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This book is dedicated to all the experienced and caring doctors, nurses and carers who continually put Humpty Dumpty back together again.
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Foreword

by Ray Martin

‘So c’mon, Q,’ I asked Quentin. ‘Who’s YOUR character in Mad Max?’

‘I’m Corpus Colossus, son of the bad dude,’ he laughed. ‘My body’s covered in scars, because … things happened to me. My job is to sit on high and watch everyone.’

Typecast again. Life’s a bitch.

Quentin Kenihan has been watching us and taking life head-on since he was born with eight broken bones four decades ago, refusing to lie down and do what he’s told.

Of course he’s cast as the son of the bad dude. Dr George Miller has impeccable taste.

Q’s right. Things DID happen to him. And they keep on happening. He’s like The Black Knight in Monty Python. Bring it on.

At birth they gave Quentin ‘twenty-four hours’ to live, then it was ‘a few years’, then ‘maximum thirty’ and here he is now – having racked up more than forty years – still refusing to bow to his disability. (He straightened Dicko out on that li’l matter years ago, as I’m sure he’ll tell you in this book. Pow!)

He’s been to the Oscars, featured in a couple of films, produced documentaries and television shows, sung on Young Talent Time, done regular movie reviews on radio and last season starred in his own live stage show.

Despite the wheelchair and the travelling oxygen bottle, he’s a proven, inspirational stayer. He can make you laugh, make you cry and make you angry about the way he sometimes gets treated. Mind you, he likes stirring and shoots quickly from the lip. A diplomat he is not.

I remember meeting Quentin in the make-up chair at Channel 9 in Sydney, when he did his first interview with Mike Willesee, back in about 1982. ‘The most fragile boy in the world,’ was the way Willo first introduced him to Australia – ‘with bones that snap like chalk.’ Propped up with a shock of blond hair, big Elton John–style glasses, a cute-kid’s laugh and a cheeky, inquisitive voice, he didn’t muck around. ‘You’re on 60 Minutes,’ he announced. ‘You and George Negus, right?’

When I smiled and nodded in agreement, he proffered, ‘You want to interview me? Well, you’re too late. Mike got in first.’

Pow!

Three decades later Quentin still reminds the world that, due to his magnetic appeal, ‘Quentin’ was ‘the highest rating doco in Australian history’. Still, in his more thoughtful – even poignant – moments he’ll contemplate what life might have been like without the fame and notoriety that that initial TV doco gave him, at the tender age of seven years.

He’s still not sure. He won Australians’ hearts and became a household name overnight. Everybody thought they knew Quentin.

But they weren’t there when he cried in pain. Or when he almost died of pneumonia. When Mike Willesee came to Adelaide recently to interview him for the Sunday Night program, Q wasted no time in reminding Willo that he hadn’t bothered to contact him for more than a decade.

‘It was like I got money on the dresser drawer and no phone call at the end of it,’ he told the TV legend.

Pow!

It’s a tough metaphor. I regret to say, television shows do that too often.

Willesee dipped his head and apologised. Quentin Kenihan says quite bluntly what he thinks. When you’re living on borrowed time anyway, life is too short for beating around the bush. Bring it on.

Still, Q’s longstanding appeal with the Australian people won out again with that Willesee follow-up story. ‘Highest rating for the night,’ Q tweeted the next morning. ‘Boom! Still got it.’

And he has.

The truth is, I did get to interview Quentin a couple of times on Midday. In fact, it was on one occasion in 1993 – during his bout with pills and booze – that Q appeared on the show, a little under the weather. He was still funny, even witty, but clearly out of it. That spurred him into a rehab program that ended the substance abuse and kick-started his life once again.

I’m proud to have been indirectly part of that change, because he’s a mate. I speak to Quentin regularly and get together when I’m in Adelaide – for a meal, a catch-up or on one occasion recently a lively chat with the visiting Sir David Attenborough. Q is always up for something new, especially if there’s a celebrity involved. He loves dishing it with the A-List – photos with beautiful women, autographs for rock stars and texting his friend Russell Crowe.

He networks well.

His stage show was co-written by Tim Ferguson of the Doug Anthony All-Stars fame, with feature music by Darren Hayes, the former lead singer of Savage Garden.

Like an old-fashioned broken record, Quentin’s quizzical mantra is, ‘I’m here for a good time, not a long time.’

