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In 2012 Julie Randall was diagnosed with stage four metastatic advanced melanoma and given only months to live. She believes that sharing her incredible story of survival against the odds may help others who are undergoing a similar journey and spread hope to those who need it. Julie has written for and spoken at conferences and fundraisers for Bristol-Myers Squibb pharmaceuticals and the Providence Cancer Center in Oregon, USA. Julie lives on the Northern Beaches of Sydney and is married with two daughters. Patient 71 is her first book.
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For Scott.

Your unequivocal love and belief helped me live to honour

my promise to our daughters.

I love being your wife.


Author’s Note

This is a story about a woman, me, who thought her life was just about perfect. I had a husband I adored and two precious daughters, an amazing family and friends and a great job. Who could ask for more?

I had just turned 50 and was grappling with that number. I’d soon come to learn it was actually a privilege. I was healthy and happy.

I’d lost my mum too early to cancer and held my sister’s hand as she suffered through the same disease. Then, shortly after my birthday celebrations, my world spun out of control. I was told I was going to die and given a brochure on palliative care.

Even though I hid the worst of my diagnosis from my girls, seeing their despair started a fire that raged inside of me. I couldn’t accept my fate. So I made a promise to my daughters. I promised them I would live. I stood on the edge of the abyss but refused to fall in. I wasn’t ready. Are any of us?

I searched the globe for answers and found a possible lifeline, a miracle it seemed.

This book is about how I clawed my way back and what I discovered along the way. Strap yourself in, it’s a bumpy ride …


Chapter One

It was Thursday 21 June 2012, the traffic was humming along nicely and I was on top of the world. It was the last day of my working week and, to make things even sweeter, my work friend Delfina and I were being taken out for lunch by one of the directors, which would hopefully include a couple of cheeky sauvignon blancs and no doubt a few laughs.

Life was good. I had just celebrated my 50th birthday the previous Saturday night with a rocking party that went till the wee hours. I called it my ‘Forty Tenth’ on the invitations, demonstrating a strong passion to hang on to my forties and basically just being a smart arse.

It would soon become crystal clear to me that every birthday is a gift and being unhappy about the number, whatever it may be, is sacrilege.

Yes, it was one of those days when you drive along singing loudly, and badly, with the radio blaring, appreciating everyone and everything. I was thanking the universe for my wonderful life, my mostly beautiful husband, my girls, my sisters, brother, dad, friends, the sun, the trees, you name it, I was appreciating it.

‘You ladies ready?’ asked Pete the director later that morning, as Delfina and I touched up our lippie and put on our jackets.

Yep we were ready. It felt like I’d just sat down at my desk and we were already off for a long lazy lunch. Could this day get any better?

Del and I had been a little excited as it wasn’t every day, actually never, that a director took the office staff out to lunch. Pete said he wanted to show his appreciation for our hard work and we didn’t argue. I had worked for a marine rescue organisation in Sydney’s CBD for six years and this definitely was not a common occurrence.

We went down in the lift and out into the sunshine; it was a little chilly, but who cared? We were going to the Opera Bar on the foreshores of Sydney Harbour, then to an upmarket Chinese restaurant overlooking the water with an uninterrupted view of the Harbour Bridge, Luna Park and the Opera House. It was picture perfect. I will never tire of that vista.

We dined on duck curry, chilli scallops and a very spicy beef dish. I talked Delfina into a glass of wine; she didn’t drink much, and I remember she was giggling a lot. Pete was telling us some great stories from his days in the navy; he liked to do that and we liked to listen.

Well, like all good times, it was over much too soon and we made our way (as slowly as possible) back to the office, taking in all the sights along the way. I definitely would have gone even more slowly, backwards perhaps, if I’d known what was up ahead.

We said goodbye to Pete, who was making his way back home to Port Stephens north of Sydney, then Delfina and I made our way up to the fifth floor in the lift.

