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To my darling Strack—born at last.

To my beautiful children: Cassi, Angus,  

and Frazer—

three more reasons to go on breathing  

and loving life.

To my darling Sweetpea Jacqueline Bree—

seed of my heart,

a lways loved, always missed.
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Praise For Breathing While Drowning

Megan Dalla-Camina, Strategist and Author of Getting Real 
About Having It All

“Veronica is not only incredibly wise, with great wisdom to share, 
but she is incredibly brave. The way she shares her journey, in order 
that it may be of service to others, is courageous as much as it is 
kind. And it will indeed be of great support to others as they walk 
their own path.”

Rachael Jayne Groover, Inspirational Speaker and Author of 
Powerful and Feminine

“Veronica is a gifted storyteller with a message of courage and hope 
that opened my heart. This story will inspire other women to take 
courage in their own quest to feel, heal and reconnect to themselves.”

Sue Howard, Artist

“It is so beautifully, sensitively and honestly written. Lots of tissues, 
tears and smiles.”

Corrinne Armour, Leadership Speaker, Trainer and Author

“Veronica is an amazing woman, just as so many of us are (and don’t 
always realise). This book is an honest and inspiring account of her 
story. I do hope that it’s writing helped her healing, and it’s reading 
will help the healing of others.”
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Hafizah Ismail, Founder and CEO of Children of Jannah, and 
High Performance Coach

“Breathing While Drowning is an essential companion to anybody 
who wants to heal from a significant personal loss, reconnect to 
their dreams and live a joyful life again. By drawing on her own 
experience of the death of a child, Veronica compassionately guides 
the reader through their ‘ocean of grief ’ and frustration, to find 
more vibrancy, passion and enthusiasm, in their time, at their pace. 
A wonderfully inspiring and uplifting book!”
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Introduction

I t’s been a long time since I’ve thought about breathing as a chore; 
a long time since I had to tell myself over and over to breathe 
in and breathe out, get out of bed, take a shower, eat breakfast, 

go on living.
When did it change? When did the weight of shame, guilt, and 

responsibility sneak away from my shoulders? What warmed the 
cold, hard lump deep in my heart? How did that happen?

Breathing While Drowning is my story—a memoir of my life so 
far. It’s my heroine’s journey into despair, trials, and tribulations, and 
it’s my quest to heal and return to living.

In so many ways it’s Jacqueline Bree’s story, written through 
the filter of her life, from birth to almost five. Without her, I would 
not be the woman I am: scarred, optimistic, visionary, resilient, 
impatient, passionate, creative, driven, selfish, mindful, curious, and 
caring. Without her, I would not have learned how to breathe while 
drowning in an unending ocean of grief.

This story will offer you hope that, in your most desperate 
moments, there’s a way out. It will give you permission to dream 
that your life can be better, deeper, and more joyful. I’ll share the 
things I learned that brought me out of the darkness and the desert 
of grief—and brought me back to my life, heart, and home.

I have three other gorgeous children: Cassi, Angus, and Frazer. 
They are the joy that I live for. And without the love of my beautiful 
soulmate, Ian (Strack)—a brilliant and patient husband; my man 
with a heart, who kept me afloat when, so often, I was drowning—I 
would not be able to share this part of our lives. But their story is for 
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another day (and theirs to tell). They know how important they are 
to me; they know they’re loved.

Breathing While Drowning is the story of a contemporary woman 
who is outwardly successful and inwardly lost. She searches for 
meaning, for feeling, for healing, and for reconnection. She longs 
for reconnection with the innocent, happy, creative, naive young 
woman she used to be. A young woman with impossible dreams who 
wishes for a remarkable life and gets exactly what she wishes for: just 
delivered in a way she could never have imagined. She experiences a 
whole new world of hurt, anger, loneliness, joy, triumph, and love.

The writing of Breathing While Drowning is me taking my 
own advice to put myself in the arena (I can hear the howls of 
laughter and righteous cheers from my friends and clients), to 
share my vulnerability, to share myself openly, without pretence 
or defensiveness. It’s time to let down the barriers that have held 
me apart from my family, my friends, and the world; it’s time to 
let myself be held by the experiences of my life without needing to 
defend against them. Sharing my vulnerability is the way forward, 
the way to growing my spirituality muscle. I’m learning that I have 
enough strength to surrender truly to who I am.

Brené Brown wrote, “Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels 
like courage. Truth and courage aren’t always comfortable but they 
are never weakness.”  1 I agree. The writing has not always been 
comfortable, and I continue to discover truths about myself with 
every chapter.

My mother was a great storyteller and could remember amazing 
details about her ancestors, relatives, and children. I didn’t see myself 
as a great storyteller, however, so I kept a separate journal for all my 
children with the intent to eventually share the exciting moments 
and stories of their youth. I would pass it on to them when they were 
ready for their own children.

As Gloria Steinem famously said, “We teach what we need to 
learn, and write what we need to know.”  2 I laughed out loud when 
I read that recently. I’m a life and leadership coach, teaching people 
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how to find confidence and live the lives of their dreams. So, this 
job seems like a kind of cosmic karma for a woman who kept her 
dreams in a back drawer for twenty years! And as for writing what I 
needed to know, I wrote to Jacqueline Bree regularly throughout her 
short life (and sporadically for several years after she died). Rereading 
those moments with tears and smiles twenty years after writing 
them, I rediscovered a myriad of emotional, physical, and spiritual 
experiences and choices that shaped me and directed my future.

Now, with hindsight and the wisdom of years, I can look back 
on that young woman and see how far she’s come, and what she and 
I learned along the way. I can view compassionately the experiences 
of her birthing a child with a disability; her refusal to accept Western 
medicine’s prognosis; her search for answers, purpose, and direction; 
and how she and I fell into grief, and for almost twenty years lived 
as if we could never feel whole again.

Grief is never gone; there are still days when I have to remind 
myself to breathe, when I can’t see the edge of the ocean, and when 
that drowning feeling threatens to engulf me. But I’m better at 
recognising the signs these days, and I know where the life buoys 
and dry land are. I know how to use them and how to ask for help.

I’m more conscious that my life belongs to me; that I don’t have 
to be trapped in the stories; and that what I think, say, do, feel, and 
believe are what matter.

My last entry in Jacqui’s journal, five years after she died—when 
she’d been gone longer than she’d been with us—I wrote that I was 
in transition.

‘I have something left to give them when I come 

home.’

I was at a turning point, ready to start over.
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‘My children love me and I them. Life is good, 

so many things te l l me that.

I think I have stories inside. I’m not sure yet 

what kind but I know they are there, stories to 

share.

Emotiona l resi lience is what I have, strength 

inside is what others are drawn to, strength I get 

from loving you and knowing you. Both of us 

growing, you he lping me s ee the choices c learl y. I 

have a lot to offer but a lot to learn.’

That entry was fifteen years ago. When I first reread that, I 
thought, Bloody hell, I’m still in the same place, freaking transitioning 
to something with stories left untold. But then Ronnie Zeinstra, one of 
my very best friends, reminded me that if we find ourselves saying, 
“I wish I’d known that years ago,” and we are just realising its value 
now, then this is the perfect time for us to know it, and do it, and 
be it. We are exactly where we need to be all the time.

Somehow, I keep going and going and going, becoming more 
passionate and committed to making a difference every day. I’m not 
content to live quietly; I want to help millions of people rediscover 
their hopes and dreams and live truly. Yet, on other days, all I want is 
to hide from the crazy, busy world, to sit at home on the couch with 
a cuppa and a good book, surrounded by family and love, sharing 
the small moments of our lives.

For me, it’s always a balance between acknowledging and 
accepting the smallness of my everyday life whilst accepting the 
magnificence of my human potential.

Bethany Webster wrote, “We all desire to be real, to be seen 
accurately, to be recognised, and to be loved for who we really are in our 
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full authenticity. This is a human need. The truth is that becoming our 
real selves involves being messy, big, intense, assertive and complex.”  3

Why share my full authenticity? What makes my messy life 
worth being seen accurately? Maybe I’ll leave it up to you, the reader, 
to make a call on that. You know, sometimes I wonder why the hell 
I’m so freaking optimistic when I’ve had so much shit happen in 
my life.

Tara Mohr was recently asked, “What does it mean to you to 
live a good life?” She responded: “A good life is a life in which your 
soul learns what it came here to learn.” 4

So this story is me messily exploring the lessons my soul came 
here to learn. Otherwise, we’re born, we live, and we die—and that’s 
it. Where’s the fun in that?

In her book, Letters from Motherless Daughters, Hope Edelman 
wrote about the struggle of women who lose their mothers when 
they’re young. It works equally well for mothers losing a daughter. I 
lost both my mother and my daughter. One of Hope’s messages helps 
describe why I’m writing this book. Some people will ask for help, 
but some (like me) will search quietly for a book: “A book seemed 
to be a safe and private way to check my feelings against some kind 
of standard, and I hoped to find one that would help explain what 
I was feeling – why, in spite of all my valiant attempts at stoicism, I 
still missed [Jacqui twenty weeks, twenty months, and twenty years 
after she died].” 5

My hope is that this book, my exploration of the emotional and 
mental see-saw of my life, my search for feeling and healing and 
reconnection, makes you think differently about yourself and your 
life. I hope that you find something that inspires you to dust off 
those dreams, something that gives you some practical tools to help 
you get to the life that expresses the very best of your true self, and 
that your soul learns what it came here to learn.

If it’s grief that brings you to these pages, I hope that my words 
encourage you to let go of fortitude and resilience from time to time, 
to reach out to someone and ask them to listen while you remember 
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with love. There will be a way out of the ocean when you’re ready. 
Take your time.

Women are so good at putting their yearning to the side, at 
serving and supporting others, that they forget to nourish and 
nurture themselves, to let themselves really feel.

Women, or at least the feminine part of women, are supposedly 
the holders of all things emotional. For a long while, I forgot that, 
discarded it, and disowned it. And my life was poorer for it. Not only 
poorer, but I was trying to live half a life, one without the innate, 
genetic, and generational wisdom and skills that are my birthright 
as a woman. I ranted against the prevailing depiction of women as 
emotional receivers and the importance of surrender.

I disliked that word—surrender—but more on that later.
What can my words do to inspire, instruct, or involve you? 

There are a growing number of women who are looking for the 
signposts on the journey, markers that say, “This way to your life’s 
purpose.” My suggestion is to stop searching outside for who you 
are, for meaning in your life. Look inside, take the most dangerous 
adventure, the journey to you, and start living it every moment. But 
don’t get sucked in by the excitement and hype of the hero’s journey 
because women have their own unique and powerful adventures that 
are way more fun.

I invite you to come with me on my quest, find a little gem or 
two that will help you on your own quest, and transform your life 
the way Jacqui Bree transformed mine.

If I’d not felt despair, would I have discovered that I’m one of 
the most optimistic people in the world? I believe every cloud has a 
silver lining—it’s just that, occasionally, the clouds are so dark and 
freaking big that it takes a while for the silver lining to come into 
view!

Without having to battle complacency and apathy, I may never 
have discovered the depths of feeling that come with passion, 
enthusiasm, and commitment. I may never have realised how much 
I hated being defined by boxes, by other people’s values and labels … 
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nor how easy it was to get out of those boxes once you realise you 
can. You can surprise yourself constantly with how easy it is.

I may never have discovered resilience, strength, courage, and 
many other things about myself, relationships, and the world. I’d 
like to share some of these with you.

Along the way, I discovered some lifelong and evolutionary 
friends who’ve made the journey amazing and fun.

I spent decades looking at the world through the filter of Jacqui’s 
life. I was defined by this perspective, but now I’m not. Now I am 
the sum of all my experiences and the choices I’ve made.

When I was young, I defined remarkable as extraordinary, 
exceptional, amazing, and wonderful. My life was changed when I 
saw a grainy, black-and-white image of Neil Armstrong walking on 
the moon. I wanted to leave an imprint that would be remembered 
forever, like Neil’s footprints on the moon.

In the opposite basket, among the things I didn’t want to be, 
were the following: ordinary, commonplace, and nice. My parents said 
I could be anything I wanted to be, and I believed them … even 
though the world was saying under its breath, “well, yes you can, up 
to a point, as long as you be a good girl, get married, have children, 
and do what you are told by all the blokes who run the world.”

Remarkable is defined as worthy of attention. I think my life is 
exactly that—it’s worthy of attention; my attention.

As I began my search for answers, I read a remarkable book, 
The Heroine’s Journey – Woman’s Quest for Wholeness by Maureen 
Murdock 6, and realised that I’m not the only one on this journey, nor 
am I the only who’s been in this situation. And maybe by sharing, by 
honestly putting it out there, someone may find help like Maureen 
helped me.

“Women do have a quest at this time in our culture. It is the 
quest to fully embrace their feminine nature, learning how to value 
themselves as women and to heal the deep wound of the feminine. 
It is a very important inner journey toward being a fully integrated, 
balanced and whole human being. Like most journeys the path 
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of the heroine is not easy, it has no well-defined guideposts nor 
recognisable tour guides. There is no map, no navigational chart, 
no chronological age when the journey begins. It follows no straight 
lines”. 7

My quest tracks the stages of the heroine’s quest for wholeness 
through my memories. I share my intimate journal entries written 
to Jacqui twenty years ago and tell you how I feel about them and 
myself now. There’s a little of my poetry and plenty of words of 
wisdom from my teachers and mentors. Because I’m a coach to the 
core, I can’t help adding a few helpful tips along the way, things that 
worked for me, signposts and life buoys that kept me on track and 
breathing above the water line.

I’ve realised that I have beliefs, ideas I live by—a womanifesto, if 
you will. Call me a feminist if you like; I certainly call myself one.

Don’t let yourself by defined by other people’s rules and 
expectations. You know the truth of who you are and what you 
want and can do.

Take time to grieve, all the time that you need.
Treasure every moment as if it will be your last. Show up for 

every moment with everything you’ve got.
Love your children.
Love your soulmate.
Love yourself.
Be the friend you would like your friends to be to you.
Be the change you want to see in the world. Go out and get it; 

don’t wait for it to fall in your lap. Get into the arena, get dusty, get 
sweaty, and get bloody.

Live a curious life.
Live consciously.
Connect to your purpose and pursue it with vigour.
Take time out to breathe quietly.
Meditate.
Exercise.
Eat healthily.
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Be healthy, wealthy, and wise.
Share everything you have wherever it’s needed.
Sing loudly often, dance whenever you can, and laugh and laugh 

and laugh.
Say yes to every opportunity, even if it scares the hell out of you.
Deal with your stuff and let everyone else deal with theirs. (This 

doesn’t apply to your children—it’s your job as a parent to help 
them deal with their stuff until they are old enough to deal with it 
on their own.)

Trust your intuition; you know exactly what you need.
Do something creative every day.
Learn something every day.
Practice gratitude.
Always look for the good in people (sometimes its buried deep, 

but it’s always there).
Bring the joy.
Laugh every day.
Follow your bliss and the universe will open doors where before 

there were walls.
Take time to smell the roses.
Never live with regret.
Get up just one more time.
Take time to dream—it hitches the soul to the stars.
Have conversations with purpose.
Live a life that expresses the very best of who you can be.
Love.
Show up, be present, and let go of the outcomes.
And write … open a vein and write.

Megan Dalla-Camina wrote, “Our lives become what we think 
about most”. 8

The thing I thought about most for so many years was Jacqui’s 
death (and the shame and guilt around that). The rest of the time 
was filled up with the agendas of other people: co-workers, and a 
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little bit left for the rest of the family and friends. There was barely 
a skerrick left for me.

And I’m here to say that that was just fine. Take all the time 
you need to grieve—we’re not meant to bury our children. When 
you’re ready, the way back will be there, and when you find it, you’ll 
realise it was always there. When the student is ready, the teacher 
appears. I have had some great teachers—some of them famous, 
some relatively unknown.

My love of learning and curiosity get me started, and my 
optimism and resilience keep me there until I have what I need.

I will never forget Jacqui Bree; she’s too much a part of who I am, 
my family, my life. But now I spend my moments living and feeling, 
and I’m well on the path to healing and reconnection.

So what’s the useful truth of my words, my memories, my quest 
for wholeness?

My wish for you is to have a remarkable life.
Live and grieve on your own terms; your life belongs to you, 

and everything you think, feel, do, and believe matters. And that’s 
what counts.

Step into your unique and powerful heroine’s journey and make 
the quest your own.

Stop searching outside for who you are, for meaning in your life. 
Look inside and take the most dangerous adventure: the journey to you.

Let yourself be surprised by life and the potential of you and 
those around you. Live life consciously, creatively, confidently, and 
remarkably.

Veronica Strachan

P.S. Since I completed writing Breathing While Drowning, I’ve 
created a companion workbook that takes you through a series 
of exercises to deepen your learning experience and help you on 
your own quest for wholeness. You can find the workbook at 
www.veronicastrachan.com.au/the-workbook
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Part 1

�Defining Moments

W hen a child dies, the world sheds a tear. When that child 
is your own, an ocean of grief swallows you whole. You 
can’t imagine how you can still be breathing when your 

child is not. When that child has had a fragile hold on life from the 
moment of her birth, and you’ve used every breath in your body to 
give her a life full of joy, you want to stop breathing when she does.

In the moment, you scream and wail and die inside. Your heart 
fills with pain, you plead for just one more minute; to turn the 
clock back; to make a different choice; to trade places—anything 
but the reality of the small, still body of your child in your arms. 
But it’s true: your child is gone, and you’re still breathing. You begin 
to drown in that dark, cold ocean. Your world takes on a sense of 
unreality, and you find yourself just going through the motions. 
It’s the ultimate deception: pretending to live but really drowning.

With years of practice, you get really good at it. It’s like life is 
happening behind a wall, a Perspex layer that keeps you numb, but 
lets you go on doing all the lifelike things to keep the world from 
seeing how hurt and broken you are. You’re strong, you’re courageous. 
Haven’t you done well? Inside, you’re pathetic, powerless, afraid to 
open up, guilty about your failure, and ashamed of your grief.
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So how is it that one day you realise that you no longer have 
to tell yourself to breathe in and breathe out, to get out of bed, to 
take a shower, to eat breakfast, or to go on living? That, in fact, 
you’re loving life, jumping out of bed, impatient to get the day 
started. You’re going confidently in the direction of your dreams that 
have been dusted off and put at the top of the to-do list. Although 
the grief is still there, the ocean is only a small puddle that you 
unexpectedly step into from time to time. You still never know how 
deep that puddle is—and sometimes you find yourself in over your 
head, drowning again, gasping to breathe—but mostly the puddle 
just brings soft tears and smiles, love and compassion and gratitude 
for the beautiful gift of her short life.

Breathing While Drowning is me taking you on my own heroine’s 
journey, the hardest of all; it is my journey replete with all my 
perfect imperfections. My hope is that, in my story, my exploration 
of feeling, healing and reconnection, you will find some inspiration 
for your own journey, a way to think differently about yourself 
and your life. I hope that, in thinking differently, you will find 
something practical that helps you remember the feeling, helps with 
your healing and reconnection, and lets you reach for those dreams 
so that you can live a conscious life that expresses the very best of 
who you are.

It’s taken me almost twenty years, but I’ve rediscovered my 
reasons for living. They were right beside me all the time, loving me 
(broken and flawed as I am). I’m living for myself and for those who 
are still here and who love me: Strack, Cassi, Angus, and Frazer. I’m 
living for good friends and family and for people I’ve yet to meet. 
I’m living for people I can inspire, instruct, and involve in life, love, 
and laughter.

The first part of my journey starts out unremarkably, but then it 
gets dark before it spills back into the light. I’ve avoided putting these 
experiences into words for almost twenty years, so please be patient 
as I stumble around in the shadows for a while and get my bearings. 
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As Maureen Murdock says: “There are no maps, no signposts and 
the journey follows no straight lines”. 1

But I have the destination in mind, and I’ll get you there 
eventually. I’m in the arena; there may be tears and tragedy, but 
there will be laughter and happy endings as well.

A Note on Journaling

I’m a writer and an introvert, so I’ve always found solace in 
putting pen to paper. The blank page has frequently been my best 
friend and the only way I could think and plan or share my thoughts, 
dreams, pain, and joy. I often found a few minutes to scribble a 
note about something in the wee hours of the morning, at the end 
of a long night-shift of nursing. Journal writing is cathartic and 
forgiving. No one needs to see the words, but putting them on paper 
does something for the thought—it gives it a voice, a presence that 
just thinking about stuff lacks.

My mum was a great storyteller and could tell you a tale of my 
great grandmother jumping off the jetty onto the ferry at Queenscliff 
with the three little pigs just in time to escape the big bad wolf, who 
fell into the water. She could tell you the special moments for all of 
her eight children—their milestones and joys. She told them with 
humour and drama, linking people and places and feelings. I loved 
her stories, and I still miss her dearly.

When my babies were born, I started a journal for each of them. 
That way, I could let them read the special moments once they were 
grown up. It was a way to record more than I could remember off 
the top of my head or scribble hastily onto the calendar. Of course, 
the firstborn, Cassandra Kate, has the most written about her. And 
then comes Jacqueline Bree, and then Angus Peter, and then my 
youngest, Frazer Douglas. As time went on, I got increasingly busy 
with living life rather than recording it.

For a while, I lost Jacqui’s two volumes because I’d put them 
away when we moved a few years back. Strack found them just 
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before Christmas this year (2014). He found them just in time for me 
to turn a new page, to begin again, to read all the memories … good 
and bad, funny and sad. Lots of small moments, random thoughts, 
grand ideas, and momentous occasions.

How very glad I am that I wrote those journals.
Maria Popova, who blogs as Brain Pickings, says the following 

about journaling: “Journaling, writing the words, feeling the pain, 
opening the vein. What I can’t say out loud I can write on the page. 
I can explore without snap judgement from others”. 2

In the same blog, she tells us that Anaïs Nin wrote: “Journaling 
is a practice that teaches us better than any other, the elusive art 
of solitude—to be present in our own selves, bear witness to our 
experience, and fully inhabit our inner lives.”

She also includes this quote from Virginia Woolf: “A diary builds 
a bridge between our present selves and our future ones, which are 
notoriously cacophonous in their convictions.” I love those last five 
words: notoriously cacophonous in their convictions.

Words have always held a special power in my life. When I was 
young, they would take me to another place. They had the power 
to hurt, but they also had the power to heal.

For many years, words were the only things I had to be honest 
with. Journaling was what kept me sane, kept me from drowning. 
So many pages are smeared with tears, and wretched with heartache. 
So many pages captured tiny, joyous moments that bring smiles and 
hoots of laughter.

Of books and reading, voraciously, searching for answers, Jo 
Bradshaw tells us the following about Claire Messud: “We are as 
much the sum of our lived literary experiences as of our literally 
lived experiences”. 3 Yes, yes, and yes to that. Conversations with 
purpose—that’s what I’m about. Journaling is a conversation with a 
purpose, a conversation with myself. The act offers a chance for the 
victim to wail, the fighter to plan, the creator to muse, the observer 
to reflect.
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In the pages of my journals to Jacqui, I rediscovered a young 
woman with hopes and dreams, anger and passion, shame and 
innocence, grief and resilience. I see an unbearably optimistic 
woman who was destined to lead, to learn, and to love again. So 
this is my legacy: to share the lessons that helped me keep breathing 
while drowning.

Where is my writing voice to share with the world? For so 
many years, I have written in the third person for business—written 
impersonally from the outside. Now I feel like I’m opening a can of 
worms, sharing my vulnerability, my optimism, and my hope. My 
fingers keep bleeding on the sharp edges. What will I find if I dive 
in? Red Smith said, “There’s nothing to writing. All you do is sit 
down at a typewriter and open a vein.”

By the way, I’m also a life and leadership coach, and I can’t help 
adding in a few lessons and tips along the way. Enjoy!

Well I can’t get any younger, so here goes ….
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Chapter 1

The Unremarkable Early Years

A   couple of years ago, I read Maureen Murdock’s The 
Heroine’s Journey – Woman’s Quest for Wholeness 1, and a 
whole lot of things fell into place for me with a big, fat clunk 

that must have been heard blocks away. I felt, as many women have, 
as though Maureen was a witness to my life. So many things she 
wrote resonated with my experience, my thoughts, and my feelings.

One of the best things to happen as I read was that I realised 
I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t even particularly special or unique (not 
remarkable at all). Many women were confused, lost, searching, 
yearning for purpose or forgiveness or love.

So as part of this book, I’m lining up my stories with Maureen 
Murdock’s, The Heroine’s Journey. I will attempt to incorporate the 
stages described in that text and work through my own journey, 
my own quest for wholeness. It’s not always clean and clear—as 
Murdock writes, “The journey follows no straight lines” 2—but stay 
with me and you might recognise yourself in here somewhere.

My life belongs to me, and what I think, feel, do, and believe 
matters—and that’s what counts. It’s taken me until now, at fifty-
four years of age, to recognise those words in a way that my whole 
body and mind know it and know that it’s right and true.
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As Murdock points out, “Our society is androcentric: it sees the 
world from a male point of view”. 3

So is it any wonder that the first stage in The Heroine’s Journey 
is to reject the feminine, to see it as something that’s holding us 
back, that’s not enough? “Men are rewarded for intelligence, drive, 
and dependability through position, prestige, and financial gain in 
the world”. 4

Women who try to be like men or see themselves through the 
male-centric lens in the world of work are not equally rewarded. As 
women, we will always find ourselves lacking if we look through the 
male-centric world value lens because we are not men. As women, 
we have our own world value lens, and we are enough in our own 
right. Both men and women are challenging the patriarchal forms 
and norms, but there is a personal journey to be taken, too. Murdock 
says, “The heroine’s first task toward individuation is to separate 
from [the mother, the feminine]”. 5 The devalued feminine seems 
insufficient, and the struggle with the separation can take your 
whole life. Initially, this separation is usually aimed at mothers. 
They, like their mothers for generations before them, are steeped in 
the low self-esteem experienced as part of living in a “culture that 
glorifies the masculine”. 6

Separation from the Feminine

So what about me? How do I see my separation from the 
feminine? For me, it isn’t in one particular moment or year. I feel 
there are moments that fall under this part of the journey that 
happen over and over throughout my life.

I’ll start at the beginning and then work the journey stuff in as 
it comes up.

Born the third child of eight to working-class parents in 
Melbourne’s northern suburbs, I was as loved as all the other children 
who were squeezed into our small, suburban home. My parents 
worked hard to support the family, to help us become healthy adults 
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capable of learning and loving. Though we didn’t have a great deal 
of material wealth, there was always someone to play with or look 
after, and there were always chores to do.

I had the usual struggles growing up and finding myself in the 
middle of a large family. I watched the older ones do everything first 
and the younger ones get away with way more than I did. It was 
easy to stay under the radar and find a quiet corner to play or read.

Strack’s childhood home was a little quieter, but it was just as 
loving. His parents emigrated from the United Kingdom when 
his older and only sister was two. Both his parents worked, and he 
learned independence early.

All our siblings were healthy and bright, and both sets of parents 
remained happily married all their lives.

When I reflect now, though I was happy and loved, childhood 
was also the beginning of feeling powerless and being guided by 
people who knew better: parents, older siblings, teachers, adults, 
men. I often think of the scene in the movie Matilda where the 
mean teacher says to Matilda: “I’m big, you’re small, I’m right, 
you’re wrong.” She dismisses her as a girl of no consequence. No 
consequence, just one of the crowd; it’s hard to have an identity 
when there are so many—so many that it was easy to forget one. 
At least that’s what I remember. I was once left behind after a visit 
to my grandparents. I came out of the toilet to see my grandfather 
closing the door. The rest of the family had driven off without me.

Primary school was my introduction to the world of words and 
learning. I learned quickly and was happiest with my nose stuck in 
a book or writing stories (which was also a good way to get out of 
chores). I was quiet and shy, never quite one of the members of the 
popular crowd, but I had my best friend and a few others to play 
and grow with. I played netball and did well at athletics; I enjoyed 
the camaraderie of teams. Looking back now, though, I can see I 
often avoided crowds and more public events, content with my own 
company or close to home.
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I spent many hours reading and learning about this world and 
others, even pretending to be asleep for the parental check and then 
turning the bedside lamp back on to read into the wee hours of the 
morning.

I wrote stories, mostly fairy tales or tales where I was secretly 
discovered as having magic power. And in those stories, I rarely 
belonged to the family I was living with. Wishful thinking, perhaps.

The thing I most remember at high school was being bullied 
for four years for being bright—the Australian tall poppy syndrome. 
(This is our national tendency to eagerly cut down anyone we see 
as successful in a given field, particularly if that person shows the 
slightest imperfection.) Up to that point, I’d been encouraged to 
learn. Now it was unpopular, and smart children were seen as 
arrogant or nerdy. Though the bullying was blatant, from my view 
the teachers and nuns did nothing to help or address the culture 
in the school, leaving me leery of religions that preached kindness, 
tolerance, and love but practiced meanness, intolerance, and fear.

In my penultimate year, I changed to a mixed-gender high school 
with far less focus on religion. And I found that boys were much 
easier to deal with than girls. In my experience, girls were often mean, 
and boys were mostly fun. They still teased me, (like brothers, and 
I had plenty of those) but they didn’t hold grudges. The best thing 
was that some of the boys and girls were smarter than I was—and 
proud of it—and I wasn’t seen as quite such an anomaly. Learning 
and striving to achieve were okay, especially if you happened to be 
male. Balance was restored. I re-established friendships I’d lost in 
primary school and made some good, new friends.

In retrospect, I was learning lessons about the patriarchy. Girls 
were apparently equal, allowed into the science and maths class, but 
we were still a minority and not quite in the club.

