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To David Hannay, Isabella Hannay and

Margaret Travis


‘You know that place between sleep and awake, that place where you still remember dreaming? That’s where I’ll always love you . . . That’s where I’ll be waiting.’

J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan



Prologue

1 APRIL 2014

In those first few seconds between the soft nothingness of sleep and the inevitability of waking, I have completely forgotten. Lying on my right side, I open my eyes and see David’s fine profile, as ever. His smooth olive skin; his silvery hair on the pillow.

Then I remember. He died last night, just after eight o’clock. He’s still here with me, in our bed of more than four decades. I slide my left hand across the space between us and onto his belly. Still warm; just a little bit warm. It’s late March and very cold at our farm in rural Yetholme, but our bed’s well covered with woollen blankets and eiderdown. I reach up and touch his icy cheek. It’s true then. It really did happen.

I feel disoriented. It’s only natural: these are the first moments of a very different life. I can’t begin to imagine what that life looks like from here. I know that I must get up and start the day. There’s so much to do, to organise, to settle. There are thirteen people staying at the farmhouse – our four children, some of their partners and most of their children. We need to call the doctor (the death certificate), the palliative care team (to notify), the undertaker (the body), the Anglican minister (a plot in the local cemetery), close family members (David’s brother and sister), and dozens of friends and neighbours. We have a funeral to plan.

I kiss his forehead; it feels so strange. I need tea, proper leaves in a teapot. Our bedroom opens onto a wide hallway heading down to the kitchen. David’s huge portrait is on the wall opposite our doorway; he looks melancholy, eyes downcast. That’s how the artist saw him; that’s how he saw himself.

There’s a small child wearing pyjamas in the hallway, skipping and singing to himself. My grandson Owynn. Oblivious to my presence, ‘Granddad’s dead, Granddad’s dead’ is Owynn’s repeated chant. He was here in our room last night; everyone was crying. This surely must be his three-year-old way of processing that collective deluge of grief. Poor little chap, I hope he’s not permanently traumatised. Yet his song has made me smile, almost laugh, reassuring me that life will somehow go on.

He’s hungry so I make toast while the kettle boils. I throw some small logs into the wood stove, tickle the embers alive.

One by one, family members emerge from the bedrooms that also open to the wide hallway. There are children and teenagers sleeping on various sofas and blow-up beds. Nobody is feeling chatty; they look at me, wondering how I am today. We all go through the motions of breakfast, trying to ease into this very strange new day.

I’m fine really; numb but functioning. Cuddling kids, letting cats and dogs in and out the back door. Wondering if anyone remembered to shut the latch of the chicken shed last night. Probably not.

I take my second cup of tea back to bed, to where David still lies. He brought me tea in bed every morning we were together for, perhaps, the last thirty years. During our first decade together I was usually up before him, wrangling babies and small children. But after that phase he cheerfully took over, coming back to bed himself with a coffee and the newspaper. It occurs to me that this will be our last morning in bed together, ever. I drink my tea slowly, deliberately. I must never forget these last few hours.

A decision is made to keep David here until later today, when our daughter Miriam’s husband and her four sons will arrive from Adelaide. I want the boys to see their grandfather one last time, at the farm, in his own bed. They have spent all their summer holidays here with us for fifteen years. Running wild. It’s their place of happy memories and cousin time.

I don’t need to make any of the difficult calls; our adult children swing into action organising everything. I am allowed to float, to ask questions, to make suggestions, to add a name to the list. I can’t believe we didn’t discuss any of this until now. In spite of the last two years of certainty, knowing it would end this way, we have never discussed one single aspect of what will happen in the hours, the days, the weeks and the months that will follow the death. I never brought it up with David; he never brought it up with me.

I am so appreciative and overwhelmed by this love and support. Our children working together to make all this easier for me, just as they have worked as a team these last four days to support their dying father. I am grateful.

It will take me four years to feel like myself again. The ‘old’ me needs to stand aside and allow the remade version of myself to emerge. However, in those few days between the death of my husband and his funeral, I have no foreboding of the difficult path that lies ahead.



PART 1

Losing David




1

The beginning

SYDNEY, 1971

I was twenty-one and full of ambitious enthusiasm when I first met David Hannay. It was 1971 and I had just graduated as a graded journalist following a three-year cadetship at the Australian Women’s Weekly. I had a boyfriend my own age, but he’d recently headed off to London and I was saving up to join him. In order to accumulate the money I needed for this journey, I left my reliable magazine job for a pay rise in the publicity department of the television station Channel 9; this day job also allowed me to have a night gig as a barmaid at my local, the Mosman Hotel.

