself. Maude would pick up drunks off the street and feed them and give them a bed for the night. Elsie, too, cared for a number of people who were not related to her throughout her life. I would love to be able to say that I’ve inherited these charitable qualities, but no such luck; my sisters and I suffer the same selfishness that afflicts most generation Xers.


My father was a regular soldier in the Australian army when he met and married my mother in 1965. Within nine months my sister Christine was born. My mother was a very strict Catholic, but if you do the maths it’s obvious there was a bit of hanky panky before the wedding. I came along eighteen months later on 24 October 1967. My father was posted to Malaysia when Mum was pregnant with me, so I was born in Malacca. My mother was very much on her own in a foreign country with two tiny tots. She had no mother to help guide her through early motherhood, a situation I can’t even begin to imagine. She gave birth to all five of her children naturally and without even a sniff of hospital drugs.


In Malaysia we had nannies known as ‘Ah Mas’ who helped Mum with the chores and children. It was the way things were done there at that time. I remember little of these years, but I do recall our Ah Mas’ names: Ah Choo, Ah Wee, Ah Mow and Ah Swan. I also remember a big water buffalo in the rice paddock at the rear of the house.


After two years in Malaysia we returned to Australia, settling in Brisbane. Mum was pregnant again, and my father was sent to fight in Vietnam. It was 1970. He was Sergeant Colin Desmond Neave of the 8th Battalion of the Royal Australian Regiment. He was away for 366 days, during which time my brother Denny was born, named Colin Denny after my father. Mum stayed at home with three children under five, as well as Dad’s two sisters Jacquie and Linda. Mum wrote to Dad every single day he was away, but more often two to three letters a day. Dad told me he received over 1200 letters. He still has them in a box somewhere. I can’t wait to one day get my hands on them for a bit of salacious reading.


My father came home a different man. Before he went to Vietnam he didn’t drink. In fact one disturbing story he tells proves this to be true. When he arrived at camp on his first day in Vietnam he ran into a friend of his, platoon commander Lieutenant Convrey of the 9th battalion, whom my dad had trained only a few short months before.This officer asked my father to have a drink with him in the mess and Dad obliged, although he wasn’t keen because he was not much of a drinker.They had one drink and then left the mess. The officer then tried to convince Dad to come back to his tent to get drunk. My father refused, saying he was tired.They parted company and a few short minutes later that officer’s tent was blown up with him inside. I always remember this story because had Dad been a drinker, as he is today, he would have died on the first day of his tour of Vietnam.


When Dad came back from the war in 1971, he began his slow decline into alcoholism. He got out of the army six months later and Mum and Dad bought a restaurant in Brisbane city called the Cork and Fork. I remember this time—I must have been five—because it was the only time in our lives up until then and forever after that we had a brass razoo.We had a biggish house in Brisbane, with a leather lounge suite and carpet on the floor. I had a Sleepmaker bed, we had a Valiant Charger, we had lunch money, and we had a bar in the living room. I think these material things stand out for me simply because for every other time in my childhood, my memories seem defined by degrees of poverty.


I had a best friend at this time called Pamela, who was deaf. I learnt to speak to her in sign language. One day one of our neighbours had a television delivered, and Pamela and I hopped into the back of the truck. I told her in sign language, ‘When I say “Go” we’ll jump out.’ The truck driver started the truck and drove off slowly, and then I yelled ‘GO!’ and jumped.Well, Pamela didn’t jump. She didn’t hear me, and I watched her little face get smaller as the truck drove off down our street.This is where that memory ends but she must have been returned before too long because I have other memories of her.


One night Mum and Dad picked us up from the babysitter’s house after closing the restaurant and we arrived home to find two fire trucks in our driveway. Our house was still standing but my bedroom was all but cinders. It seems little Pamela had snuck into our house that night and was playing with matches in my room. Ah, the good old days when you could leave your front door unlocked and little kids were allowed to play with matches!


Mum fell pregnant with my brother John in 1975, the year that she and Dad became bankrupt. All I remember is a big truck taking away all of our things. I definitely remember saying to Mum, ‘Why are they taking away my Sleepmaker?’ It must have survived the fire.We ended up sleeping on the floor of a family friend’s living room for a while. In fact, Mum gave birth to John while we were still in this homeless state. Then we really hit the skids.


