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The first photo is of me on my final day of treatment in 2021, just seventy kilos, drained and barely standing. The second is me in 2022, eighty-eight kilos, stronger than I’d felt in a long time and now the CEO of the Australian Skin Cancer Foundation. I wanted to share these photos to give hope and show that you can recover, and things can get better. I know that’s not the case for everyone, but early detection is key.
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To my family, and to everyone who has guided,
encouraged and stood by me along my journey.

To those whose lives have been touched by
melanoma or non-melanoma skin cancer,
and to the families and friends of those we’ve
lost – your strength inspires this work. May the
Skin Check Trucks continue to bring hope and
life-saving awareness to communities everywhere.
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PROLOGUE

Shit, I thought.

‘Shit,’ I said.

Looking back, it was a logical reaction, but in all honesty, in that moment I didn’t really understand how bad the news was.

My GP had just called me. ‘The results have come back. It’s melanoma,’ he said. ‘You need to see a specialist immediately.’ Back then, I didn’t know enough to panic. I just thought, Okay, they’ll just cut it out, and we’ll move on. It sounded concerning, sure, but I figured it was fixable.

At the time, melanoma was just a word to me. I had no idea it was about to become my entire world.

We had people at our place for a barbecue when the doctor called, but he said to come in straight away, so we did. Leaving our guests to turn the snags, my partner, Janine, and I drove straight to the doctor’s office. He sat us down and laid it all out. He’d been my GP since we moved to Ambarvale when I was eleven, but his manner was different that afternoon. Usually, he’s calm and composed, but that day he seemed worried, a little panicked almost, which made me uneasy.

‘Jay, this is serious,’ he told me. ‘You should have come to me earlier. Lucky we’re acting now, because if we weren’t …’ He didn’t need to finish the sentence.

It was clear it was bad, but I still wasn’t especially worried. I just nodded along, agreeing to everything he said. When we got back in the car, I still wasn’t overly fazed. ‘Alright,’ I said. ‘They’ll sort it out, and we’ll get on with things.’

Janine’s optimism also kept me from worrying. She’s such a positive person, always looking on the bright side, and that helped. I was super calm in that moment – just took the news in my stride, as if it were just another errand to handle. Later, as I started to wrap my head around everything, the seriousness of the situation would start to sink in. But in that moment, I was just a bloke with a mole that had been removed, not someone staring down a life-threatening diagnosis.

The mole I’d had removed had never caused me any pain. To be honest, I thought it was just a blister caused by my work boots rubbing against my left ankle. I’d take my socks off after a long shift and notice blood on them, but even then, I didn’t think it was serious. The mole was about the size of a five-cent piece – a bit too big to ignore completely, but not alarming enough to think it was cancer. The thing was, it just wouldn’t heal.

I developed a habit of scratching it constantly. My fingers would automatically go to it. After a while, the irritation felt almost normal. I brushed it off, figuring it would sort itself out. Cancer wasn’t even a thought in my mind during those days.

The last couple of months before the mole was removed, though, something changed. I remember this one night vividly. It was just after midnight, and I was getting ready for my early-morning shift at work. I went into the bathroom, and I just felt … off. It was like I had an itch I couldn’t scratch, but it wasn’t on my skin, it was underneath it. It started happening more often. I’d get this weird restless feeling in the middle of the night, and I had no idea why. Looking back, I think my body was trying to tell me something wasn’t right.

In my first specialist appointment with Doctor Michael Quinn, a couple of weeks after I got the call from the GP, I mentioned this sensation to him. ‘It was probably your immune system fighting off the cancer,’ he explained. That stopped me in my tracks. That whole time, my body had been battling cancer, and I’d had no idea.

He told me melanoma can trigger the immune system to react in unusual ways. ‘Your body was probably working overtime trying to fight off the cancer cells,’ he said. ‘That’s the best explanation I can give for what you were feeling.’

On the one hand, it was a relief to know that my body had been fighting for me. On the other, it was terrifying to think how close I had come to ignoring the signs entirely. Looking back, that uneasy feeling in the middle of the night might have been one of the few things that saved me.

It was a lot to process. Up to that point, I’d never had any major health issues. Sure, I’d broken my collarbone playing footy and had my nose broken a few times, the usual rough-and-tumble stuff. But nothing like this. I was tanned, fit and had just proposed to the love of my life. I didn’t know anyone else my age who’d been through something like this.

Doctor Quinn explained how easily melanoma could spread, and how quickly it could become life-threatening. But even then, I was still in denial, treating this as something to tick off a list instead of a crisis I had to tackle head-on.