When I first started at Channel 9, my plan was to quickly escape the publicity role for that of news reporter, even though at that time there were only two women television journalists in Sydney, both at the ABC. I wanted to take my news reporter training a little further into uncharted territory. I was not beautiful but I had an open face and a ready smile. I had long red hair which I wore hanging straight in the fashion of the day, belying the fact that my hair was naturally even curlier than Nicole Kidman’s locks in the film BMX Bandits. It took hours of laborious winding of wet hair around my head to achieve this smooth style. I also wore thick make up to cover my freckles, and black false eyelashes – another must-have fashion of the sixties.

Not long into my new job, an unusual looking chap walked into the small publicity office. He was balding with long blond-streaked hair and a bright red beard that reached halfway down his front. I noticed his intense brown-black eyes as he politely introduced himself, telling me he was a part of an independent production company making a weekly family show called The Godfathers.

‘Where did you spring from?’ he asked. I laughed and told him about my journalism background and because I’d never seen the program he offered to take me onto the set in Studio 2 to watch an episode being taped. I was immediately fascinated by the process of television production – and him.

That evening I reported to my mother that I’d met a man called David at work that day, saying he looked a bit like a garden gnome. He wore a ‘trademark’ outfit of pale blue denim jeans, matching jacket, tall leather boots and a silk scarf around his neck. All he needed was a pointed hat.

For me it was not love at first sight; I was still besotted with my absent high school boyfriend and excitedly told David I was planning to fly to London as soon as possible, so I would probably only work at the station for six months or so.

I also mentioned I was keen to try TV news reporting and to my amazement he immediately organised an audition for me with the station’s popular current affairs program, A Current Affair with Mike Willesee. It didn’t dawn on me at the time that he was trying hard to impress me. Somehow I thought myself to be sophisticated but looking back I realise I was completely unworldly in the ways of men.

David would pop into my office every morning for a chat, interrupting my daily media deadlines by sitting on the edge of my desk drinking coffee. It was fortunate that my boss was an easygoing bloke. David was dismayed when my audition for the program came to nothing, although the ‘soft news’ story I had put together for them was actually played on the program the following week.

‘Women aren’t really welcome in the newsroom,’ the news director explained, not bothering to let me down gently.

‘We had a woman once and she was nothing but trouble. In the end she took off with one of our best reporters.’

Imagine using that language to an aspiring job applicant in this day and age. I was disappointed – but not really surprised.

David asked me out but I was so busy doing my barmaid gig six nights a week I had no time left for socialising – by Sunday, my night off, I was always worn out. A few weeks later he trailed around after me at the Channel 9 Christmas party, where I had what we now know as a show business #MeToo moment. I was invited by one of the corporate secretaries go with her by taxi to a nearby motel for an after-party. Despite my naiveté I soon realised it was a small, exclusive party. In a hotel room filled with bottles of champagne there were two female secretaries, three rather scary senior executives and me, the new girl. It was a set-up. I had a nasty head cold and, snuffling and sneezing, managed to beg off, catching a taxi home at great cost to my junior wage. The following Monday morning David appeared at my desk asking where I’d vanished to – he said he’d been searching for me at the original party for hours until he gave up and went home.

I told him the ‘executive set-up’ saga and he was incensed. Later I discovered that David loved nothing more than to be incensed; to be enraged. He was a bit of a drama queen. He’d been an actor in both film and television in Australia for several years in his early twenties and before that a child radio actor in New Zealand. In his late twenties he switched to the production side of the business.

I do sometimes wonder if I’d stayed at that party and co-operated in the ‘fun’ with the executives, would it have advanced my ‘girl reporter’ television ambitions? I doubt it – the two young secretaries were never promoted beyond their ‘personal assistant’ status.

The development of my relationship with David happened slowly and naturally. He was eleven years older and he took me under his wing. I enjoyed his company and his attention. Sometimes we ate lunch together in the work canteen and eventually, on one of my Sunday nights off, we went out on our first date. We smoked some dope and drank some beer and I stayed the night in his small bedsit. I had never made love to an adult male before and I really liked it. My boyfriend from schooldays was lovely but not driven sexually. He had addiction problems and I’d been supporting him financially before his parents gave him the plane ticket to London for his twenty-first birthday. He was a talented artist and they hoped it would inspire him to get started on his career.