My mum was a traditional mother and housewife for most of 
my childhood. And although I didn’t consciously try to distance 
myself from her way of life, I was encouraged to make the most 
of the opportunities she and Dad had given us through education 
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and a loving home. Get a job, get married, have children—that 
was the unsaid message. What was not spoken about was making 
a difference, making a contribution to the world. My family didn’t 
have a particular political or social passion. In fact, my dad would 
not even tell me who he voted for in elections. No, social passion 
doesn’t ring quite true. A quiet achiever, my dad was always a part of 
his church groups, counting the donations, helping at the homeless 
men’s centre, and transporting second-hand goods to those in need. 
Mum was involved as well, but with eight children, most of her 
energy was spent on us. In later years, when some of us had left 
home, Mum followed her dream and went back to school to earn her 
Higher School Certificate. She came home full of stories of injustice 
in Australian history and the beauty of English literature.

After high school, I followed my older siblings to university. 
I intended to do a biochemistry degree, but I found the lessons 
repeated much of what I learned in high school, and the disrespectful 
and spoilt eastern suburbs kids who ran rampant in the classes were 
too much to swallow. These kids seemed to have an expectation of 
privilege that stuck in my throat and made me angry. I was here to 
learn; they were here to mess around and disrupt. There was no adult 
intervention or discipline to curtail the riotous behaviour. University 
life was not quite what I wanted.

On reflection, the feeling that I was not quite good enough—I 
came from the wrong side of the Yarra, I was Catholic, and I was 
female—were all pretty heavy marks in the wrong column. But it 
was also the chance to do something on my own, unlike my older 
siblings. I left university to work as an office assistant in a frozen 
food factory where I grew up really fast among the truck drivers 
and storemen who embraced life with gusto and colourful language.

I applied to nursing school at the same time because one of my 
best friends who had always wanted to be a nurse was there and 
getting paid to learn, work, and have a great time. It sounded way 
more fun than university. Three months later, I was in my starched 



Ve r o n i c a  S t r a c h a n

12

white uniform, my cap, my black shoes, and my red cape. I was all 
shiny and ready to begin.

Identification with the Masculine

The health sector has been my home for more than thirty-five 
years, and I still find it one of the best places to be. On my very first 
shift that I worked in a hospital, an elderly woman with chronic 
lung disease who’d been resuscitated the night before stated that 
she didn’t want to be resuscitated again. In short, she wanted to 
die. That was my raw introduction to life-and-death struggles and 
people’s frailties in the face of disease and a finite existence.

Working in health is tough, and it takes a certain practice to 
manage the see-saw balance in yourself to care for others but still 
function individually in the life-and-death struggles you see almost 
every day. Healthcare is often seeing people at their worst or lowest, 
at the most vulnerable and challenging times of their lives.

After almost four years, I couldn’t wait to get out of my training 
hospital and see the world—free from the shackles of studying and 
the meanness of small-minded charge sisters and arrogant surgeons. 
Talk about separation from the feminine! Most of these women were 
tough as old boots and loved nothing more than forcefully pulling 
young nurses into line. You learned to take whatever was dished out 
and get on with it. If you got on the wrong side of anyone in power, 
you were history—they made life miserable.

Even though it’d been tough, I had lots of happy memories of 
that time and lots of firsts: living away from home, flying in an 
aeroplane, visiting another country, driving across Australia, dancing 
with strangers, getting drunk, and losing my virginity.

I worked in all sorts of places and locations in health. The 
pattern of my life was to move around, learn new things, meet new 
people, but never stay in one place too long. I kept things light and 
breezy, always competent and quietly building on my perfectionist 
proclivities. I also learned some hard lessons in responsibility, loyalty, 
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deceit, power, politics, and life. There were many bullies in hospitals. 
Based on decades of military hierarchy, it was a culture where it was 
easy for bullying and misogyny to be disguised as discipline and 
order. I learned to do things well the first time, to put everyone else’s 
needs ahead of my own, and to keep my head down and stay out of 
the spotlight. I was not a fighter or a rebel; rather, I was a survivor.

More lessons! People in leadership roles can be mean, selfish, and 
wrong. Just because they’re in charge of the ward or the shift or the 
hospital, it doesn’t mean they’re in charge of your life or your career.

But like so many generations of women before me, I was not 
taught that my life belonged to me, that I was worthy of attention, 
that what I thought mattered.

Even when I moved into management—because that’s what you 
did when you were smart—I didn’t believe what I said mattered. My 
opinions were not my own, not really worth listening to most of the 
time. This was at odds with my natural inclination to be creative 
and innovative.

I had a highly analytical and strategic mind; I could see patterns 
and opportunities for improving things. Sometimes people listened, 
sometimes they took my idea as their own, and sometimes I was 
ignored. I learned mostly about the kind of leader I didn’t want to 
be and, occasionally, I worked with the kind of leader I did want to 
be. These leaders, mostly women, were smart, compassionate, and 
capable. They inspired, they instructed, and they involved people in 
their vision. They never expected more of people than they offered 
themselves. They made me feel like I was part of something bigger, 
something important. And they made me believe I had what it took 
to get the job done.

I moved interstate to Tasmania, ostensibly to do an intensive 
care course, but in reality to find myself, my own identity—who 
I was and what I was supposed to do with my life once away from 
the loudness and intensity of my family. I guess I did find myself 
somewhat. The few experiments I made in trying to be different, 
to be more confident, had mixed success. But while I was there, the 
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love of my life found me and enticed me back to Melbourne rather 
than me heading off to Europe solo (as I’d planned).

I stayed in Melbourne and did midwifery instead. Strack and I got 
engaged, found an acre of land an hour out of the city, got married, 
and moved into our semi-complete, mud-brick house. (Warning for 
any owner–builders out there: your house is never done. Even after 
thirty years, we still have bits and pieces unfinished.) The trouble 
with moving in before it’s finished is that you stop seeing what needs 
to be done. And of course, now that it’s thirty years old, there are 
things that need fixing and replacing to add to the list of things that 
never got done in the first place.

But on the plus side, our house is a home, lived in and loved, 
full of happy memories. The flotsam and jetsam of family life lived 
fully litter the hallways and grooves—there’s not much time for 
housekeeping. Let’s face it, mud bricks and exposed, unfinished 
timber make for great cobweb and dust gatherers. It all adds to the 
ambience. And this suits me because I am so not a housekeeper … a 
once-in-a-while neatness is fine by me. There’s comfort in disorder, 
which is different from how I feel at work. At work, all must be in 
order, tidy, a place for everything. Maybe that’s the masculine keeping 
me on the path. At home, I surrender to feminine, spontaneous, 
flowing reality.

I created a strange reality when I started my own business and 
started working from home. I have a corner of the house—it’s an 
open-plan space and, in the beginning, I often struggled to get my 
head into business because I was easily distracted.

Life rearranging itself, something new, never standing still, never 
content, always searching—this is the map of my life. My searching 
began as a child: I had an insatiable curiosity … Why do things 
work? How do they work? I always liked to get in to the nitty gritty, 
right down to the microscopic and quantum level.

Becoming a wife was joyful and wonderful and hard. The joyful 
bit was finding my man with heart who loved me and wanted to 
share his life with me, witnessing through sickness and health, richer 
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and poorer. Mind you, when you’re young, it’s hard to imagine the 
sickness and the poorer bit because it all seems so theoretical.

The hard bit was that, for a while there, I lost my independence 
because this person loved me. I got caught up in the story of being 
in a relationship and forgot that my life belonged to me. I forgot that 
what I think, feel, do, and believe matters. I caught the fairy tale and 
lost some of the independence I had been nurturing. I’d been totally 
independent as I travelled, worked and thought as an individual.

There’s one memory that stands out around that time. I was 
living in East Melbourne and often shopped in Collingwood. I had 
a good radar for trouble and could keep myself safe. Strack and I 
were on our way out somewhere, and I needed to stop and get cash 
from the ATM. I got out on my own and was almost finished when 
Strack got out and stood beside me. As I looked up, a young man of 
dubious character was stumbling past. Strack felt the need to protect 
me. In that moment, I remember feeling cherished. How wonderful 
it was to be protected by this man who loved me.

And almost without realising, I handed over some of my self to 
our relationship. It wasn’t something that Strack asked for; rather, 
it was something I gave. And it took me a long time to realise that 
I needed it back. What I gave was too much of my independence, 
my sense of being whole and complete as just me. I put the centre 
of my being outside my body and into the relationship. Talk about 
separation from the feminine!

This realisation takes nothing from our love and relationship. 
I’ve known this wonderful man since he was sixteen, almost forty 
years, and we’ve been married for more than thirty of those years.

Two years later, baby number one was born. Cassandra Kate. She 
was a delightfully easy child, all blonde and pink. Although I came 
to love her dearly, I didn’t enjoy being a full-time mother at home. I 
was lonely (even introverts need other people sometimes). We needed 
money though, so I went back to part-time work twelve weeks after 
Cassi’s birth. I shared the childcare with Strack.
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Becoming a mother was much harder than I could possibly have 
imagined even though I’d been a midwife for five years. The first 
six weeks was fine because I knew all the things I had to do. What I 
didn’t realise was that you fall in love with your children. Sometimes 
it doesn’t happen immediately—at least it didn’t with me. It took 
a few weeks, and as Cassi became aware of me, started to look into 
my eyes and smile, I found myself sitting with her in my arms for 
hours, just watching her sleep, looking at this amazing creature that 
I had created and nurtured in my body, given life to. She was so 
perfect, so beautiful.

Nothing prepares you for motherhood except motherhood. You 
begin to understand your own mother more, and it’s a time of 
growing up, separating from your own mother.

Being Cassi’s mother was a slow awakening to joy, but it was 
tough, too. I quickly realised I didn’t want to be a stay-at-home 
mother. I wanted adult conversations and had dreams of bigger 
things. I wanted to make my mark on the world, to live a remarkable 
life. Cassi was incredibly bright and beautiful, and she was full of 
life and energy and words. Neither of us enjoyed long stretches of 
days on our own at home. We would search out any excuse to jump 
in the car and go elsewhere.

I really struggled with motherhood and probably had some 
degree of post-natal depression—or it could have just been adjusting 
to a new stage of life. I lived only fifty kilometres out of the city, 
but I may as well have been on the moon. It was a small town with 
only a few first-time mothers around. Cassi was six months older 
than most, and she was way ahead on her growing milestones. Most 
of the mothers were local and had good support networks. I didn’t 
know anyone locally, and my mother lived forty-five minutes away 
and had breast cancer.

I grew up in a world where women were beginning to step 
out from the yoke of paternalism and demand equal rights. I was 
a child of the sixties, so my choice was to rail and rant and push 
against what I saw as the constraints—shackles, if you like—of the 
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traditional motherhood role. It felt like I was drowning in isolation, 
I had to get out. I had to have adult conversations that were about 
things other than babies and houses and husbands.

I’ve always wanted to do things differently, sometimes I’ve been 
able to achieve that, sometimes I’ve buckled under pressure. My life 
in a series of moments is kind of funny when I think about it. And 
the greatest learning I’ve accomplished has occurred when looking 
back, looking within, and being here and now.

I like Fairchild’s quote: “To accept the smallness of your everyday 
life whilst admitting to the magnificence of your being, to open up 
to the divine light that pours through you into a myriad of forms, 
endlessly creating, destroying, creating again – this is your sacred task”. 7

When Cassi was born, life was rosy. Strack and I were a young 
couple with a half-finished house. We were both from working-class 
families. We were doing the usual thing with some individuality 
thrown in for good measure. Basically, however, we were middle-
of-the road folks.

I’d never been a particularly maternal person despite being a 
midwife for twenty years and, luckily for her, my first daughter was 
a perfect child who followed all the rules. With blonde hair, blue 
eyes—the image of her dad—and a bright mind, she reached all her 
milestones early and slipped into our family with little fuss and lots 
of joy. My sheltered, perfect life continued with her arrival. I was 
distantly but clinically aware of such things as disability and imperfect 
children, but these were not things that had crossed my mind.

The lessons I learned about myself and the world that I realised 
then—and that I realise now—mean a lot of different things.

The lessons I learned the most from tended to be the tough ones. 
So even though there was much joy in these years, I’ve included some 
of the challenging lessons here.
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So many rules, so many judgements, so many perceptions, so many 
realities created in childhood and early adulthood.

Lesson: love your kids, give them space, help them learn 
resilience, and give them your presence not your presents. Live the 
life that expresses the very best of who you can be, and show them 
that it’s worth it and can be done.

My unconscious disconnection from the feminine began early 
with being smart; girls aren’t rewarded for being smart. The messages 
were mixed—it’s great that you’re smart, but don’t be too smart 
because you might embarrass a boy somewhere. Girls can be smart 
at feminine things, but girls can’t do science.

Generations of subservience for women. You need to put everybody 
else first. You can dream, but get a real job. But you’ ll only need that 
job until you have babies, then give it all up.

Lesson: girls can do anything they want to do. So can boys. Let 
it go and let people be what they want. Women are saving the world 
because we value love above competing with each other to win. We 
want to be happy and have lives full of joy.

I learned how to fly under the radar. It doesn’t pay to be smart—
don’t shine too brightly because someone will want to put out your light 
or dim it so they can shine brighter or keep everyone else in the dark.

Lesson: you owe it to yourself and the rest of the world to shine 
because you shining brightly gives others permission to do the same 
(thanks, Marianne Williamson). Can you imagine a world in which 
everyone was shining?

Don’t get above your station, stay in your box with your label firmly 
around your neck. Stay in control; don’t express your emotion.
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Lesson: they can only put you in a box if you’re willing to stay 
there. Take the lid off, step out, and move on. Listen to your own 
music and dance down that road.

Adults don’t always do the right thing. Adults can be cruel and 
dumb and make you feel guilt and shame when you don’t deserve such 
emotions. –Also, girls are mean.

Lesson: yep, that’s all true. Get over it, get your act together, and 
show the world you can do better. The best revenge is success. Raise 
your vibrations, learn gratitude and joy, share kindness, and practice 
compassion. Find your inner mean girl and love her even more.

I learned that I hate conflict. I’ve avoided it as much as possible 
because it makes me feel frightened, afraid that I or someone I love will 
be hurt, afraid I won’t be loved. I worry I’ ll end up alone.

Lesson: conflict happens. The best ways to avoid conflict include 
living with love and compassion, getting clarity about your purpose, 
and living lovingly. There will still be conflict, but you will have 
given it your best shot. And the aftermath is that you will let it 
go, you will learn something, and you’ll get over it. You’ll keep on 
breathing. And you won’t be alone. You will have you, and you are 
enough.

You have to pay your dues. You have to work hard for what you want.

Lesson: the pay your dues part is such a crock. If you want access 
to a community, spend time learning, watching, reflecting, and 
progressing. But the work hard part is true, work hard for what you 
want; nobody else is going to do it for you. They’re your dreams, 
and it’s your purpose. Just remember to give yourself some slack 
(self-compassion) every now and again.
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Despite the ups and downs of childhood, I am an optimist. I 
can see the good in almost anything, and I get more optimistic as 
I get older. I’m a futurist, always plotting and strategising, which is 
great for my clients. My greatest personal challenge is to stay in this 
moment, savour the joy and sadness, the love and fear, and the act 
of learning. Don’t let the emotion pass you by, and don’t focus on 
the good stuff exclusively—it’s all there to give us food for thought, 
to help us learn.



21

Chapter 2

The Unaware Years

T wo years later and baby number two was on the way. I could 
see my life unfolding down a traditional path, and I wanted 
to get off that path so badly. I found the routine of my life 

constraining, and I wanted to do things out in the world, remarkable 
things, I could see my dreams drifting further and further away.

Jacqueline Bree slipped quietly into the world on 28 October 
1990. She had a flock of dark hair, and we had no idea what she was 
bringing into our lives by her very existence.

Her birth was easy, but from the beginning, things were not 
perfect. She had a mildly twisted foot and, a few hours after her 
birth, I was bundled into a taxi with her and sent off to get a plaster 
applied to her leg from toes to thigh. When I took her home, she was 
a very sleepy, very floppy baby. To top it all off, she didn’t grow well.

The Road of Trials

Murdock suggests that the road of trials can be seen and felt each 
time we cross a threshold or leave the safety of home and what we 
know to go into the unknown (including going to school, starting 
a new job, or embracing a new relationship). The road allows us to 
discover our strengths and abilities and uncover and overcome our 
weaknesses. It also gives the heroine lots of opportunities to “look at 
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and experience her positive qualities as well as the negative aspects 
of herself that she projects onto others”.1

And then Murdock goes on to explain why the road of trials is 
important. Once on the road and away from home, separated from the 
feminine, the heroine can’t blame anyone else for the outcome of her 
life. Instead, she has to look to herself, look within herself—“Her task is 
to take the sword of her truth, find the sound of her voice, and choose 
the path of her destiny. Thus she will find the treasure of her seeking”.2

With Jacqueline Bree’s arrival, my life left the traditional track—
any track, really. In fact, it was more like an express train leaping 
over the rails in a Bruce Willis movie. I had planted my feet firmly 
on the road of trials, and I was beset by dragons and ogres … lots 
and lots of them. At that stage, I thought I had only just begun; I 
had no idea of the journey ahead and the treasures I would uncover.

Saturday 19th January 1991

Jacqu i, I fina l l y fee l I can begin to put pen to 

paper for you. You wil l be 12 weeks old tomorrow. 

2 days late and aft er 1 false alarm you made 

your way into the world . It was the night Summer 

Daylight Saving commenced so you were born at 

0300 Winter Time and 0400 Summer Time.

I can’t say you haven’t worried us, a lmost from 

the word go. You have a left ta lipes equinovarus 

which was in a plaster cast to e to thigh the day 

after you were born. I think I fe l l in love with 

you that first day. Sitting in the doctor’s waiting 

room youwere so tiny and he lp less and mine. 
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Your face was so s e rene, with on ly 5 milia spots 

over your left cheek . And dark hair! Wonderfu l . 

Ever.ybody kept saying how much like Cassie1 you 

were but a l l I could s ee was this beautifu l petite 

face framed by a crop of dark hair.

When we got home you promptly went to s l eep. 

It has taken you a lmost 12 weeks to wake up again. 

We can’t decide whether it is just you, or if there 

is actua l l y something wrong. We are taking you 

back to s ee the paediatrician on Monday. I’ve shed 

quite a few tears for you a l ready. Anxious mostl y 

about what the future holds for you. You are so 

precious to me and to your Dad.

I guess I fina l l y fee l you may be okay because 

today you’ve given me the most beautifu l smiles. 

At last! You were sitting up in the lit tle Frazer Seat 

watching us do the dishes and get ready for lunch.

You are on the blanket on the floor at the 

moment and starting to get hungry. Lit tle bird 

cries and arms swimming.

An anxious few weeks coming up. Have to s ee 

the paed on Monday then the following week for 

surgery on your foot. The less said and thought the 

bett er. My lit tle babe under the knife. It wil l be 

a hard few days.

1	 Cassi dropped the ‘e’ from her name in 1999 when she switched allegiance 
from favouring even numbers to odd, most journal entries pre-date this 
decision.
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Reading that first entry almost twenty-four years later, I can 
remember the worry, the hope, and the unknowing surrounding Jacqui 
Bree’s birth. We were so naive, so raw. Our parenthood blank slates were 
waiting to be filled with colour and movement. Little did we know that 
those first few (hard) days I wrote about were just the beginning, that 
things were going to get much harder. We would have to find uncharted 
depths and breadths in ourselves, and the road would be years long.

Monday 21st January 1991

12 week check up with the Paed.

Devastation, there may be a prob lem. How do 

we dea l with a maybe? Try not to think too much. 

Mum looks faded and dreadfu l . Dad worn out. So 

we play it down a bit. I fee l like unloading but I 

can’t. Ian ta lks a bit about how he’s coping. We are 

hanging on to each other. The love is there, strong 

and si lent. Cheerfu l too.

When Jacqui Bree missed each growth milestone, we searched 
for answers and help from Western medicine. This was when my 
powerlessness story started to get some real ammunition. I knew the 
health system and worked in the medical patriarchy. I’d been a good 
soldier, done all the right things, paid my dues, taken my medicine. So 
why didn’t they have the answers? Why couldn’t they help? Why did 
I feel like such an outsider? Why did I feel like I’d somehow rocked 
the boat? I made a whole lot of people really uncomfortable with my 
searching for answers other than the one’s they wanted us to believe.

And Jacqui kept us focused on the moment. We began to realise 
how precious each moment was, how each breath or smile was 
precious—not just for her, but for all of us. This is a lesson I keep 
encountering: live this moment fully.
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Saturday 23rd February 1991

Jacqu i, we nearly lost you. It ’s hard to ta lk 

about it but I guess it will get easier with time. We 

got a ca ll to take you to the hospita l on Thursday 

31st Jan 1991. So off we chooff, you & I & Cass. Cassie 

got dropped at Nana’s place for a holiday & you & I 

were admitted for a routine operation. One night 

in hospita l, possib ly two! Your Dad & I handed 

you over to the anaesthetist about 9 o’clock . We 

went back to the ward to wait. We received a ca ll 

at 1030 that basica l l y said they had troub le 

after the operation with your breathing. They 

had to reinsert the endotrachea l tube because you 

wouldn’t breathe on your own.

By the time the anaesthetist came and got 

us we were nearl y demented thinking we were 

going to lose you. But you were okay. So we came to 

Recovery & saw

you, so tiny, with one arm splinted with an I.V. an 

enormous plaster on your left leg. The operation 

had gone well . Then you stopped breathing again. 

They asked us to go out. Your Dad grabbed my hand 

& said “What did you have to do that for Jacq?” A 

few minutes later we went back in & you were okay. 

For the next 2½ hours you were basica l ly out cold. 

We tried to wake you up a few times with no success.
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Then while only I was sitting with you, you 

stopped breathing again & your heart started to slow 

down. I screamed for help & a nurse came running. 

Luckily another anaesthetist had just come out & 

started ventilating you. You also needed adrenaline. 

He said “You don’t want to get any closer than that!” I 

don’t even know his name but I’ll never forget him. 

The sight of my darling daughter going blue and 

apnoeic in front of me is an image I’ll find hard to 

forget.

If I hadn’t b een there you would in a l l 

probability be dead. It ’s as plain as that. If I do 

nothing else in my life, hopeful ly you’l l be gratefu l 

to me for this . I sti l l have a kind of numbness 

around my heart when I think of those moments. 

Someone is watching you. You spent the next 18 

hours in ICU with a naloxone infusion. Not much 

fun. Then back to 3W where you proceeded to go 

dusky on me again. Mucous was obstructing your 

airways, but you were stil l very s l eepy. Another 

dose of Narcain & you s lept for another 4 hours.

Fina l l y, at 4 o’clock Saturday afternoon, you 

woke for a feed and were a lmost your normal self.

The experience doesn’t s eem to have done you 

any harm. We saw the orthopod yesterday & got good 

news. Your plaster will come off in 2-3 weeks for 

good. Then you’l l be ab le to have baths with Cassie.
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We stil l have to get your eyes checked on 8th 

March. I’m happy that you’re developing better & 

catching up a bit. You look around much more & 

seem to be aware of your surroundings. When you 

are on the floor you are rocking side to side to try & 

get things and you are looking further afield. Your 

smiles are getting very cheeky and sometimes you 

cry until you are picked up then you smile & 

carry on. Very bold! But very, very precious. Also, 

your hair is growing. It ’s starting to get f luffy.

In my world, children don’t have brushes with death; that’s for 
adults, the elderly, the infirm, and the fearless. Children are loved, 
and they grow and play and learn and fill the world with imaginative 
ideas. But life is not a storybook; it doesn’t always go to plan.

Every moment we had Jacqui taught us to treasure what we had, 
the real things in our hands. Take joy in the small things. When the 
changes are so small, you have to watch closely or you’ll miss it. Be there.

Tuesday 23rd April 1991

Your first tooth appeared today, bottom left 

front. Another big day tomorrow Jacqui . A visit to 

the neurologist. He is going to suggest we give you an 

MRI scan of your brain which requires a 45 minute 

anaesthetic. Naturally we are re luctant, unless he 

can convince us it will be able to do something 

positive for you. We don’t want to put you through
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unnecessary risks. You are improving we l l with 

physiotherapy. I stil l think you are a very solemn 

sou l .

Sometimes, downright grouchy, especia l l y 

first thing in the morning it is impossib le to get 

a smile. Al l you want is food, right then & there. 

Even after 1 side it ’s sti l l hard to get a smile.

After lunch you’re better. You start to brighten 

up and get active & happy. You are starting to 

get to your toys too. Cookie & Big Bird get a bit of 

a bashing. You have also started to give yourself 

squeezes. Eyes shut, face screwed up, hands & legs 

tucked up, very cute.

Solids are going we l l, when you’re awake 

enough to eat them. I’m trying to get you to have 

extra drinks as your bowels are a bit slow but 

most days it ’s pretty difficu l t. By the time you’ve 

had milk & a play you’re ready to s l eep again.

We are counting down the weeks ti l l your 

Dad is finished at work . I hope I can stil l manage 

to feed you. You are stil l such a precious lit tle 

bundle, I’m sure it he lps you to be steady after 

you’ve had a feed . Jacqu i Bree I love you dearl y, 

even if you give most of your smiles to your Dad.

Your hair is growing and sticks up a bit on 

top. It ’s staying dark which is wonderfu l . I have to 

have someone look like me. Sorry it has to be you. 



B r e a t h i n g  Wh i l e  Dr o w n i n g

2 9

I wonder how much of you and Cassie wil l be 

recognisab le as me & how much as your Dad.

Cassie s eems to be a dynamo with her own 

persona lity way out in front. But gorgeous.

We found out later that the squeezes Jacqui was giving herself 
were epileptic seizures.

We spent a lot of time with doctors and in hospitals as inpatients 
and outpatients. All they wanted to do was put Jacqui Bree in a box, 
find a label, and give her drugs. Several of them told us to go home 
and let her die. All we wanted to do was the complete opposite: 
find answers and help her live. The Grow Foundation expresses it 
beautifully: “The only thing worse than being told that your child 
has a disability is being told that nothing can be done”.3

The realisation gradually dawned on us: if we didn’t do anything, 
the world was prepared to let Jacqui die with a life unrealised. We did 
not let that happen. We became parents of a child with a disability 
and adjusted our present and our future to match. I had to become 
a warrior, fighting for Jacqui’s right to a life lived fully. I had to leave 
any soft, feminine mothering to someone else.

And all through this, I maintained my optimism—if we just did 
certain things, everything would be better; if Jacqui just managed 
one particular thing, everything would be better. I learned resilience.

I felt badly let down, and I’d learned that Western medicine, 
my Western medicine, did not have all the answers. The arrogance 
of the system was that they were right, I was wrong; they were big, 
I was small. They thought I should accept my lot and stay out of 
the way—I was embarrassing, an anomaly. I was not one of the club 
and didn’t belong. I wasn’t enough. I’d done something wrong and 
made an imperfect child. I tucked that away because there was no 
time to look at that. This beautiful and perfectly imperfect child I 
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loved and wanted so much more for. I was prepared to fight for her 
right to live, to fight more for her than for myself.

We started a programme of physiotherapy and speech therapy, 
which meant lots of trips to the city for the whole crew.

Thursday 30th May 1991

Jacqu i, I think the pressure & pace are starting 

to get to your Dad & I. Even though we try to be 

positive and encouraging it ’s hard to maintain. 

Your progress s eems to have slowed a bit at the 

moment, though I can stil l s ee improvement every 

day. You can now look at me for 2 or 3 seconds 

before your eyes f lick away. You are beginning 

to hold your head under control a bit more also. 

But you are stil l a “night owl”. 1 o’clock yesterday 

morning. I had worked til l 11 and when I got home 

you were supposed to be in bed as leep. No way, 

bright-eyed and bushy-tailed! I hate to let you 

cry at that stage because you are so a lert & happy. 

I wish you would be like that in the morning. You 

are a different person grouchy & antisocia l .

You get bored if we try too many exercises or 

use the same toys too much. We have to start giving 

you some weight through your arms & legs now 

in an effort to work towards sitting Unfortunate l y 

the current physio is leaving in a month to have 

a baby, so I hope we get a nice one to replace 

her. We’ve also s een a speech therapist who has
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given us a few things to do to encourage your “pre-

communication skills”.

Your day is so full, between exercises, nappy 

changes, milk drinks, solids 3X and sleep, there 

is not much time for playing, for neither you or 

I. Nana is still very sick, she held you in her arms 

today, singing her tuneless song in her flat Patton 

voice, you loved it, giving her smiles and cuddling 

in. I wonder if she was thinking whether or not 

she would see you grow up? You were responding to 

her beautifully, smiling all through your banana 

yoghurt dessert!

We have to keep giving you as much time as 

we can. These early years are so important. We will 

never get the chance again to he lp you start out 

right. I think of you a lot, even if you’re asleep. I 

wonder what you’ll do next & what next year or 

two will hold.

It will be much easier when your Dad is home. 

I get so lone ly some days, even though I have you & 

Cassie, I often yearn for an adult to ta lk to & discuss 

things with. I want to spend every minute with 

you, yet after a couple of days at home I’m nearly 

demented. You just can’t win!

My own mother, who would have been a great source of love 
and support, was dying of a particularly aggressive form of breast 
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cancer when Jacqui was born. The cancer was a result of being 
given hormone treatments following a hysterectomy. Bloody Western 
medicine.

Although Mum knew Jacqui had something happening, it was 
all she could do to keep herself going. She told me Jacqui was a gift, 
a blessing from God, and that I’d have to be strong for everyone. I 
couldn’t see how Mum’s merciful God would give an innocent child 
so much to bear. What had Jacqui done to deserve this? Why pick 
me? What had I done? What had Strack and I done to deserve this? 
Mum was a beautiful, generous, and loving soul—what had she done 
to deserve cancer?