As I walked to my desk and sat down, my friend Frans asked me what I had for lunch. I couldn’t answer him. It was strange. Something wasn’t right. I took a few steps towards the bathroom and stopped, then turned to him and said, ‘I feel weird, I can’t find my words’.

He looked at me and motioned for me to sit on a chair in the foyer. ‘I’ll keep an eye on you,’ he said in a calm but concerned voice.

I don’t know how much time passed; it could have been ten minutes, it could have been two hours. The next thing I remember was my name being shouted over and over again, ‘Julie, Julie, Julie!’ I could hear it but I couldn’t respond.

Finally I opened my eyes. My head was hanging down. It was another one of my colleagues, Heinz, calling my name. He was flanked by two paramedics, a male and a female, who were hooking me up to devices, asking me my name and if I knew what day it was.

The rest of my co-workers were in the background with looks of horror on their faces. Holy shit! What the fuck was going on? The nausea was intense. I cannot remember ever feeling so sick in my life. It turns out I’d just had a massive brain seizure right there in the office.

The paramedics put me on a trolley, we went down from the fifth floor, my workmate Kate was with me and that was the end of my career at Marine Rescue New South Wales.

Just like that, it was over.

‘I’m never eating Chinese food again,’ I said as they wheeled me away, always trying to make light of a bad situation. But somehow I knew I was in trouble.

I was taken to St Vincent’s Hospital Emergency Room; it was manic, bright lights, face masks, people rushing everywhere. Before I knew it my daughter Morgan and her boyfriend rushed in, closely followed by my husband, Scott. I can only imagine what receiving that phone call would have been like; it is still raw for all of us and always will be.

Scott tried to reassure me that this was probably just a one-off episode. ‘We’ve been celebrating your 50th birthday for the last week, you’re just tired that’s all.’

I hoped he was right, I really did, but perception and instinct can be powerful. I knew this was serious with every fibre of my being.

The next move was to scan my brain. Now you would think an MRI would be the least of my worries under the circumstances, but it wasn’t. I am extremely claustrophobic and had at least three false starts, pressing the buzzer and calling out for the radiographer to get me the hell out of there, before Scott finally came in, held my feet and yelled to me over the top of the clanging noise of the machine.

‘It’s okay, I’m here, it will be over soon.’ Then, ‘Not long to go now,’ he said reassuringly, ‘nearly finished.’

For fifteen minutes he did all he could to comfort me, but I knew he was doing his very best to keep it together as well.

The tears were streaming down my face inside the MRI machine, but I couldn’t wipe them, I wasn’t allowed to move. I just had to let them flow. Inside my head I was screaming out, Please, please, please make this stop!

Next, as we were soon to learn would be a painful constant, we had to wait. I guess an hour had gone by when a lovely doctor with a crooked nose walked into the room and without hesitation proclaimed, ‘You have a brain tumour in your left blah blah blah and blah blah blah.’

Well that’s what it sounded like to me because my head started spinning and I went into shock.

Scott later told me the doctor said, ‘Don’t panic yet, it could be benign and you’ve just had a bleed causing the seizure. It’s in a pretty good spot in terms of removal.’

While Scott seemed positive and happy about this news, I wasn’t feeling his joy. I’m a very positive person, but in that moment I had a powerful sense that this wasn’t good at all.

A CT scan was next to check the rest of my body. Not so bad this time as it didn’t involve being trapped inside a horrible, noisy machine.

I spent most of the night in the Emergency Room, which is infamous for battling with drug addicts and criminals, and that Thursday night did not let the ER’s reputation down.

Outside my cubicle was a guy, an ice addict, restrained and strapped to his bed in a straitjacket, who was yelling obscenities at the nurses while continually trying to untie himself.

I wanted to yell out, Shut the fuck up!

But I was afraid he would succeed with his escape and come in and attack me. I could see him through the curtain; he looked scary.

Oh my god, this is a nightmare, this can’t be real, I kept saying to myself. This morning I was the happiest girl in the world. Now I am lonely and terrified.