David, I soon discovered, had been married for ten years and had had several other relationships, both before and after the marriage. He was separated from his wife but he failed to mention to me on that first crazy night we spent together that his ex was in an advanced stage of pregnancy. I was given that startling news several days later when he cornered me in the canteen and told me excitedly that his estranged wife had just given birth to a baby boy. I can’t remember exactly how I felt, but I must have been confronted and confused by the revelation.

Looking back at that time of my life, I acknowledge that it was absolute madness. I was making significant decisions and choices at such an early age with little (or no) real-life experience. What was I doing sliding into a serious relationship with a still married but separated man who had just become a father? How did David manage to convince me to meet his wife and baby Tony? Which I did. Tony was adorable and I struck up a sort of friendship with his wife, guilelessly offering to give her a break from mothering for a few hours every Sunday so that David could spend time with his son. My parents were perplexed when we turned up for lunch the following Sunday with a baby in a basket on the platform shelf of David’s hardtop MGB. (Babies didn’t have protective car seats or seatbelts back then.) I would cuddle Tony at the lunch table and feed him bottled breast milk that his mother had expressed for his weekly ‘family outing’.

David had a very powerful and persuasive personality. He was intense and quite obviously determined to hang onto me and our new relationship. It’s just as well I loved babies.

We’d been living together for several months in David’s little bedsit when my old boyfriend flew home from the UK to try to woo me back. It didn’t work. I felt terrible about betraying him as I had dearly loved him, but it had become a hopeless situation. My attempts to save enough money to join him were futile: almost every week he phoned me at work, reverse charges, asking me to urgently send him money. He hadn’t even tried to find a job and as fast as I was saving, it was all going overseas, undoubtedly to pay for his drugs as well as his rent. Very sadly, he died in Paris in his thirties of an accidental drug overdose.

My parents were both journalists and between them earned an excellent income. They had both been staunch members of the Communist Party and at various times my father used this as an ideological excuse not to enter the property market. His political convictions were not the only reason we lived in a small rental flat for most of my childhood. A heavy drinker and gambler, Dad simply had no desire to spend his salary on a mortgage. I could barely believe that by the age of twenty-two I was in a committed relationship with an older (still married) man and that my name was next to his on the title deeds of a house.

This was how it all began. How could I have imagined that the man who had reminded me of a garden gnome would be my life partner for forty-three wild and (mostly) wonderful years? How could I have known that, from being a lowly PR junior, I would spend much of my career writing about gardening, leading people on botanical treks in the Himalayas and being a TV presenter on a national gardening show?
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Diagnosis

MARCH 2012

Dying has never been something David’s contemplated. The first doctor to mention the word ‘cancer’ is given a cordial but firm lecture after the uncomfortable specialist tried his best to deliver the worrying results of the recent tests, and explain the possible implications.

After a lengthy pause.

‘Well, Henry, this is certainly not part of my plan,’ David begins.

He’s seventy-two, a member of a long-lived family with a justifiable expectation of a similar life expectancy for himself. Although he smoked tobacco in his twenties and enjoys smoking dope with his film friends a couple of times a year, he’s never been much of a drinker and has been an obsessive exercise junkie for at least the past twenty years. In the beginning, he power-walked two hours a day then, when his knees started to suffer, he started swimming laps of the local pool for the same length of time six days a week. He looks and feels extremely healthy and greets the discovery of his cancer with anger and disbelief. Mostly anger.

‘I’m planning to continue working until my mid-eighties, then perhaps do a few character cameo roles in my friends’ films, then I contemplate working on my memoirs when I get into my nineties. Having cancer is certainly no part of my agenda,’ he states firmly.

Poor Henry: there’s not much he can say to this proclamation. He writes referrals to various Sydney specialists and tells us about the excellent cancer-care facility at Bathurst, a town about twenty-five minutes’ drive from our farm, where David will need to go for his chemotherapy.

Driving home, we are curiously quiet. I’m not sure why. Neither of us has considered the possibility of cancer, even though the first gastroscopy failed to yield a result because of a large obstruction in his oesophagus. There had been a clue, recounted to me by David at the time, when the anaesthetist sat with him in the recovery room, patting his hand reassuringly. He obviously had an insight into what was going on; what had blocked the scope from entering the stomach. He was being kind.