I felt so alone. I’d failed at motherhood and couldn’t talk about 
it to anyone. I didn’t know how to express my horror and loneliness; 
friends didn’t know how to approach the subject. Some tried to skirt 
around it, but it was like a raw wound; all I wanted was the scab to 
stay on and my life to go back to being predictable. I wanted to be 
normal, to belong.

I continued to pour out my thoughts and feelings onto the 
pages of my journals, finding a willing and sympathetic ear in 
myself. This is a practice that has helped me for years, but it has its 
shortcomings. Too much writing about emotion to myself and not 
enough experiencing and sharing openly left me a bit barren on the 
emotional side, a bit of a novice when it came to being whole. In 
later years, I tended to shy away from people who expressed their 
emotions readily and easily. It took me years of work to get the lid off 
and learn to leave it off. In the meantime, it was all I could do not 
to scald everyone in the immediate vicinity when I let off emotional 
steam.
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Wednesday 10th July 1991

Jacqu i, your Dad and I are gradua l l y coming 

to t erms with your prob lems. They aren’t going 

away and may be with you forever. We wil l do 

everything in our power to he lp you reach your 

greatest potentia l .

This is one of the first times I wrote this, and I kept writing it 
over and over again. My baby girl was almost nine months old.

This is where my passion and purpose come from for my second 
life, my reincarnated career. I help people open the door to their 
potential, to live the life that expresses the very best of who they can 
be. I start where they are and go for progress, not perfection.

You are getting stronger by the day but your 

head is still too heavy sometimes. You can’t hold on 

to your toys yet, but you can give them a good bash. 

They are getting more & more controlled movement. 

The new physio is so-so at the moment. I hope she 

improves quickly. Your time is so precious. Your Dad 

& I took you shopping the other day & you decided 

to laugh. It made me cry, it was so wonderful to hear 

the joyful sound coming from you.

Your Dad hadn’t heard you laugh for months 

so he was rapt.

When Jacqui laughed, we all stopped because it was so precious. 
Our faces would crack, and overwhelming joy would burst from 
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every pore. Life would be worth living again. It would give us hope. 
Surely, we thought, if she is capable of such joy, she is capable of anything.

He has finished work now & is home fu l l time. 

I’m stil l not sure how he is going to manage. I think 

he’l l be physica l l y more organised than I am but 

emotiona l l y it ’s going to be a strain, especia l l y 

with you. I think he may find the rea lities of your 

condition hard to cope with, as I do myself.

We are going to try a playgroup for children 

with “special needs”. I hate it when you get called a 

“special” baby. Both my girls are very special to me, 

but “special” in that it implies “abnormal”. You 

may still be able to catch up physically to your peers.

We’l l have to go & s ee the neurologist soon 

for a check-up. I’m not happy with a couple of 

things. One is your startle ref lex, which persists 

& sometimes s eems to happen for no reason, it ’s 

a lmost like a l l your musc les spasm & your head 

turns to one side. You s eem to smile aft er you’ve 

done it and don’t s eem to lose consciousness . It is 

becoming more definite though. I’l l have to start 

counting & try & observe when & why you do it.

The other point to note is when you seem to shut 

down for a few seconds. Eyes half closed, staring at 

nothing, lying stil l . It ’s probab ly just that you’re 

ti red & need 40 winks. I know I’m starting to sound 

paranoid. I worry about you so much.
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Both of these movements were epileptic seizures. I had a right 
to worry.

You are not going to remember your Nana, my 

Mum. She is dying a slow & painful death from breast 

cancer at the moment. It’s hard to look at her & not 

cry. Her hair has fallen out, her face is gaunt with no 

light or life due to large doses of morphine for pain.

She was a lways such an active happy person, 

it ’s crue l to s ee her like this. She is in hospita l at 

present while they try to kil l the pain without 

kil ling her with nausea & vomiting. I’m beginning 

to wish she’d die quickly & not suffer any more. 

Even if this chemotherapy holds off the inevitab le, 

what sort of days & nights will she have?

She asked me the other day to discuss with Mary 

& Imelda which of her rings we would like. I think 

she’s becoming a bit frightened that the end is near.

I am going to miss her so much. There is so much 

I want to say. She has a lways been such a loving & 

giving person it doesn’t s eem fair that she is not 

going to enjoy her old age watching children & 

grandchildren growing up.

If I could be half the mother & friend she has 

been, I’d be happy.

I was about to enter the long, dark night of becoming a 
motherless daughter.
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You have a new tooth, left front top & right 

front top looming down soon.

I hope you didn’t stay up too late last night & 

run your Dad ragged. You get such a cheeky grin on 

your face when you are awake late, I swear you know 

it’s nearly midnight. You chewed your first biscuit 

yesterday & had a drink from a cup too. Big day!

I was not paranoid, just an observant and intuitive mother who 
loved her daughter. I got so used to watching her, watching over her.

I chose to go back to a full-time job. Ian chose to stay home with 
our girls. That was a tough gig for a bloke in those days—especially 
given our home in a small country town with few babies. He did and 
still does an amazing job parenting our beautiful offspring.

Our life was an emotional roller coaster. The highs were so high 
but so brief, and the lows were so low and so long.

Wednesday 24th July 1991

Another emotional day. You had an E.E.G. today 

to check whether you are having seizures. I don’t 

think you are, but at least it will be one thing 

ruled out.

Your Dad has put a l l your photos in an a lbum 

and a multi-frame. There was a cute one of you a few 

days old “whistling”. I’d a lmost forgotten that you 

did that. A cute lit tle rosebud mouth, pursed like 

a cat’s behind. Ian says the physio is improving, it 

sounds like she’s a bit more interested this week . 
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You haven’t done enough physio this week though. 

You seemed to be forever in the car. We’l l just have 

to make time for you. If only we could squeeze more 

hours into the day. You and Cassie have both have 

colds this week as has your Dad. I’ve just started it. 

Runny nose, aching head!

I don’t think I rea lised how much I would miss 

my girls when I went back to work. I worked a late 

then early & couldn’t be lieve how much you had 

grown & matured in that time. I just want to hug 

both of you as soon as I s ee you. Cassie is getting a 

big girl now, 3 years old!

She goes to kinder at c rèche on Tuesday 

mornings. She s eems to love it. As for you, you s eem 

to love her when she’s around.

She is trying to give me a hard time again, 

we’ve had to st ep up the discipline. I’m sure if she 

wasn’t so cute it would be easier.

Jacqui, it’s hard to figure. Why? What happened 

along the way? Sometimes you seem to be doing 

things rea lly well and sometimes it is so hard for 

you. Then you show me your beautiful smile & it’s 

okay. Cassie te lls me you are saying Mum! I’d like 

to be lieve it.

I can’t wait for the day you can give me a cuddle 

& say “I love you Mum”. For the moment I’l l just 

give you cuddles and kisses. I love you very much.
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I never had that moment.
Now, working a full-time job seems like something I’ve always 

done. I mostly forget the guilt of wanting to work and having Ian 
be the primary caregiver. Still, I can recall the startled looks, the 
insincere comments about working mothers. I felt like I was not 
good enough. What was wrong with me that I needed and wanted 
to be out in the world more than I wanted to be home with my 
daughters all the time?

I was a better mother when I was working. Ian is a brilliant 
parent and, together, we’re what they got, what they chose. We did 
our best, the best we knew how to do at the time. And it gave us a 
different perspective on our own parents. They all did the best job 
they could.

Wednesday 7th August 1991

Well Jacqu i, how do I fee l? I think I’ve got over 

the shock & despair & am now ready to move on. 

Thursday 25th of Ju ly we received the ca l l from 

the neurologist. You have myoclonic epilepsy. 

We went straight down to s ee him the next day. 

He said you showed on the EEG a lmost constant 

epileptic activity. You started on medication that 

night. We’ve slowly increased it with not much 

success at present. Following some reading we 

think you have severa l types of s e izures .

I hear Jacqui’s diagnosis and, thirteen days later, I’m ready to 
move on! I think it was more like move forward, but at the time, it 
was easier to shove all the feelings of helplessness down and plan for 
action, lots of action.
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Wednesday 14th August 1991

Jacqui, sorry for the disjointed memories. I’m 

sitting by Mum’s bed at the hospital. She is dying. 

Slowly, often painfully. Cancer has eaten away at her 

over the last 12 months. It began as breast cancer and 

despite chemotherapy & radiotherapy has progressed 

quickly. She is on very high doses of clonazepam and 

chlorpromazine. Despite all of that she still calls 

out sometimes. Finally, after a couple of hours of 

discomfort she seems more relaxed, her breathing is 

easier and the frown is gone from her face.

My head is pounding with tension. Yet it is 

insignificant to the pain she must be feeling. We carry 

on, almost normally, eating, sleeping and talking, all 

the while hoping that each breath is her last.

And so to you my darling. Your medication 

doesn’t s eem to be he lping very much. We’ve got two 

increases to go before we’l l have to try something 

else. I hardly s ee you at a l l these days. I miss you 

heaps. Between sitting with Mum and working 

there isn’t much time left. It ’s mostl y up to your 

Dad to he lp you and feed you and play with you. 

Both you and Cassie are miss ing out on a lot at the 

moment. We are staying at Nana’s house and you 

both rea lise that it ’s just not home.

Each time I hold you and ta lk to you it takes so 

long to esta b lish that bridge of communication.
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I haven’t s een you smile for so long. The 

medication you are on is quite sedating. You are 

as leep even more than you were before. Just aft er 

we started you on medication you had a beautifu l 

episode of laughing. It was absolute l y de lightfu l . 

I was holding you and then cuddling you close 

& tickling you under the arm. It s eemed to go on 

for ages, the sound of it brought tears to my eyes 

and your Dad’s . You had another couple of short 

laughing times that week . 3 laughs in 1 week 

instead of 1 laugh every 3 weeks. It was amazing!!

You’ve had a CT scan on your brain which 

shows that the ventric les are enlarged. This means 

that there was some interference with the brain’s 

development at some stage during the pregnancy. 

They don’t have any pointers to say exactly when. 

I wish I knew. Not that it ’s going to he lp you, or me 

for that matter. We have to put that behind us 

and go on.

That guilt meter just keeps adding up, and I learned to put that 
deep down and keep it away, mostly. There is no time when every 
precious moment of your child’s life entails you doing something 
for her. Every moment you waste on unnecessary, self-indulgent 
emotions is a moment you could be doing something for her. So get 
busy and get on with it!
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There is sti l l no firm prediction or even a 

faint one about what your future wil l hold . The 

books we were given to read s eem a bit depress ing. 

So many facts & figures, so few faces behind them.

By those accounts you have on ly a 30% chance 

of being physica l l y & menta l l y normal . That’s if 

you on ly have epilepsy. We know you have more 

than that a l ready.

Can you imagine the fear that set tled into my 

heart when I read that? And yet I am hopefu l . Look 

at what you have achieved to now, despite your 

prob lems. Who knows what you may achieve if we 

get the se izures under control?

I see in your eyes, a knowing look, a little smirk 

on your lips as if you understand when we talk to you. 

You look for your Dad or I when we talk to you. And 

Cassie. She always gets a bit of recognition. Sometimes 

it’s an exasperated sigh but you know it’s her.

You haven’t had enough time of late to enjoy 

yourself so it ’s no wonder I haven’t s eem you smile.

The medication makes you produce more sa liva 

and you sound like you need to cough to c lear your 

throat a l l the time.

Each time I see a shooting star or any lucky 

omen it’s you I think of. I wish you a “good life”. 

Maybe I should wish a “happy life”. But good seems to 

embody the soul as well as the physical being. Maybe 

I should make the wish “fantastic”or “remarkable”
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or “wonderfu l; or “great”. I just want you to be 

happy and to have every opportunity to reach as 

high as you are ab le.

To be honest I stil l have many times when I ask 

“why”? I look at family & friends with children 

and fee l jealous. Jealous that their children don’t 

have your prob lems that they can laugh and play 

and move as they wish. They can return their 

parents love with obvious affection. I guess it ’s 

something that wil l fade a bit in time, or become 

less painfu l .

Is it wrong to have wished for normal? To have wished for her to 
be other than what she was? Where is the natural order of surrender 
and ambition? This is something I’ve always struggled with. If we’re 
meant to surrender to a higher power, there is no choice in our lives 
because everything is already decided for us. I can’t see that. I believe 
I have the power to change my life, to make different choices, to 
experience things differently.

I struggled with the word surrender for a long time. I have 
such a problem with that word. Every bloody thing you read about 
feminine power talks about surrender. It’s such a male word—it 
refers to war and giving up control and being a victim, all of which 
are male concepts. Give up everything and subjugate yourself to the 
rules and wishes of some bloke who thinks he should rule the world.

And the same goes for spiritual surrender. I’m not a devotee of 
organised religion. No thanks—rules and mostly men in control 
again  … and not many with a great track record of doing only 
good in the world or looking after the best interests of their female 
communities.
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Surrender, in spiritual terms, means to give up your will, 
thoughts, ideas, and deeds to the will and teachings of a higher 
power. Surrender is a wilful acceptance and yielding to a dominating 
force and its will.

Why would I do that? I’ve worked hard to get where I am, to 
have control of my life, my beliefs, my experience. Why would I 
hand that over to someone else? What if the higher power is myself?

Wednesday 4th September 1991

My Mum died fina l l y around mid-day 15th 

August 1991. Dad & I had spent the previous night 

with her, she was quite peacefu l . Mary & Imelda 

were with her when she died . My overwhe lming 

emotion has been re lief. She was suffering so much, 

yet she was so strong & held on to life for so long.

We are a ll very sad. The funera l service was 

beautiful . There were so many people there. Your 

Dad & I bought a beautiful wreath of native flowers 

to leave by her grave.

My mum died not long after we got an initial diagnosis that, 
among other things, Jacqui had athetoid cerebral palsy and myoclonic 
epilepsy. I was mourning the loss of two lives: my darling mum and 
my daughter’s perfect life.
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Saturday 7th September 1991

Nana Brethie decided to have a l l the 

grandchildren carry a white rosebud down the 

ais le of the church and put them on the coffin. It 

was beautifu l . There was one for each grandchild 

& one for herself, 12 in a l l . That broke me up. I had 

been okay til l then. The party back at the house 

was pretty torrid going too. I guess that’s the worst 

gone although there are some sad times ahead.

I miss her heaps. I go to ring her up and tell her 

something that you girls have done & I have to stop myself.

I don’t fee l I have anyone I can chat to about you & 

how I fee l . You had another EEG last Tuesday which 

showed no improvement since the medication, 

so, thank goodness, you are off it. You’ve started on 

prednisolone ora l l y, a 4 week tria l .

You have to s ee the genera l paediatrician every 

week to have your blood pressure checked. But the 

most amazing thing is that we have our baby back.

Smiling, eyes open & de lightfu l . Your eyes are 

steadier too. They don’t shake as much as they did 

before the Rivotril . You are like a new person. You 

watch everything & get rea l l y excited .

Last night I gave you a fright by accident and 

your reaction was gorgeous. Your eyes wide at first 

then a big trembling bottom lip & then your eyes 

started to fi l l with tears . I know it sounds crazy but 

it was great to s ee that reaction.
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Life became about small things—things I had taken for granted 
with the gorgeous and gifted Cassi Kate. And the taking for granted 
started to feel like a punishment, but Jacqui was the one who suffered 
the punishment, not me. I just had a head full of recriminations and 
a heart full of anguish and hope. I had been so unconscious, so 
blithely arrogant about my life and my right to perfection, to normal. 
I had belonged, but now I didn’t. I was different, I was remarkable—
be careful what you wish for!

Sunday 15th September 1991

Jacqu i, a good day. Last night you had a big 

pooh! Today you spent nearl y the whole time 

awake. You’ve been fee ling grouchy because you’re 

constipated . But today, a l l smiles & a few giggles . 

Kicking, waving and ye l ling. Genera l l y having 

a good time. You were actua l l y enjoying yourself, 

responding to playing. No. 5 tooth is on the way.

The cycle of Jacqui’s moods and well-being followed how much 
shit she was holding on to. It was a mirror of life. It’s like there’s a 
crap filter over everything, and if you’re holding on to too much shit, 
you can’t see the joy in anything, let alone do something brilliant. 
So let go of the shit and live in the sunshine.
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Wednesday 18th September 1991

No poo since Saturday! We keep pouring stuff in 

but nothing comes out. You are stil l eating but I 

wonder when you are going to clog up complete l y. 

We’l l give The paed a ca l l this morning & s ee what 

the story is . Good news, no se izures for a week! 

Amazing and wonderfu l .

You have a lot more awake time now. It makes 

me even more re luctant to leave you, even to play 

with Cassie, than ever. Cassie s eems to miss out a 

fair bit. She is learning to compromise a fair bit.

The mental, emotional, and physical roller coaster continues. 
I’m watching every moment, every in and out. I’m understanding 
the processes and how everything is connected. No wonder I make 
a great project and change managers. I sense things before they 
happen; I am a great watcher and listener—skills honed in the fiery 
crucible of Jacqui’s life.

And then, sometimes, there was joy.

Wednesday 2nd October 1991

Well Jacq, LAUGHTER!!!

Once last week & then on Sunday 30th, more 

laughs than we’ve ever had put together. You were 

so happy & responsive. Cassie & I rushed over to 

where you were with your Dad. We couldn’t he lp
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a l l laughing with you. It was a wonderfu l morning. 

In the aft ernoon you clogged up and n eeded an 

enema but the joy of the morning is sti l l with me.

Prior to the laugh last week, it was 2 months 

since we’d had a chuckle. It ’s been a long 2 months. 

At the moment you seem to be coming out of the dark. 

Apart from a couple of mild seizures you’ve been free 

of them for about 3 weeks. The only thing to put a 

damper on this is that your head isn’t growing. It ’s 

been measured the same for a couple of months now. 

I hope that now you are more a lert & active that this 

will stimulate the brain to grow and your head.

I guess your Dad & I are fee ling the strain a bit 

at the moment. I haven’t got anyone to let off steam 

at so he gets a l l the flack . He is trying to work out 

his changed role and finish the house and care for 

you and Cassie. It ’s not easy.

I had a beautiful card from Jenny last Saturday, 

no Monday. She is trying to be a support to us a ll, 

which is great. It ’s hard to unburden myself to her 

though, especia l ly with Sophie. How can I te l l her 

about the pain I carry in my heart for you when every 

time I s ee Sophie it hurts a little more deeply? There 

were so many babies born near your time that I’m 

getting constantly bombarded with reminders that 

that could have been you or I. You would probab ly 

be walking by now, certainly saying “Mama”!

Jacqui, it’s not that I wish we didn’t have you, it’s 

just that I wish for more for you, and Cassie & your Dad.
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I made a query about home he lp from the 

council today. It wasn’t easy but life is becoming 

increasingly difficu l t. We aren’t even managing 

the bare necessities any more, let alone a l l your 

care. We must persist though.

Your arms are making big progress . Rather than 

remain flopped by your side they are more often 

bent at the e lbows, hands on your tummy, grasping 

& clasping.

Your eyes, although stil l difficul t to control are 

much steadier. They no longer quiver when you’re 

trying to look at something.

We’ve got you in the high chair for meals with 

some support from the hospita l orthotics dept. You 

look so cute sitting in there. You are ab le to hold 

your head quite we l l while you’re there.

I hope you didn’t keep your Dad up too late last 

night. When I left for work you were pretty happy 

& bright, having just had an enormous resu l t from 

your enema.

What does your future hold? You are getting 

heavier & harder to hold at the moment. I hope the 

early intervention group can be he lpful . I want you 

to walk & ta lk and be happy. I don’t know if it will 

come or not. I hope so. I’l l try to do everything in my 

power to achieve that for you. I just hope I don’t lose 

your Dad & Cassie in the process. Love you Jacqui .
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How much did I push people away because I didn’t know how 
to share what I was feeling? How hard did I try? Many of my friends 
dropped off the radar. They, as well as I, found the reality of Jacqui 
too hard to share. But new friends came too—great friends with 
enormous hearts and unending patience.

How many years did I push down how I felt as well as any sense 
of fear or panic? My role was to get out there and make it happen 
for my family no matter what. And I did. How else could I go back 
to work as a midwife only two weeks after Jacqui died? Back to 
the birthing suite to help a family bring their own child into the 
world; my world of pain, their world of joy. Many people called 
me courageous, but what else could I do? The choice was made: do 
everything in your power to get Jacqui well and to let Cassi know 
she is loved just as much.

I put Jacqui first, I put myself last. I wished it and lived it with 
all my might. I still put myself last unless I consciously think about 
it. And that’s okay. I’m a kind and generous person, that’s who I am.

I ran into strife when my dreams were just dreams. There came 
a point when I knew it was time to make the thought words and the 
words action and the action reality. I owed it to myself.

Even now, I put a lid on my feelings. I’m slowly learning to share 
my vulnerabilities. Reading Brené Brown’s book, Daring Greatly: 
How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, 
Parent and Lead, was an inspiration.4

One of the biggest aha moments was that I wasn’t the only one 
to switch immediately from moments of incredible joy to moments 
of sheer terror about it all crashing down. And it was steeped in 
I-don’t-deserve-this nonsense.

Now I practice feeling. When emotions come up, any emotions, 
I tend to and still do move past them quickly. Now I try to let them 
be and observe them without judgement or analysis. I think, That’s 
interesting, and then I let them go.

There is a physiological phenomenon of six seconds that emotions 
produce in our body. After that, it’s all pretty much in your head. 
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It’s been termed the amygdala hijack because that’s the place in your 
brain where it all happens. Luckily for us humans, we can rewire 
the response. Taking one long, slow, deep breath will get you past 
the six seconds, and the chemicals will dissipate. For emotions that 
you want less of, think about what triggered the emotion and set a 
goal to respond differently next time. Your amygdala learns from 
experience, so you can change the way you respond.

For emotions that you want more of, take your long, slow, deep 
breath and, at the same time, feel where that emotion is in your body 
and sit with it. Let it be, enjoy it, and remember it so you can call it 
up whenever and wherever you need it.

Starting up Women Who Care5 and saying out loud how Jacqui’s 
life and death was so much a part of mine was a big step for me. 
Sometimes, I can express it with barely a hiccup, and sometimes my 
voice cracks and the tears come. Either way, it’s okay. I am who I am, 
the sum total of all of me up to this point. This is now.

The separation from the feminine continues here. I had to protect 
and provide for my family—not my physiological role. So I shut down 
the mother, shut down the softness and vulnerability, and began 
chasing the masculine version of success and happiness quite seriously. 
I got suckered like so many people, men and women. There is no one 
version of success—it means different things to different people.

My version is joyful. That’s it: bring the joy; be the joy. I am joy.

Monday 28th October 1991

Jacqui, my beautiful baby girl, you are 1 today. 

It’s just past midnight and you are sound asleep in 

your cot. You had only 1 false start last night. Just 

after you’d gone to bed you grizzled to get picked up. 

Two burps later you were happy to get put back to bed.
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I’ve spent the last hour or so crying. Crying for you 

and for Cassie and for your Dad & I. How can I describe 

the pain that I feel inside? Every time I look at you or 

at Cassie, the knife twists a little deeper. Cassie has so 

much, and I wouldn’t wish anything less for her. She 

is so active at present and bright and inquisitive 

and like a sponge soaking up facts and activities as 

quickly as you can think of them. On the other hand, 

a high point in your day might be that you managed 

to have a poo by yourself. No, that’s not true.

You smile and give us laughs sometimes, a l l our 

faces have smiles so big we fee l they will crack. Your 

laugh is so infectious, so unique and wonderfu l .

Jenny came up Sophie today. She is trying so 

hard to be a friend to a l l of us.

I was holding you in your usual state, floppy and 

half asleep. Cassie was playing with Sophie who was 

smiling and “looking” and laughing at her. Cassie’s 

face was full of wonder and delight. I wanted to curl up 

and die. Why should you have epilepsy? Why should 

Cassie not have a little sister with no problems? It’s 

not until we see other little babies that we realise 

how much behind you are in your development.

I guess with your birthday it brought it close 

to home.

On her first birthday Cassie was wa lking, no - 

running around at Mum’s. Eating cake & playing 

with the other kids. She bare ly had time to stop and 

say “hi” to boring old Mum.
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We had her party at Mum’s because our carpet 

was a l l up getting blow dried as it had been flooded.

Jacq, we’re weaning you off the prednisolone at 

the moment. Your Dad & I wonder if you had the 

se izures return today or whether it was to do with 

your big poo that you did a l l by yourself. We’l l s ee 

tomorrow.

You are no longer being breastfed . I didn’t have 

enough to feed you what you needed. You would 

stil l suck although somewhat re luctantl y. So now 

it ’s a big drink of cow’s milk . That was a tough 

decision to make. Your Dad he lped me make up 

my mind. I don’t think men understand how that 

churns your emotions up.

While you’re feeding you’re tota l l y dependent 

on me. I nourish you and nurture you. Anyone can 

give you the bottle. However, I prefer if it ’s me or 

your Dad.

I’d bett er go. Cassie wil l be up in a few hours.

See you next time my love. Have a magnificent 

birthday.

Love Mum XXXOOOXXX

Milestones were always hard; I could convince myself that 
things were progressing until the milestone showed that that wasn’t 
really true. But milestones are what you pin your hopes on; they are 
something to strive for, to work towards. To capture the sense of 
overwhelm and give it a container, a shape, a path to follow.
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Wednesday 11th December 1991

Jacqu i, I don’t know who is the hardest to write 

to, you or your sist er. Anyway I’l l start with you. 

Have you done anything cute of late? We l l as 

we’ve just been down to the beach I can relate the 

sc reaming and ye l ling that went on when your 

Dad tried to introduce you to the ocean. You left us 

in no doubt that you thought it was cold and you 

didn’t like it. It was your first trip to the beach.

We took Dad’s (Grandad’s) caravan and him away 

to Lorne for a few days. It was a hectic but good 

break . Mind you the washing machine has broken 

down again which makes it a bit of a hass le.

Anyway, as I was getting around to saying. On the 

way home from the beach you decided you were going 

to hit your rattle that was stuck in the window beside 

you. You spent a good hour perfecting the motion. It was 

deliberate and delightful. You are getting stronger with 

your movements all the time. Your head is steadier and 

eyes are looking better. You still love to watch Cassie, 

although she is pretty hard to keep up with.

You have started swimming at South Gisborne. 

So far you have really enjoyed it. You do these little 

dolphin kicks that are pretty amazing. Your togs are 

very small but you still need to grow a bit to fit them.

Life s eems to have taken on a bit more meaning 

for you at the moment. You smile more often and 

s eem to be s eeing what goes on around you more.
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I have to admit I’m a bit jealous though. You 

s eem to save a l l the best smiles for your Dad. When 

you hear his voice, even if I’m holding you, you 

start looking for him, a big grin on your face, eyes 

wide & searching. It is something that should be 

reserved for mothers . I s’pose it ’s something I gave 

up when I wanted to return to work fu l l time.

Okay, let’s see if I can beat myself up a little more. Poor me—
ugh! Pile on the guilt. No wonder my back is bent and my shoulders 
stooped; I’ve been carrying this crap around for decades. It makes 
me cringe reading it, and then I remember how it felt, and all I feel 
is compassion for the younger me, learning this lesson for us.

It is good for your Dad though. I worry about 

how he is managing. Being a househusband is not 

an easy job. There aren’t enough of them around to 

make it relaxed and supportive.

And yet, he copes with it a l l in his own specia l 

way. Some days I don’t know how he puts up with 

me. I can be so grouchy and horrib le. He s eems to 

take it in his stride. He knows when to ignore me 

and when to be patient or gentle.

He is really good with you, a lways patient, a lways 

tolerant. I worry about Cassie though. She tends to get 

short shrift a lot of the time. She is at a frustrating age 

at present. Just trying us out. And trying to get our 

attention especially when we’re working with you.
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It ’s 4 o’clock . My worst time at night. Mind you, 

if I’ve been reading magazines it ’s worse. Then I 

s ee a l l these children that aren’t mine, doing a l l 

sorts of things you may never do. I think your Dad 

was a bit down tonight. You had a pretty ordinary 

session on the ba l l and I’m sure he’s ti red . I was 

saying that I’d like you to wa lk by 5 years of age. 

He jumped in quickly with 3. We both look at you 

and can’t he lp smiling. You are so beautifu l . We 

enjoy having you, baby or not.

Hope you have a wonderful Christmas beautifu l 

baby.

Is it fair that mothers have to give stuff up to work? Here’s 
another nail in the coffin of my feminine essence that is so connected 
to motherhood. And I gave it up—at least that is what it felt like, 
that I had to choose. In fact, I could’ve chosen to believe that 
motherhood is motherhood, an individual journey for each woman. 
Society suggests you can have one or the other, not both together at 
the same time. Looking back, if I’d had the presence and energy, I 
could’ve lived those moments as exactly that.

Talk about the lean-in circles and the controversy around yes or 
no. I used to believe that one could have it all, just not all at once. 
Now I believe you can have it all—full stop. If you’re present and 
mindful and live in the now, this is it. It’s everything.

If we’re present, we can have it all because that’s what it is. Be 
conscious of what you want—thought, words, and action. Enjoy the 
small stuff, share the little moments, and keep your eyes on the prize 
at the end. Just put that out there and let the universe take care of it. 
The prize for me is a joyful life, a life that expresses the very best of 
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who I am. “Life is meant to be a vibrant, deeply felt, growing mosaic 
of long, meaningful moments”.6

How lucky am I to have a man with heart who loves and cares 
for me? How lucky am I to have a man who is willing to be a witness 
in my life and make his life with me? Strack is the kindest most 
compassionate bloke I know. And he is such a strong, masculine 
person that I often followed his lead.

