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G’day.  As you know, I have been the through the organ donation process from a very personal point of view, & I’d like to share some of that story with you today.  I met Doris at the gates of the child care centre, while I was dropping off Mary Jane’s daughters & she was dropping off her son Stewart.  I thought she had really beautiful eyes & she thought I had a cute arse.  And our relationship developed from there!

I’ve brought along some of my treasures, perhaps you might like to pass things around while I talk.  I’ve got some ambulance & hospital records, more or less in chronological order, Doris’s pyjama top, the urn & my memory box.  I’m happy for you to handle them, just remember that they’re incredibly precious to me.  If you’re interested in looking inside the urn, you’ll find a plastic bag.  The ashes come securely sealed in the bag, inside the urn.  I’ll come to that later.  The memory box is a gift from LifeCenter NorthWest, which is the organ donor organisation that in the Northwestern states.  There’s a real symbolism in untying the bow & allowing the memories to come out & then when you’re finished, of closing it up again, putting the memories away & tying the bow.  They also do 2 very special things.  They take a hand print & a lock of hair, which later on become very precious relics.

At that time, Doris was the Coordinator of a small community group that fixed toys & jigsaw puzzles for kindergartens, playgroups, toy libraries & schools.  During the summer months, she ran a team of about 30 volunteers, average age 75, during the winter it was more like 5 people, because the rest of them went to Queensland to escape the cold.  She learned a lot from these old guys about power tools & sand paper, & about the wealth of life experience that they all had to offer.

During this period, we decided that in order to get her off the Pill, I would go along & get myself a vasectomy.  Well, I have the fairly rare distinction of having had not one, but two, vasectomies. The first one was a breeze but one of the little buggers healed over.  The second time I had bruising from the waist to the thigh, a week off work, & one day hobbled into the TOYS workshop.  I can still see their eyes watering when Doris told them what had happened to me.

Prior to that she had been had been a Community Nurse & later on, she was a Volunteer Coordinator for several different community organisations, & all that experience put her a in good position in 1999 to become the Director of St John’s Care, which is the community outreach welfare service of the St John’s Anglican Parish in Reid.  She continually reminded her volunteers that everyone who walked in the door was to be treated with dignity & respect.  At one point, she even had little J letters made up out of plywood, J for Judgement, the idea being to “put your J away”, to “put your judgement back in your pocket” when dealing with a client.  She often told the story of a very dirty young woman who walked in one day & could easily have been mistaken for another homeless person.  She pulled out $150, paid for her marriage course & drove away in her BMW.  She was dirty because she’d been gardening, she’d suddenly remember that she had to pay for the course & it was more important to her to come straight in than to get cleaned up.

Doris & I came to Canberra from Adelaide & we’d lived in the Philippines.  So when the opportunity came up for me to work for 9 months in the United States, we both grabbed at the chance to go & explore a different country.  She’d always said, “You haven’t REALLY seen mountains until you’ve seen the Rockies”, & I was always joking that one day, I’d take her up on it.  So in March last year, we headed off to Seattle, & over the next few months, we travelled around wherever & whenever we could & we also managed to work out how to drive on the wrong side of the road.  And I did eventually see the Rockies.

Doris wasn’t able to work over there, so after a lifetime of being overweight, she took the opportunity to start to really look after herself.  She got stuck into hair, skin, nails, vitamins, diet, exercise - she could do 8 sets while I could only do 2.  In retrospect, we probably should have seen it coming - a combination of being overweight, high blood pressure & heavy exercise, made her a candidate for either an aneurysm or just blowing a blood vessel.  We’ll never know exactly what happened, except that on 14 July, she was exercising & collapsed on the floor of the apartment.  In the process she blocked most of her airway & it was the strange gasping noises that woke Stewart up.  He rang me in a panic & said, “Mum’s breathing funny”.  By the time he put the phone to her face, I couldn’t hear any breathing at all, so we figured it would be best to call the ambos.  At this stage he’d forgotten all of his First Aid training, which apparently is quite common in situations like this.  But I think that even if he’d done all the right things, it would only have altered the final outcome by a matter of days anyway.  As it happened, the locals were only a short distance away & got there really quickly, but by the time they did, she was turning blue & she’d been off the air for about 10 minutes.