I now realise we’ve been practising denial and avoidance in the weeks and months leading up to this bleak diagnosis. Maybe it’s the same for most people. We have an inbuilt sense that something isn’t quite right but because the progress of the disease is so well hidden away in the depths of the body, this ‘gut feeling’ can be brushed off; ignored. It’s the opposite of being a hypochondriac. Many people don’t seek help simply because they don’t want to know – they are so fearful of being diagnosed with something frightening, they’d rather pay no attention to the symptoms and carry on as if nothing is awry.

Many years ago when David was in his early forties, overweight and feeling sluggish, he became a regular at our local medical practice. He was quickly diagnosed with pre-type 2 diabetes and was determined to turn it around by changing his diet and starting an intense exercise regime. It worked a treat: he looked and felt so much better and all his follow-up results showed that lifestyle changes had made a profound difference. However, he needed constant reassurance and often requested even more tests. Our doctor jokingly referred to him as ‘the worried well’, which he was – at that stage. It was unusual for a bloke: statistics show men tend to be slow to seek medical attention, even if they have genuine concerns. This is partly why we’re now astounded by this gloomy diagnosis.

There had been plenty of clues. David often stood up from the table part-way through a meal, tapping the middle of his chest as if trying to dislodge something. He described it as reflux, which he had been treated for with medication for several years. He didn’t – not once – describe it has ‘having trouble swallowing’. Those three easy words, if uttered six months earlier, may have meant the difference between life and death. Thinking about it now, I’m gobsmacked. David’s a filmmaker, a storyteller and a brilliant communicator. Yet he couldn’t find a simple phrase to describe his discomfort. When I asked how he was feeling, he would usually reply, ‘I feel like shit’, which of course means nothing. With hindsight, we kick ourselves.

Our rural GP, too. A gentle man with great doctor–patient rapport. Early in David’s treatment I pop in to see him about some trivial health problem of my own, and he eyeballs me, asking, ‘Does David blame me?’

It’s rare indeed for a doctor to even hint at a possible failure, but this man is the exception. He’s obviously taken David’s diagnosis hard and is beating himself up for not suggesting a gastroscopy a little earlier.

‘David only blames himself, certainly not you,’ I reassure him.

Then I describe to him our late-night conversations about the lack of communication that resulted in the problem not being recognised sooner. David is angry, that’s for sure, but he certainly isn’t directing his anger at anyone in the medical profession. Not yet, anyway.

There’s nothing to be gained by pointing the finger or laying blame. We all wish we’d noticed or paid more attention. We all wish the cancer cells hadn’t spread. But life isn’t about what happens to you, it’s about how you deal with it. I want to cope bravely, with lots of love and a smattering of humour. It will take me a long time to reach this point.
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My crazy family

BALMORAL BEACH, 1950s

Apart from the age difference, David and I also came from completely different backgrounds. He was a New Zealander from a conservative establishment background and had been educated at private boarding schools. His grandfather had been a prominent lawyer and his uncle was the Solicitor-General. David was the rebel of the family, running away from home as a teenager to work as a merchant seaman, then settling in Australia to try and launch a career as an actor. When I later met his parents and siblings I liked them tremendously, but the way he’d described them had convinced me that I wouldn’t be to their liking at all. My own childhood couldn’t have been more dissimilar.

As a child you don’t have a sense of your family being abnormal or, as it’s called these days, dysfunctional. It wasn’t until I grew up, left home and looked back that I realised my family really was very offbeat in many ways. We were a blended family. My father had been married and widowed, leaving him with two children, Jon and Margaret. He then married my mother who was ten years younger than him and together, nine years later, they had three offspring – my older brother Dan, then me and a second girl named Jane. Our home life was chaotic as both parents were feisty, argumentative chain-smokers and alcoholics who held down high-powered and stressful jobs. I just thought all families were like mine. Our small flat near the beach was a battleground, as my parents warred mostly about money, politics and sex. My dad was a serial philanderer and it created a permanent air of tension in the family home. He was completely hopeless with money. Most weekdays he would start drinking at eight in the morning at the early-opening pub on his way to work. At the weekends he spent a lot of his salary betting on the horseraces, phoning his illegal bookie and becoming more and more belligerent if he was on a losing streak. My parents’ arguments were volatile and sometimes physical, and I spent many nights in bed listening to the ructions and feeling vulnerable and insecure.