I let go of my feminine to pursue the ferocious protectiveness of 
the masculine. Along the way, I found an easy alignment with striving, 
power, control, and leading. It helped that the world works that way.

Wednesday 25th December 1991

Christmas Day. I hope you are sound as leep like 

your Big Sist er. Amazingly you went to bed at ¼ 

to 10 last night. Perhaps you were just giving us a 

Christmas treat. Or you may have been saving it 

for 3 o’clock . I hope you don’t wake your sist er.

You have done a lot in the lot couple of weeks. 

Firstl y, you can now grind your t eeth. They must be 

hurting you a bit. You’ve had quite a few unsettled 

patches & rubbing your gums s eems to he lp. That 

love l y grinding noise is becoming more frequent 

though as you discover how to do it bett er. At first 

it s eemed like an achievement, then I began to 

wonder if it was another type of se izure & whether I 

should be sorry to s ee it appear. You also s eem to have 

started a type of s e izure involving b linking. You 

b link a few times in quick succession. Who knows? 

Maybe I read too much into them. Maybe I should
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do some more research . I know I wil l . Aft er the 

holiday season is over. We can’t fit another thing in 

at the moment. We are going to be busy with Cassie 

going to kinder next year. You wil l both be going to 

swimming and playgroup too.

Your musc le strength is improving. When we 

change your nappy we do leg exercises to he lp move 

the bowe l . At first we could push your legs a l l over 

the place but now you offer a lot of resistance to 

it. Even when you are playing, your arms & legs 

are doing a lot more. You s eem to be so much more 

interested in what is going on around you these 

days. You must be ab le to s ee things further away too. 

You are watching Cassie do things at some distance.

Today your Dad got a giggle. I haven’t heard one 

in such a long time. I hope tomorrow brings a few. I 

hope you enjoy opening a l l the presents too. I know 

Santa has been good to you.

I wonder what the next 12 months wil l bring. 

What will we a l l be doing then? Will you be mobile? 

I hope so.

We must take you swimming in the next week . 

That does s eem to have he lped, plus you enjoy it & 

so does Cassie.

Bye for now, love Mum

The always looking forward and always wishing. I’m never 
happy with where I am. I’m not present. Looking back, it was too 
much thinking and not enough being. But it was what it was. I did 
the best I could at the time and used the tools and skills I had.
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I also learned that having the wish and the intent is powerful, 
but it’s the action that makes the difference. Don’t just dream it, get 
direction and do it.

My dreams are my own, and no one else will own and love them 
for me. If I let them slide by, living in the past or the future and doing 
nothing about them now, the only person who will care will be me.

Thursday 2nd January 1992

Another long night at work. We’ve left Cassie 

down at Ba lnarring with Mary & the children. She 

is having a wonderful time at the Beach. You had a 

love ly paddle in the ocean yesterday, no day before.

Yest erday you had the most bril liant day. You 

woke at about 10am & started with smiles . You 

didn’t go to s l eep until 1015pm, 12 hours awake. 

Most of that time was spent, smiling & kicking. 

You looked like you were on fi re.

You had an enormous c lean out of the bowe l 

in the morning and that must have he lped you 

fee l good too.

I s’pose you’l l have a s leepy day to catch up today.

You’re off to the hospita l to have an audiometry 

test done. I’l l be s leeping so your Dad will take you.

The start of a New Year. New hopes and dreams. 

How much wil l be achieved?

If today is any indicator you wil l have a 

fantastic year ahead. You had a good day Christmas 

Day. Cassie he lped you open a l l the presents in 



B r e a t h i n g  Wh i l e  Dr o w n i n g

5 9

your stocking and the others . You enjoyed ripping 

a l l the paper off (with a lit tle he lp).

We took Dad (Grandad) down to the beach too. He 

drove me down after I’d been working. It was sad 

at midnight when we ushered the New Year in. I 

got up to kiss Ian & Mary got up to kiss Les . Dad was 

alone. We drank a toast to Mum.

Ian he lped keep the mood light & enthusiastic. 

We were playing Scattergories and Pass the Pigs! 

Interesting!

The cycle of life, farewells and hellos. New Year’s Eve is such 
an arbitrary way to forge intentions. The best intention I had was 
bigger and better. I have always been an optimist and believed that 
things could only get better. That belief has been tested over and 
over; somehow, optimism and resilience keep winning.

And I had to be resilient so often.

Wednesday 5th February 1992

Jacq, aft er a slow few weeks you’ve had a great 

couple of days at last. Your Dad & I were rea l l y 

down, you s eemed to have s lumped a bit, hit a 

plateau. Anyway, the night we had fina l l y voiced 

these opinions, you decided to wake up, and laugh. 

I mean rea l l y good be l l y chuckles from 0030 til l 

0430. Cute, but the timing was off.
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You were actually lying in the dark, on your 

own, laughing. I got you up and tried to give you a 

drink. No way! It was a ll just too funny for words. It 

was beautiful to hear though. The next day you slept, 

of course. But you seem to be sorting yourself out a 

little, with one awake day, then one as leep day.

You’ve started back at swimming again and 

s eemed to enjoy it immense l y. I fee l swimming 

wil l be of great benefit to you.

I took you to physio today. You performed we l l . 

The physio was quite p leased with what you 

achieved. She spoke of the standing frame again. 

We ta lked about your cognitive function and I 

was pleased she agreed, without prompting, that 

you had a lot of potentia l and showed significant 

signs of developing we l l .

Your right side s eems to be emerging as your 

dominant side. While lying flat you insist on 

turning your head to the right 9 times out of t en. 

We’re working on it.

The other day I changed your nappy and I had 

you in my arms by the laundry sink. I turned on the 

tap and you looked straight at the sound. So I washed 

your hands too. You smiled, a simple pleasure.

Keep at it Jacqu i . I know you can do it.

Where does belief come from? Our beliefs are our whys—why 
we exist. I so needed to believe that Jacqui Bree could have a chance 
to live a joyful life. But there were more trials ahead.
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Wednesday 18th March 1992

Jacqu i, you’ve done it again.

Discharged from hospita l at 1100hrs yest erday.

In with? Sixth nerve palsy due to a vira l il lness 

you picked up from your sist er.

Cassie had croup last Monday & Tuesday & 

was rea l ly sick Wed & Thurs. We had her to the 

doc’s on Tuesday & Saturday. Then you decided to 

come into the act. Cassie’s temp was 40.2 Friday 

night. You peaked at 39.5 on Saturday morning. 

We brought you over to the paed’s on Saturday and 

she decided it was just a vira l il lness, no focus. You 

started vomiting a lmost before she got out the door. 

You kept that up til l lunch time the next day. I 

rang Anne back to te l l her you were a little better 

& told her, by the by, that your left eye was turned 

in, since that a.m. Well, the short story is, you were 

admitted to hospita l to investigate the eye & il lness.

The eye resolved by that evening, so no CT 

scan thank goodness! However, you were left with 

a fever and you wouldn’t drink for us. So we had 

to stay another day & keep topping you up with 

f luids or they were going to put a nasogastric tube 

down. We l l, you just managed to escape a l l of that.

Your Dad & I stayed up with you & gave you 

drinks. Because I didn’t want to leave your bedside 

we both stayed and took it in turns to s leep. Your big
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sister stayed at Grandad’s, much to her de light. She 

he lped him pick the kids up from school . She was so 

pleased to s ee you this afternoon, it was beautifu l .

Your temperature was still up this afternoon 

when we bought you home but it’s down this evening.

Your tongue is rea l l y revolting and coated . A 

job for the toothbrush tomorrow. The f luids are 

going down bett er, but the solids are a bit of a 

worry as yet. I hope you are having a good s l eep 

in your own bed. I hope your Dad is too. I’m sure 

Cassie wil l be. She s lept for 2 hours this p.m. when 

we got home, unheard of for her. But at least she 

had her favourite tea – fish & chips!!

I don’t know if I can stay awake to ta lk about 

how I fee l . It ’s hard enough to document the facts 

tonight. I also went for my interview at Kyneton 

Hospita l . I don’t know how I fared until Friday. I 

wasn’t at a l l prepared . My hair was stil l wet too.

While we were in hospita l with you there was 

a 6 month old boy who had a se izure, his first and 

only one. He was definite ly a funny-looking-kid. 

He was a bit behind developmenta l ly and didn’t 

focus with his eyes. His mother kept saying things to 

compare him to you and then she’d say but he’s not 

that bad. Meaning, not as bad as you. Then she asks 

outright “Is she retarded?” I said “No” immediate ly. 

People like to classify others into various acceptab le 

boxes & sometimes it just doesn’t work.
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Needless to say that hurt.

It was difficu l t to sit and watch you lying there 

doing your best to frighten me to death.

As I read through the journal entries, I am amazed at how much 
I’ve forgotten. How many times Jacqui scared us to death, thinking 
we would lose her … the emotional roller coaster of health and life. 
No wonder I developed resilience, no wonder I shoved the emotions 
down deep, clapped the lid on, and let them fester.

We like to label people, find a box that explains the differences 
rather than the things we have in common. Why is that? What 
frightens us about difference? I can read in my words that my 
judgement of the little boy was just as immediate as his mother’s 
judgement of Jacqui. Resist, resist, resist.

Some people have no social filter; at the time, I was one such 
person. Nowadays, compassion and the shared human experience 
are how I aim to live.

It’s so much better to focus on strengths, how you do well, and 
how positive you are. Where the focus goes, attention flows. If you 
focus on the positive and strengths, that’s what you’ll find. If you focus 
on the weaknesses and the negative, that dark cloud will follow you 
around. The doom and gloom prophecies become self-fulfilling ones.

I’m living proof that focusing on the positive works. I’ve so much 
more positive in my life now, and I’m surrounded by so many more 
positive people. I really notice when I go into a room or situation 
where people are stuck or negative.

I started with the Silva method. The science of it got me going; 
the evidence seemed much less namby-pamby than other things. It 
gave me a framework and practical exercises to switch me out of the 
old way, and that’s what I needed at the time.
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As you can te l l from the last entry I was 

pretty ti red . I kept dropping off to s l eep. Aft er 

that day your Dad came down with the same bug 

and diarrhoea too. He’s mostl y over it, but rea l l y 

washed out and he has no energy. It gives us some 

understanding of how you must fee l . You s eem 

tota l l y exhausted . Last night there was a sparkle 

of your former self returning. Unfortunate l y, it 

started at 2100hrs & went to the wee small hours. 

Dad said you were as bright as a button this a.m.

At least at the moment your s e izures have 

dec reased back to v ery few. While you had 

a t emperature you were having them quite 

frequentl y. Ian & I feared you would have to go 

back on medication. We were dreading that. You’ve 

made so much progress late l y that doping you 

out on medication would have s eemed a rea l l y 

backward st ep.

We have to s ee the neurologist this week so 

hopefu l l y you’l l stay we l l & relative l y se izure 

free.

I should find out today if I got the job at Kyneton. 

If so, it wil l mean a bit of messing around until we 

get a routine going.

It ’s going to mean a few trips up & down the 

highway but at present it ’s necessary. I don’t rea l l y 

want to go; I’d prefer to stay at Sunbury but I don’t 

have enough guaranteed work at present.
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It may mean getting Judy in more often to he lp 

your Dad with physio for you. I know if we just 

persist you wil l achieve major things.

We can’t he lp loving you so much. I speak for your 

Dad ‘cos his love for you is obvious in everything 

he does for you. He gets an exce l lent response from 

you too. When I hold you, you are so beautifu l and 

endearing I can’t he lp squeezing you in close. Your 

hair is getting long but not quite long enough to 

not stick up. I’l l have to start putting a fountain 

in. Not that I think you could look any cuter at 

present. Your molars are a bit slow to come down 

properly, I hope it he lps with chewing when they 

do. Your eyelashes are as long as Cassie’s . It doesn’t 

s eem fair for you both to have them. Usua l l y on ly 

lit tle boys have the long eyelashes. Your eyes s eem 

greener than usua l at present because you are so 

pa le. You’ve lost a stack of weight too. I’l l have to 

take you to the health centre soon to check .

Life goes on in a series of days and nights, of dreams and practicalities.

Wednesday 8th April 1992

Jacqu i, I just have to record a small event today.

I was hanging out the washing on the line. You 

were in your pusher with 2 dolls in front of you & 

fee ling good. As I watched, you tilted your head down
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slowly to look at your right hand. You watched it for 

a moment then began to move it up to your mouth. It 

took a few tries but you made it. Then a few de licious 

sucks took place followed by a de lighted smile of 

achievement!

I couldn’t he lp but be proud of you. More & more 

we can notice improvement in your powers of 

concentration and interest in things happening 

around you. You are not yet ready for the standing 

frame but we’re working on it. We need to try & 

do more physio but we s eem to run out of time. 

Cassie & kinder keep us busy. Swimming lessons 

for both of you, playgroup to name a few. Each day 

of your life is diffe rent. How long & when you wil l 

s l eep changes constantl y. So we find it difficu l t to 

work a physio session around when I’m working. 

I wil l be working more too, very soon. We n eed 

the financia l support but we could do with some 

extra time somewhere along the line.

We are a l l having 10 days off, up til l Easter. 

Boy! Do we need it!

You’ve been up at night with new molars coming 

through. You s eem to be having more troub le than 

Cassie did . It may also be that I’ve just forgott en. 

It ’s difficu l t for you as you are unab le to put 

something in your mouth to grind your gums on. 

You have to re l y on ye l ling at us to do something 

about it. Sometimes we’re a bit slow!
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Hope you’re more set tled when I get home. Your 

Dad said were pretty grouchy when I rang. Keep 

working at it Jacq.

There is this constant need to keep working, to not accept 
anything less than total commitment, regardless of what is going 
on. The drive to get things done and work hard to get results comes 
from my working-class background. Things were a struggle, and 
getting stuff was the reward.

Brendon Burchard, one of my favourite people, asked, “Isn’t a 
better life worth the struggle?” Hell yes.

Reading and thinking about the younger me, I was broken and 
trying so hard to do it all on my own with just Strack. The single-
minded focus kept me going, but the drive to do threw me off track 
for living in the moment. My head was down and buried in work, 
which meant I had no idea where I was going.

Now I’m more mindful, practising the joy of the moment, 
practising to live as I mean to, expressing the very best of who I can be: 
creative, bold, and mindful. Practising my interactions with others; 
being caring, connected, and inspiring; staying curious, authentic, 
and thorough—all this because these traits were part of my success. 
And always learning. That makes me sound like an enlightened 
paragon of virtue, which I am not (though I am working on that!).

Thursday April 23rd 1992

Jacqui, 5 new teeth in one week, natura l ly that 

week had to be our holiday. What a disaster from go 

to whoa. After a 10 hour trip we arrived at 10pm. 2



Ve r o n i c a  S t r a c h a n

6 8

days of getting you back on track & one of the other 

kids got a virus, a very nasty one with potentia l l y 

fata l prob lems for you so we packed up on day 3 & 

left. You vomited a l l the way to Wodonga. Christened 

the new car beautifu l l y! You had a few bad days & a 

few good days. It is very restricting. Cassie s eemed to 

have a good time. She probab ly enjoyed the holiday 

the most. But as long as she isn’t at home she’s 

happy.

Surprisingly, she was glad to get home fina l l y 

and told us so in no uncertain terms. Some days I 

fee l like te l ling her to just stop ta lking, she wears 

me out with her constant questions and chatter. 

She is so interested and involved in the world 

around her.

I was in bed today after night duty. Cassie had 

woken me up a half hour earlier to te l l me to get 

up for lunch. I explained I was s l eeping. Anyway I 

list ening to the muted sounds of Cassie. Now there 

is contradiction in terms! She was laughing and 

ta lking or should I say shouting, s ixt een to the 

dozen, and that was through 2 closed doors. It was 

a beautifu l, joyous moment, life and carefree s eem 

appropriate. Yet even that thought was tinged 

with sadness as I wondered wil l I ever hear those 

sounds from you? Wil l there be a day I can secretl y 

smile to myself because you chat so fast out loud 

or laugh so unrestrainedly. I hope so my darling.
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You were in the beanbag tonight with your 

Sesame Street frame in front of you. You were 

actua l l y watching them and occasiona l l y hitting 

them with your hands. You s eemed to think you 

were pretty c lever. Life is more interesting to you 

of late, a definite improvement. We have to s ee the 

neurologist tomorrow, maybe a few decisions to be 

made. Bye my love ly gi rl . Hope you have a great 

day tomorrow.

Every joyous moment underwritten with regret, disappointment, 
and fear.

We had the beautiful balance of Cassi being so joyous and free. 
So clever, so alive, and so determined to do things her way. Actually, 
both of my girls were stubborn now that I think about it. They must 
take after their dad.

Near enough is not good enough when you’re dealing with life, 
but maybe it’s okay for other stuff. Maybe I didn’t have to be so 
driven. Where would I be, who would I be if I’d stayed still, accepted 
matters, and remained obedient?

Wednesday 20th May 1992

Epilim doesn’t seem to be he lping much. You are 

still having as many seizures as before. I don’t think 

you are achieving any great strokes of advancement 

either as yet. Basica l ly no change of note.

The physio group session talked about you. Results,
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well they’ve decided you’re “athetoid” type. Your 

musc les at the end of the line like hands and feet 

work we l l but the interim ones like arms, legs and 

neck don’t have enough tone.

According to the physio “statistica l l y” prognosis 

for physica l development is poor. You will probab ly 

never walk unaided. Menta l l y you may be very 

a lert and bright. I could’ve told them that a l ready.

Labels and judgements and perceptions—all battles to be fought 
every day to be the person you want to be; to do the things you want 
to do. Social norms of conformity and boxes is the alternative, always 
boxes. It pisses me off reading this again. So busy putting people in 
boxes instead of working with individuals. Looking back, I realise 
that the physio was probably a first-year practitioner and doing her 
best with a busy workload. Unfortunately, the experience coloured 
my views on physiotherapy and physiotherapists for a long time.

I wonder now whether Jacqui could sense all the angels around 
Dad, all the special people in our lives: Mum, Nanas, and Granddads? 
Did she know they were all there to love her and us?

I’ve had some experiences in the last few years that lead me 
to believe the world of now and the world of later are closer than 
we think. If we’re open to it, we can feel these things occasionally. 
Especially after meditation or when I am really home in the here 
and now, I can feel them around me. The messages can be pretty 
strong. There are lots of ways of being: clairvoyant (clear seeing), 
clairaudient (clear hearing), and clairsentient (clear knowing) are just 
a few. I’m clairsentient. I just know things, and sometimes there is 
no real reason why. Most of this is recognition of patterns and the 
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subconscious pops up with the answer once the conscious mind is 
relaxed. I’ve slowly learned to trust this gift.

The lessons I learned about myself and the world that I realised 
then—and that I realise now—mean a lot of different things.

People seek power over others for a lot of reasons, but others can 
control your fate and your future only if you let them.

Lesson: lots of people are scared of those who outshine them, 
those who show up their own failings or lack of motivation. So I say 
bugger that, keep shining, get out there, and live the life you want. 
Don’t wait. Don’t be a victim or a martyr. It’s not nearly as much fun 
as living the life you want; I know: I’ve been both and, even now, 
I can slip into martyrdom from time to time. The thing that pulls 
me back? My life belongs to me. Everything I think, feel, do, and 
believe matters—and that’s what counts.

Your dreams are your own and no one else will own and love them 
for you.

Lesson: dream big and then be it and do it, whatever that dream 
is. Even those you love and who love you and want you to have your 
dreams can’t make it happen if you don’t believe in yourself and do 
it. Don’t be contained by other people’s small thinking, don’t let 
them put you into a box.

It can feel so much easier to live a small life, a life without 
purpose or direction—to leave the choice of the life you lead to 
someone else. To live in someone else’s future rather than your here 
and now. Or to think you’ll follow your dream in a couple of years, 
when the kids are grown or when you’ve paid off your house, or 
when something else monumental happens. Just freaking get on 
with it. You will never know if you don’t start. It’s always worth the 
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struggle to follow your dream. Always. Anything worth having and 
being is worth working for. It teaches you so much about yourself.

Someone asked me the other day what my one word was. Great 
question! I’d been speaking about what I do and why I do it. She 
asked whether it was resilience. When I thought about it, I said that 
it had been resilience, but now it was gratitude. I am so incredibly 
grateful for all that has happened in my life, for all the people in my 
life. And that gratitude brings me so much joy.

What’s your one word? What’s the cornerstone word of your life?
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Chapter 3

The Programme Years

T he road of trials continues, and we battle more ogres and 
dragons, some from unexpected quarters. “The one thing 
worse than being told that your child has a disability is being 

told that nothing can be done”.
I read this a while back on the website of the Grow Foundation 

for kids1, and it landed in my heart with a boom. This is exactly how 
Strack and I felt with the bucketloads of pessimistic answers we got 
about Jacqui’s life from conventional medicine. When we questioned 
their opinions, most people became uncomfortable.

Patience was never really a problem for me when I was a child. 
Even as a young adult, I was fine waiting. Drifting was okay, doing 
things as they came along, going spontaneously from one thing to 
another. Once Jacqui’s disabilities began to manifest, I found that 
my sense of urgency, my patience for inaction ran out.

This is why I get impatient with people who are marking time 
and not reaching for the possible, let alone the impossible. Apathy 
fills me with frustration. Near enough is not good enough. Mediocre 
is the death of life for me. It doesn’t have to be perfect, but it can’t 
be nothing.

After two years of heart-wrenching searching, we found a 
programme that gave us hope. We dived into it 24 hours a day, 365 
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days of the year. This was the Institutes for the Achievement of Human 
Potential (IAHP) founded by Glen Doman and Carl Delacarto in 
1955. The Institutes is a group of non-profit institutes whose work in 
child brain development has created programmes to help brain-injured 
children achieve wellness and well children achieve excellence through 
individual sensory, motor, and nutritional programmes.

We were lucky enough to have an office of the programme 
in Victoria only about two hours away from home. The Grow 
Foundation for kids is working to get the programme back to 
Australia so it can be available for more hurt kids.

The Institutes for the Achievement of Human Potential (IAHP)

In 2015, the IAHP celebrated six decades of work in the field of 
child brain development. “Sixty years ago there were no child brain 
developmentalists. It was thought that once the brain was injured 
there was no remedy. Brain-injured people were often medicated, 
warehoused and sometimes – forgotten. For sixty years The Institutes 
for the Achievement of Human Potential have been teaching that 
brain growth and development are a dynamic ever-changing process 
that can been speeded and enhanced by stimulation and opportunity. 
Thousands of parents the world over have learned, when they come 
to The Institutes, that “The brain grows by use. The hottest word 
in neurophysiology today is ‘neuroplasticity.’ It’s a wonderful new 
word. It means ‘The brain grows by use’”.2

How does cutting-edge work get to be mainstream? When does 
the body of evidence convince us to adopt new approaches?

Think about Schemmelweiss and his handwashing. It took 
eighty years and then some before this simple behavioural change 
was taken seriously and began to save lives. So maybe sixty years to 
recognise work is about par for the course.

Why do some of us resist change so strongly? Birthing Jacqui 
gave me a reason to change, an imperative, a life–and-death scenario. 
No contest. Yet even though I love change and love helping others 
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through change, there are parts of me that don’t want to change. 
These are the parts that tend to hide deep inside, the parts that say 
you’re not enough. Get over it, get on with it. Think about it: it’s not 
true. Feel it: it’s not true. You’re living proof that you are enough—
just ask anyone other than yourself.

One of my favourite ways to think about change is from brothers 
Chip and Dan Heath. Their ideas were introduced to me by one 
of my dearest mentors and friends, Dr Cathy Balding. The Heaths 
wrote, Switch – How to change things when change is hard.3 They talk 
about the rider, elephant, and path. Rider is the logical, elephant is 
the emotional, and path is the process. If you can direct the rider, 
engage the elephant, and clear the path, change is not only achieved, 
but also more likely to be sustainable.

The only part of that model that is missing for me is the body, 
the energy, the mindfulness. You need to connect that. If you help 
people be present and feel what change and success is like (and 
practice this), the change can be sustained even longer.

Thursday 3rd September 1992

Jacqu i, your Dad wil l be rea l l y agro. He’s gone 

to take you to swimming at the hospita l and he’s 

left your togs at home and his! He hasn’t rung about 

them yet. I hope they work out some way to have 

a swim. It ’s such a long way.

We made a major decision concerning you 

yesterday. We visited the Austra lian Col lege for the 

Development of Human Potentia l . We are going to 

try a new type of programme to s ee if we can get you 

wa lking and ta lking.
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You have shown so much int e rest and 

enthusiasm for the world latt e rl y that we are 

fil led with this s ense of urgency. Every day that 

we don’t he lp you means you have wasted a day, 

and it ’s another day to catch up.

This programme sounds rea l l y promising ‘cos its 

emphasis and approach s eem to be positive. They 

wil l try to get you “we l l”, make you catch up to 

other kids and get into “normal” mode. Your Dad 

and I are excited and hopefu l . I’m sending the 

form in today. Fingers crossed that it won’t take too 

long to get an appointment.

Father’s Day on Sunday so I’d bett er head down 

the street to get something for dear old Dad and 

Grandad too.

The whole philosophy of the IAHP was that these kids were hurt 
and we could make them well. They put the kids front and centre, 
and they poured everything into them that they could. Filling them 
with conscious stimulation that they missed out on because their 
physical and neural pathways didn’t stream properly.

Thursday 17th September 1992

Jacqu i Bree, in 2 months we’l l be at the Institute 

learning how to get you we l l . We’ve on ly spoken to a 

few people so far but they a l l s eem keen to he lp. It ’s 

a lmost as if everybody was waiting for us to discover 

this course of action.
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We needed volunteers, allies to help us with the programme. We 
had a twenty-four hour, seven days per week roster to fill, and it was 
a lesson for us. So many people—including family and friends we 
thought we could count on—stepped away from us, and so many 
strangers appeared in our lives and became lifelong friends.

We had a sad day yesterday. S aged 4, died at 

0400 on Monday 14th September. S was a lit tle boy 

very much like you. He had been born premature ly 

and had a few setbacks earl y on leaving him with 

cerebra l palsy. On the night he died he apparently 

choked on some mucus and his airway obstructed . 

They said he wouldn’t have woken up, just kept 

s l eeping.

I think this is wishful thinking and kindness on the part of the 
medicos. It is also a warning and a practice for us.

It is a l l v ery close to home. Because your 

behaviour was so like his it f rightened me a 

lot. I wanted to rush out and buy you a bedroom 

monitor or an apnoea mattress, anything to stop 

it happening. I couldn’t imagine life without 

you. Then in the next breath I think of despite 

the tragedy of los ing him how lucky they are that 

he is safe and they no longer have to worry about 

him or plan what has to happen when they die.
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How easily I conceptualised losing a child at that point. My 
child was still with me, and I couldn’t imagine a life without her. It 
is so much easier in theory.

I suppose that is the 2nd biggest worry about 

you. No 1 is will you be happy, as happy as you 

could possib ly be? Will life give you joys more than 

sorrows? And no 2 what will happen to you when 

your Dad and I are dead and gone? The best answer 

would be that you don’t need us. That you are tota l ly 

independent, married with kids of your own. At 

worst I hope we have you financia l ly set so that 

you can have a house or lifestyle which suits you. 

Maybe Cassie will be involved. I can’t say. She loves 

you dearly and gives you cuddles and kisses even 

if no one is watching. She stil l asks me questions 

why you are different from other children but she 

seems to be getting it straight in her mind now.

I must take a leaf from her book and ta lk about 

when you wa lk and when you start ta lking and 

when you go to kinder etc. Instead of my trying to 

play it down and say maybe.

I’ve had lots of cuddles with you these past few 

days as I’ve been on holidays from Sunbury but not 

from Kyneton. I’m trying to take some of the work 

from your Dad to give him a rest but also I’m trying 

to get to know you better. You reserve your best smiles 

and faces for your Dad. Every time he speaks you 

crane your neck to see where he is. I love to watch



B r e a t h i n g  Wh i l e  Dr o w n i n g

79

the two of you together. That relationship is so 

precious. He can be so gentle with you, or teasing, 

or rough and you respond so we ll to each mood. To 

be honest I fee l a lit tle jealous sometimes. You do 

respond to me but not as we ll . I don’t do the rough 

and tumble as we ll as your Dad.

Poor old Dad. I give him hell yet he is so good 

to me. I know I’ve been rotten and bitchy at the 

moment, PMT, but I can’t he lp myself. I know he 

wants to make love but I can’t bring myself to be 

enthusiastic. A large part is a fear of an unplanned 

pregnancy, another part is exhaustion, another 

dissatisfaction with my body, its fitness and 

condition, no privacy, a few snatched minutes is 

a l l we get together. I often think of him when I’m 

away from him and I love his cuddles and love him 

to touch me. I guess I would stil l like it more if he 

told me he loved me occasionally. I have no doubt 

that he does for me and you girls, but you know me, 

words have that magic and there’s nothing like 

hearing your praises sung over and over.

Today I will be better. We have a lot to do before 

we get you started on this new programme. Your 

Dad and I both fee l rea l l y positive about it. We just 

know you are going to do so we ll that you’l l show 

everybody!

As long as I stay employed we’l l be laughing.
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You have been off the Ceclor for about a week 

now. I nearl y started you on another lot on Monday 

but decided against it. We gave you another 12 

hours and you did we l l . You’re off the Ventolin as 

we l l . To try and he lp get your ears c leared up we’ve 

got you on Bactrim 2ml at night and Demazin. Your 

ears have a fair bit of f luid in them apparentl y. 

I must do some reading up on ENT. I’d bett er write 

some pearls of wisdom for Cassie now or I’l l be in 

troub le. Hope you are sound as leep my darling.