There’s no doubt about that. No doubt that he’s always willing to have a go, either, and push the envelope. It can’t be easy for him, but punctures in the wheelchair have never stopped Quentin motoring through life.

I can’t wait for everyone to read this book. Warts ’n’ all.

Pow! Pow!!

Ray Martin

24 April 2016


Preface

When I was a kid I loved Superman. I guess there is some irony in that he was a perfectly formed man of steel who could leap tall buildings in a single bound while I was a not-so-perfectly formed young boy, more chalk than steel, who would injure myself should I attempt to bound anywhere. I didn’t need kryptonite to reveal my weakness – my bones were able to crumble without any help.

But what I’ve learnt is that we all have our kryptonite but we also all have our strengths. The key to a good life is learning to cope with the bad and celebrate the good. It’s taken me a long while to work that one out. I have battled illness, addiction, dysfunction and my own demons along the way. I’ve had my share of anger and resentment and I’ve wasted a lot of energy dwelling on what might have been. I recently turned forty-one, which is a big deal for someone with the health issues I have, and I had an epiphany of sorts. I have always been obsessed with movies – they’ve been my escape at the worst of times – and one of my favourites is Star Wars. I’ve listened to Yoda say ‘Always pass on what you have learned’ more than 150 times and it’s finally sunk in. The time is right to share my story. Everything I’ve faced in my life has shaped who I am and what I’ve done. And I’ve done a lot! (Wait till you hear what I did to Jennifer Lopez!) My life is pretty unique – from one of Australia’s first reality stars to a stand-up comedian, film-maker, actor, part-time celebrity, full-time man negotiating a body that doesn’t always do what it should in an environment not built for people like me. I have some great stories to tell and, I hope, an inspiring message to deliver. I’m not going to pull my punches or sugar-coat what has happened or my reactions to things. To share my hard-won wisdoms I have to tell the truth. So I thought I’d share my life and let you know that the kid Mike Willesee called Australia’s ‘little Aussie battler’ has grown up. And boy, have I had some battles …


CHAPTER 1

The boy who lived

A long time ago in a galaxy, far, far away … Damn it! Copyright laws can suck! I might have to play it straight for this one. Here goes …

I was born at Melbourne’s suburban Box Hill Hospital in Victoria on 27 February 1975. It was the same day as Elizabeth Taylor (though obviously different years), which means nothing but sounds impressive. My parents had been married for seven years and had already welcomed one perfectly formed boy, Myles, twenty-one months before, so they weren’t expecting any problems with their second-born. They had the optimism of ignorance, a lovely state to exist in.

Mum and Dad were both successful journalists. Mum was thirty, working for the national women’s magazine New Idea at the time. My father was forty-five and a former TV news presenter then director, freelance public relations consultant and writer, who’d worked for Pepsi, Shell and the Victorian Wool Board. Dad stayed at home caring for Myles, while Mum worked. Even though feminism was on the rise, it hadn’t really made its presence felt in many other homes in the area so Mum and Dad’s arrangement was very cutting edge for the mid-seventies. They’d already proved they had no problem going against the norm when they’d spent months as foreign residents on the Greek island of Kythera with Myles. Apparently I was conceived on the island of Rhodes but the less we all know about that the better.

I also have two half-brothers, Shawn and Christopher. Dad was first married to their mother, Gloria, but she died when Shawn and Chris were young. They were well and truly almost grown by the time I came along. At the time of my birth, Shawn was twenty-two and at university and Chris was seventeen and in secondary boarding school so it wasn’t like they were around a lot when I was a kid.

Mum’s pregnancy with me was relatively problem-free, although she was very big at an early stage. (I’ve been told that isn’t uncommon with a second child.) From four months on, she suffered from Braxton Hicks contractions, which meant she’d have contractions frequently. Our family doctor explained that these contractions were nature’s way of practising labour, which was ridiculous because she’d delivered Myles and surely that was practice enough!

The contractions mightn’t have been as much of a problem if she’d been at home but they often occurred while Mum was sitting at her desk in the crowded New Idea office. Her male editor was worried it was embarrassing (though I’m not sure if that concern was for Mum or her male colleagues). She’d retreat to the women’s rest room until the contractions ceased but getting there was apparently a bit of a spectacle.