When he asked if I could think of anything that might have caused the melanoma, I mentioned that I regularly used solariums. He was intrigued. ‘How often have you used them?’ he asked.

I paused for a moment, doing the maths in my head before replying, ‘Maybe forty or fifty times? And some of those were double sessions.’

He nodded. ‘That could very well be a significant factor here.’

I found myself reflecting on all those times I had jumped into a solarium without a second thought, chasing a tan. It was a sobering realisation.

Still, I walked out of his office thinking it was manageable. ‘It’ll all be fine,’ I reassured myself.

It wasn’t until we were driving home from the city that it really hit me. This wasn’t just a mole. This wasn’t something that could just be cut out and forgotten about. This was serious.

I had always thought cancer was a disease for someone else, someone older and further along in life.

I was about to learn the harsh truth: that melanoma was the most common cancer in young Australians aged twenty to thirty-nine. Not one of the most common. The most common. At thirty-two years old, I was right in that age bracket, and like most people my age, I thought I was bulletproof.

But the stats were shocking, and suddenly terrifyingly real. I remembered reading that someone in Australia dies from melanoma every six hours. That means while you’re watching a footy match, someone loses their life to this thing. And I bet they didn’t think it would happen to them, either.

All those years chasing the perfect tan, trying to look good, I wasn’t just rolling the dice. I was stacking them against myself. I later learned that using a solarium before the age of thirty-five increased your risk of melanoma by seventy-five per cent. But back then, no-one was talking about that. There were no warnings, no signs saying, This could kill you. Just palm trees on the walls and the smell of coconut oil.

That call from the GP would come to define me for life. From then on, I was no longer simply Jay Allen. I was The Melanoma Man.




1

ELBOWS OFF THE TABLE

Much like sun safety, I was barely a thought in the early 1970s. The hole in the ozone layer was decades off becoming dinner table conversation, and in Australia, the land of endless beaches and backyard barbies, the outdoors was king. A deep tan wasn’t just fashionable; it was necessary, a badge of honour. Healthy, sexy, a sign you were living life right. Everybody wanted that golden glow.

For my dad, John Allen, that bronzed Aussie lifestyle was just part of the deal. Dad had grown up in the Illawarra, south of Sydney, until he was sixteen years old, when he moved to Parramatta, in Sydney’s western suburbs. Dad was carefree as they come – his world revolved around sun, surf and his mates.

But life was different for my mum, Julie, who grew up fair-skinned and red-haired in Parramatta. Mum was the quiet achiever in her family, known for her work ethic and her no-nonsense attitude. She started work in a dress shop at fourteen and nine months, determined to make her way in life. Her fiery red hair might’ve set her apart, but it was her determination that defined her. She was just thirteen when she met my dad, who was sixteen. They went to the same school, and lived two houses away from each other.

It was a short courtship. By the time Mum was sixteen, they were married, and Fiona, my older sister, came along soon after. Two years later, in 1975, I turned up. I got Mum’s fair complexion and fiery red hair – a stark contrast to Dad’s and Fiona’s olive skin.

We grew up in a tiny Housing Commission home in Airds, in Campbelltown. It was snug, to say the least, but it was home. That three-bedroom house held everything that mattered. The lounge room was the heart of the home. Beyond that was the kitchen, and then the bedrooms, all in a neat row. Mum and Dad’s was on the right, mine in the middle and Fiona’s on the left.

The backyard was small, just a patch of grass and a shed, but to us kids, it was a kingdom. Dad built a timber pergola out the front, and a little garden wrapped around it. There was a laneway next to our house and a courtyard at the back, which became our makeshift footy field. We’d spend hours there, booting the ball around with the neighbours’ kids. Endless games of backyard footy, scraped knees and arguments over whether the goalposts were ‘just there’ or ‘a bit more to the left’.

Those afternoons might not sound like much, but they were everything to us – just simple joys. When the sun started setting and Mum called us in for dinner, we’d drag ourselves inside, sweaty and covered in dirt, but smiling. Those days were good – simple, but perfect.

Two years after I came along, Mum gave birth to her third child, Shauna. Shauna had the same fiery red hair as me – the trademark Cullen colouring, Mum would say. But Shauna’s story was heartbreakingly short. She was born premature, and there was nothing they could do to save her – back then, medical technology wasn’t as good as it is today. Shauna only lived for five days. The loss hit my parents hard, and we lived under a cloud of grief for a long time.

After losing Shauna, Mum and Dad worked tirelessly to keep our family afloat, doing everything they could to shield us from life’s harsh realities. Times were tough, but they made sure we always had what we needed.