We get sucker-punched with the whole sex thing. It’s only 
recently that I’ve spent some time thinking and being different with 
this part of my life: conscious loving as a part of a conscious life. 
Wow, what we’ve been missing! There’s another book to write just 
there. The work of Janet McGeever and Gene Thomson is brilliant 
and has renewed our joy for lovemaking no end.4

Suffice to say that, at this point, lack of emotional awareness, 
physical difficulties, and cultural expectations all keep knocking off 
the self-esteem and adding to the I’m-not-enough pile.

Tuesday 27th October 1992

I start this entry with more sad news. Grandma 

died on 19th October 1992 at her home. According 

to the doctor she suffered a heart attack and died 

very quickly. She was stil l on the couch in her 

dress ing gown.
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Your Dad is stil l rea l l y sad. He expected her to 

go on for another 20 years. She was 72, but it a lways 

surprised people to know her age because she acted 

10 years younger. She was very independent and 

maintained an active interest in many things. I 

think it wil l be hard on your Aunty Barbara. She 

spent a good dea l of time he lping her, babysitting 

etc. Your Dad and I fee l a bit jinxed, as though 

each time we think we’ve made a forward st ep 

something comes along to knock us down again.

It sti l l feels unrea l at the moment. Sunday 18th 

Grandma was partying on with a l l the other rels at 

home for your birthday and your Dad’s . She left 

bright and chatty with Me l and Grandad.

Your Dad feels a bit cheated too I guess . He never 

had a chance to prepare or say Goodbye as we did 

with Nana. I think Cassie is starting to think that 

a “Death” happens every week .

I hear her playing games with her dol lies saying 

this one hasn’t got a mum or dad because they’re 

dead! Death is a part of life but at the moment we 

s eem to have more than our fair share.

In one way I s’pose you can say Grandma is going to 

he lp even more than she could have coming up for 

your programme. Hopefully your Dad will be able 

to put some money aside for you girls for the future.

I think, in fact I know, we would rather have 

Grandma with us. But, she was lucky. She died 

quickly, living life to the fu l l right up to the end.



Ve r o n i c a  S t r a c h a n

82

I can’t he lp but compare Nana’s long, slow, 

painful battle over 12 agonising months that left 

her a she l l, a mere whisper of her former self. It 

brought back a lot of memories, hurtfu l ones mostly.

Enough on the past. The present is you are sick 

again! Another virus – non-specific. We were 

just getting used to you being laughing and we l l . 

On ly a few weeks til l we start your programme. We 

a l ready have about 45 volunteers to he lp. We are 

both anxious that it gets off to a good positive start 

so we’d like you to be we l l thanks!

Is it any wonder we closed ranks? People kept dying all around us, 
people we loved and people we had counted on. And what a childhood 
for Cassi and Jacqui; they saw the cycle of life and death so frequently.

Friday 6th November 1992

Jacqu i, yesterday you did a piddle in the potty! 

It was more luck than management. You had a 

bladder up to your eyeba lls so we dashed and 

grabbed the potty and plonked you on. Well the looks 

you gave us said “Hey you guys what am I supposed 

to do now?” You looked amazed and bemused. We 

had to pad the seat a bit for your skinny bottom. 

However, you managed a big piddle and we cheered 

and hooted. That gave you a big smile.
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What is it about parents that we get so excited about the bodily 
functions of our children? It’s a kind of rite of passage. Our kids must 
think we are crazy sometimes.

Sunday 15th November 1992

Well Jacqu i, here we are! At the Austra lian 

Col lege for the Achievement of Human Potentia l, 

Hea lesvil le. You, of course, a re sound as l eep. 

Natura l l y some of the tests couldn’t be done.

Al ready there have been a few eye openers. 

There is more concern about your eyesight than we 

had anticipated . We haven’t had to wait a l l that 

long so far. However, I’l l bring a book tomorrow and 

some munchies. Only 2 more rounds to go. Your Dad 

is writing a lett er to his Unc le Wil l y in Scotland 

about Grandma dying.

We, or at least I have pinned a lot of hope 

on this programme. I want nothing less for you 

than to be normal . I want to s ee you run, laughing 

and ta lking into school . I want to s ee you grow up 

happy, experiencing everything in life. Getting 

married and having children of your own.

I don’t think I’m asking too much. I ask the 

same for Cassie. I hope she isn’t running Grandad 

ragged . He looked pretty ti red when we got to the 

caravan this aft ernoon. Of course he had a l ready 

put the annexe up by himself. Or rather, with 

Cassie’s he lp.
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Name a mother would not want exactly the same thing for her 
child—to be normal. Looking back, “normal” was a more innocent 
wish. Underneath that wish was a wish for the freedom to choose, the 
physical, mental, emotional, financial, and social freedom to choose.

That’s what drives me now to get the message of conscious 
confidence out. To give people the chance to realise they are enough. 
They do have the confidence to choose the life that expresses the 
very best of who they can be. And kids, let them choose what they 
want to do with their lives. I see so many people channelling kids 
into boxes for their future. Support their natural inclinations to 
learn, but leave their dreams to them. You have your own life to 
dream; don’t force them to live yours.

Thursday 19th November 1992

Well Jacq. Fina l l y, we know what you have, 

and coincidentl y what you have not.

You have a PROFOUND, DIFFUSE, BILATERAL, 

BRAIN INJURY TO THE CORTEX, THE MIDBRAIN AND 

THE PONS! It ’s a mouthfu l, but at least we know it.

In the same breath, we know how to fix it. The 

Institutes for the Achievement of Human Potentia l, 

Hea lesvil le, VIC, AUST have the programme to do it 

and we are the family who can do it. What’s left of 

us anyway! It is going to be hard, difficu l t, tiring, 

agonising, time-consuming but it wil l work .

I want nothing less than to see you run laughing 

and yelling into school after Cassie with nobody 

noticing you ever had a brain injury. I know you 

have it in you. And I’m sure we’ll find it in ourse lves 

somewhere to he lp you as much as you will need.
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Cassie was really excited when we told her we 

could make your head better. She shouted “Yes”, 

“Yes” and “Yes”. She wants to help and learn to read 

alongside you.

I can s ee your Grandad is s ti l l a lit t l e 

apprehensive but he’s getting caught up in the 

emotiona l possibility that you might be made 

we l l . I discovered tonight that in his own way he 

describes you as epileptic and retarded.

Words which horrified me and I had to be 

carefu l not to be angry. But the anger quickl y 

passed because now I could say to him quite ca lmly 

but forcefu l l y. “Now, you can te l l them she’s brain 

in jured .”

We are armed to the back t eeth and now we have 

to go out and fight for you in the big bad world .

All it takes is love and we a l l have that for you. 

Sleep peacefu l l y my love for tomorrow you begin 

the long, hard road to we l lness . We can’t and won’t 

rest until you are bett er.

Ta lk to you soon. Mum

We learned to fight, sometimes out in the open and sometimes 
in the dark. Once we found our cause, we armed ourselves to the 
teeth and chased the dream—the dream of a life fulfilled at its 
highest potential. I turned anger into passion and resilience, and 
we devoted ourselves to not only keeping Jacqui alive, but also to 
helping her learn and grow like her sister.
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We were fighting time. Every moment was precious, but we were 
gathering a small army of allies, people who were prepared to help 
us fight the ogres and dragons … even if they didn’t really know 
what they were.

Tuesday 1st December 1992

Jacq, Cassie opened the first box on the advent 

calendar today. Hopefully, next year you will be 

able to help her open it. In fact, you might even want 

one yourself. I’l l buy you 10 if you ask for them.

If they are ab le, what parent would not give 

their child anything they wanted? In fact, even 

if they are not ab le, a parent wil l find a way.

Yesterday we started on the Programme from the 

Institutes for the Achievement of Human Potential . 

You did reasonably well . Even stayed awake most of 

the time you were supposed to. Today, however, you 

were unwell . Temperature 38.6, snuffly and grouchy 

and sleepy. We didn’t get as much of the programme 

done as we ought but it was only your second day.

The programme is pretty fu l l . We have to start 

you at 7 and you aren’t done til l 8.30-9. At least 

that’s the plan. I don’t think you’ve read the ru les 

yet as you didn’t play fair last night. You had 

niggl y t eeth and stayed up til l midnight.

I rea l l y fee l positive about this programme. I 

can sense it is going to do you a lot of good . It has 

kept us rea l l y busy a l ready.
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So much optimism, so much hope. Trusting it because it 
feels right; the logic fits, and it gives us something to do. Just do 
something, anything!

Saturday 5th December 1992

Jacqu i, tonight you are exhausted . Today you 

were a l l go-go-go! I left you sound as leep on your 

mattress on Cassie’s floor. She isn’t in her room she’s 

at Grandad’s . She’l l be going to a work Christmas 

do with Me l .

You did rea l l y we l l on your Programme today. 

Day 6 and a l ready making progress .

It was a good day a l l around as you stayed awake 

the whole time.

You fina l l y crashed about 2015 hrs and 

couldn’t even manage your last bottle.

It ’s hard trying to juggle your meals and drinks. 

You have to be constantly aware of protein and fluids 

as well as nutrients and fat content, etc, etc, etc.

We have just a lit tle bit more to do and we’l l be 

fu l l y set up for you. Today you did a big pooh with 

minimal assistance and no enema! Amazing or a 

f luke? Time wil l te l l . Your diet is bett er a l ready.

Some people are turning out to be really good 

friends. They are managing to come back twice in the 

one week. Hopefully by the end of next week we will 

have given the spiel of the programme to everybody 

and we’ll be able to get down to serious business.
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This is how I honed my project and change management skills 
and learned how to organise, teach, and negotiate. Learning to form 
teams, juggle the programme elements, tell the story, and keep it all 
together. And once you find out there’s a way to do it, you build 
your capability, own it, and get creative. These actions make the 
process yours.

In recent times, I recognised what Brendon Burchard teaches: 
that there is a process for doing things, a methodology that makes it 
easier, less overwhelming. And you can concentrate on the journey 
when the path and the signposts are there for you to follow.

Your Dad has high goals for you too. Tonight when 

I said I can’t wait to s ee you learn to read his reply 

was “soccer!” Huh! I said and then he explained 

he wanted both his gi rls in the backyard playing 

soccer with him. That means you Jacqu i would be 

ab le to run, ye l l, coordinate and everything.

Your Dad’s goals are the same as mine. At least 

in the main.

Sleep we l l my darling for tomorrow is Day 7.

Having goals is so important—writing them down and sharing 
them makes them real, gives us hope and direction. If we don’t 
dream, we die. Sometimes it takes us a lifetime, but we still die 
without realising our dreams.

According to Leonie Dawson, 80 per cent of people don’t set 
goals.

I know, I know. All the coaches reading this are throwing up 
their hands in horror. But wait, there’s more: of those who do set 
goals 16 per cent think of their goals but don’t write them down; 4 
per cent write them down but don’t regularly review them; and only 
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1 per cent actually write them down and review them regularly. The 
1 per cent of people who do so are the top achievers in the world.5

Without getting into the whole “what does success mean to 
you?” and “top achievers of what?”, write your goals down or draw 
them or cut out pictures or make a clay model of them—whatever 
works for you.

I’ve seen this work over and over, not just for myself, but also for 
lots of others. Dream big.

It’s like the magic of journaling: once you put it on the page, 
it’s a different story. Journaling helps you clarify your thoughts, 
feelings, and beliefs. It brings your stories to life. It gives your dreams 
a chance to happen.

Sunday 13th December 1992

Day 14 coming up. Day 13 was fairl y flat, a 

bit of a disaster. It was 31°C and you looked hot. We 

bare l y saw your eyes today, I mean yesterday. You 

managed to s l eep through most of the sessions.

I’l l have to make you some knee pads I think, 

‘cos your lit tle bony knees are getting a bit red and 

worn out with patterning.

I’m sure once people relax they wil l be more 

gentle with you. Your Dad and I are getting quite 

comfortab le with it. The days are busy but mostl y 

rewarding.

I love to s ee the way you react to the diffe rent 

people who come in. You’ve had some good days in 

the last fortnight, plenty of smiles and giggles . Also 

some not so good ones, s l eepy, grouchy and yucky.
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It is stil l going to take time to get the Programme 

to be a tota l way of life.

We have to spend more time touching, 

massaging and tickling. We n eed to brush your 

hair more often I think as we l l .

The Inc line Plane is a bit of a dud at present. 

We have to refine the programme. For a start we 

have to have on ly 1 person encouraging you. Next, 

the rea l l y bright light. Maybe? Not sure if you 

are having a ti red day do we just leave you or do 

we tickle and cajole and hope you’l l fee l like it 

another day.

I had to defend your right to be on the programme 

the other day. One of the surgeons, the Paediatric 

one was rubbishing the Doman-Delacarto. He soon 

changed his tune when I started to answer back 

with some knowledge. As it turns out he didn’t 

even know who ran the place or what sort of people/

staff there were there.

But he was instantl y prepared to rubbish them.

This is many people’s reaction to things outside the norm. 
Rubbish them (judgement) and you won’t show your ignorance. 
People won’t take your power or realise that you don’t have the 
answer for everything.
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Natura l l y he asked if I had s een his cronies at 

the hospita l . I was ab le to say “Yes”, a l l of them and 

not one of them any he lp at a l l . After going there 

weekly s ince she was 5 months old, she has made 

no progress what so ever.

Being back in theatre is not too bad. I’m a bit 

fumbling and slow, but it ’s coming back .

We’l l have to ring the Institute and s ee what 

we can do about you s liding down that Inc line. I 

think it ’s getting a bit out of gear. On ly one person 

should be encouraging and going by what was said 

and what is writt en it is a bit confusing. Basica l l y 

we want you to start crawling.

I heard a rumour today that your Dad was a 

wonderfu l person. A patient, kind and loving soul . 

Mind you we had a l ready known that for some 

time. He is managing rea l l y we l l at the moment 

except for being ti red, ti red and ti red .

The auction of Grandma’s house was a f izzer 

yesterday so that is sti l l on his mind too.

And Christmas, what can I say! The Festive 

Season is upon us in a l l its manic intensity. I figure 

once it ’s over, life might go a bit easier.

How many times did I wish for a normal life, a quiet life, an 
easy life? None of that fits the definition of remarkable. Jacqui’s 
paediatrician used to say after every exciting or dramatic event in 
Jacqui’s life that she wished for us to have a really boring time for a 
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while. And I would say yes please to that! And then we would look 
at Jacqui and wonder what the next thing she had up her sleeve was.

Now I say, “Ditch boring and bring on excitement, change, life, 
love, and joy. And lots of laughter, lots and lots.” And this can be 
a quiet life. I’m not convinced on the normal and easy bit though. 
Life is too freaking short to waste doing things over and over, unless 
that’s what floats your boat.

Tuesday 12th January 1993

Jacq, you started Week 7 of your programme 

yesterday. Out of 15 inc lines you went 1.0 metre 

on 14 of them. About 2/3 in less than 1½ minutes. 

Mind you, you were so grouchy. It ’s a wonder you 

did anything at a l l .

You’ve had a bad ear infection and been on the 

antibiotics for a few days. I think I’d like to check 

you out. This is the first infection you’ve had since 

the Programme started .

You are making progress, not on ly with your 

inc lines which are amazing but also in other 

areas. Your bowels are bett er, you haven’t had an 

enema since Boxing Day. Pretty amazing!

Apart from the last couple of days you’ve been 

managing your food rea l l y we l l . Last few days 

it ’s been back to the old chuck, spew method. We 

couldn’t do masking Fri, Sat or Sun as you stil l had 

a temp. You are so much more a lert and aware of 

the things around you. You are list ening carefu l l y 

to a l l the new noises .
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You have done more crying and grouching in 

the last few weeks than you’ve done in your entire 

life. At least something is getting through. The 

VSD is a bit of a worry at the moment. The light 

is he lping a lot, your pupils are improving. The 

noise is a bit of a f izzer. We deadened the sound for 

a couple of days. It didn’t rea l l y he lp. We turned it 

up today. You cried a lot but most times it was before 

you even got to the room. Who knows, we’ve rung the 

Institutes so hopeful l y we’l l have a message today. 

We should also ask them if we can change the 

white wall more than once a day. I had another 

question but I can’t remember it at the moment.

Your face is a bit of a mess at present. One cheek, 

the left is a l l splotchy ‘cos that’s the side you lie on 

the most. Also that left ear has a pressure area on it. 

Difficu l t to get rid of as you tend to go for that side 

being underneath. Under your chin you have 

a large sore, the resu l t of a lit tle pustu le which 

I burst, then it got moist so I put some betadine 

on. In the morning you had b list ers around it, so 

we washed the betadine off and covered it with 

Tegaderm. The latest thing to do is enclose these 

sorts of things and leave them alone for 48 hours 

to hea l of their own accord .

Anyway I put it on at 9am and by 3 o’clock 

your small lesion was 10 X the s ize and a l l raw. 

It was c lean however and it has stayed that way. 
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The sca b is lifting at pres ent and the skin 

underneath looks pink and healthy. You also have 

bruises on your shins and sometimes your arms.

Some days I worry that we overwork you and 

some days I worry that we don’t work you enough. 

I keep thinking “Every day you aren’t we l l is one 

more daythe other kids are getting ahead of you.” 

But I can s ee the improvement and I know you are 

going to get we l l . I sti l l dream of you running, 

laughing into school with Cassie.

Cass is having a bit of troub le coping with a l l 

the att ention you’re getting. Most days she’s pretty 

good but every now and then she has a “wobb ly” 

day. It ’s understandab le she is on ly 4 after a l l . 

Kinder wil l be good for her this year.

I’m going to teach her to read so that she can 

have her own Programme and I can spend some 

constructive time with her.

We are going to nominate a day or afternoon 

which is hers to spend it the way she wants to or do 

something that she’d enjoy. At the moment she’s 

down at Ba lnarring with Mary and Co.

She rang last night and we had a good little chat. 

She told me her news and then wanted to know all 

about ours. Sounded like she was having a great time, 

not missing me at all. The house is so quiet without her.

Your Dad is rea l l y ti red too. The majority of 

the Programme fa lls on him. He manages superb l y 

most days. I am a bit jealous of 2 things. 1 that he
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spends so much time with you and 2 that so many 

other women spend so much time with him. They 

a l l recognise him as a “great Dad and husband”.

I have a wonderfu l famil y a l l round and 

getting bett er a l l the time.

I don’t begrudge Ian any of the praise he got; he is a wonderful 
father and kept the programme and house together. But for myself, 
how hard was it not to be recognised, not to be able to share the 
difficulties of a working mother, not to be able to talk to someone 
about my trials and tribulations. Even at the Institutes, we were the 
only family with a working mother. It was the best way for us.

Friday 15th January 1993

I made the mistake of ca l ling the Institute the 

day before yest erday. Now you have to do 30 white 

wa lls instead of 10! We also discovered you were 4 

VSDs short of quota. Then we thought we might as 

we l l add the 3 extra masks up to 30.

Now you have a rea l l y busy day. As if you didn’t 

before.

You are going we l l on the Programme. I can s ee 

lots of improvement. On ly 11 weeks til l re-visit. 

But boy are you grouchy.

The grouchy was aliveness, poking Jacqui out of her comfort 
zone, her cocoon of ambiguity and nothingness. Bombarding all her 
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senses with stimulation from all kinds of sources: physical, mental, 
and emotional. Things a well baby would get naturally through 
seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, and tasting.

Sunday 24th January 1993

The grouchiness has passed. You fina l l y decided 

that you didn’t like the VSD with its loud noise, so 

now it ’s a quiet buzzer. Much more civilised . You 

are doing rea l l y we l l in lots of ways. Lit tle things 

are improving a l l over the place.

Less, can’t remember what I was going to say. You 

sit up straighter in the highchair, less vomiting, you 

eat more. You can point your toes now. You are also 

looking around more with eyes wide open. We go …

Sometimes the entries dribbled to a stop as I nodded off in the 
wee hours.

Tuesday 2nd March 1993

Boy was I ti red when I wrote that last note. Al l 

those lit tle scribb les mean I closed my eyes and was 

dropping off to s l eep.

Well it’s week 14 and you are firing on all 

cylinders.

Today you did 40 inc lines! It was your first day 

at it but you were great.
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You have so much more s tyl e and 

determination now.

Your arms and legs are rea l l y trying hard to 

coordinate and work .

Often you can bring your left arm forward by 

itself and your legs can bend on occasion too. You’ve 

been hard to pattern of late, stiffening yourself 

and refusing to cooperate. We are waiting to hear 

from the Institute to s ee it there is anything we 

can do.

Tonight I put you to bed at 8 o’clock . When I 

went to check you before I went to bed at 10:30 you 

have given me the biggest grin and cheeky look . I 

think you’re as leep now though.

Jacqu i you have made so much progress in a 

lot of ways. You are much more a lert, bright, more 

interested in the world. Your vision is steadier. I’m 

sure you s ee a lot more and a lot more c learl y too. 

You are aware of sounds a l l about you. You have had 

on ly 1 ear infection since going on the Programme. 

And you haven’t had any temperatures for weeks.

Now the bowels, something I should have 

mentioned at the beginning. Jacqu i can open her 

bowels by herself. Lots of it too. Afterwards you fee l 

pounds lighter. Jacq you love to s ee who’s coming 

next to he lp you
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We were absolutely blessed with the family, friends, and strangers 
who rocked up to our door in pairs three times a day, seven days a 
week. Though all the days were governed by the same schedule, we 
learned to tell them apart by when the regulars arrived—Nora is 
here, so it must be Tuesday.

Many of the patterners came for us but stayed for Jacqui. They 
saw her come alive. The sceptics became our greatest champions. 
Nora had an adult son with Down’s Syndrome, and she confided 
to me after seeing Jacqui’s progress that she wished the programme 
had been around when he was young. My heart bled for her. She 
was our oldest patterner, somewhere in her seventies, I think, but 
regular as clockwork.

Sunday 7th March 1993

Jacqu i, you are a monkey. Ian said you were 

laughing fit to burst tonight. Of course I was 

s l eeping before coming to work so I missed it. I miss 

quite a lot of things working. You just love your 

Dad so much though. He gets a l l the best smiles and 

laughs. If you hear his voice you crane your neck 

trying to find him. I guess it ’s a penalty I pay. I get 

a bit jealous at times but I know it ’s for the best.

But what about me? Getting used to being at the bottom of the 
pile. Just because I chose (did I?) working, I didn’t feel I could express 
how I felt to anyone. Poor me. There’s that victim and martyr 
mentality again. I write so often about missing out and I found it had 
a name: fear of missing out (FoMo). I can see it may have started in 
my childhood and then been pumped up with Jacqui’s birth.
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As humans, we are born with a bias to fear and negativity—this 
is our natural inclination. I notice that I don’t write anywhere near 
as much about the wonderful feelings of helping so many families 
birth new babies, about helping ease the suffering of people dying, 
about helping people recover from illness.

Get over it and get on or choose differently. Your life belongs to 
you. Sound familiar? Everything you think, feel, do, and believe is 
important and that’s what matters.

Just as other people tried to put me in a box, I got really good 
at putting myself in one. Nowadays, I’m more inclined to let that 
stuff go, to be conscious of my choice. I can choose to be a victim, 
or I can choose to be joyful.

He is coping much bett er at home than I would. 

I’m a bett er mother when I work . Sounds strange 

but true.

This is something I often said and came to believe. It helped 
other women who were working mothers or struggling with new 
motherhood when I told them this.

I still believe these words today, but I approach them from a 
different perspective. Rather than being seduced by the masculine, 
the boon of societal success, I can have it all because now is all. I am 
who I am, the sum total of all of me.
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Work is looking up at the moment. I’ve been 

asked to start some antenata l classes for the hospita l . 

Very exciting.

Not as exciting as when you go back to the 

Institute in 14 weeks’ time. I want you to have 

done so we l l they are amazed.

We’l l have to he lp you work hard over the 

next month. I’m surprised you weren’t sick today 

(Sat) Friday you were t errib le, a runny nose and 

sn eezes a l l day, a t emperature by the evening. 

But Saturday you were great, bare l y a sniff le. We 

dosed you up on Vitamin C, it may have he lped . 

More pooh today by yourself! I hope you are as leep. 

Bye my darling baby.

I even felt guilty about being excited for myself. And rather than 
say, “You go, girl!”, I reiterated other people’s needs before my own.

Christie Marie Sheldon had the perfect way of expressing the 
importance of looking after yourself. She likened it to when the 
oxygen masks are used in an airplane emergency. You need to put 
your own mask on first before you can help other people. Fill your 
own battery in order to help others.6

It fits so well with Marianne Williamson’s words: “As we let our 
own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to 
do the same”.7
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Monday 15th March 1993

Jacqui, you have achieved major improvements 

over the last few days. Thursday 1.3 metres Friday 

1.4 metres Sat 1.5 Sun 1.6 and today you start 1.7 

metres . It ’s hard to image how you began with 0.2 

0.1 or zero. You are now getting a lot more style to 

your crawling. First it was legs, then arms, bend 

e lbows, pushing hands and now its legs again. Both 

legs bend up and you push off a bit sometimes from 

the wa l l sometimes the floor of the inc line.

You smile as you go too. You s eem so pleased with 

yourself when you do a fast crawl . You are trying it 

a lot more on flat surfaces too. I don’t think it wil l 

be long before you are off and racing. You stil l have 

a persist ent rash on your lower left check . It a lmost 

disappears then a day on the inc line and it ’s back .

You were having a few more se izures just before 

this rea l l y dynamic spe l l . I wonder if it was the 

brain moving to a new district.

Three weeks today and we’l l be at the Institute. 

Both your Dad and I (and most of the volunteers) are 

hanging out to s ee what they say and what your 

programme wil l be like aft er this assessment. I’m 

sure you are a bit bored with it at the moment.

Despite you having such a good day I’m a bit 

sad . I know I have to keep on top of it, sometimes 

it ’s more difficu l t than others . Sue and Victor and
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Co came for the 4pm session and tea yesterday. 

Jenny and Co came after tea. All of which was fine, 

but a few comments left me fee ling a bit down.

The kids were a l l down the back and there was 

a head count. “Yes a l l 5 are there.” Jacqu i Bree 

should have been No 6.

All the comments on the others . Nobody s eemed 

to think how Ian and I might fee l or bother to say 

about Jacqu i in the same breath. I’m probab ly just 

a lit tle s ensitive at present.

I guess I’m fee ling a lit tle frustrated too. I want 

so much to be home with you and your Dad and 

sist er he lping with the programme. And yet I’ve 

been offe red antenata l classes at the hospita l . 

Something I’ve a lways wanted to do. It wil l n eed a 

bit of time, quite a bit. But these next few years 

are so important for you.

Another thing that’s been worrying me is X. It 

is now ½ way through March and we have not s een 

them since December. Pretty slack on their part. 

Anyway, its X’s birthday and we’re invited, to come 

for afternoon tea.

Prob lem is, I hear via the grapevine that you 

and your programme are “not rea lly their thing”. 

So I’m not sure whether I’l l go or even send Cassie. 

You, certainly are not going. It makes me a bit sad to 

think of it at a ll . Obviously, they have a prob lem 

with the whole concept of you, I’m not going to expose
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you to the negative vibes and discrimination. You 

have plenty of volunteers and strangers who can 

he lp and are positive.

It’s so easy to judge others. Running up the ladder of inference, 
assuming you know what people are thinking, singling out the bad 
and focusing on that to the exclusion of the positive.

The hurts so close to home from family and friends found me 
unprepared. It’s hard when it comes from people you love who don’t 
know how they are hurting you. And if you don’t say anything, how 
can they know how to stop or how to help? How can they tell you 
how they’re feeling?

Expressing my vulnerability and asking for help weren’t really 
lessons I learned in my family or in my experience. We tended to 
embrace the keep-it-all-inside-and-look-like-you’re-coping-even-if-
you’re-not mentality. Plus, as a nurse, I was expected to be the epitome of 
equanimity, sailing calmly and confidently through the chaos and pain.

Now I work hard to avoid assuming things about other people—
either their generosity or lack thereof. I have no idea of their stories or 
their thoughts or feelings. I’ve only lived my life. I can count on myself. 
So I try to live the unexpected joys, and bring the joy to every moment.

On a brighter note, Dad went crazy with the 

bankcard and bought a wok and an overlocker for 

me. The overlocker is great. I whizzed up 2 pair 

of pants for you this morning. And a dress and 

headband for Cassie yesterday. Of course Cassie now 

thinks I should be making stacks of things for her.
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There is joy in creating, in being able to make something from 
something else.

Soon, aft er programme, soon. She was a lit tle 

sad last night too, watching the other young ones 

playing. She wants you to be we l l .

The learning, joy, and pain that Cassi experienced with her 
sister’s life and death were deep and life-changing emotions. Her 
story is for her to tell another day.

Saturday 4th April 1993

A new day and a new book . Its 0446 Jacqu i and 

I hope you are as leep. I’ve got a spare 5 minutes 

and my thoughts are with you, Cassie and Ian. 

Monday we head off to Hea lesvil le, to the Institutes 

for the Achievement of Human Potentia l .

A few babies and a few contractions later here 

I am again.

It ’s an anxious time at the moment. We are 

keen to show you off at the Institutes, but worried 

they won’t think you’ve done enough.

I was worried they wouldn’t think I’d done 

enough.

We’l l mote l it this time, a luxury. Cass wil l 

have a couple of day’s holiday with a friend before 

Grandad brings her over. She is excited too.
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I’ve been to a funera l today, I mean yesterday. 

D died on Wednesday. She was 4 years old . Another 

friend of yours from playgroup. That’s 2 in 6 months. 

I’d bett er write some reports before I fa l l as leep.