I’d sent Scott home to be with our daughters, Morgan and Remy. They needed him and so did I, but he couldn’t be in two places at once.

Finally a tall male nurse with a green hospital coat came and moved me to another bed so that I could ‘get some sleep’. Yeah right!

I was transferred to a large room with three elderly people who were moaning and groaning and making noises I’d never heard before.

I watched re-runs of Flipper and Gilligan’s Island on the small TV Scott had organised for me. But ten seconds didn’t go by without my mind coming back to my reality. I have a brain tumour, a BRAIN TUMOUR. Was I really saying that?

At best it was a benign tumour that would still require brain surgery.

‘Yes, Julie, brain surgery, there’s no other way,’ the doctor had said.

At worst it was a malignant tumour which meant I had cancer and would require surgery and who knew what else?

You don’t have to be Stephen Hawking to know that brain cancer does not usually have a happy ending.

That was the longest night of my life.


Chapter Two

I’ll take you back to the beginning. I arrived in the world at 2.20pm on 8 June 1962 at St Margaret’s Hospital in Sydney with a head full of unusually white hair. I was a little sister to my brother Mark and my sister Kerri and would end up being the middle child when my sisters Michelle and Nicole were born. We did have an older brother, Mum’s firstborn. His name was Wayne but tragically he died at 39 weeks in her womb. Dad says Mum never got over losing Wayne. She had to give birth to him and then the hospital staff took him away. She didn’t get to say hello or goodbye.

I can only imagine the utter grief, emptiness and sense of loss Mum and Dad felt that day, an ache in their hearts that could never be filled. Mum didn’t talk about Wayne much when we were growing up; when she did she would put her head down and stare at the floor. It must have been too painful for her to make eye contact. Thinking about it now makes my own heart ache.

For the early years of our lives we lived out the back of an old haberdashery store in Kensington with Mum’s parents. My grandfather died of emphysema when I was two and we then moved north to Warriewood Beach with Nanna Sharkey in tow. Mum and Dad had bought a block of land in their pursuit of the great Australian dream and built what was to become our beloved brick and timber five-bedroom family home. We were also lucky to have Dad’s parents, Nanny and Pa, living down the street.

When my youngest sister, Nicole, came along in 1969 there were eight of us in that brick and timber house. It was a crazy, busy, fun household with lots of laughs, lots of fun and lots of fights. You had to learn very quickly how to stick up for yourself and how to get noticed.

While my sisters were playing with dolls I would be making up little pantomimes in my head. I would create characters and have full conversations with them. Sometimes out loud. It was my own world that I could escape to, a place that no one else could enter. Sometimes I would bring the characters to life and pretend they had infiltrated my body to scare my two younger sisters. Pretty weird and mean now I think about it. One of my characters was called ‘Cathy Ghost Head’. You’d think I could have come up with something a little more creative than that. I would say to my sisters. ‘I’m not Julie … I’m Cathy Ghost Head.’

And they would freak out and ask, ‘Where’s Julie?’ and then I would snap back to Julie and they would say, ‘Cathy was here!’ I’d pretend I didn’t know what they were talking about. How cruel was that? They still tell me I have a lot to answer for.

Being the middle child I sometimes felt neither here nor there so by the time I turned seven I had devised a plan to attract my mother’s full attention. I would get really good at netball, the sport she lived and breathed. Coaching netball teams was her passion in life. So I spent every afternoon in the backyard shooting goals into a ring my dad had erected. I wouldn’t go inside until I had successfully shot a hundred. I would also invite school friends around and make them throw me the ball so I could perfect my catching and passing. Then I literally counted down the days until I could trial for the Manly-Warringah under ten representative netball team. I made the team and played rep netball until I was twenty when my passion for touch football took over.

Being in the rep team, I gained my mother’s full attention but not always in the way I wanted it. Mum was the coach of a few of those teams and would be harder on me than anyone else. If I spoke out of line I was put on the bench. ‘“Left right out” is your position now,’ she would whisper in my ear.

