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Foreword

			Michael Nelson cares deeply for those who struggle with emotional and relational pain. As one who has served as a counsellor, he has walked with many who have desperately needed hope, encouragement and guidance. His capacity for empathy and compassion has been deepened by his own life experiences, and by his ability to reflect on both the positive and the painful aspects of life’s journey.

			In The Life of Micah: Suicidal to Success, he tells a gripping story. It is raw and emotional, but also powerfully educational. His insights into the impact of domestic violence on a child’s mental wellbeing, his graphic depiction of the way adult behaviours and attitudes can be shaped by childhood trauma and his authenticity as he shares proven pathways to healing make this a book you cannot afford not to read.

			The book had its genesis in Michael’s personal experience and his passion to offer hope to those who believe there is no hope for them. However, it does even more than this. It challenges the community at large to be mindful of the lonely and broken among us, and to offer the understanding and support they need as they reach out for answers to what appear to them to be unanswerable questions.

			I warmly and enthusiastically commend this book to you.

			Graeme Cann

			Pastor, mentor and author

			



	

Preface

			I was inspired to write this book after journeying with people struggling with mental illness as a professional counsellor for ten years. It also reflects my personal struggle with mental illness from early childhood, including as a teenage suicide survivor. The purpose of the book is to increase community awareness of those at risk of suicide, and hopefully to save lives. It is not meant to replace the important role of health professionals. 

			The book follows the story of Micah, a working-class Baby Boomer living in Melbourne, from his early years to his retirement. His life experiences will take you on an emotional rollercoaster ride of ups and downs—disappointment and contentedness, fear and confidence, despair and hope, betrayal and trustworthiness, sorrow and joy, failure and success.

			Raised in a low-income family, Micah personally experiences domestic violence, alcoholism, child abuse, depression, suicide attempts, bullying, war trauma, the death of friends and family members, divorce and unemployment. His life is fraught with difficulties, but in this he is not alone—many others in our community experience similar circumstances. Despite all his hardships, however, he not only survives but also thrives. His resilience and determination to overcome his disadvantaged upbringing will inspire many others to do likewise, and to make a better life for themselves and their loved ones.

			Micah also shares his faith journey, from his religious upbringing in the Roman Catholic church to a commitment to become a follower of Jesus at the age of thirty-six. He describes how his newfound faith helps him to overcome the struggles in his life.

			Some of the scenes in the book, especially those describing sexual abuse, domestic violence and suicide, are confronting and might be traumatic for those who have had been in similar circumstances. If you experience re-traumatisation or thoughts of suicide, I recommend that you seek professional help or skip through those parts of the book that are difficult for you. In the appendices you will find contact details for support organisations.

			Michael Nelson
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The Early Years (1950–1962)

			My name is Micah. My story begins in 1950 when I was born to a young couple living in the outer south-eastern suburbs of Melbourne. I was a middle child, meaning I had an older brother, Ivan (born in 1945), and a younger sister, Catherine (born in 1952). Our generation was called the ‘Baby Boomers’, the term used for the post-World War 2 boom in the birth rate. 

			My father, Charles, was a war veteran who worked as a linesman for Victorian Railways. My mother, Judy, worked part-time at a biscuit factory. We lived in a Housing Commission home, part of the government’s scheme to provide housing for low-income families. The idea was good, but many of the homes were occupied by returned servicemen suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. There was much alcohol abuse and domestic violence. As the children grew up, street violence was common. Living in this area was extremely dangerous.

			As long as I can remember there was violence in my home. After the war, Dad drank a lot and was probably an alcoholic. When he was drunk, he sometimes beat my mother. 

			When I was about ten years old, I was lying in bed one night unable to sleep because Mum and Dad were arguing. As usual, it was about money and Dad’s drinking. From my bedroom I heard them shouting at each other, and then I heard a loud thump and a blood-curdling scream. Then silence. 

			I thought, “Dad’s killed Mum!” 

			I lay there for what seemed an eternity, wondering what to do. Then I heard a sound like feet dragging across the floor. The noise grew louder as if someone was approaching my room. I thought maybe Dad was coming to kill me as well, so I ducked under the blankets hoping he wouldn’t see me. 