And life carried on, as it does. I kept playing footy in the laneway. Dad kept building stuff and tinkering around the house. And somehow, Mum kept everything running smoothly. Slowly, laughter returned to our family, though there was always a little piece missing. Those years in Airds were so simple, so small, but they gave me roots, a sense of where I came from. And, most of all, they taught me how to keep going, no matter what life hands you.

•

At home, Mum and Dad ran a tight ship. From the moment we were old enough to hold a broom or set the table, we had jobs to do. My folks believed in teaching responsibility early, and we were all expected to pitch in – it was a team effort. Above all, the thing they were strictest about was the importance of good manners, especially at mealtimes. There was no eating with your mouth open, no elbows on the table, and we always sat down as a family to eat dinner together. Those moments around the table, swapping stories about our day, are some of my best memories. We laughed, talked and sometimes argued, but it was always together.

Mum made sure we were well fed. She was, and still is, a brilliant cook. She made sure we had vegetables with every meal, whether it was a simple pork chop or a roast. Takeaway was a rare treat, saved for special occasions. When we did have it, it felt like Christmas had come early. I remember those days when Mum would give me $3 or $4 to head to the Airds shops. Back then, you could get a big bag of hot chips, wrapped in white paper, steaming and doused in barbecue sauce. It was simple, but we thought it was the best thing ever. Those chips were the height of indulgence for us kids.

Most of the time, though, it was sandwiches, fruit and whatever Mum whipped up at home. For lunch, we used to buy stuff from the school canteen that came in a brown paper bag. Every Sunday, without fail, Mum would make a baked dinner. Roast meat, veggies, gravy, the works. She still does it to this day, and it’s just as good as I remember. Mum always made sure we ate well, breakfast, lunch and dinner. She wasn’t one to cut corners when it came to food, no matter how tight things were.

Weekends were always a bit of a production in the kitchen. Mum would cook a big breakfast on Saturdays or Sundays – fry-ups with eggs, bacon, toast, the lot. Lunch would follow, then a proper dinner in the evening. Even now, Mum’s still the same, making sure Dad’s got sandwiches for work and that everyone’s fed. She took pride in keeping us healthy and happy.

Holidays were modest but memorable. We’d pack up and head down the coast to Bulli, where my grandmother lived, as well as my aunty Janet and uncle Brian and all my cousins. It wasn’t far, but it felt like a proper getaway. We’d spend the day with family, eat until we were stuffed and play endless games of footy. Dad’s mum had a big shed out the back with a pool table, so we’d take on the cousins for a few games, then jump on our bikes and ride around the Bulli racetrack or down to the beach.

When we weren’t holidaying in Bulli, we’d go to Coledale, further up the coast. My pop had a house there, right up on the clifftops. It was the kind of place you see on postcards, with beautiful views of the ocean. You could hear the waves crashing below. We’d spend the morning watching little penguins waddle along the shore, then get straight into a day of sun, sand and surf. It was pure magic.

Mum and Dad weren’t religious, but they valued respect and discipline. That was how they’d been raised, and they were the same with us. If you did something wrong, you knew you were in for it. Sometimes, just the thought of Dad finding out was enough to keep us in line. We still squabbled, though, like all siblings do. We bickered about the silliest things, like who got the biggest slice of cake, who had to do the dishes or who started it. Most of the time, it was harmless, but every now and then, we crossed the line.

One time, I threw a cup at Fiona. I can’t remember why – probably just in a fit of rage. The cup hit her square on the back of the head, and she needed stitches. It’s easily the most aggressive thing I’ve ever done and boy, did I pay for it. That night, when Dad got home, I got the telling-off of my life, and I was grounded for three weeks. I certainly never threw another cup, and I kept my elbows off the table for a good while after that.

Dad’s go-to punishment was grounding. We’d spend a stint in our room, locked away from the rest of the house and the outside world. In the heat of the moment, Dad would often ground us for a month, swearing he wouldn’t change his mind, but he was soft at heart. A week or so in, he’d usually come around and let us off early. Still, those weeks felt like a lifetime. Coming home from school, knowing you’d be stuck in your room with no TV, no toys and, worst of all, no outside play. It was brutal. But it worked. We learned our lesson.

Despite the strict rules and occasional punishments, our childhood in Airds was full of joy. Living on a Housing Commission estate, we were part of a close-knit community – everyone knew everyone else. The kids in the neighbourhood were always around, and we never strayed too far from home. We played footy in the laneway, rode our bikes, or just mucked around until the streetlights flicked on and Mum called us in for dinner. It wasn’t fancy, but it was a good childhood – lots of laughter and a sense of belonging.

