Think very carefully about whether or not you really want to read the rest of this page. 
This is not a story. We were asked to enter something for this competition for school, and I could have written any old story about hats and sunscreen, but to tell the truth, this was all I could think about; it’s not something that I will ever forget. It is inscribed on my eyelids: the last thing I think of before I fall asleep, and the first thought that comes to me in the morning. I guess I’m writing in the hope that it will never, ever happen to you. 

I am going to tell you about a man who is now dead, a man who worked as a barrister, lived in a white house on the hill, had a dog and four kids, and should have known better. A man I still love and hold on to with the whole of my being. A brother, a husband, a friend, a son. My father. 

It started on Christmas day. 
Do you remember how you spent Christmas this year? It was a Thursday, very hot. The sky was a burning blue. I recall snatches of the morning: my youngest brother, Josh, coming and waking me up, opening our presents, the books and a bike that didn’t fit into my pillowcase. Having breakfast with my family and laughing at the twins playing with their water guns. I’m sure it was an enjoyable time, but it is so overshadowed by the aftermath that all I can remember is the shock, and the numbing, blinding sense of falling into a black pit. I still find it very difficult to talk about this day.

Mum and Dad hadn’t told us, see. They didn’t want us to worry about what they were sure would amount to nothing. Dad isn’t- sorry, wasn’t- the type of person who you would pick for getting skin cancer. He wasn’t a real outdoor sort of person, and he was mostly careful with sunscreen etcetera. So when the hospital called with the news, you can imagine how it tore my breath out of my lungs.

We drove to the hospital- a special cancer one in Brisbane- in absolute silence. 
I remember the stale, disinfected smell of the waiting room, the clock ticking so slowly, so slowly, and the fluorescent lights contributing to my aching headache. Everything was distorted, surreal. I couldn’t grasp the concept. 

I prayed, while I sat, holding Josh’s hand and trying not to let my siblings see how worried I was. “Please, God, I swear I’ll be good, just let him be okay, let him be safe, please, keep Dad safe… please…” 

Then, in came the doctors. I caught only words, the sentences sweeping incoherently through my brain. “Melanoma… spread through his liver and lower intestine… moving to quickly…chemotherapy… immunotherapy…”
My father died on the 21st of January 2009, early in the morning, while we slept around him. It’s been ten months and I still choke on the memory, every time. No one realises that these things don’t pass, they occur with a bang and then the haunting echoes shiver eternally through your bones. The twins, who were eleven, are now twelve and find it impossible to speak about it. I’m getting through one day at a time. There is darkness, though, that has crept into our lives. 
Dad’s dressing gown still hangs in the wardrobe, and mum refuses to throw it out. Sometimes, I put it on, and sit in there for hours, smelling him and trying to imagine he’s hugging me. Try to imagine that you will never see your dad again, never listen to another of his lame jokes or listen to his voice reading to you… I bet you can’t. Honestly. Try.
I get that there’s a whole, ‘healthy, golden tan’ culture around at the moment: but tell me how healthy you feel when you watch your father die. The strangest thing is, despite the effect my fathers death has had on me, I still find it an annoyance, an inconvenience, to bother with all the protection involved with being sun safe. The difference now is I’ve seen what Cancer can do. I don’t put on sunscreen to protect myself; I do it so my family won’t ever have to go through that again, when I can help prevent it. I doubt I have made an impression on you, reader, but if even once you take a bit of my advice and do the whole slip, slop, slap, slip, slide routine… cancer kills. You can save yourself.