			Next thing I heard a faint, weak voice that sounded like my mother’s. Slowly her hand pulled the covers back until my face was exposed. When I looked at her, I felt cold and began shaking violently. Her face was hardly recognisable, and there was blood all over her torn dress. 

			She spoke to me softly. “Come on, Micah, we have to leave the house before Dad wakes up.” I realised that Catherine was with her, very quiet as usual and grasping tightly to Mum’s ripped dress.

			The three of us crept out of the house and walked around the neighbourhood. The night was bitter, and the cold penetrated my dressing gown and made me shiver. I missed the warmth of my bed. 

			As we walked slowly along the footpath, I asked Mum, “Why does Dad hit you?” 

			“Micah, the beatings started after your dad came back from the war and began drinking heavily,” she said. “Before the war he was a gentle, kind, loving man. But the war changed him.” 

			I thought, “War must be a terrible experience. I hope I never have to go to war.” 

			We continued walking in silence, then I looked at Mum again. “Where’s Ivan? I haven’t seen him for a few days.” 

			Mum drew a deep breath. “Your father and Ivan had a fight a few days ago. Dad was very drunk, and Ivan confronted him about his violence towards me. Ivan managed to overpower him and push him over the neighbour’s fence into the rose bushes. When your father sobered up, he ordered Ivan to leave home. I haven’t seen him since.” 

			A week later I was lying in bed listening to Mum and Dad arguing again. I knew how it would end. Sure enough, before long I heard Dad shout and Mum scream, and then a couple of loud thumps. I knew he’d hit her again. 

			At first, I froze like before. But then I began imagining myself getting out of bed and stabbing Dad to death. Suddenly, an intense urge came over me. I jumped up, rushed into the kitchen and grabbed a knife out of the drawer. 

			Dad was hunched over Mum, who was lying semi-conscious on the floor in a pool of blood. I lunged at him with the knife and stabbed him in the back. 

			Dad slowly straightened up and looked at me. His face was purplish-red, and his eyes squinted under lowered eyebrows. His lips curled inwards, but then his mouth roared open. “What are you doing here, Micah?” he shouted. “Go back to bed!” 

			He turned and walked out. 

			I stood in disbelief, still with the knife in my hand. What just happened? Why wasn’t Dad dead? I looked at the knife again and saw it was the kind used for spreading butter on bread—a knife with a round, blunt tip. 

			I stared at it, motionless. Was I dreaming? 

			Mum’s muffled voice cut through my thoughts. “Micah, what are you doing with a knife in your hand?” 

			Sheepishly, I said, “I was hungry, and I’m going to cook some toast.”

			“Don’t be silly. It’s too early for breakfast. Now go back to bed.”

			I went back to my room and laid down. My body started shaking and I broke into hysterical sobs. After a while I calmed down and pondered what had just happened. What had driven me to murder? An idea struck me. Perhaps an evil spirit caused me to attack Dad. My family was involved in occult practices, and at times I saw spirits in my room, sitting on top of my wardrobe or standing beside my bed or at the door. I was used to them hanging around, and most of the time I ignored them or simply told them to go away. Other spirits talked to me during family séances.

			“I wish Ivan was here so I could talk to him about it,” I thought. I looked across the room at the empty bed and cried myself to sleep.

			*     *     *

			Life for me after this incident was much the same as before. Every Saturday, Dad spent the morning reading the racing guide and then left for the pub, dropping in at the TAB to place his bets on the way. On Sunday mornings he stayed home and rested, recovering from his hangover, while Mum, Catherine and I went to mass at the local Roman Catholic church. After church we had a family roast for lunch, and sometimes we went on family outings, usually a drive in the country. 

			From Monday to Thursday, Dad went to work and came home straight afterwards. But on Friday, pay day, he went straight to the pub or the RSL and came home drunk late at night. That’s when the arguments started. Mum would complain about him spending too much money and time drinking. Then Dad would justify his behaviour, saying he needed some down time. 

			Unfortunately, Mum didn’t know when to stop, and Dad would eventually lash out at her. Sometimes he would just slap her and tell her to shut up, but at other times he beat her up. 