How hard is it to watch children die, to see their life unrealised, 
their potential not reached? But is this the wrong way to look at 
it? What if their soul is here to learn a short lesson and to teach us 
a lesson? If I follow my increasing belief that our highest and best 
gift is our freedom of choice, these young souls made that choice to 
learn and teach in their very short time with us. And despite it being 
a heart-breaking experience, I feel like my obligation is to freaking 
learn that lesson and get on with my life, make the best choices I 
can for freedom, love, learn, and live.

Sunday 2nd May 1993

Another lett er to my baby. Jacqu i you don’t 

look much like a baby any more. Over the last 4 

months you grew 100% in height, chest, head and 

weight for child of your age. Tru ly amazing! Now 

you have to grow about 500% to catch up.

You started back so joyfu l l y onto the programme 

when we first returned but now you’ve slowed 

down. It s eems as soon as we turn our back on you 

you’re as leep. I’m a bit worried about that. We are 

persisting with you, trying to enthuse you with 

life and vigour. Some days it ’s not easy, be lieve me.
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We stil l have heaps of people coming in at the 

moment. Some days I think I could sc ream so that 

we could just be a family again.

Peace and quiet, on our own. But then I look 

at how much you’ve improved and it a l l doesn’t 

matter anymore.

You are starting to hold you head up much better 

now. You occasiona l l y turn it from side to side.

Constipation is gone forever, I hope. I tried you 

last night with chopped up pasta and spinach. You 

gagged a few times but managed to keep it a l l down. 

We have to cha l lenge you a bit now. You must sit 

in the highchair for a l l meals and drinks. Your 

Dad is the worst cu lprit for picking you up when 

you’re supposed to be on the floor working. We have 

to keep you prone as much as possib le so you get the 

idea of crawling.

The best you can do at the moment is 180 

degrees with your head as the pivot. We’ve got you 

on extra vitamins, but you’ve been on them for a 

week now with not much improvement. We’l l ring 

the Institute Monday if you’re no bett er. Your Dad 

was wondering if it could be the masking making 

you ti red .

We’l l s ee later today.

How hard is it for an introvert to never have a quiet space, to 
always feel surrounded, assaulted by other people’s energy, noise, 
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needs and demands? These days, I’m better at recognising what I 
need and giving myself and my family space. We are still really close 
and are happiest when it’s just us. We can be a party on our own. 
We bring the joy.

I believe my positive energy and efforts to live mindfully are a 
big part of this. Following my own dreams helped. With meditation 
and eating better (removing meat and gluten from my diet), I calmed 
down immensely. The occasional lapses and overloads with gluten 
and sugar see me turn into a scary woman.

Sunday 16th May 1993

A lot has changed in the last fortnight. Severa l 

ca lls to the Institutes has made some adjustments in 

your programme and you s eem to have caught up.

You were really tired for the first 4 weeks. 

However, the last 3 days you’ve been brilliant. 

Awake, alert, looking, doing, fee ling. Yesterday for 

the first time anyone would have been convinced 

of your intention to play with a rattle which you 

had in your hand, left and returned your hand to it 

several times. All the while looking at what you were 

doing. Coming down the incline you’ve developed 

a much better style. Arms and legs are all trying now. 

The light in your eyes is bright and consistent.

Friday night you were so beautifu l . I was 

bursting with pride. You had been put to bed a 

lit tle earlier and I went to check if you were okay. 

I turned on your light to find you bright –eyed 

and bushy tailed . A big smile was in evidence too. 
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I checked your nappy, dry, so I turned you back 

on your tummy and you looked rea l l y worried . 

An idea occurred to you. You made your drinking 

motion with your tongue. I asked if you were 

thirsty and wanted a drink . The biggest smile 

hit your face instantl y. You were de lighted I had 

fa l len for it. I couldn’t he lp it. I had to get you up 

and give you a drink . We l l, your Dad did rea l l y.

There is so much life in your eyes now. You can 

hold a glance for longer too. You laugh more and 

ta lk more. The time is coming, your time.

Your Dad and I are pretty ti red, exhausted 

would be the word. Somehow we manage to get 

through each day and night and start off the next 

one. Grandad has been a good he lp. I know we 

wear him out but he goes home happy. Ian got the 

family photo framed and gave it to him tonight. 

He was a bit teary but rea l l y pleased . Other people 

who I thought would be more he lp aren’t.

Mind you I can’t ta lk . Your big sist er has taken 

to shouting at us when we discipline her. But she 

is gorgeous too.

Hope you are sound as leep my beautifu l gi rl . 

A big day of programme ahead.

How easy is it to ask for help? Not at all. Even now, I’m not the 
best at asking for help. I spent so many years being self-sufficient 
and resilient that it often takes someone else to point out that I don’t 
have to do it all on my own.
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Sunday 11th July 1993

Jacq, so long s ince I’ve writt en to you. But you 

are never long out of my thoughts. Your programme 

keeps us busy. You s eem to be rea l l y up and down 

at present. Yest erday you were unwell . You have 

a head cold, new t eeth coming and are ti red from 

being up a l l night.

We a l l s eem to hit a bit of a lu l l just before we 

go back to the Institutes . Everyone gets a bit down, 

inc luding you. I think you get a bit bored too. I’l l 

ring the Institutes on Monday and ask what to do.

Trying to motivate you down the inc line is 

difficu l t at present. Maybe if we could put things 

along the sides it would he lp. Until you get a bit 

fast er its taking you a lot of your day to do just the 

distance. This means we don’t have a l l that much 

time to let you play after an inc line.

You s eem to be rea l l y ti red this s emester. Not 

much stamina.

Despite your head cold you have been rea l l y 

we l l up to now. No unexplained fevers etc. You 

have done a new one on me though. Crystals in the 

urine! Like fairy dust. We’l l s end a specimen off 

tomorrow or Monday. The paed s eems to think it 

wil l be okay. Just Calcium oxalate crystals .

The philosophy of our house is very much tuned 

to you. If you have a good day, we a ll have a good day. 

It you have a lousy day, we a ll have a lousy day.
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There is some good evidence on matching vibrations here. 
Emotions have energy. The energetic vibrations of each person affect 
those around her or him. The most powerful vibration tends to win 
out over the others and change the others to be close to the same 
frequency. A grouch makes everyone else grouchy. When someone 
walks into a room full of joy, it’s hard not to smile and be uplifted. 
Because our home, our lives revolved around programme, Jacqui’s 
energy took the lead.

Your Dad is struggling a bit at present. He’s got 

the pre-revisit b lues. The bulk of the programme 

and your care fa ll to him and its difficult most days 

to make it a ll come together. So when you don’t make 

any progress he feels it, a lmost personally. Winter 

is hard too, difficult to go outside with a ll the rain.

I surprised him Friday night with a dinner for 2 

at the pub. It was good for him to go out of the house. 

We met friends there which was good and bad. They 

had their 3 months old, alert, cute and cuddly.

Your Dad ta lked a bit yest erday about how he 

fe l t. You missed a l l of those milestones. We have to 

hark back 5 years to when Cass was young.

Your Dad said, and I agreed, “I want her 

wa lking now!” Then he decided crawling would 

be okay. We both think that if you can get motion 

then a l l the rest wil l fa l l into place a lit tle easier. 

It ’s going to take some time is a l l .

We also ta lked about more editions to the 

family. We had s een the newborn baby of one of 

our patterners when we came over to s ee the paed. 
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Your Dad wanted Jacqu i to wa lk and a new baby 

boy in a cot. Not much to ask . We discussed it but 

we’l l leave it til l you are much further into your 

programme. I fee l I’ve got room for at least 1, if not 

2 more babies, but at the moment what we’ve got 

comes first.

I know your Dad feels very keen ly that he is the 

last Strachan in Aus and it ’s up to him to renew 

the line and keep it flourishing.

I have to be strong for a l l of you and keep the 

family in sync and in order. Your Dad is fee ling the 

strain a bit at present. Hang in there Jacq. Hurry 

up and get we l l then we can do normal family 

things together. Like go for drives or picnics etc.

I have so much to say to you but so lit tle gift 

for saying it.

You are growing more beautifu l each day. The 

light in your eyes is a lmost a lways on. I hope the 

programme can he lp. I just want you tota l l y we l l . 

Too much to ask? I don’t think so. We took you to the 

chiropractors the last two Tuesdays. Interesting, I 

don’t know if it he lped or not. Your Dad is stil l a 

bit sceptica l . Time wil l te l l .

I’d bett er go and do some more work . I have my 

second class on Tuesday. I hope it ’s a bit bett er 

than the first. I was a bit scratchy & disjointed . 

I’m sure I’l l get bett er with practice.
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This is a really important entry because it depicts me being strong 
for everyone, holding everyone together. No time for vulnerability, 
only shame and guilt sprinkled with hope and joy and love. I put 
it out to the universe that I had space for two more babies. And we 
made space for our two beautiful sons.

I had so much to say but so little talent for saying it. I spent too 
long writing to myself, sharing my deepest thoughts with the written 
page. How uncomfortable do we feel as Australians, as women, as 
adults sharing our vulnerability? Really bloody uncomfortable. “No 
worries, she’ll be right, mate.” Sometimes I just wanted to scream, 
“Ask me how I am and don’t take fine for an answer!” I’m not fine—
nowhere near it.

And sometimes I wanted something that we were not going to 
get … maybe ever. How important are intentions, and how do we 
manage when sometimes it’s just not going to happen? How do we 
manage the other?

Do we feel guilty for wanting a normal life? Is this why Jacqui 
died? Alive, we would probably never have had a normal life. 
Actually, come to think of it; yes, we would. It would be normal for 
us because it was ours.

And what is normal? Why do we yearn for it anyway? Why 
do we want something so intangible? We’re always looking for the 
future state, for the ideal, for something we don’t have. We don’t take 
enough time to be here in the moment, really living and loving every 
second, experiencing every sense reeling with feeling. Who said we 
all need to be the same? How boring would that be?
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Monday 2nd August 1993

Jacqu i, a mixed day. We’re at the mote l in 

Hea lesvil le. We’ve had the first day of the Re-visit 

assessment.

You’ve lost 1kg in weight! I’m shocked. Both your 

Dad & I were sure you would have put on stacks. 

You’ve grown 3cm in length and 1cm in chest (120%).

Max was rea l l y impressed with your action 

down the inc line. He was also impressed with your 

vision and behaviour when he spoke to you. It 

bore out what we a l ready know – that you are one 

c lever cookie. And bold! We tried patterning and 

showed him how youmisbehave. It ’s given him 

food for thought. He was very interested today. I 

could a lmost s ee his mind working. We wil l have 

some interesting things on Saturday, I fee l .

Your Dad and I are both disappointed with 

your weight. I am also disappointed with your 

head circumference. But on the plus side, Max 

is extreme ly pleased with your inte l lectua l and 

visua l progress .

Your Dad and I a bit numb I s’pose. We stil l have 

to wait for the conc lusions.

Cassie arrives tomorrow with Grandad. So we 

have one peacefu l day left. It ’s been raining. I 

hope it ’s bett er tomorrow. We don’t have much 

indoor entertainment.
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Jacqu i, don’t get me wrong we’re stil l thril led 

with what you are doing but we want you to be 

wa lking today not tomorrow or next year. We 

haven’t got time for you to make slow steady 

progress, we n eed you to be bett er, we l l now.

I know we sound impatient but you have lost 

so much time a l ready. There is so much you have 

missed we don’t want you to miss anymore.

This is how I live life. This sense of urgency, as if I might miss 
something if I don’t go fast; FoMO. Balance this with mindfulness 
and every moment is a gem, each has its colour and movement, 
taste and smell, texture and temperature. The sense of urgency 
translates into a sense of progress, of learning, of reaching for the 
next evolution. If we stay the same, we stay the same. The words just 
reek of stagnation. If we move and learn, we grow. There is so much 
out in the world to explore, and so much of the inner world we can 
explore. Our brain is capable of taking in so much more than we 
give it. Our emotions and energy are unlimited.

We are unlimited beings spending time in a limited human 
body. And even so, we use such a small amount of our potential. 
Never stop learning.

There’s a concept called cognitive surplus: the shared, online 
work we do with our spare brain cycles. The ability of the world 
to volunteer and collaborate on shared projects represents ancient 
human motivation to create shared design for generosity. There are 
a trillion hours of need up for participatory grabs8. It’s a fascinating 
idea and leans towards a whole human consciousness: we are all 
connected. How good would it be to contribute your cognitive down 
time to the greater good of humanity?
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Tuesday 24th August 1993

Jacq, so much to say and such a lit tle time to 

do it. Your head grew 200%, chest 125%. Overa l l 

a growth rate of 2 ½ times fast er than before 

programme. You had quite a good week . Then when 

you got back you got a throat infection, bronchitis 

then mumps! At least we think its mumps. We’l l 

get the blood test results tomorrow.

Your face is a lmost back to normal .

Today you have been whizzing down the 

inc line. Face b lew up Thursday 19th August.

Friday 27th August 1993

Jacq, I think I’l l write a book . Title “Jacqu i 

Bree, what wil l you be?” I’ve just finished reading 

about Doran (Scotson 1985). I’m inspired, if I wasn’t 

a l ready. Your life is too important. We have to 

motivate you and ourse lves more. I’m going to get 

Cassie more involved too. Big paintings might be a 

good start. Your Dad is rea l l y ti red at the moment.
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Saturday 28th August 1993

Of course there has been no time to do much yet, 

not even thinking. I am determined. Your Dad, as 

I’ve tried to say before is rea l l y ti red . He’s starting to 

get more frustrated and angry that he has no time 

to do what he n eeds to. We started to have a serious 

ta lk tonight but, of course, we were interrupted . 

We just have to become more obsess ive with the 

programme. We don’t have any more spare time.

I think I’l l try and get some big paints and 

pictures of bright toys/animals etc and I’l l get Cassie 

to paint some bright pictures around the rooms. We 

have to give you more incentive/motivation to s ee 

and crawl . We’ve changed the living area around 

a bit. It should work out bett er.

Jacqu i, I want you wa lking and ta lking. I’m 

sure you’l l be ab le to crawl on the flat soon. You 

are rea l l y enjoying your inte l ligence programme. 

You are learning to read words now. We need to show 

you more big, bright stuff.

My heart aches for your big sister. Like you she is 

bright and clever. And like your Dad she is frustrated. 

If you were crawling I’m sure it would be easier. She 

could then get more involved with games to entice you 

along. Her imagination is remarkable. It is something 

I’ve tried to foster. In some ways it makes a safe place to 

retire into when the world gets a bit dicey.
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And isn’t that a prophetic line for both Cassi and me. We both 
use our imagination to disappear from the real world for blocks of 
time. We are both great readers and love fantasy. And we are both 
really good at hiding.

I s ee so much in your eyes and in your face. 

You are trying so hard to communicate at present. 

Often it ’s just your mouth working hard but no 

sound. We’l l increase your masks and try to he lp 

you get a bit more breath.

I know one day you’l l be ab le to say “I love you” 

and give me a hug.

This makes me want to scream, “Share your freaking vulnerability 
before it’s too late and the moment, the person, and the life is gone!” 
Tell someone you love them right now; say you think that person is 
fabulous for whatever reason; share the freaking feeling. Stop reading 
this and go do it now—even if you have to call them, text them, 
Skype them, or write them a letter.

You may be amazed at what you get back if you open that door 
just a crack.

I‘ve worked 82.5 hours this fortnight – too much. 

I think we’l l have to cut back on work/money and 

budget for less at home.

Now here is an old story I’ve been telling myself for years. You 
have to work hard to earn money—too hard. It’s all just your own 
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stories about money and work and worth. The choice is yours, and 
I deserve to have it all.

I saw the obstetrician on Monday. He said my 

prolapse was “impress ive”. I’ve got to s ee a physio 

who specia lises in that area on Wednesday. He 

said the on ly rea l cure is surgery in a major way. 

But I explained I sti l l wanted another child or 

two so surgery is out of the question. It just makes 

everything that much more difficu l t. Some days I 

fee l like everything is fa l ling out.

And here is another priceless gem—talk about being disconnected 
to the feminine! How about your uterus falling out of your body!

And I feel like everything is falling out. No wonder I tried to 
shut it down, to keep it closed, to hold on for dear life. Holding 
tighter and keeping it all inside just meant the feminine disappearing 
more and more from my life. So my body tries to tell me in a really 
obvious way that I need to do something about it or I’ll lose it 
forever.

Also, my right leg t ends to give way at the 

moment, usua l l y when I twist or turn. It improved 

s lightl y when I saw the chiro but not tota l l y. 

Sounds like I’m fa l ling apart doesn’t it? Your Dad 

wants to trade me in on a new mode l . Sometimes I 

think it would be a good idea.
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Falling apart—lots of falling, lots of drowning in overwhelm, in 
the real world, in by being a working woman and mother, by being 
the mother of a hurt child, and by being a wife.

“Not good enough!” is what this screams; you’re not good 
enough! Let’s trade you in for a better model, one that is good 
enough, one that can do it all.

You did reasonab ly we l l with programme today. 

Not bril liant but you enjoyed it I think.

I have a mission, a mission impossib le “Make 

Jacq fat!” Maybe or maybe not. I also have a sec ret 

wish. “Crawling by Christmas”. Can you do it? I 

hope so. I’m going to try and get you there by hook 

or by crook . I think we can do it.

A few things here: again, the encouragement, optimism, 
determination, and stubborn resilience to keep going, to push people 
beyond their limits. And then there is the visionary leadership, the 
engagement in the excitement of possibility and potential.

I can see the subtleties and read the body language, see the life 
and potential. If I could see the potential in Jacqui, then how much 
easier is it to spot in people who can speak and move?

On the other hand, I realise that what I wish for is not everyone 
else’s wish. Sometimes people don’t see it; sometimes they don’t want 
it; and sometimes they don’t believe they deserve it or can have it. 
Sometimes they don’t see that the dream picture I can help them paint 
as a coach, by putting brushes into their hands, by opening the doors 
to imagination through confidence or whichever switch is needed, 
could become their real world. If you can imagine it, it can be yours.

As I learned to coach, I realised that telling someone is easy, 
showing them is just as easy, and letting them do it for themselves 
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is the most powerful thing in the world. They then remember, are 
proud and confident, and can do it over and over again.

Sometimes it’s hard while coaching to see someone reaching for 
an answer or understanding. It’s almost as if I can see their neural 
synapses trying to fire in different directions. Often, I witness them 
sparking into a big nothing, but then comes the part I love: I see it 
in their eyes when the spark ignites and the brand new way opens up 
like a kaleidoscope of technicoloured wonder. I witness their hearts 
beating faster—maybe it could, maybe I could. This is the point of 
courage. This is the moment when leaders are born, when people 
change their lives.

As Benjamin Franklin said, “Teach me and I forget. Show me 
and I remember. Involve me and I understand.”

Saturday 18th September 1993

Jacq, up until yest erday I would have said no 

way were you going to crawl for Christmas. Then 

last night you made my day, week, month at least.

You had had a bett er aft ernoon, then after tea 

you were lying on your floor. You started to laugh 

maybe at us having tea or maybe at how c lever you 

were about to be. You lifted your head by yourself 

and turned it purposefu l l y to the left (your non-

favourite side). A few minutes later you turned 

back . You didn’t just f lick your head like when 

you get a fright. This was a planned action to look 

in the other direction. You thought you were so 

c lever. The next time you even paused and looked 

forward. You repeated this process s evera l times
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and Dad even caught it on video! Natura l l y we 

cheered and told you how great you were. You 

laughed more and kept throwing up your head. 

Your legs were trying to crawl too. I’m sure it wil l 

he lp when its summer and you can have bare toes .

We’ve been doing extra patterns ‘cos you’ve been 

too ti red to come down the inc line. We’ve also been 

continuing to mask after tea which have probab ly 

he lped .

This was a brilliant day; I saw hope in motion.
But I can’t help thinking the following as I write: yes, but in 

fewer than two years, she will be gone.

Sunday 19th September 1993

Jacq, I’m a bit more awake tonight. I’ve just cut 

out 60 Austra lian paintings for BITs. We’re trying 

to get ahead for next revisit as we’ve been told 

we’l l have to do them next time. Ian said you had 

a good day yesterday and worked quite hard. You 

did more inc lines than you’ve done for a while.

Learning to anticipate, planning, and being proactive, are all 
great lessons for project and change managers … and also parents.
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Tuesday 28th September 1993

Be lieve it or not, your Dad and I are in bed 

before midnight. Your Dad is reading Doran. He’s 

up to Chapter 13. Mary told him to get a wriggle on 

today as she wants to read it too.

After I got up I he lped you with the last session 

of programme. It s eems that your head control is 

getting much better. You no longer a llow your nose 

to get crunched when you rol l over and you are 

balancing on your be l l y more often. These episodes 

used to be months apart, then weeks. Now, sometimes 

they are on ly days. We are doing masking as often as 

possib le. I’m sure it is he lping. The last 2 nights you 

have gone to bed awake and chirpy but then gone to 

s leep fairl y quickly. Laughter is now an everyday 

event. Stil l joyous and specia l but more familiar. 

Your big sister was ti red tonight and grouchy. Half 

her prob lem was that she was too hot. In a spencer 

and a winter dress and it was in the early 20’s .

I’m sure you can be crawling before Christmas. 

We just have to get those flashes of bril liance more 

consistent. Yesterday morning was a prime example. 

I had you in front of the lounge room window in 

the sun. You were looking out the window. You 

actua l l y saw and tried to follow firstl y Pol l y (the 

cat) who was outside and came and sat on the 

window sil l . More amazingly you saw a few minutes
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later some sparrows f l y onto the bird feeder and 

then away! Fantastic!

I think you’ve put on about ½ a kilo at the 

moment. So the “make Jacq fat” campaign is going 

reasonab ly we l l .

What a joy to remember these moments, to feel the smile crack 
my face and see you there in front of the window; ponytail and 
bright green eyes.

Thursday 3th September 1993

Jacq you keep having these glimpses of 

bril liance. It ’s fantastic but frustrating. We know 

you can do fantastic things but you just run out of 

puff at present. You did remarkab ly we l l over the 

last 2 days and now you’re ti red out. You tend to 

hit the proverbia l “wa ll” in the b link of an eye. 

Ta lked to Max today. Al l going we l l . Continue to do 

more inc lines but he lp you withpatterning a bit 

more often. Continue more masking, as much as 

possib le. Introduce words as often as required. When 

we think you’ve got it, next one. He even asked how 

we were going. So I told him frustrated at times but 

basica l l y okay. Only 3 weeks and 2 days til l revisit.

Stick to the plan.
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Sunday 3rd October 1993

The fish and chips we had for tea keeps coming 

back to haunt me. I missed most of your day as I 

was as leep. Ian said you were very bold . Awake, 

smiling, and looking but not working down the 

inc line. We are going to friends for tea today. Nice 

to have a rest from the cooking. Actua l l y I think 

I’l l have to cook anyway to give you something. It ’s 

hard to get up at 4 and get your mind into gear for 

a mea l and a l l its preparation.

F phoned tonight with a l l her cares and woes. 

She actua l l y sounded quite cheerfu l . I’m sure she 

doesn’t understand the extent of your prob lems or 

how it affects the family dynamics.

Oh my, oh my. I can’t help but read what I wrote and cringe. 
Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. I was so quick to judge, 
so wrapped up in my own pain and woes. How self-righteous was 
I? And did I tell anybody how I felt? Did I share? Nope, still hadn’t 
gotten that lesson sorted out.

At the time, I was like a kettle boiling. If the lid had come off, I 
would have erupted and burnt everyone and everything in my path. 
As it was, if you got too close and jiggled the lid, chances are you’d 
get hissed at. Back off!
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Mel and Dad stayed for tea tonight. Dad s eems 

pretty good at the moment. He is he lping us a lot 

at the moment. I hope we aren’t wearing him out.

Jacq, wil l you be crawling for Christmas? It 

might make things a lot easier. We could be a bit 

more mobile then. We could pattern you on the 

kitchen ta b les and you could learn to crawl on 

different surfaces at various people’s homes.

Sunday 10th October 1993

On Wednesday 6th October 1993 Jacqu i Bree said 

“koala”. I heard it as plain as day. I also had a 

witness, Sue Fox, who agreed tota l l y with me. We 

had shown you the word and a picture then in a 

quiet voice you said after me “koala”.

Now that I know you can do it I’m going to nag you 

I’m sure. Your crawling is getting better. I’m sure once 

we start respiratory patterning you’ll get even better. 

Your voice has been helped a lot by the extra masking. 

Your head is so much stronger after all the rolling too.

Sunday in 2 weeks we will be at the Institutes. 

Hopefu l l y they’l l te l l us you are exce l lent and 

growing in a l l directions. Your face and body are 

certain ly altering. I hope the campaign to “Make 

Jacq fat” works. I’l l have to rea l l y concentrate in 

the next 2 weeks. I s’pose you must get sick of mushy 

food. Maybe not ‘cos you’ve never had anything else.
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If you could just get the s l eeping at night right 

you’d be much bett er off. Then a l l your energy 

could be spent during the day on your programme.

We’ve had quite a few successes with potty 

training. You are doing extreme ly we l l . Yest erday 

we switched to a cheaper brand of nappies in an 

effort to save some money. So far, so good .

I wish Mum was here to s ee you. She would 

have been a great he lp, not on ly in the physica l 

s ense but on the emotiona l side too. I miss her 

dreadful l y, just as much today as I did the day she 

died . She would have been so proud of you. You 

try so hard sometimes and get nowhere it breaks 

my heart.

How hard it is to read these words, now years later. Trying hard 
and getting nowhere. All about change and learning and that there 
has to be a combination of factors for it all to come together, not 
just the physical, the process, the careful planning, the SMART 
goals. It’s all a matter of fine tuning, having everything humming, 
interacting and working.

In fact, more and more, I realise that what’s needed are the 
emotional and energetic goals; the DUMB goals, as Brendon Burchard 
says9. People need meaning in their lives; they have to know their 
work is for a purpose, that their life means something to someone, 
and that they’re leaving their mark and making a difference.

Over and over, science and everyone else says we need meaning 
in our lives; if we’re not moving, we’re dying, rotting on the vine, 
wasting our chance.
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You are going to get bett er I know. I’d just like it 

to be sooner rather than later.

Your Dad has had some time off programme to do 

“other things”. This meant building the cupboard 

in the ha l l (linen press). It looks fantastic aft er 

8 years of a big hole. It sti l l n eeds painting and 

handles but is otherwise done. I think I’l l be ab le 

to fi l l it 3 times over by the time I’m finished.

I hope this gives your Dad a bit of reserve strength. 

We a ll need it at the moment. There a lways seems 

to be this pre-visit depression we have to get over.

With on ly 2 weeks to go we are starting to get 

excited again and want to show you off. I would put 

you down as exce l lent this time. I’m just cross ing 

my fingers to keep you we l l til l we get there.

I wonder how a l l the other kids are getting on.

Judy is going to come on the last day for the 

new programme. Dad (G’Dad) will be there of course. 

I might see if Cassie can have a day at Barbara’s. 

Maybe even spend Thursday night after the party 

at Grandad’s. That would work out the best then I 

think. Details for later. Hope you are restfully and 

blissfully asleep.

I found journaling the best way for me to reflect, to unload, 
to debrief, to rejoice, and to plan. It allowed for “building a bridge 
between our present and our future selves”.10 There is something 
about seeing the words appear on the page that allows the emotions 
to flow and fixes them in my eyes and mind.
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Sunday 17th October 1993

Jacq, I left you in your Dad’s arms at 2215hrs last 

night. When I went down to get changed for work 

you were ye l ling in your bed. Of course when I took 

you down to the lounge room you were a l l smiles . 

I’m sure it was ‘cos you wanted to s ee how a l l the 

kids were going. 3 of Mary’s kids were there for tea. 

At least you are we l l, touch wood. Yest erday I was 

nearl y demented . I was sure you had a UTI. As it 

turns out you may just have been ti red . Anyway we 

sent off the sample. Cassie s lept at the Z’s last night 

after spending a l l day at the Geelong Show. I’m 

sure she had a great day and didn’t miss us at a l l .

Your Dad and I are thinking about having 

another baby. We’ve ta lked about the pros and cons 

and think that maybe if we start in Jan/Feb then 

by the time its born you’l l have been on programme 

2 years and you’l l be 4 and Cass wil l be 6. That’s a 

big enough gap. I hope you’re wa lking by then.

It wil l be difficu l t but we think this is going to 

work out the best for everyone. It is important for 

both you and Cass as we l l as us to finish our family. 

There is enough love for one or two more yet.

The baby wil l be good for you to watch and 

chase. Good for Cass to s ee how it ’s supposed to go. 

That’s if the baby doesn’t have a significant brain 

in jury. How am I ever going to get through another 

pregnancy? It ’s going to be interesting!
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On the IAHP Program, our Jacqui Bree woke up and began to 
live and grow. Life revolved around both our children as equally as 
we could and things eventually got back onto an even keel.

We gained some stability, some routine and could see Jacqui 
improving. We even got to the point where felt we had enough room 
in our life for another child. There was much soul searching on our 
part as well as genetic testing. Jacqui was unique, her disability had 
no obvious cause, no reason why.

Friday 5th November 1993

Well Jacq, you made it to another birthday. Now 

you are 3! You had a great day ‘cos you were on a 

revisit and we had a party at Grandad’s place with 

a l l your cousins.

Each day was a milestone, and each year was a miracle. Birthdays 
were so important.

Saturday 12th November 1993

Jacqu i Bree has chicken pox. Cassie asked me 

why it was ca l led that. I’l l have to find out for 

her. You had a great day yesterday though, despite 

the spots .

This is week 2 after revisit. Revisit was fantastic! 