They got stuck into doing their thing, as you do.  Stewart’s comment recently was that they were “pretty brutal” in their approach.  I just hope that one day, he’ll understand that people who work in emergency situations need to do what they have to do.  Anyway he immediately retreated to the balcony, partly to stay out of the way, but mostly so that he didn’t have to watch.  Meanwhile I bolted out of work & had to fight my way back home through the mid-morning traffic, it took me about 45 minutes & by then of course she was already in the Emergency Room.  When I arrived, I got shunted off into a side room to talk to a social worker & when she started asking whether we had any support locally, I started to get the impression that we were in pretty deep poo.  The ER doctor came in & talked about “aneurysm” & “unconscious” & “severe stroke” & “in for a very long recovery period”.  Every time he said something else, my stomach dropped another notch.  One of the ambos came in & gave us a report of what they’d found & what they’d done to stabilise & then transport.  I got to see her briefly in the ER before they sent her off to the ICU.  I took about 2 hours to stabilise her up there.  By this stage I had support from Aussies work colleagues & some of their spouses, & of course we were still hoping for some sort of recovery, knowing that the prognosis for the future was not particularly good, & if she survived, we were going to be in for a very, very long haul.  The ICU staff finally “suggested” that we go home about 9 pm.  This was Monday night.

You’ve seen the hospital records, which show a pretty rapid decline in her condition.  Even by 11 pm, one eye was 4 & fixed, & by about 5:30 you can see that both pupils were fixed & dilated.  I got back to the ICU at 7 in the morning on Tuesday, & immediately got thrown out, the reason given was that it was a very busy time for them.  When they finally let me back in about 45 minutes later, they had already taken her down for a second CT scan.  The one piece of paper I haven’t found is the report from that scan, which summarises with “tonsillar herniation” & that’s apparently quite typical.  Looking back, I really feel sorry for the doctor in the ICU, having to deliver the bad news first thing in the morning.  And almost in the same breath, he asked whether I would consider talking to the organ donor people.  My immediate response was yes & there was never any doubt that it was the correct one.  And there’s never been any doubt since then either.  I went back home to wake Stewart up & give him the bad news, although I think he already knew anyway.

By the time we got back, Michelle, the Organ Donor Coordinator was there & explained some of the process, but by that stage I really wasn’t listening to much any more.  It took me about half an hour to realise that she was going to need a signature before she could do anything.  In hindsight, it must have been terribly frustrating for her to just have to wait until I was ready, knowing how much work she would have to do once she got the approval.  Me being me, I insisted on filling in the paperwork myself.  Big mistake.  I discovered that I needed to tick the boxes, heart, lungs, liver, kidneys & pancreas,& then on the outside, eyes, skin for burns victims, bone & cartilage.  Suddenly I had to decide which bits of this beloved woman I was going to give away, & it’s probably the hardest thing that I’ve ever had to do.  Fortunately, Stewart made it easy for me by saying, “nothing on the outside”.  By the time I got to the signature on the bottom, it was still pretty tough but by comparison, it was relatively easy.

By this time, Doris very clearly brain dead.  I found it a very hard concept to take in at the time, because she still had the ventilator doing her breathing, & her heart was obviously still beating, she was still warm & still looked alive.  And even worse, she started having involuntary leg movements that I’m told are generated from the spinal cord.  Around mid morning, I sat in on the apnoea test, which is turning off the ventilator for 10 minutes.  I didn’t really expect any response, & when none came, I knew then that she was gone.  And Michelle was flat out on the phone & fax, getting things organised.

On the day before, when Stewart went home to get some books to read, he also brought back a favourite bear, that’s this one, & it sat on the bed the whole time she was there.  It was one of the last things I cleared away when I cleared the room.  He also brought in a thumping big quartz crystal & put it on the side table, still wrapped up in a towel.  One of the nurses found it later in the day & put it on the ledge right at Doris’s head.  I’m very pleased to say that Doris herself would have been very proud of the standard of nursing care that she received.  The nurses had a job to do & I recognised that, but they were also very happy to just be there for me, to answer questions & just be generally caring & supportive.  Sometime during the afternoon, I apologised in advance to Michelle, just in case I snapped at her later, because at the time I was having trouble not thinking of her as the enemy.

We had a bedside farewell at 6 pm on the Tuesday, coinciding with 11 am Wednesday here in Canberra, where there were about 40 people at the Scout Hall & about 50 people at St John’s Church, & all of those people got there with about 2 hours notice.  After that, Stewart went home to get some rest & my Aussie colleagues decided to go down to the pub.  I was sitting there having a beer, holding the baby girl that was our reason for being there in the first place (maternity leave), dribbling all over me, & when someone pointed that out, I said that she couldn’t possibly dribble on me any more than I’d dribbled on myself already.  Meanwhile, when Stewart got back to the hospital, this poor American nurse was trying to tell him that everyone else had “gone to the pub” & did he know what a pub was?  When I suggested to Stewart that I would be quite happy to just go home, he said, “I can’t just leave her here, knowing that she won’t be here in the morning”.