			If I was already in bed during these arguments, I would lie there wide awake until Dad fell asleep on the couch or the argument finished. Sometimes it ended in a bashing. After this it was usually quiet enough to sleep, or Mum would come and take Catherine and me for a walk. If it happened during the daytime, I usually went outside and sat on the back steps with my dog, Scotty, and talked to him and my imaginary friend, Jesus, who I learnt about in church. 

			Later, when I was old enough to catch the train on my own, I would go to Saturday footy and watch my team, Collingwood, play. It was an escape from the unpredictable pressures at home.

			*     *     *

			Not all my early childhood was traumatic. Our family had some good times together. I have fond memories of Dad taking us fishing, rabbit hunting and mushrooming when he was sober. 

			We also enjoyed trips to visit relatives. One episode was particularly memorable. 

			It was a summer Sunday morning in the time before Ivan left. I was lying on my bed reading The Wind in the Willows, one of my favourite books, when I was distracted by the door creaking. I looked up to see Mum coming into my room. 

			“Micah, we’re not going to church today,” she said. “Dad’s taking us to Bendigo instead.”

			I sat up excitedly. Bendigo was where Aunty Jill, Dad’s sister, lived, together with Uncle Bill and their three children, Larry, Margaret and Jessica. Larry was two years older than me, Margaret was my age and Jessica was the same age as Catherine. 

			I loved visiting our cousins. Their house in Epsom, an outer suburb of Bendigo, was surrounded by bush with a creek nearby, and we often played there. Larry taught me to catch lizards and make bows and arrows out of bush materials. We went yabbying in the creek or a local farm dam, and sometimes Uncle Bill would take us fishing for trout and perch at Lake Eppalock. He worked at an ice cream factory and always brought home ice cream for a treat. To me, this place was like paradise.

			I jumped off the bed and hurried to get dressed. Out in the kitchen Mum was preparing breakfast. “That was quick, Micah,” she said. “Why don’t you get ready that quick when we go to church?” 

			“Because I have more fun in Bendigo than in church,” I replied cheekily. “When are we leaving?” 

			Breakfast seemed to take forever, but eventually Dad went out to the garage to get the car ready. “Come on, everyone! Get in!” he yelled. I leaped off the chair, ran outside and climbed into my spot in the middle of the backseat, with Ivan on my right and Catherine on my left. Dad reached in and placed a piece of flat board under Ivan’s feet to cover up the hole in the floor, then hopped into the driver’s seat. Mum was already in the car waiting patiently. She was never rushed and always seemed to have a smile on her face.

			Dad cranked the engine over and it sounded like a cat being strangled. Would the old rust bucket start? After a few tries it stuttered to life. I felt a sense of relief as we made our way out of the backyard and onto the road.

			The three-hour trip north went on and on. To pass the time we played “I Spy”, and when we got bored with that, we read books. Finally we passed the town sign for Bendigo and drove through the city to Epsom on the other side.

			Dad pulled up and parked in the street. Aunty Jill’s home was an old weatherboard house with a lightly rusted tin roof and a verandah around the outside to shade it from the summer sun. The yard was natural grasses with patches of dirt, and the driveway was gravel. It was a humble abode, like the people who lived inside—humble, generous, hospitable country folk.

			We walked through the rusty iron gate and up the weathered wooden steps to the front door. Mum knocked, but no one answered. “Come on, we’ll go inside and wait,” she said. Like most country houses of that time, the door was unlocked, so we went in and sat around the kitchen table while Mum got busy preparing tea and scones. 

			About an hour after we arrived, Uncle Bill’s old ute pulled into the yard. Aunty Jill and Jessica were sitting in the front seat with the driver, and Margaret and Larry were riding in the back tray with the family dog, Spot (a friendly but protective Border Collie–Australian Cattle Dog cross). They’d been doing some last-minute shopping for dinner. Uncle Bill shook Dad’s hand and gave him a big bear hug. “Come inside, Charles, and I’ll get you a beer. And there’s some ice cream in the freezer for the kids!” 

			It was great to see each other, but what we kids really wanted was to head for the bush. We scoffed the ice cream and a couple of Mum’s scones for lunch, then ran out the door. 