You got a s eeing victory. You read and comprehended 

your words and BITS amazingly. I was left in no 

doubt that you knew exactly what you were s eeing.
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You were also given an object in your hand, not 

s een, then 2 similar objects were shown to you and 

you had to pick which one you’d been touching. 

Correct picking 4 out of 4 times.

We were a l l amazed. You were de lighted to be 

showing off and also s eemed to gain maturity and 

confidence right then. As if you now knew you 

could get your message across . You’ve joined the 

world in a big way.

This is the joy of being capable: suddenly or gradually 
understanding that you can do things, that you can learn and 
achieve and interact and grow.

This programme is rea l l y exciting. Very physica l 

though. 20 inc lines by yourself. 10 inc lines 

patterned. 4 patterns. Min 20 masks. 5 words 3 

X day. 5 categories of 2 bits 3 X day. 100 rolls, 

50 somersaults, brushing and 1 hour respiratory 

patterning. And 3 X 10 minutes on the Gravitron, 

at least that’s what we’re ca l ling it. It ’s to he lp you 

crawl bett er and hopefu l l y bring some of the cross 

pattern movements out more often.

Up until you got sick with the chicken pox you 

were doing rea l l y we l l . Here’s hoping it continues 

when you get bett er.
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We went to the cemetery to s ee my Mum’s grave 

today. I took down some roses and some for Dad. It 

was the first time I’d been there s ince she died 

over 2 years ago. It was very sad. I told her I was 

doing my best and I missed her a lot. Not even 

physica l l y but emotiona l l y I n eeded her to ta lk 

to. She could a lways balance things out and would 

have he lped me with you a lot. Maybe it ’s bett er 

this way. I have to cope with life without her and 

I’ve changed my thinking a lot.

The separation from the feminine, from the nurturing facet of 
life, from the wisdom, from the balance is sorely missed. Better that 
I cope alone, tuck myself inside, and be strong, I thought. Don’t let 
anyone in; don’t let them see; be the good girl you’ve always been taught 
to be. Be happy with this gift of a hurt child.

The fact is that a woman’s relationship with her mother is central 
to the woman she becomes. Losing her mother early has a profound 
effect on her life, and her mourning never really stops. As Edelman 
notes, “Instead it evolves over time, often leading a woman to a place 
where, instead of actively grieving, she can describe the feeling as a sense 
of ‘missing’ her mother, and where she can even begin to see some long-
term positive outcomes of early mother loss”.11

This idea describes my grief surrounding Jacqui Bree. Add to 
that the fact that I had already been grieving while she was alive—
grieving for her normal life, for the things she could never be or do. 
Now I’m at a place where I can see the positive outcomes of losing 
her before she was five. Her life continues to be such a gift.

Grief is not linear. I’d been taught the Kübler-Ross model12 in 
nursing school. Kübler-Ross taught that grief had five emotional 
stages: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Most 
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people know about these stages. I’m sure the nursing teachers gave 
me more than this, but what I recall is that it’s a progression with an 
end. Kübler-Ross’s model has more detractors these days.

For me, the circular, complex, twisting nature of life and growth 
and grieving seems like an apt description. Even laying this book out 
in chapters and following The Heroine’s Journey stages one after the 
other doesn’t do justice to the journey. You can be in more than one 
stage at a time, and you can go back to some stages until you find 
your way through.

My friend Ronnie told me a story of a woman who walked down 
a road and fell into a hole that she hadn’t seen. The next time she 
walked down the road, she saw the hole but still fell in. The next 
time she walked down the road, she saw the hole and walked around 
it. Finally, she came to a crossroads before she walked down the road 
and chose another route.

I love that story because, sometimes, I forget that the road has a 
big, deep hole in it. I fall into the old way of living and being. Before 
I know it, I’m back in the big, deep hole … drowning in grief, in 
busyness, in denial, in anger, in depression.

Saturday 27th November 1993

Jacqu i Bree, you’ve been busy. Chicken Pox 

is over and gone with, minima l scarring. You 

are getting back your vim and vigour slowly. We 

fina l l y made it to the naturopath. He was rea l l y 

interested and enthusiastic about you. So far you 

s eem okay on what he prescribed. He said you were 

a l lergic to cheese which is a bit of a pil l as it is so 

high in protein. Never mind we’l l just have to be 



B r e a t h i n g  Wh i l e  Dr o w n i n g

133

more inventive. I’ve been keeping pretty much 

on par these last few weeks for meals . No fish and 

chips yet. Maybe that’s what Cassie craves. I’ve cut 

down the nuts and dairy products in an effort to 

give the male sperm a fair chance. We’re going to 

try and conceive another baby next month. It a l l 

sounds a bit cold and c linica l but I’m sure it won’t 

be at the time.

We’ve ta lked it over a lot for the last few months 

and it ’s now or never. Both of us fee l the need for at 

least one more child . It wil l be difficu l t but stil l 

beneficia l for a l l the family. With the state of my 

uterus it has to be fairl y soon.

I wish I could ta lk it over with you. You are 

getting closer and closer to crawling. We mustn’t 

get impatient though. We have to a llow you to 

build up strength slowly.

Its tiring being back on programme but we know 

you are getting so much bett er. Leaving no stone 

unturned it wil l mean a lot of hard work stil l to 

come. I love you Jacq. Every time I hold you I fee l 

a great sense of joy. I wouldn’t trade you or your 

sist er for anything.

To be honest I occasiona l l y fee l sad at what you 

have missed but you are catching up at a great rate.

During respiratory patterning you are breathing 

through your nose, steadily and unlaboured. Your eyes 

are brighter too. More often wide awake and looking.
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On the inc line there s eems to be a lot more 

movement in your legs and arms. You are a bit 

concerned about going off the end though. Maybe 

we n eed to make it a bit softer, certain ly a bit 

longer as you are coming off to your knees now. I 

can’t wait for the day you take off on your own.

You had me tricked yesterday. About half way 

through a mask you started making pig noises so I 

took it off. Then you laughed and laughed, you were 

being cheeky, not puffed at a l l . Ha! Behaviour I 

would expect from any 3-year-old .

You’ve got an appointment at the hospita l to 

ultrasound your hip next week . The paed thinks 

it might be a bit loose/sha llow. I think it ’s okay. 

I certain ly won’t let them put it in plast er or 

anything. I s’pose it ’s wise to check it out.

Otherwise she was quite pleased with you. 7cm 

growth in 12 months, heaps of head and chest growth 

and lots of smarts .

Wednesday 1st December 1993

24 days til l Christmas! Hard to be lieve! Yesterday 

was the 12-month anniversary of commencing 

your Programme. What a long way you’ve come in 

that time. I’m sure the next 12 months wil l be just 

as amazing.
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Jacq if you could just crawl . I can’t wait for 

the day when you lift your head off the floor and 

crawl over to me.

Today you were trying so hard. You’re starting 

to get the hang of the Gravitron I think . We’ve 

begun to let you try to get to the next rung yourself. 

Sometimes there is a definite movement in 

the right direction. I think you stil l enjoy the 

somersaults the best. I hope you went back to bed 

okay. When I left for work you had just got up again. 

Amazingly the crying stopped when you go to the 

lounge room. Ha!

It was really novel to have you behaving like a normal kid, to 
come to life and have some behaviour!

Thursday 16th December 1993

Stil l a few up and down days. You are getting 

over a virus that I generous ly gave to you last week .

Glimpses of bril liance is what you are giving 

us. You have these lit tle bursts of showing how we ll 

you can do things by yourself. Then you’l l have a 

day like today when you spend most of it as leep. 

Frustrating to say the least.
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Little bubbles of brilliance too far apart burst like soap bubbles, 
but if you strengthen them, they become a string of beautiful jewels 
to wrap around your life.

Don’t forget to give introverts time to recover, to regenerate their 
energy and ideas.

The other day you were being shown a picture 

of a lion. Both your Dad and I performed a growl 

for you. It must have tickled your fancy ‘cos you 

laughed and laughed at us. It shows you have 

a rea l s ense of fun and humour. Your laughter 

is becoming more the norm than the exception, 

which he lps a lot. But you have to crawl . I know 

you’l l go in leaps and bounds then.

Your Dad said you lifted your head up a few 

times on the inc line the other day. A hope for 

things to come.

I rea lised that L wanted to ta lk to me yesterday. 

She s eems incapab le of getting involved . Maybe 

because she can’t maintain her status quo. I would 

rea l l y love to have someone to ta lk to about deep 

and meaningfu l things but there isn’t anyone 

prepared to take me on.

Again, I was so judgemental. She had been a good friend, but 
we had been drifting apart for a while, taking different paths in 
life. What are the beliefs anchoring me here? No one could be 
feeling exactly as I felt. No one could have any idea about how I felt 
(including myself!). No one else’s problems could be anywhere near 
as bad as mine. That’s a pretty arrogant thought.
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Having no emotional connection to your own stuff cuts you off 
from others. Be tolerant of differences and be a bridge. Extend your 
hand, but not for so long that your arm aches. It’s like a carousel; there 
is a window of opportunity to get on; otherwise, the hand extends to 
someone else who wants it. Yet it can come around again. The messages 
get louder and louder for a while, but then they’ll drop off completely.

Your Dad and I had a big ta lk the other night on 

the way home from the pictures . We decided there 

was no aspect of our lives that you and your brain 

in jury hadn’t alt ered in some way. It colours the 

way we view everything. We also decided that most 

of the things were positive. We had become more 

caring, tolerant, open-minded and understanding 

of a lot of other people’s prob lems. It changed our 

priorities and made us look at our lives rea l l y 

close l y. We now know what means the most to us 

and what isn’t that important.

We love you dearly and would never give you 

back. We also won’t give up on you because we know 

you have the potentia l to be rea l ly well . I hope 

you are having a fantastic, restfu l s leep and so a 

good day.

More tolerant … that’s on a sliding scale, of course. We were 
getting better and better all the time. Better insight into yourself 
helps you realise that we’re all human, all imperfect beings.
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Sunday 26th December 1993

A few words before I fa l l as leep. Christmas Day 

was a bit of a f izzer. You bare l y opened your eyes. 

I’m sure you must be getting the sore throat your 

Dad has had.

We just can’t s eem to get on top of them at the 

moment. I know we’re a l l a bit run down and very 

ti red . We went to Dad’s for lunch and Barbara’s for 

tea. Too much food and a l l in one day. I would’ve 

had a bett er day if you had been having a good 

one. Like the one you had the day of Nana Brethie’s 

party. That was an exce l lent day. You programmed 

in the morning and had the afternoon off. The kids 

were many and noisy, which you enjoyed.

Aunty Margaret bought you a drum and cymbal 

set. When you got into the present you were excited 

and started to laugh. She said it was the best thank 

you she could’ve had.

F ignored you again on Thursday. Couldn’t even 

be bothered even saying he llo or goodbye. Never 

mind, they’re not worth ta lking to these days.

I hope you s lept bett er than last time and have 

a great day.

Sometimes you have to let go of people who bring the negative 
and who don’t get your message or share your beliefs. It’s said that 
you share the energy and vibrational level with (and become the 
average of) the five people you spend the most time with.
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I can see how, once I started to pick myself up in later years, I 
changed everyone around me. I often look at who I spend the most 
time with and notice that I’m happy. Energy affects everyone around 
you, and you can change the energy in a room by dialling it up and 
consciously being the positive source. Bring the joy.

Wednesday 29th December 1993

Jacqu i, when wil l you crawl? We’ve waited long 

enough now. You are 3 and more so why isn’t there 

more for you.

Thursday 30th December 1993

Jacq, you had a bett er day yest erday. It ’s so 

love ly to hear you sing out to your “Dad”. That word 

is getting very c lear. You won’t say Mum though. 

Maybe I just don’t hear it enough.

You are trying rea l l y hard to crawl but stil l 

s eem too weak or your head is too heavy to get it a l l 

together. I just want you to crawl yesterday.

Maybe we’l l ta lk to the Institutes tomorrow and 

s ee what they say.

Your bowels have been playing up too. But I 

think we’ve fina l l y got them on the right track . 

Exciting stuff eh! I think I’m too ti red to write.
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Being too tired was a state of being, as it was for most parents. 
For us, every moment was stuffed with things to do: programme, 
food, rosters, work, shopping, housework, and on and on.

Sunday 23rd January 1994

Your Dad and I spoke yesterday. He said from his 

head he feels it wil l be the end of the year before 

you crawl . In his heart he wishes it sooner. I didn’t 

get my wish to crawl for Christmas, maybe next 

year. Easter is sti l l a fair distance. I’m sure that 

the respiratory patterning is he lping you. That in 

combination with the naturopath things, maybe. 

The Programme is slowly grinding up to fu l l pace. 

Most days you achieve a l l bar a few inc lines. We’re 

discussing ways to make your day work bett er for 

you. We might try and let you have a big s l eep 

in the morning, miss the 11:30 session and work 

after tea.

It wil l be okay in summer but unknown in 

winter. Judy has expressed interest which wil l 

he lp.

We have to let you work at your fu l l potentia l 

when you have the urge. You stil l s eem to crash 

the next day though. I left you tonight laughing 

to yourself in bed. Your smile and laugh is sti l l so 

infectious.
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The message wi l l get through, I know it . I 

want you crawl ing before a n ew s i b l ing arrives . 

I think a large p iec e of l inol eum is th e go. To put 

on what ev e r floor you a re on to make it s l i pp e ry 

and easy to crawl . I’l l get a p iec e n ext t ime w e 

go to town . You must get ev e ry opportunity to 

crawl .

When you are fee ling good, everyone feels good . 

When you are fee ling ti red, worn out – everyone 

is down. You ru le the house with your 11.5 kilos . 

Not bad! We wil l win in the end. I hope we don’t 

lose Cassie along the way. You are both so precious 

to me. If I could take it a l l on myself, I’d shoulder 

a l l the pain. But it isn’t possib le so I have to teach 

you both how to cope with the world and life in the 

best way. We sha l l s ee.

There’s an important point to note here: be careful not to leave 
anyone behind who you love and who needs to come along. Don’t 
take anyone for granted.

No one person can take it all on—that’s not the point. Each 
person has his or her journey to take; we walk alongside for a while, 
even help each other, carry each other, but at some point, we have 
to step out on the path towards our own destiny.
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Sunday 30th January 1994

Jacq, we look to this year with a lot more hope 

than the last. I’m sure this year you wil l crawl . I 

want you to be ab le to crawl to get your Christmas 

presents . You are starting to get rea l l y restless in 

bed at night. Turning 90 degrees both ways and 

ending up out of bed one morning last week, very 

exciting!

We took you to the zoo again on Thursday though 

this was a twilight session with a jazz band 

backing. You enjoyed the zebra, giraffe and some 

of the big cats . A great moment was when the lion 

roared for you. Eyes wide and list ening carefu l l y. 

You saw a lot more than you usua l l y do. The music 

and people were good also.

It’s not that we didn’t take Jacqui to see things when she was 
young; it’s that this time she really was watching and listening to 
the world.
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Thursday 3rd March 1994

Well Jacq, you have pul led one out of the bag. 

Last Saturday 26th Feb, my first weekend off in 

over 18 months. You were in the highchair having 

lunch and I thought that you had dislocated your 

left e lbow. Natura l l y it wasn’t that s imple. An 

X-Ray showed a cau liflower sort of opacity next 

to the e lbow joint? A bursa fil led with calcium, 

or who knows what. Anyway it ’s time for another 

visit to the hospita l to s ee an orthopaedic specia list. 

Next Tuesday 8th March. I just want him to say “Nah, 

don’t worry, it ’s nothing!”

You had the most brilliant day today. Awake 

all day and still going when I left for work lifting 

up your head and crawling around in a circle. It 

won’tbe long before you’re going forward. You have 

been doing really well with the bowels at the 

moment, and of course all the piddles in the potty 

too. We’ll have to try you with a toilet seat and see 

how you go. That will be more portable than the potty.

Your words are becoming c lear and overa l l you 

are doing bril liantl y. I think you are miss ing 

Cassie though. She is at school fu l l time now. 

You have learnt a new word though. You demand 

“school” when you want to take Cassie to school . You 

love to get into the classroom and s ee a l l the kids.
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You are impress ing a l l the volunteers as we l l 

at the moment. They a l l think you are doing 

bril liantl y. Revisit is on ly 4 ½ weeks away.

Because you were getting bored with the 

programme we changed it around a bit. 2 days of 

8 or more patterns and ask no output from you, 

then 1 day of regular programme asking you for 

some work . It he lped a bit. Now we’re doing a day 

on and a day off. That s eems to be working much 

bett er. I’m sure you’l l be stonkered tomorrow after 

a l l your hard work today. I hope you went to s l eep. 

I’ve been rea l l y ti red the last few days as has your 

Dad, maybe we’l l catch up next year.

We made the mistake of te l ling you we were a l l 

going to Queensland after next revisit. I’m sure 

that’s why you’ve presented the e lbow.

It often felt as though we couldn’t put a trick right. For each step 
forward, we took one or two steps back. And they were rarely small—
they usually involved hospitals and doctors and complications.

This played into strengthening my pattern: nothing comes 
easily. If you want something, you have to work for it. No free rides. 
I don’t deserve it; I’m not enough.

Ugh! I’m so over that conversation in my head. I deserve 
everything I want, and the choice is mine.



B r e a t h i n g  Wh i l e  Dr o w n i n g

145

Tuesday 22nd March 1994

Well he did more or less say Nah. He said he 

viewed with some trepidation your anaesthetic 

history and decided to leave it alone.

Good plan.

Wednesday 6th April 1994

As you can s ee I was pretty ti red last entry. Today 

we’ve been at Hea lesvil le, lectures on nutrition, 

oncogeny, philogeny and active resp iratory 

patterning. Judy sat in on lectures with us today. 

I didn’t have a chance to ask her how she went 

but I’l l catch up with her on Friday. She’s coming 

to hear about the new program.

This visit you grew 4cm and your head was the 

same as it should be 100% growth. We are now going 

to plan more mobility programme.

The period straight after revisiting was always extra busy. 
Sometimes there was new equipment to build or word cards and 
information bits to prepare. There were always rosters and scheduling 
and new nutritional challenges.

But this time there was another reason for lack of writing ….
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Tuesday 7th June 1994

Jacqu i, it ’s b een a long time. So much has 

happened to me and to you. We had a holiday in 

Queensland which you thoroughly enjoyed . We 

tried to do a bit of programme when we could . 

The best thing of course was the stimulation of 

diffe rent surroundings and views.

You enjoyed Underwater World the best I think. 

There was a touching tank and the assistant spent 

a great dea l of time holding things for you to touch 

and carefu l l y explaining them to you. We spent 

one night with F & G on the Gold Coast. It was good 

to ta lk to another couple who know so we l l what 

our lives are like on program.

You have been doing rea l l y we l l on this 

programme so far. Unfortunate l y, you got rea l l y 

unwe l l with gastro enteritis aft er we took you 

swimming. It took a couple of weeks to get over that 

as it was close l y followed by a cold .

I think I’m getting too ti red to think. I’l l write 

again in a lit tle while.

Jacq, I’m back . I haven’t written the big surprise 

yet. Around Dec 11 you will have a younger brother 

or sist er. I’m about 14 weeks now and slowly 

improving. That’s the major reason I haven’t written 

for so long. I’ve been too sick . I thought I was getting 

bett er but I lost dinner last night. It must finish
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soon. The baby is growing. I’m going to s ee the doctor 

next week . We did ta lk to everyone we could think 

of before we decided to have this child . We even 

got your chromosomes checked. Al l perfect! So we 

figured it was now or never. There were lots of 

reasons we e lected this course.

Most important we fe l t we had enough room in 

our hearts/lives for another child . We had a lways 

planned on 3 or 4, you just put it back a bit.

The baby wil l be great for you, someone to 

compete with, or someone who is smal ler than 

you anyway. A lit tle sib ling for Cassie, she’s rea l l y 

excited . It wil l be good for her to s ee a we l l kid 

develop too. Good for Mum & Dad.

The way my body is deteriorating it was a 

choice between a baby or a hysterectomy.

Interesting choice to have to make. Talk about the feminine 
separation!

I know I’m talking as if this baby will be 100% okay. 

We have however, examined close ly the possibility 

of the child being brain-injured like you. I guess that 

would be the worst case scenario. We talked about it a 

lot, over a long period of time and decided we could 

do it. It would simply mean 2 kids on the programme 

instead of 1 (Hardly simple – but possible)
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You give us so much happiness and joy (along 

with the heartache) that we could not possib l y 

imagine life without you just the way you are.

And yet that is changing so much. You are 

developing at a phenomena l rate and stil l have 

a long way to go.

We just n eed to get you crawling. If you were 

mobile life would be so much bett er and easier for 

you. The world would be at our fingertips. So much 

to s ee and explore. I can’t wait Jacq. My interna l 

deadline is another 13 months ti l l the other 

baby crawls. If you don’t start soon you are going 

to get left behind. We are stil l getting glimpses 

of potentia l from you. You just n eed to put it a l l 

together consist entl y.

I know you can do it, cos you’re such a smart 

cookie. Just do it soon Jacq. okay?

There are a lot of justs and if onlys here. I can make all the 
deadlines that I want, but if it involves someone else, it really doesn’t 
matter because the choice is up to them every time. I can feel the 
push reinforced over and over. I remember thinking, If I just work 
harder, if Jacqui just works harder, we will get the outcome we want.

But was that the outcome she wanted?
I find the word just all over the place in conversations between 

women, but it doesn’t appear much in conversations between men. It 
comes across as an apology, kind of like saying: “If you don’t mind, 
I’ll just do this or ask you to do that.” I’ve made it a habit to reduce 
my use of the word just. I have no need to apologise for being me or 
speaking as an equal.
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If only—two words that convey so much envy, regret, optimism, 
scepticism, guilt, and shame. For me, the biggest lesson here is as 
follows: don’t live with regret. Life is too short; freaking get on with it.

Tuesday 14th June 1994

Jacqu i, today you moved 4 inches forward 

across the floor! What a red-lett er day. I fee l like 

shouting outside in the street but I can’t yet “cos 

no-one else saw you. You had completed the 1:30 

session and were on the floor waiting while I got 

your custard ready. I had just your head on a piece 

of sating and the clock just past your head. When 

I came back you had your shoulders we l l in the 

satin and the block leve l with your head.

I had to be lieve it, there it was proof and you 

were stil l trying to go, pushing with hands and feet.

If you can do it once, you can do it again. The last 

few days have been superb for you. It was Cassie’s 

birthday party yesterday. The night before we had 

wrapped up her pressie of a dress and stockings from 

you and Ian helped you write your name on the card.

When I got you up on the Monday you were so 

excited and smiling huge ly whenever I spoke 

about Cassie and birthday and party and kids. You 

were de lighted when Cassie opened your present 

and later when she tried it on you knew exactly 

what was happening, giving big smiles of approva l .
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You worked hard first session but didn’t want to 

s l eep straight away. Eventua l l y you did, but you 

woke earl y, in time to have lunch and be dressed 

waiting for the party to arrive. Your eyes followed 

every move the kids made and when you were in 

the circ le for pass-the-parce l you were wrapped. 

You watched the kids play the other party games 

and sat at the ta b le enjoying the noise and clatt er.

Cassie had a fantastic day too. I’m glad you didn’t 

miss it. I hope it bodes we l l for your birthday.

Jacq, now that I know you can crawl, given the 

best opportunity, my heart is lighter. Maybe we 

wil l have to s end you to kinder next year. Maybe 

that’s what your interna l timetab le is doing. The 

next few days wil l te l l . I hope. I hope. I hope.

I a lmost forgot to write about what else you are 

up to in the mornings. School mornings on ly. We 

get the message very c learl y. “Go school, go school .” 

You want to take Cassie to school so you can go in the 

car and s ee a l l the other kids. Ian says you smile 

broadly at everyone.

This morning you ye l led “go school” at me after 

I told Cass to get ready so I told her to go and te l l 

Ian that you wanted to go. Cass came back with the 

message that it might be bit late. Not to be deterred, 

you ca l led out to him “Dad, go school”. How could 

he refuse? So with the biggest grin on your face, off 

you went. Amazing.



B r e a t h i n g  Wh i l e  Dr o w n i n g

151

Monday 27th June 1994

Jacq, you are doing really well with your 

programme at the moment. On the Gravitron you are 

making remarkable progress. All by yourself you are 

getting significant forward motion – often getting half 

way down the ladder. You get so excited about it too. 

You know you are really clever. You seem to be having 

a few good days together then a sleepy, grouchy day.

Today, your Dad let you have an aft ernoon 

s leep, you worked we l l in the last session but then 

wanted to play a l l night, so were stil l awake when 

I left for work .

Crystals in the urine are stil l a concern, so we’re 

cutting down the magnesium slowly. It ’s a catch 

22. Constipation or crystals!

I’m fee ling much bett er although sti l l v ery 

ti red . Your Dad has been his usua l strong, hard-

working self.

You s eem interested in when we ta lk about the 

baby. We are stil l undecided whether to have you 

come to the birth or not. We’l l decide when the 

time comes I think. Cass is keen to be there.

We on ly have about 6 weeks before next revisit. 

If you can continue as you did in the last fortnight, 

then I’m sure you’l l be crawling by revisit. I hope so.

Hope you are as leep you cheeky lit tle gi rl . You 

and your Dad both n eed the rest.
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Letting Cassi see the cycle of life was an important choice, but 
you will need to ask her whether it was a good decision.

Wednesday 28th September 1994

Jacqui, it’s been so long since I wrote to you. 

Revisit was good and bad. You didn’t put on any 

weight and your head didn’t grow. Your chest and 

length did. You were good with your reading and 

speech. Some progress but not enough. You need to 

crawl. Then everything else will flow on from there.

We had a weekend at Janet’s in Wodonga which 

you enjoyed.

We went to a wedding last Saturday which you 

s lept through complete l y. Your Dad took you to the 

zoo the next day which you rea l l y enjoyed. He said 

the carouse l was a big hit.

The programme you have at the moment is 

very active. We are doing lots of things for your 

vestibular function. Somersaults, rolls, spinning 

both head up and head down, rocking and pitching 

as we l l as the usua l masks, patt erns, inc lines 

and Gravitron. This leaves not much time for 

inte l ligence inc luding maths!

You are making good progress too. Your head 

is much stronger. Your words are c learer too. You 

are becoming more and more chatty. Your Dad is 

worried he’l l be overrun by ta lkative females .
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He is working so hard at the moment. Not on ly is 

the programme very active, but I’m very inactive 

and unab le to he lp him much with lifting you 

around. We rea l l y n eed you to crawl so you can 

he lp yourself.

Ian is also building a new chook pen. It ’s very 

palatia l and like the Taj Maha l . It wil l be a shame 

to let the chooks dirty it up. Your Dad has been 

having a love l y time building it. It ’s the kind of 

thing he loves doing.

You also have your first pair of rea l shoes – 

boots actua l l y. You need them to practice standing 

and to spin head down. I hope this programme 

he lps you crawl . It is coming up to 2 years on the 

Institute’s programme.

Another potentia l customer came by to look 

yesterday. I hope they start, it would be so good for 

their lit tle gi rl . But it ’s a decision they have to 

make. You can on ly hope.

What would I tell someone who was thinking about whether 
to start or not? Start. What advice would I give to her or him? Ask 
for help and look after yourself as well. It’s absolutely worth it, no 
matter the outcome.
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Monday 3rd October 1994

You were having a ti red day but we patterned 

a l l day, so hopefu l l y tomorrow wil l be bett er.

Your Dad and I seem to be running on empty at 

the moment. We are both really tired and because 

I’m not sleeping well, neither is he. I think I’ll have 

to try sleeping in the spare bed in your room. Your 

Dad hasn’t been well . He’s had a bad sore throat and 

it has knocked off most of his reserves. Add to that he 

built me a beautiful chook house and on top of it all 

he’d doing programme mostly by himself. It is a really 

physical programme too so he is getting really tired.

I know he is worried about you wondering when 

you are going to crawl. Me too. You are getting stronger 

every day but it needs to go faster. If you could just lift 

your head consciously like you do unconsciously 

(or asleep anyway) then I’m sure it will come soon. I 

keep trying to tempt you with things like “when you 

can walk you can go out and feed the chooks etc etc. 

Please Jacq keep trying. I’l l try and do more. When I 

get up. Only 4 more weeks of work then I’l l be home 

and sure ly it will be a bit easier.

You must be putting on weight ‘cos you fee l 

much heavier. You haven’t been vomiting as 

much either. Just crawl Jacq and we’l l be happy. 

Not rea l l y. I want you to run into school laughing, 

with nobody knowing that you had a brain injury.
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We all so need that sense of belonging, fitting in, and being 
accepted. It is part of our DNA. I didn’t belong; she didn’t belong. 
We just wanted to be normal—there’s that just again. We wanted to 
be normal. No apologies.

Tuesday 18th October 1994

Reluctance to re live the events of Sunday 9th 

October have kept me from writing sooner. How 

to begin?

As I’m driving into our street aft er night duty, 

fee ling ti red and a lit tle sorry for myself as usua l, 

I saw an ambulance turn into a driveway near 

ours. I thought someone must have had a heart 

attack . When I get closer and rea lised they were 

in our drive my first thought was “they’ve got the 

wrong house” then my heart started to beat faster 

and I drove quickly into the drive.

As I got out the ambulance man was heading 

towards the door. I asked him “Did you get a ca l l 

to come here?” He said “yes”. With my heart in 

my mouth I thought of you. As I reached the door 

Cassie opened it and I ca l led for your Dad. No 

immediate answer so I kept going down the ha l l 

into your room. The sight twisted a knife in my 

heart. You were unconscious and sort of grey, there 

was vomit a l l over the bed and your Dad was dong 

CPR on you. With his eye red and his voice hoarse 

he said “She stopped breathing.” My first response 
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was to shake you and try and wake you up. When 

this e licited no response I started mouth to mouth 

on you. After a few breaths I tried to listen to your 

heart. I couldn’t hear it, but my heart was beating 

so hard I don’t think I would have heard it anyway.