As kids, our lives revolved around the outdoors, no matter the season or weather. The moment the sun came up, we’d grab our footies, cricket bats and bikes, and race out the door. The streets of the housing estate were like our playground, and we had endless adventures. We’d spend hours outside, playing cricket in the street, riding our bikes, kicking the footy barefoot on the road.

Back then, sun safety wasn’t really a thing. Sunscreen? Never heard of it. Hats? No chance. If you got burnt, you got burnt. Peeling sunburnt skin off each other’s backs was like a gross competition to see who could get the longest strip of skin. Getting burnt was just part of life, like scraped knees or stubbed toes. It was normal. We were years off learning to slip, slop, slap. Skin cancer never even crossed our minds – to us, cancer was some distant disease that only happened to really old people. It wasn’t on our radar at all.

When we weren’t outside, I had my own little routine. I loved watching CHiPs, a show about two motorbike cops. Every afternoon, I’d be glued to the TV. After CHiPs, I’d switch over to Skippy the Bush Kangaroo. Those two shows were my staples. Once they were over, I’d either head to footy training or be out playing with my mates until the sun went down. And, of course, there was Rugby League on TV. I’d watch it religiously, whether it was a big game or just highlights. Footy was always on my mind, whether I was playing it, watching it or dreaming about where it might take me.

At school, my world didn’t expand much beyond the familiar streets of Airds. My first school was John Warby Public School, just 300 metres from our house. I already knew most of the kids there. The mates I’d spent my days kicking the footy with were the same ones I found myself sharing a desk with.

I’d like to think I was one of the popular kids at school – I was a bit of a chatterbox who got along with everyone. Academically, I wasn’t too bad. I gave it a good crack, mostly because I was worried about getting a bad report and disappointing my parents. Even so, every single one of my reports said the same thing: ‘easily distracted’, ‘talks too much’. They weren’t wrong. Socialising was my strength, but it was also my weakness. Still, the fear of report card day was enough to keep me on my toes … most of the time.

There was one time I really crossed the line, though. In Year 6, we went on a four-day school camp. On the very first day, for some reason, I decided to throw a potato at one of the teachers. It nailed her on the back of the head – turns out I’m pretty good at headshots. Luckily, it didn’t do much damage other than leaving bits of potato in her hair, but still, they weren’t happy. I got sent straight home.

I would’ve been grounded and stuck inside my room for months if Dad had found out, but I got lucky – he was at work when the school called. Instead, they got Mum. I’m not sure how I managed it, but somehow I talked her into hiding me under my bunk bed for the next three days so Dad wouldn’t find out I’d been sent home.

When I was eight, Mum announced she was pregnant again, with another baby girl. Chantal, with her sunny smile and cheeky laugh, brought a whole new dynamic to our family. Mum adored her, and even Dad, who wasn’t the most sentimental bloke, was like a marshmallow around her. Chantal quickly became the golden child, doted on and spoiled. But we didn’t mind. She fit seamlessly into our family, lighting up the room with her infectious energy.

By this time, Mum and Dad were working harder than ever. Dad, who had been working as a coalminer, had ditched the mines and taken up truck driving, a job that kept him busy around the clock. He was rarely home, but when he was, he made the time count. Mum, meanwhile, juggled everything else – household chores, raising three kids and taking on extra paid work wherever she could. I’ve got no doubt the juggle was hard on my parents – even as kids, we knew how much they were sacrificing – but they were determined. They were building something better for us.

When I was eleven, everything changed – Mum and Dad bought their own place. They’d scrimped and saved for years, and finally, they had enough to put down for a house-and-land package. It was a massive deal, a huge leap from our little Housing Commission place to something they could call their own. This was their dream, what they’d been working toward all these years, over all those late nights and long shifts.

The new house was a bit bigger: it had four bedrooms and a proper backyard. It still wasn’t much by most people’s standards, but to us, it was everything. That home was full of happiness – birthdays, Christmases and countless lazy afternoons. It was where Chantal grew into the charming, cheeky kid she was destined to be. It became the place that would anchor us for the rest of our lives.

Buying the house was a bit of a turning point for us, thanks to all of Mum and Dad’s hard work. They never slowed down, though. Mum ran the house like clockwork while Dad was out on the road, driving trucks to make ends meet. Meanwhile, I threw myself into school and footy – mostly footy, if I’m being completely honest. From as far back as I can remember, football was my life. My dream was to make it to the NRL, and I went after it hard. Dad was a hundred per cent on board, driving me to training, cheering me on.

It was also around this time that I discovered girls. My first crush was a girl called Samantha, a tall blonde who joined our school in Year 6. We ‘dated’ in the way eleven-year-olds do, which is to say we probably held hands once.

But Samantha wasn’t my first love.

That honour belonged to footy.
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