Y’know, I really love being married.  I’m on my third marriage.  First one ended in a divorce, second one ended in a disaster, and I’m now on my third one.  And yes, I’m very happy now.  But I’ll come to that later.  For the next few minutes, we’ll be concentrating on my second wife, Doris.  We had 13 great years together.  In 2003, we were living in Seattle, where I was working on a Boeing project for the Australian Air Force. She was overweight, with high blood pressure & she started a heavy exercise program to try to lose weight.  Now when you take those 3 items in context, she was a walking disaster waiting to happen.  And she did.  She suffered a brain aneurism while exercising in our apartment, collapsed on the floor & was discovered by my step-son when he got out of bed to check on her funny breathing noises. Turns out, she had collapsed in such a way that she blocked off her own airway & she was gasping for breath. By the time I got to the hospital, she had been intubated & sedated.  If I knew then what I know now, I would have known that she was already on the way out.

You see, when the brain suffers an injury, it swells up, just like a bruise on your arm.  But the brain can swell only so far before it hits the inside of the skull, & then it swells downwards & blocks off its own blood supply.  Doris spent less than 24 hours in Intensive Care before she was declared brain dead.  I really felt sorry for the doctor having to tell me so early in the morning that my wife was dead, and asking would I consider organ donation?  Now in the middle of this scenario of total disaster, I consider myself very lucky.  I know that sounds crazy, but Doris & I had discussed what we wanted to happen to us after we went.  And the answer was, “Take whatever can be used.”  So my decision to proceed was very easy.  But that’s not always the case.  Some people refuse & I think that’s a real tragedy.

I have to tell you, there’s no pain quite like losing a partner, except perhaps for losing one of your children.  For a while, it feels like half your heart has been ripped out through your chest.  Holly can attest to some of the pain I went through after I got back to Australia.  We had a deal.  I could call her any time of the day and ask, “Have you got 5 minutes?”  If she said yes, I had 5 minutes to unload some grief, put myself back on track & continue that process of pulling my life together.  But despite all that pain, I managed to hold onto some hope, because I had been able to make that vital decision.  Yes, go ahead, take what you can use.  I am very proud to say that there is a truck driver somewhere in Washington State, who got a second chance, because he carries Doris’s right kidney.  When I last heard news of him, quite a while ago now, he was back on short runs.  By now, he’s probably back on his long haul runs.  You see, that’s the conundrum with organ donation.  Sure, it’s a gift, aptly named the Gift of Life.  But someone died for that gift.  But at the same time, people get a second chance.  So these days, yes, I stand tall.  I know I did good.

Julie & I got married in Vegas just 3 months later, on the day before I left America to come home.  Try explaining THAT to a step-son who’s just lost his mother.  But I also believe that he has finally forgiven me, because what his mother left for him, she also left for me, and that was strength, courage, determination, to get on with our lives and if and when we ever look back, we can both honour her for her countless contributions, to ourselves and to the community.

Julie & I have just purchased a rather large motorhome, and it’s parked outside.  We bought it from a widow, who lost her husband in December.  I was able to look her in the eye and say, “I know what you’re going through.”  With that motorhome comes a new life for us.  We are working on establishing an Outback Computer Repair Service, “we come to you, wherever you are”.  We intend leaving Canberra permanently within 3 years.  And we will do that, together.  Because we can, and because we deserve it.

So for those of you on the “Donor Family” side of the equation, who are still hurting, I know what you’re going through.  So stand tall.  I know you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders.  But you can also look me in the eye and say, “I did good”.  Stand tall, because you deserve it.