The ambo then called his base and told them what 

was going on. I yelled to Ian to call The paed and tell 

her to meet us at Sunbury. He dashed off to do that.

The ambo picked you up and I kept doing mouth 

to mouth till we got in the ambulance. The thought 

came into my mind when I first saw you. “How long 

had you been unconscious or without oxygen?” Was 

it going to be worth you surviving? The thoughts came 

and went quickly because overwhelming all those 

doubts were the thoughts “I love you, you are my baby, 

I couldn’t bear to lose you,” and I just kept going.

I found out the beginning of the story from 

your Dad a few minutes later when we were a l l 

at the hospita l .

He had heard you coughing before 7 but hadn’t 

thought anything unusual as you often cough. He 

heard you again just after 7 and went in. That’s when 

he found you had vomited. Some larger solid bits 

then lots of semi-fluid. He saw immediately that you 

weren’t breathing. He had put you on your side when 

he went to bed as you usually breathe better and you 

had been breathing nosily. When he went in you had 

got yourself more on your back with your head back too.
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It must have been t errifying for your Dad. 

But to put it in plain words. “He saved your life!” 

Without his quick actions you would be dead and 

I would be writing my last entry. He c leared your 

mouth and started CPR, he was unsure whether you 

had a heartbeat or not so he just kept doing the lot. 

Between breaths he ca l led to Cassie. It took a few 

times because she was watching te l l y.

When he got her to come she rang the ambulance 

for him and he asked for he lp immediate l y. Cass 

unlocked the front door. Your Dad kept you a live 

for 20 minutes or more til l I came home. I can 

never repay that debt.

At the hospita l I kept giving you mouth to mouth 

and I said to the nurse to ca l l The paed and te l l her 

to come to here instead.

Your Dad arrived and helped me cut your clothes 

off so I could see your chest. We tried to bag and mask 

you but couldn’t get the inflation at all. We got ECG dots 

on and joy of joys your heart was beating at 135 beats 

per minute. That moment was my first ray of hope.

The GP arrived a few minutes later and so did 

the he licopter. He wasn’t ab le to intubate you so I 

kept breathing for you and amazingly you tried to 

take some breaths on your own. Not enough but it 

was a start. The GP put an IV in and The paed arrived. 

She also tried to put an ET tube down but was unable 

to, because of this we couldn’t use the he licopter. 
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So your Dad, Anne and I piled into the ambulance 

and drove a hairy 40 mins to the city. I kept 

breathing for you every 30 secs or so as you were 

on ly breathing about 5 breaths a minute. It was 

the worst ride of my life.

We arrived at CAS and after a couple of mins 

they ca l led the ICU Registrar to s ee you. She was ab le 

to get you breathing with a bag and mask .

Then came a bombshe l l . “Because you had 

a brain in jury” “Did we want to continue fu l l 

resuscitation and put you on a ventilator as this 

would probab ly happen again, getting worse til l 

you were fina l l y gone.”

I was speechless and looked at the doctor as if she 

had 2 heads. She obviously took that as “yes continue”. 

She gave you some Valium and then Pancuronium 

to allow you to relax and the ET tube slipped down 

quite easily. A nasogastric also, lots of tape and then 

up to ICU. I remember, strangely, the porter yawned 

while he was waiting. A world of meaning.

ICU staff moved quickly to connect everything 

to machines. Within a couple of minutes you were 

looking pinker.

We then explained to the registrar what happened.

What followed was an anxious few hours while 

you were unconscious. Your Dad made me go home 

for a couple of hours. I went with Grandad to his 

place. I lay in bed and the tears came.
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“Why didn’t they just assume we would want 

every effort made?” “Take a l l my strength” “This 

was not meant to be an exchange pregnancy.” “I 

couldn’t bear it if you died” “be strong” “don’t die”.

I got a couple of hours dozing then got up and 

came back to the hospita l .

I had spoken to Cassie and told her how sick 

you were but how proud I was that she had he lped 

your Dad to save your life. She was at the Brethie’s 

so it kept her busy.

When I got back to ICU you had woken up. For 

the next 12 to 14 hours you stayed awake. You were 

very frightened and wanted to hold my hand a ll 

the time. Every time the staff came towards you, you 

cringed and watched them anxiously. It must have 

been very scary to be awake and have an ET tube 

and nasogastric in and have the oxygen forced into 

your lungs when you were trying to breathe yourself.

You also had an IV, they couldn’t get an IA going. 

ECG and oximeter on.

Eventua l l y you conked out after a big piddle 

and having your nasogastric replaced . Then you 

s lept for a day and a half.

They were ab le to take you off the ventilator 

after about 30 hours and then just had to wean you 

from the oxygen. Once you woke up on Wednesday 

morning things were looking up. Nasogastric tube 

out. Mary and Sue he lped me give you a bath. 
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Your face c reased from ear to ear. Hair washed and 

looking good. Then O2 tube and IV out. When your 

Dad came we were a l l packed and out of there in 

about 5 minutes flat.

It wasn’t until that Wednesday that I fe l t you 

were going to be okay.

When you looked at me you knew and when you 

laughed I knew that you were okay.

It is tota l l y amazing and wonderfu l . Apart from 

a sore throat, hand and croaky voice you escaped 

without even pneumonia, no antibiotics either. 

One very lucky lit tle gi rl .

At the moment you are in good spirits but 

very ti red and weak . You also have developed an 

interesting cough, sounds like an old lady c learing 

her throat. Your voice has faded to a whisper too, 

very sexy. But this morning you tried hard and got 

a couple of squeaky words out.

One step forward and one step back. Scariest time of my life 
up until then.

This is the first time I had the thought that her hold on life was 
fragile, that there was a possibility that she may not survive. There 
was a possibility that it may not be my choice. Despite all that your 
Dad and I and everyone else did, she might leave us.

It was reality slapping me in the face, reminding me that, 
dispassionately viewed, she may not survive. But I could not be 
dispassionate about her.
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How dare they! What right had they to make that judgement? 
To dismiss your existence based on statistics—What did they know 
of you and your purpose in the world?

I was so angry and wanted to scream at them and at the world: 
“Don’t you know she’s loved? Don’t you know she’s my child, my 
little girl? Don’t you know she is a real, whole person? She laughs, she 
cries, she feels, she needs, she believes? Don’t you know? Don’t you 
care? She loves having her hair brushed. She’s ticklish. She cheeky, 
she loves her dad and her big sister and her mum.”

As her mother, I couldn’t do anything less than everything to 
save her life. I couldn’t let her go. She was a part of our lives and had 
her own life to live.

This was my love/hate affair with Western medicine. They 
offered no help in the day-to-day challenges or in seeking new health 
options and well-being tips, but they were great in an emergency, at 
picking up the pieces of a catastrophe.

As I kept breathing for Jacqui Bree in the hospital and during 
the long drive to the city, I repeated the following over and over: 
“This was never meant to be an exchange. Please live. This was 
never meant to be an exchange. Please live. Breathe, Jacqui. Live. 
Breathe, Jacqui. Live.”

The journal doesn’t hold any record of the talks Strack and I 
had, of holding each other tightly, grappling with the possibility that 
Jacqui may die.
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Monday 6th February 1995

Jacq, so long since I’ve written and so much to te ll . 

It took me a long time to relax after your brush with 

death. You slept in our room for quite a few weeks 

before I could bear to let you go back to your own 

room. Your Dad and I hardly s lept a wink listening 

for every breath. You had a lot of trouble and we used 

the vaporiser and little drinks often. Eventually 

you got yourself reorganised and were back on your 

tummy, breathing easily and in your own room.

It took ages to build you back up to where you 

were before the aspiration episode. But eventua l l y 

your hand hea led and your voice came back . In a 

way I think the whole saga made you more a lert 

or maybe emotiona l l y stronger. Inte l lectua l l y you 

didn’t miss a trick .

You had another revisit to Healesville. Despite being 

so weak and having spent all that time recovering you 

did amazingly well. The only down side was a 1kg 

weight loss, otherwise everything else was >100%.

The emphasis is on more patterning, more masking, 

more success in movement. Almost every night before 

we fall into an exhausted sleep we discuss how we 

can get you moving “if only” litters our discussions 

constantly. We just haven’t found the right switch yet. 

You are getting stronger and there is more quality of 

movement but you haven’t quite got it yet.
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The inte l ligence programme is fu l l on this time 

too. No rest for the wicked.

It was as though Jacqui got as much of a fright as we did. It 
must have been so scary for her, especially because she could not 
express herself through language or move away from pain. After 
this episode, Jacqui seemed to throw herself into programme and 
life with gusto.

Angus Peter Strachan was born on 6th December 

1994. We had done 1 day of programme in the 38° 

heat and he decided that was enough. At least 

he waited til l we were back in Gisborne. You are 

enjoying Angus. He has changed the routine a bit 

but mostl y he fits in with what goes on around your 

program.

You tend to laugh at him when he cries . I think 

you picked that up from me because we don’t take 

him too serious l y. The first few nights he was home 

you didn’t s leep we ll . You ye l led every time he did, 

most concerned. I had to take some time explaining 

that it was the way babies communicated and he 

was okay and just getting his nappy changed. You 

were much happier after that.

You love giving him hugs and cuddles though 

he can be a bit rough at times.
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We felt we had enough room in our lives for another child, and 
baby number three, Angus Peter, arrived when Jacqui was four. He 
added a lot of joy to our small clan, and his big sisters loved him 
dearly. He brought smiles to everyone. He was such a happy baby. 
His dad was really pleased to have a son to carry on the family name 
and to even up the gender balance in the house.

It felt right. It was us getting on with life and dreams, moving 
forward.

Thursday 9th February 1995

Jacqui, you are working so hard at the moment, 

rea l ly putting in some good efforts both on the inc line 

and the skateboard. I have a sense of anticipation I 

fee l you’re going to make a breakthrough in the next 

few months. I know I’ve said it before, but this time 

other people are noticing. They are beginning to 

hear the words in your speech and treat you more 

as an inte l lectua l l y a lert child .

We’ve been ta lking a lot about going to kinder 

next year and lots of your friends have gone 

this year. I wonder whether that gives you extra 

incentive? Angus has been a good he lp too, I think.

Jacqu i our dreams for you are endless . We want 

you to have every opportunity Cassie and Angus 

have. I want mostl y for you a l l to be happy. Cass 

worries me a bit at present with the way she ta lks 

to me and Dad, she’s becoming a bit of a smartie 

pants, nah, nah, nah, nah, nah, nah sort of thing. 

I hope you don’t pick that up.
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How hard it must have been for Cassi to find a way to be in 
our family. At times, it’s hard enough to grow up in a home full of 
love. Add a child with a disability, hospitals, brushes with illness, 
young friends dying, and grandparents dying. Focus on programme 
twenty-four hours a day. Not easy, and it’s no wonder she wanted to 
rebel. How else could she get our attention?

We are going swimming again every 2nd Thursday 

to give you a break, hope you stay we l l .

Your Dad needs a bit of a break from programme but 

it’s difficult with my old broken down body at present.

I’m restricted with lifting and certain ly no 

bouncing on the rebounder!

I’m working hard on the pe lvic floor at present 

though because I want to get back to he lping you 

more. I miss having you to hug and hold .

I’m sure you’ve put on a stack of weight s ince 

last revisit. I reckon you’re up to about 13 kg. You can 

s ee there is more musc le and more f lesh about you.

Christmas was good . You enjoyed the lead up 

parties and the actua l day performed pretty we l l 

in the a.m. Your sist er was up at 0545 so of course 

you had to get up too. You were rea l l y good through 

your Santa sack but then faded badly so you went 

back to bed for a couple of hours.

I’ve made you a new bed, bigger, thicker mattress 

and covered with a s ingle piece of vinyl . You quite 

enjoyed the hoo-haa of making it and the first 

s l eep. Mind you of late there hasn’t been a l l that
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much s leeping going on. You have done a couple of 

a l l night awake shifts . Just to keep us on our toes .

We are just keeping our head above water with 

the inte l ligence programme. Barb is colouring words 

in for us but otherwise we are doing it a l l ourse lves. 

Books s eem to be the hardest things. Inspiration 

is sometimes difficu l t. Your Dad continues to 

amaze me with his strength and perseverance. I’ve 

convinced him to start Badminton for a season. He 

rea l l y needs some time to himself, tota l l y away from 

family. It wil l be good socia l l y and physica l l y. So 

far I have to swap on ly 1 shift this month. We’l l 

s ee how it goes . I worry about him a lot. I wouldn’t 

be much good without him. He is my other half.

Sometimes it’s a bit scary loving someone so 

much. It still amazes me that he loves me and will 

do anything I ask that he possibly can. He is such a 

good man. The more important fact is that he is my 

best friend. I te ll him all my secrets, my dreams and 

my day to day happenings. He a lways listens and is 

interested. Sometimes it’s hard to share him with all 

the people come in for programme. I can’t he lp but 

wish you were well and we could have more time as 

a family. But that’s only on the really bad days. You 

are doing really well at the moment and that makes 

it all worthwhile. That’s what makes the difference.

Sl eep we l l my darling, dream of crawling, 

wa lking and ta lking. I love you very much.
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Strack and I recently celebrated thirty years of marriage, which is 
no mean feat in this day and age. Love has never gone; we’re still best 
friends and holders of all things precious for each other. We’re still the 
main witness in each other’s life, the go-to people for help and laughter 
and love. We work hard at keeping our love strong and present.

Sunday 12th February 1995

Jacq, last night I dreamt you were wa lking. You 

wa lked over to me and I reached down and hugged 

you. Wishfu l thinking? Maybe, but it ’s coming. 

The last 6 days you have worked rea l l y hard. You 

were on the floor with Angus on Friday night and 

you were trying so hard to crawl . Your legs were 

pumping and you were pushing hard with you 

e lbows and hands. Best of a l l you even lifted your 

head up a couple of times.

We put you near the couch and you pushed 

yourself forward by straightening your legs . You 

on ly went a few but it was fantastic. Your whole 

body was trying and your eyes were so a live. Of 

course you had a huge smile on your face.

Saturday of course you crashed and had a tota l l y 

ti red day. That’s okay as long as you come up again 

today or tomorrow.

Dare I hold out hope Jacq. Are you going to crawl 

soon? I know you can do it. I want it to be now, 

yesterday even. If we can keep you we l l, I think it 

wil l be soon. Sleep we l l .
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Always optimistic, seeing success in every moment and milestone.

Monday 6th March 1995

Jacq, no breakthrough yet. It ’s just turned 

midnight and my thoughts are with you. As leep? I 

hope so. More or less a day off today (Sunday I mean) 

All the family patterners were absent or partying so 

we had a day off programme much to your de light.

We ca l led up to Petra’s place in New Gisborne 

to s ee her Scottish Highland calf, born 2 weeks ago. 

Pretty cute. Then off to Barb’s for lunch, Jessica’s 

birthday then Mary’s for arvo tea, Ben and Carly’s 

birthday. You stayed awake most of the day which 

was good as it was quite hot. Usua l l y you go on strike 

on hot days, especia l l y if we have a session off.

You were happy to take it a l l in today. I wish you 

were putting out more. Your Dad and I are in a bit 

of a lu l l at the moment. Our reserves of enthusiasm 

and resolve are low. We know that programme is 

the best thing for you. It ’s your best chance at 

independence and “we l lness” but at the moment 

we fee l the weight of the years press ing on us and 

mostl y your lack of mobility. I know you are going 

to do it. I’d just like to know when.

I s ee you in my mind running and ta lking. I 

don’t care if you te l l me off, I’d like to hear you try.

We’l l start afresh in the morning, another day, 

a new beginning. Crawling, crawling, crawling.
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I couldn’t s l eep before work ‘cos I kept thinking 

about you. We heard from G & F that one of the kids 

on your group was misdiagnosed and in fact has a 

degenerative musc le disorder and has on ly about 

2 months to live. Scary and tragic. He was about 2 

months older than you, with a s imilar in jury.

Stay we l l my darling. I’l l go and do a book for 

you. Love you.

See-saw, emotional roller coaster, life and death—all days, all 
day. Work was about life and death, too: the intersection of people 
connected by life and death. It was draining, but I loved it. I still 
love the health and well-being sector.

Tuesday 7th March 1995

When I left tonight you were wide awake. 

Grandad was minding you. You had an exce l lent 

day. Some rea l l y good efforts on the inc line and 

on the skateboard. We took some video, hoping to 

get the interim report sent off by the end of the 

week . You’ve watched a few kids pass you now with 

crawling etc, maybe it has he lped. We ta lk a lot 

about kinder and school and Angus is watching 

very carefu l l y.

You are becoming a bit naughty at times though. 

Cassie had a school excursion to Queensc liff. You 

woke up rea l l y grouchy, a l l through breaky and
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showering. Then when we spoke about Cassie going 

on the excursion and the bus etc you decided loudly 

that “Dad, go to school!” You were happy to s ee her go 

to school then came home and grouched some more. 

When volunteers came stil l grouchy. Your Dad was 

ta lking to you and said he knew what was wrong! 

“You just wanted to go on the excursion with Cassie.” 

We l l you instantl y changed and laughed out loud, 

big smiles etc. Very naughty.

Then back to grouching for the rest of the day.

Ronnie Zeinstra said tonight she could s ee you 

beginning to crawl . 3 weeks she suggested . It ’s nice 

to hear it said by someone else. I hope it ’s true.

Go to s l eep Jacque line Bree.

Wednesday 15th March 1995

A quiet night so far. You were as leep when I left, 

hope it ’s a good relaxing s l eep. You’ve had a bit of 

“gastro” for the last few days and have been putting 

up with not much work . A bit of patterning and 

inte l ligence on ly. I don’t remember what I was 

going to say. It ’s 0330 and the body is at its lowest 

e bb. I want you to wa lk Jacq. We need you to do 

something spectacular ‘cos we’re dragging our flag 

at the moment. I know and fee l deep in my heart 

that you wil l wa lk but just at the moment I’d like
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to know when. More patterning I guess . We’l l have 

to give you more choices to he lp with your prob lem 

solving, maybe that might tip the sca les . We’ve 

posted off the video and report for ½ way this session 

to s ee what Max says about you. We might have to 

go to Hea lesvil le for a day next week or the week 

after. We also have to go to the Independent Living 

Centre to s ee if we can come up with some way to 

support you in the bath or shower and a bett er 

arrangement for your highchair.

It ’s f rustrating ‘cos it means time off from 

programme as we l l as trave l ling time there 

and back . I must ring tomorrow and make an 

appointment.

Sunday 19th March 1995

You are probab ly stil l awake even though it ’s 

0525. Cassie had her Suzuki Book party yesterday. 

You were wide awake and trying to crawl and be 

part of the action. You love parties like any kid and 

of course you knew a l l the people there. Grandad 

got a specia l smile, he’s a bit of a favourite. And I 

must admit you had a taste of the chocolate cake. 

Cassie promised you and you remembered so we 

had to ob lige.

Stay we l l and I hope you are as leep.
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Monday 3rd April 1995

We’ve had Interim Report and a long phone 

conversation with Max while he watched the video. 

Plan of attack remains the same. Keep you we l l and 

keep you working. You s eem to be doing this with 

some consist ency of late which is fantastic.

You are putting on weight. I’m sure and actua l ly 

getting some musc les to be proud of.

It s eems like you want to work at the moment. 

The things we ta lk about make you keen to try. We 

are chatting about kinder and Angus catching you 

etc. You are enjoying swimming once a fortnight 

also. Ian says he’s building up your repertoi re.

We’ve lowered the inc line a fraction to make 

you put in a bit more effort. You are doing this most 

of the time too.

I wish I could be home with you more. Some 

days I hardly s ee you at a l l . It ’s hard on your 

Dad, especia l l y with lit tle Angus Peter n eeding 

att ention also.

I’ve done a heap of night duty of late and it 

makes it difficu l t. Never mind I have a few days 

off coming up. I n eed to put in a big effort. You need 

food and we a l l n eed some new items on the menu?

Your voice is getting louder and more 

interesting. Other people are sometimes picking 

up things that you say.
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I surprised your Dad and took him out for tea 

and the movies the other week . Tea was good, movie 

was lousy, Pu lp Fiction. It took some organising. P 

minded you, of course you were awake when we 

got home. Ian went and picked you up, as you came 

to the lounge room you cracked up laughing. Very 

bold .

I hope you are as leep now. Another week about 

to begin. Wil l it be this week? I wish I could s ee it.

This weekend we’re off to Ocean Grove for a 

holiday. Only 3 days but it should be a nice break . 

It ’s the beginning of school hols . Easter coming 

again. It f lies so quickly as you get older. How old 

wil l you be? How are you going to manage at kinder 

and school? Wil l they let you att end? I don’t want 

you to go to a “specia l school”. I want you to s ee 

yourself as normal and we l l as possib le.

So often, it was about trust. It was hard to trust someone else 
enough to leave Jacqui’s life in their hands. We had very few people 
in that inner circle.

Trying to sneak some time off was always riddled with guilt: We 
should be programming. I’ve learned to mistrust the word should. It 
usually means something I have to do rather than something I want 
to do. Something someone else wants me to do; something that I feel 
obliged to do. Should is another word I’m trying to remove from my 
vocabulary. It’s a flag to re-think the matter.
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Friday 14th April 1995

A s l eepy day Jacq. Hope you’re not coming 

down with something. When you have a great day 

we s ee it a l l coming together. On a day like today it 

feels like it wil l be forever. It must be frustrating 

for you too.

Almost every night your Dad and I ta lk about 

the day before we go to s l eep. Invariab ly the subject 

of you, your crawling and wa lking and your 

future come up. We search for answers, are we 

doing enough? Could we possib l y do any more in 

the day without compromising our sanity and 

your health? Should we be doing something else? 

When wil l you crawl, wa lk, ta lk, s ing, play the 

piano and run over and give me a hug and te l l 

me you love me? How wil l you manage at kinder, 

school, life, loves, marriage, sport, living, past 

your next birthday? Who knows?

Most days we fa l l into bed exhausted and the 

answers don’t come. Repetition doesn’t he lp.

There are times when repetition doesn’t help. Sometimes, you 
have to learn to let go to change something. Einstein’s definition 
of stupidity was doing the same thing over and over and expecting 
a different result. Yet “practice makes perfect” is a mantra from 
my childhood, one I still repeat to my own children. So, in some 
cases, it does. If you learn something, it’s good each time you do 
it and strengthens your ability to do it again. We were working on 
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the principle of neuroplasticity—retraining the brain, creating new 
neural pathways.

I looked at your beautifu l face the other night. 

You were lying on your side at rest, skin c lear, 

breathing quietl y. Beautifu l angles and shades, 

pointed nose like mine, dark lashes long and 

curved on your cheeks. It made my eyes misty 

looking at the wonder of you. You looked so we l l .

I love it when your eyes are opened wide, so 

big and round and green, and knowing. Programme 

has he lped you be a part of life. Wil l you stil l be 

my friend when you’re older? Who knows? Someone 

has to play the dragon and someone has to work . 

Your Dad is a much bett er mother than me. I’m 

too impatient and selfish . I don’t finish things off 

properl y. Good in the planning stages, not good at 

completing. Fairl y d & m for Good Friday.

Be we l l .

All of this before any Myers–Briggs, any assessment. I knew I 
was a starter who came up with the ideas, the spark. I was much 
less strong when it came to completing. Impatience still dogs me 
most days; I have a chasm to fill with ideas and tasks every day, 
and sometimes I feel like a ravenous wolf, gobbling everything in 
my path.

And there’s the martyr! Who said someone has to be the dragon? 
Who says children need that? All these notions are self-imposed 
based on the stories I told myself, the stories Strack and I heard as 
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children. There’s no need for it. All you need is love in all its shapes 
and forms: respect, loyalty, compassion, kindness, and courage.

The wonder of Jacqui, of any child—the amazing human 
being—a miracle. She was so beautiful.

I remember saying to a friend who was trying to interest me in 
getting my master’s degree that each of my children was a master’s 
course: watching them grow, interacting with them on so many 
levels in so many different ways. And I was hoping to graduate soon.

Friday 26th May 1995

Coming home from work tonight I began to cry. 

Reasons, I’m not exactl y sure. Floodgates opened, 

luckily not much traffic. I read back a lit tle through 

your book . I thought you’d be crawling before this . 

I set myself goals and we never get there. I love 

my family but maybe I’m not good enough for 

them. I’m not strong enough, too lazy and selfish . 

Otherwise you’d be okay. I miss my Mum, I n eed 

someone to unburden to but your dad works so 

hard with you I can’t express a l l my fears, it might 

a l l be too much.

Please learn to crawl J.B. give us some hope. 

Maybe tomorrow. I’d better go back to bed before your 

dad misses me. I fee l better after a few tears, maybe.

Sleep Princess .

Like a boiling kettle, every now and again the steam would 
blow the top off and escape with the build-up of pressure. How 
hard would it have been to ask for help? For me, it was really hard. 
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There were people I let in a little, once in a while, and those friends 
who stayed, but I didn’t have anyone I could talk with about defeat, 
about the fact that I might not be able to fix this.

This is such a difficult mix: separation from the feminine, the 
road of trials, facing all the ogres and dragons, going to work. But you 
are not enough; you are yearning to reconnect. I had so little control 
over what was going on, so little insight. I was pushing through, 
forcing. What would have happened if I had surrendered at this 
point? I’m not sure that would have been the best option for anyone.

The downers were so often on my own, whenever the spirit 
refused to be held back by the mind any longer. Driving home tired 
me out, the quiet of early morning did too. The real me emerged to 
take the public me down a notch, deeper, past the surface.

Sunday 28th May 1995

Don’t know why I hit such a downer the other 

day. I know both you and your Dad and I have hit 

the pre-revisit b lues. We are both stretched rea l l y 

thin physica l l y and emotiona l l y. We haven’t 

found the right switch for you yet. We wil l, fear 

not. Maybe more of the same, maybe this time we’l l 

find the right combination. You look at Angus and 

I can s ee you watching and weighing up what he’s 

doing and what you’re capab le of doing. You rea l l y 

love it when he comes and grabs you or your toys.

You had a love l y lunch out with me and Angus 

the other day. We planned to go to Sue Howard’s . 

I didn’t te l l you til l the morning we were going 

‘cos I didn’t want you to get so excited that you 

stayed awake a l l night then crashed the next day.
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Anyway we went after first session and I thought 

you’d snooze on the way over. No way! The enti re 

hour you spent awake, watching and list ening. 

When we fina l l y got to Sue’s I said we’d arrived and 

Jacqu i and Sue were waiting for us. We l l you just 

burst into fits of laughter. So excited . Jacqu i Mary 

was good with you, you played Barbies together and 

she read you a couple of stories .

You’ve got a couple of newborn. I can’t remember, 

oh yeah. A couple of new tracksuits so you don’t 

look like orphan Annie now.

You loved to be doing different things and meeting kids. And 
when you laughed, the whole world laughed with you. It cracks my 
face even now thinking about you. It’s such a great reminder to live 
in the moment, to be there, and to feel the joy.

Sunday 25th June 1995

Jacq, I was hoping I’d have some exciting news 

this week but I guess it wil l be next week now. At 

last revisit they asked if we’d brought a diffe rent 

gi rl along. You put on 3kg in weight in 6 months, 

the previous 2 years you had on ly put on 1kg! 

300% growth of head and chest, fantastic! 3.5 cm 

in length, also superb and a lmost 100%.
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The day we went over you had a great time. You 

were ta lking and laughing, holding things and 

did rea l l y we l l with your skateboard . Max was 

quite impressed.

We are waiting now for them to get back to 

us. We have a bottle of gas O2 80% and CO2 20%. 

With this we hope to drastica l l y improve your 

musc le tone. They have on ly been doing this 

particular programme for about 10 years so are not 

as knowledgeab le as with the other programmes. We 

thought it might be this weekend but it looks like 

it wil l be Monday or Tuesday.

You got fi red up after revisit and s eemed to be 

doing okay. Unfortunate l y, you got the f lu from 

Cass which has knocked you for s ix. It ’s perhaps 

just as we l l we didn’t go this weekend; it gives you 

a chance to recover.

Two steps forward and one step back. Still full of hope and dreams.

Tuesday 4th July 1995

We fina l l y started the Gas programme on 

Thursday last week . We had to go over to Hea lesvil le 

and let Max s ee how you managed it. Nothing 

bril liant as yet but we have great hopes. I’m happy 

for you to surprise me anytime J.B. you want so
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much to be a part of whatever the family are doing. 

You try and chat away to us. Sometimes we pick up 

most of what you are saying, but most of your words 

are stil l unc lear. There is stil l more variety of tone 

and volume coming in, which is good .

Since you got over the f lu you s eem to be quite 

bright and are working reasonab ly we l l .

We don’t have your new floor programme yet. 

Hopefully it’s going to give you the right combination 

and you will crawl . That will be a start.

We have to go in to the hospita l to s ee about some 

equipment for you. A highchair, a bath chair and 

a toilet support. More forms coming up.

Stay we l l Jacq.

You enjoyed your visit to the Zoo. It was the 

cu lmination of a month ta lking about butterf lies 

and moths. We did pasting and made caterpillars 

and sticky taping and made butterf lies . Each time 

you s eemed to quite enjoy it.

This month’s theme is going to be cities. Probab ly 

not as exciting as butterf lies but we’l l s ee what we 

can do.

I’ve had no more tears Jacq, but I sti l l have a 

pain in my heart for your lost childhood. It colours 

how I view everything in life. But we wouldn’t 

give you back ever.