We moved into a 14-foot caravan in a caravan park in Ipswich. Jacquie and Linda went to stay with their older sister Loraine for a time, till we had a little more space. I didn’t really register that we were living in extreme poverty. I was only about eight years old, but looking back it was pretty dire. Mum and Dad would front up at the meatworks every morning before dawn to try to get a day’s work.


Our family eventually moved into a 32-foot caravan and it seemed palatial in comparison. We had the bombiest of all cars because my father was not allowed to own anything that cost more than about $500. Life in the caravan park was a bit rough. I remember being pushed over by a girl called Panda and covered in rhinoceros beetles as a friendly joke. We played ‘Truth Dare Double Dare’ in the coal mines where a boy kissed me for the first time, and it felt yucky and wet. But kids are so resilient. We just adapted and made the most of it.


My mother must have been struggling; four kids, bankrupt, in a caravan park with an alcoholic husband—not quite living the dream. But she always made ends meet somehow and we never seemed to go without much. Mum would always say ‘God will provide’, and he did. One day a washing machine turned up at our caravan with a card on it, but no name.Another time when we couldn’t afford a turkey for Christmas there was a knock at the annex and there stood a stranger bearing a turkey.


In 1977 Dad re-enlisted. It seemed the only way out of the impoverishment his family was enduring. We moved back to Brisbane and lived in an army house. This is when my mum started collecting people. As well as Mum, Dad, Chrissy, me, Denny and John, we had Jacquie, Linda and Davo, the young displaced soldier. I have fond memories of this house. Jacquie and Linda worked at a pastry factory and on Fridays they brought home a big box of the yummiest things for us all. There were custard tarts, cream buns, lamingtons and chocolate éclairs to name but a few. We used to have egg fights, and absolutely no-one escaped one of my mother’s raw egg shampoos—Mum was always the most aggressive food fighter. I remember running under the sprinkler in the backyard in our bathers. I remember walking to school, at least three kilometres, and seeing the petrol station attendant writing the price of petrol on a chalk board each day; it was about 11 cents a litre. On the way home from school I would stop and buy ten cents’ worth of mixed lollies from the corner shop in a little white paper bag.


I had a healthy hatred of my big sister, Chrissy. We fought over everything. Looking back I think I resented how difficult it was for my mother to look after Chrissy. Chrissy was always nearly dying from her asthma; you can imagine how heartbreaking it must be for a mother to have a fragile child. I didn’t understand Chrissy’s pains and afflictions. I just added to them by being a proverbial pain in the butt. I did once actually stab her in the butt cheek with a barbeque fork because she wouldn’t do the washing up. I can now appreciate that my sister found it hard to do the washing up because her skin was always red raw and bleeding from her eczema.


During this time, when I was about ten years old, I became rather religious. Mum had always taken us all to church every Sunday on pain of death. She sent us to private Catholics schools; God knows where she got the money. I am at a loss when I wonder how she could have afforded the school fees. Although come to think of it she used to always take little bits of food off our plates or ask for a bite of our ice-creams when we had them as a treat, which was really annoying. I would say, ‘Mum, don’t! Get your own.’ But the thing is, she couldn’t get her own; she was going without all that time so we didn’t have to.


I started to ask Mum to take me to Mass each morning. She was so thrilled. I think my mother had fantasised about being a nun at one point in her life and as this had not happened the idea of one of her daughters joining a cloister was tantalising. I did have passing notions of living at home with my mother until I joined the Sisters of Mercy or the Carmelites it’s true, but the real reason for the daily devotions was a young altar boy called Anthony. Oh, how I loved him with all my heart and soul, and oh, how I wanted to kiss him behind the chapel.


In 1977 Mum had little Elisha, the final addition to our family. Like Christine, Elisha was born with terrible asthma. Christine had been in and out of hospital all her life and my mother spent many hours of each week giving her ‘physio’ at home. She would lay Chrissy over her knees, tummy down, and cup her hands and bang her lungs until my sister expelled tonnes of phlegm. It seemed Elisha would suffer the same fate.