			I always loved the bush—the smell of the eucalyptus trees, the chance of meeting a kangaroo or spotting a koala or echidna, the kookaburras that always seemed to be laughing. There were plenty of creepy and dangerous critters too: snakes, lizards, spiders, centipedes and other bugs. The bush was dry most of the year, but in spring the rains came, the flowers bloomed and the creek flowed swiftly, filling waterholes for us to swim in, swinging off a rope into the water.

			Being summer now, everything was dry and dusty, and the creek water was shallow. So we decided to play cowboys and Indians instead.

			Larry and I were the Indians. We started making a bow each and fossicking for reeds to be arrows. Margaret, Catherine and Jessica were cowboys with Ivan, who got busy cutting some branches in the shape of guns for them to use.

			The object of the game was to sneak up on your opponents and either shoot them dead or hit them with one of the arrows. The arrows weren’t sharp, but it did hurt if one hit you in the face, so we aimed for the body. 

			The two groups separated, then Larry and I started tracking the cowboys through the bush. The younger children weren’t very quiet, but it was still hard to see them in the dense undergrowth. Ivan used them as bait while he tried to sneak up behind us. 

			We were creeping along the track following the noise ahead when suddenly I heard footsteps behind us. I whispered to Larry, “You go right and I’ll go left, and we’ll hide in the bushes.” 

			We crouched down and looked back up the track. To our surprise, what we saw wasn’t Ivan but an emu making its way along, heading towards the creek. We stayed very still and watched it go past.

			When we stood up, we realised we couldn’t hear the noise of the girls anymore. 

			Just then Ivan leaped out of the bush and shot us both dead. “Got ya! I won!” he shouted triumphantly. Then he paused and looked from Larry to me. “Where are the girls?” 

			I held out my hands and shrugged. “We were tracking them until that big emu went past, and then we lost them.” 

			“Well, we’d better find them or we’re going to cop it when we get back to the house,” Ivan said angrily.

			Now I was worried, not only for the girls, but for myself as well. I was thinking about the beating I might get from Dad if we arrived back at the house without them. 

			“They were heading for the creek,” I said. “They should be all right because the water will be shallow. Perhaps they’ll wait there for us.” 

			We ran off down the track, but before long we slowed to a walk. The path was getting narrower, which scared me a little—I knew snakes sometimes curled up on it in the sun. Sure enough, out of the corner of my eye I noticed a movement in the grass. I pulled up and told the others to be quiet. Slowly a red-bellied black snake slithered onto the path and looked like it was going to stop, curl up and sunbake.

			One bite from a red-bellied black can kill you, so I thought about hitting it with my bow. But instead I slipped the tip under the snake, flicked it into the bushes and shouted, “Run!” 

			As we got closer to the creek, the sound of trickling water grew louder. In a clearing up ahead, I saw a small sandy beach, and on the sand three pairs of sandals. We were on the right track. 

			But where had the girls gone? Had they crossed the creek, or had they walked downstream to the billabong? 

			I looked up and down the creek. To my right I saw some rocks jutting out of the water, and on the other bank another track. On my left in the distance the emu was drinking. To my surprise, at my feet I noticed a platypus skimming the bottom of the creek for yabbies. 

			This tranquil scene made me feel calmer. “I don’t think they would have left their sandals on the beach if they were going to cross the creek and head off down the other trail,” I said. “My guess is they’ve walked to the billabong. Let’s go downstream to see if we can find them.” 

			The water was cold but shallow. We picked our way among the rocks for about a hundred yards, then we heard voices. “Can you hear that? It sounds like the girls.” A few minutes later, we reached the billabong and there they were, playing in the water.

			We arrived home just before five o’clock, our clothes all muddy and wet. Aunty Jill yelled at us through the kitchen window as we were about to walk in the back door. 

			“Where have you been? It’s nearly dinner time! And look at you! You’re not coming inside like that. Take your clothes off outside and then come in and have a bath.” 

			The two younger children stripped off all their clothes and ran into the bathroom. Margaret, who was older, decided to wait until the other girls were finished and then get undressed inside. Ivan, Larry and I stripped down to our underwear, but I didn’t want to go in the bath last because the water would be filthy. So I asked Aunty Jill if the boys could hose one another clean. She said yes, but told us to be
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