So we decided that we would stick it out to the very end, which was good, because we both had plenty of time to say some very personal farewells.  In the process, I did some systematic clearing.  I’d pick up an object, hold it, thank it for being there, & then put it away in my bag ready to go.  So by the time Michelle was changing into her scrubs, I was about as ready as I was ever going to be, & transferred all of our stuff out to the nurse’s station.  I knew that when the theatre staff arrived, it would be very busy in the room, so when they finally did at about 1:30 Wednesday morning, all I had to do was to tell Stewart to get out there.  About a minute later, she got wheeled away & out of our lives forever.  I just sat there & watched Stewart with his heart breaking, watching her leave.  Just a word of warning about the need for you to get in there & clean up the room.  The staff there got straight in to clean up as soon as she had left, while we were still standing there in the corridor.  I understand that losing someone also affects the staff, but as I explained to the ICU Manager later on, they could have left it for a few minutes until we were gone.

Both of Doris’s kidneys & her heart valves were recovered.  Everything else was too far gone.  Wednesday’s job was to go back to the hospital & get myself into the morgue, so that I could see for myself that she really was gone.  She had a huge sutured cut up the middle & another one across the belly area, & she’d lost a lot of weight!  For the first time in her life, she had a concave belly.

I made a point of circulating back later on to both the ambulance guys & the ICU staff, & especially the ICU doctor, to thank them individually for their efforts & their caring approach.  The doctor in particular threw me a really beautiful compliment when he said, “It’s easy to look after good people.  You found yourself in an impossible situation, you were in a highly emotional state, & yet you managed to hold it together & make the decisions that you needed to make, which in turn made it a whole lot easier for us to help you.”

You may recall that Doris was exercising at home in the apartment when she collapsed.  She was wearing trackies & runners on the bottom half, but just a pyjama top on the top half.  That top, cut & ripped in several places by the ambulance guys, is one of my treasured possessions.  It was also useful, when we came to take Doris’s ashes on her final scuba dive.  After the memorial service here in Canberra, Stewart & I continued on up to Hervey Bay.  Ashes are sealed inside a plastic bag, inside the urn.  To get them in there, they must put the bag inside the urn first & then pour the ashes in.  To get them out, we had to do the same in reverse.  So we sat on our block of land up there & carefully reached in & cut the cable tie with side cutters, & poured the ashes out into the top, mixed them with some other things that I’d brought along, & we were ready to go diving.

Ashes are composed of heavier material, mostly crushed up bone fragments, and the lighter ash itself.  I knew from the research I’d done that the heavier stuff would sink & the ash would tend to float.  So what I did was to empty the whole lot onto the sand, which left me with a big pile on the sand.  Then all I had to do was to wave my hand at it, which caused the bone stuff to merge into the sand & the light stuff floated right up & all around me.  It’s my warped sense of humour that says that I did manage to go through her one last time.  Of course all communication underwater is sign language, so I motioned for Stewart to do the same, & then pointed to my watch & held up one finger, which means, “Give me one minute”.  And then we went on with the dive & had a look at the sunken ships.

My story from last year doesn’t end there.  In October, I met Julie at work & we went on a day trip out into the mountains.  Coincidentally, she told me that she was attracted to me & that she thought I had a cute arse.  Maybe I’ll start believing that now.  Anyway we spent more & more time together & just before Christmas, on the day before I left America, on the way back from the Grand Canyon, we got married in Las Vegas.  Julie visited here in February & I’m heading for Seattle next week to spend some time with her & her parents & daughter, & we’re planning for her to come here to live sometime around September.

So I guess out of all of this, we’ve got 2 working kidneys & a new relationship.  Some days you just have to count the blessings & leave it at that.  Thanks for listening.  Hopefully I’ve given some insight into what you people do, but from the other side.  Certainly I recognise that ICU staff have to be a very special breed, to do what you do.  And I’d also like to express my appreciation on behalf of all the people you guys treat with kindness & caring.  When your whole world is caving in on you, you need all the help you can get.  I’m open to questions.

Actually one of the questions I get asked a lot is, “Does it help you in your grieving process, to know that you have helped others?”  The short answer is yes.