Mum was tough. Hilariously funny, but tough. ‘Wake up to yourself’ was a common phrase in our house and whingeing wasn’t tolerated. If you were in trouble at school you deserved it. If you didn’t want to train for a sport, she wouldn’t let you play. If you wanted to achieve something you worked your bum off for it. We were brought up to be tough and not to take shit from anyone. She taught us that we were not above or below others.

If you complained about your job Mum would say, ‘Nobody likes their job.’ Mum called a spade a spade. There weren’t many verbal expressions of love, but actions spoke louder than words. She would have taken a bullet for us without hesitation and we all knew that for sure.

Dad is funny too. When we were kids he tried to be tough but his soft, loving nature prevailed. He used to spoil us rotten, much to Mum’s disgust. Dad did teach us respect, though. When he got cranky you found somewhere to hide. You could only push him so far.

Life was good. We were sports-crazy and always on the go. Laziness was not an option. The theory was that being busy kept you out of trouble and for the most part it worked. On the weekends we would go to church and parties at Mum and Dad’s friends’ houses, where we would have a blast. We would dance and sing to Neil Diamond and Mum taught us how to rock’n’roll.

When Mum and Dad went to work, Nanna Sharkey looked after us. She was our family’s Alice from The Brady Bunch. Mum and Dad would rise at 6am and head to work in the city. Nanna would make us breakfast then get the five of us off to school, do the housework and have warm scones and jam on the table when we came home. Then she would oversee our homework while cooking the evening meal. Mum and Dad would arrive home at around 5.30 and the eight of us would sit around the table laughing and fighting and teasing each other. They were the best of times.

I left school after graduating from Stella Maris College in Manly in Year Ten. One morning not too long afterwards, I was woken up by the Positions Vacant section of the newspaper being placed over my head. I duly got a job in a bank, which I hated, but since Mum had always said nobody liked their job, I persevered for about five years. After I left the bank, I joined an advertising firm and stayed for twenty years. I absolutely loved that job.

The fun theme continued well into my twenties with lots of boys, partying and travel. Then on an unusually warm Sunday afternoon in August 1987, after cheering on a local football team, my girlfriends Kara and Lorica and I decided to call in to a local pub and there he was. ‘He’s mine,’ I announced as I locked eyes with a blond-haired, blue-eyed, tanned hunk of spunk. I bought him a drink, wedged him into a corner and sat next to him so he couldn’t escape. Then I fed him a few more drinks and convinced him I was the girl of his dreams. His name was Scott Randall. He became my husband and the love of my life. Thank goodness he didn’t know what he was in for when he signed that marriage certificate in 1991 because if he did and had one ounce of common sense, he would have run for the hills as fast as he could.

Scott and I welcomed our daughter Morgan in 1992 and then Remy in 1995. Scott loved the idea of having girls as he’d grown up in a house full of boys. We were blissfully happy with our own gorgeous little family on the Northern Beaches.

Sometimes it felt like our family had had such a beautiful life growing up, too beautiful because for whatever reason the pendulum had begun to swing. It felt like the universe had decided it had been too good for too long. Things changed forever when my mother was taken from us so young.

One night in November 1998 my mother called, crying while breaking the news that she had lung cancer. I was completely gutted. Then if that wasn’t devastating enough, my sister Michelle was diagnosed with breast cancer three weeks later. I can’t begin to tell you how utterly shattered that news left me and it was at this time that our family came to the soul-destroying realisation that our beautiful life, the life with which we had been blessed for four decades, was over. The following months passed in a blur, and we all did our best to support our loved ones, and each other. Somehow we managed to bear the unbearable. Michelle recovered.

A decade passed as we tried to put our lives back together. Then everything fell apart again. It was my turn.
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One woman refused to accept it.

An inspiring true story of love and a promise

that fuelled a desperate fight to stay alive.
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