Finally, after one too many false labour scares, the editor suggested that Mum work from home and the doctor suggested an ultrasound to make sure she wasn’t having twins. She was that big! The test showed that I was one apparently normal baby, if somewhat small, which was odd considering how large Mum was looking. Mum was concerned about that and the fact that I didn’t move around much. The doctor reassured her that her huge tummy was due to a large amount of amniotic fluid surrounding me in her womb. This would turn out to be one of nature’s mysterious ways of protecting me – because, unbeknown to anyone, I was a foetus fracturing inside her.

The predicted date of my arrival was February 17th but it came and went. Days passed by. The Braxton Hicks contractions had stopped and so, in relief, and to distract herself from waiting, Mum went shopping for food to cook and freeze meals for the family while she and I were in hospital. On her way home from the shops, her contractions began strongly so she rushed to the emergency section of the hospital and left her much-loved car, a second-hand Jaguar, with the motor still running, at the hospital entrance. An employee saw and shouted to her that she couldn’t leave the car there.

Between contractions, which took her breath away, she managed to say, ‘I’m having a baby! Can you park the car, please?’

That’s my mum, always polite even when in excruciating pain.

The doctor arrived quickly, followed by Dad. It turned out it was a false alarm but the doctor discovered that something was wrong. I was a breech baby, meaning I was facing the wrong way around. My feet would be born first. He told my parents that many infants didn’t survive a breech birth and those who did could be oxygen-deprived when the head arrived last, resulting in mental retardation. No parent wants to hear that. With difficulty, the doctor turned me, using his hands, unaware that this action was breaking my bones. After some hours of observation, the contractions stopped and Mum was sent home. I’m not sure who drove the Jaguar.

The next week Mum’s contractions started again. This time they didn’t stop. Mum’s doctor was away and his junior partner couldn’t be located so the senior midwife asked if a student nurse could deliver me. Mum agreed.

After an eleven-hour labour, the labour ward staff were astonished that I was screaming the moment my head emerged. They said I had the lustiest set of lungs of any newborn at the hospital. It was probably the pain! When I was born I had eight broken bones – both arms and legs, plus several ribs – in addition to the many which had been broken in utero. So many other broken bones, some healed, some not, were discovered by X-rays after a young doctor examined me and made an immediate diagnosis, even though he’d only read about my condition. He’d never seen a case before but he knew – osteogenesis imperfecta (OI). (No, it is not a spell from Harry Potter!)

There are two forms of OI: the congenita type (meaning ‘born with’) or tarda (meaning ‘later’) when a patient’s bones can fracture weeks, months or even years after birth. Tarda OI patients’ bones tend to harden as they grow older. The congenital OIs fracture more and continue to fracture into later age, if the patient survives for so long.

With both types of OI, the severity can vary. Some patients can have just a few fractures in a lifetime and lead normal lives. That wasn’t my lot. My parents were told it would be extremely unlikely I would ever walk as my fragile legs would break under the stress of bearing my weight. Mum believes that I am the longest-living severe OI congenita in the world, considering the number of fractures I have had. Despite what I said earlier in the preface, my bones are not chalky nor do I have a calcium deficiency. My bones are brittle. They just break, like eggshells.

I was not meant to live beyond my first day. I had so many rib fractures, which the doctor told my parents couldn’t be treated or immobilised, and one or several could pierce a vital organ – lung, liver or heart. That was hard enough for Mum and Dad to hear but the list of problems didn’t stop there. Many OI patients also have lung problems, and an inability to easily inhale oxygen (as I often experience now), along with asthma. Fluids also build up around my heart and, at times, leak into my lungs. Most OI deaths occur after fatal pneumonia. Only diuretics prescribed by my family doctor in conjunction with a cardiologist and monitored hospital care mean I remain alive.

I was less than a day old, at six pounds one ounce and seventeen inches (forty-three centimetres) long, twisted and deformed. I was transferred to the intensive care unit of Melbourne’s Children’s Hospital because I was having trouble breathing, but not before I was named Quentin Alexandros Charles Kenihan. My mother baptised me herself as she was a Catholic and didn’t want me to die a heathen. A bikie priest was summoned by staff and, still wearing his motorcycle helmet, he repeated the rite in great haste, urged by nurses and ambulance men that my condition was critical.

I was expected to be a children’s hospital DOA case (dead on arrival) the day after I was born. But I was a tough little bugger, even back then. I was going to be full of surprises and living through that day was the first of many.
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“Quentin is a hero of mine. Probably the toughest man | have ever met.
Read this book and reconsider how hard you think your life is.
Itis a liberating experience to face life through his eyes.
RUSSELL CROWE
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