When Elisha (or Bang Bang Loo Loo Bell Strawberry Cake Face as we called her) was a few weeks old, Mum took her to the hospital because she wasn’t well. The doctors sent Mum home and told her not to worry, but Loo Loo seemed to get worse. Mum fronted at the hospital again, like a lioness, and said, ‘I am not leaving this hospital—my child is very sick, I know it.’ Well, she was right, as mothers often are, and before long Elisha was in intensive care and not likely to make it through the night. My mother called the priest and had him give Elisha her last rites.Then ever so slowly Loo Loo crept back to us.


There we were, the Neave family, complete, and in the safest of hands: my mother’s.




Chapter 2


Becoming Me




My mother, because she had the power to turn water into wine, gave us every opportunity when we were children to be the best we could be. From the age of five I went to drama classes, as well as ballet, judo, ballroom dancing and Scottish dancing.


I was hopeless at ballet because I was born with pigeon toes. The photos of me as a baby show my feet completely turned in towards one another. It was thought that ballet would train my feet to turn out. Well, it did to some degree, but by about age eight I had ‘failed’ my third exam. How could that ballet mistress fail a little person who is doing their darndest? The reason I ‘failed’ is because my left foot was slightly pigeon-toed. Had she not seen how far I had come? I still can’t forgive the old battleaxe, and I love my slightly turned-in left foot—it just wants to be friends with my right one.


The Scottish dancing was a slightly obscure choice on my mother’s part but I did the Fling, the Swords and the Sailor’s Hornpipe for a good eight years of my little life. Chrissy was a Scottish dancer too. She was much better at it than I was.We used to go to competitions and she would always win loads of medals and I would come third or get a special commendation. Mum made all of our costumes except for the tartan skirts, which were bought, and very expensive at that. I was crowned Miss Scottish Dancing Queen for the Blue Bonnets Association in 1977.I still love hearing the bagpipes played; it takes me to an innocent place.


Dad was posted to Darwin in 1979 then we moved to the Gold Coast in 1982, but wherever we were living I continued the drama classes, right up until the end of my schooling. I’m not sure if I was born to be an actor or my mother provided me with the tools and I just became very practised at it. Whatever the wellspring, it was a natural progression for me to try out for drama school after Year 12.


There is a hideous event at the end of high school in Australia called ‘Schoolies Week’. It’s supposed to be a celebration, a rite of passage, for young adults. But it’s really just an excuse for young people to drink their body weight in alcohol and unleash themselves on each other very publically.What a messy time it is. My friends and I rented an apartment in Surfers Paradise for a week with the thousands of other ‘schoolies’, but I can’t remember leaving my room. I didn’t like the taste of alcohol and I had no desire to be drunk—there was hardly any romance in that for me. I also, more importantly, needed to prepare my audition to apply to various drama schools. I was never one to be seduced by peer pressure nor did I give a hoot what anyone thought of me. I was quite confidently my own person.This was never more evident than when I took an Aboriginal man as my date to the Year 12 formal. I didn’t think twice about it—he was so cool—but the looks and stares I got from those around me were surprising.The jaws that dropped the lowest were the nuns’.


I worked arduously on my audition piece and choreographed a dance solo to the overture of Jesus Christ Superstar right there in our schoolies’ living room.What a dork! Thankfully the audition was a success. My examiners raised their eyebrows when I performed my dance piece—surely, I thought, their facial expressions meant they were stunned by my genius. They were stunned, all right, I think by my unadulterated audacity. They offered me a place right there and then to the acting school at the University of Southern Queensland. It was a good school and had a great reputation. I phoned my mother immediately after the audition and told her I’d been accepted. She cried. It meant that I would be leaving home to go and live in Toowoomba. My father had been posted to Townsville in Far North Queensland so I would be thousands of kilometres from my family.


My father had become a bit of a stranger to me. He was never violent, and always fair and supportive; he was just absent in his soul. My mother loved him madly and ‘sat like patience on a monument’ waiting for him to be restored to her. Alcohol was not allowed in the house but my father would find ways to annihilate himself. Sometimes he would pick us kids up from school then pull the car off the road and we would sit in silence as he drank two tallies. We would never say anything. Sometimes he would go out to wash the car. It would take him hours and when he finished he would come in pissed. We would find beer bottles stashed throughout the garden or under beds. My mother attended Al-Anon, a support group for the families of alcoholics, and tried very hard to find a way to help him.
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