Yet some aspects of my childhood were marvellous. Living at Balmoral Beach was enchanting and the family paradox was that my parents loved books, music and good food. On weekends when he wasn’t gambling my father would burrow into his deep armchair with an ashtray and flagon of claret by his side, reading the books he’d then review for the next weekend’s newspaper. He was the editor but also liked to do the book reviews. My mother would be ironing, drinking sweet sherry from a huge tumbler while pressing all Dad’s starched white work shirts and our school uniforms. Beethoven would be on the record player and from the kitchen the Sunday roast would fill the room with delicious aromas. Those are very real and happy memories. If my parents started to brawl after lunch my brother Dan and I would retreat to the beach where we always felt happy and free. Invariably when we returned in the early evening they would be fast asleep, only getting up, badly hungover, in time for the seven o’clock news.

My brother Dan and I seemed destined for journalism. Dan started a cadetship at the Daily Mirror and a few years later I joined the Australian Women’s Weekly.

When I started on the magazine I adored the world of these sophisticated and ambitious women journalists: the stylish clothes they wore, their outrageous humour and steely wit, and the way they smoked and gossiped at their desks. We worked hard to get that magazine out on deadline; in those days it really was a weekly and contained terrific articles about Australian women achieving great things; nothing like the celebrity gossip rags of today.

My father encouraged me to specialise: to find a niche that I really enjoyed and to become well known for writing about it. My training at the magazine was very general, as we were given an opportunity to write about everything from fashion to news. It was a good grounding but I was still casting about for my niche.

When I met David and was introduced to his world of television and film production, my career veered in that direction. After Channel 9, I worked in a variety of roles, from a year at TV Week magazine to a role at the Australian Film Commission promoting the short films of young directors, some of whom have gone on to become internationally famous (such as Phil Noyce and Gillian Armstrong). I wrote about Australian filmmakers and locally made films for an international cinema journal and felt very much a part of the 1970s surge in the emerging Australian film industry. I thought I’d found my niche.

While I was making my way in this career I was also having David’s children. Before meeting him, the idea of becoming a mother was not high on my to-do list. Like my older sister, Margaret, who had managed to convince a specialist in Canada to tie her fallopian tubes when she was in her late twenties, our difficult childhood had convinced me that being a parent was just too much of a struggle. My mother and father hadn’t painted a happy picture of family life for us.

However, once David and I were settled in our little stone cottage in the suburbs, I felt more secure and well-loved than I had in my entire life. In his thirties and keen to have a child with me, he managed to talk me into this reckless scheme, which I agreed to without seriously thinking through the many implications. I just wanted to make him happy. Perhaps he believed that if we had a child together it would further cement our relationship.

It took nearly a year, but eventually I conceived and I couldn’t believe how delighted we both felt. I was floating on air for months and as my body changed shape David seemed to love me even more. In those days we didn’t wear gorgeous tight-fitting maternity clothes like young pregnant women do today – we wore loose-fitting tent dresses intended to disguise our expanding bellies. But I was proud of my expanding body shape and I felt so healthy, so energetic and quite beautiful. I worked all the way through, right up until the day before the birth.

David wasn’t with me to see our daughter, Miriam, born after an uncomplicated labour. The era of fathers being at the birth hadn’t yet arrived and David chose the ‘I won’t be able to cope’ option. I must have been a remarkably resilient and determined young woman to manage alone at such a tender age. The midwives were wonderful, of course, and I felt so empowered that I rose to the occasion.

I believe this is when I properly fell in love with David. Holding our child in my arms sealed a bond that continued over the next four decades. Hormones play a huge part in the crazy love that envelops new mothers and this adoration made me view David through different eyes.

Luckily I took to motherhood with comparative ease. I was exhausted by constant sleep interruption but Miriam settled into a routine quickly and I adjusted to stumbling around in the middle of the night to feed my sweet, tiny baby. She made me smile constantly.

This newborn bliss didn’t last as long as I hoped. I’d more or less resigned from my job on the television magazine, expecting to be an at-home mum for at least twelve months, but Miriam was barely five weeks old when David arrived home with a face like thunder and the devastating news that his new family television show The People Next Door had been axed by the channel. We had no savings and a new mortgage to pay, so several weeks later I weaned little Miriam and went back to my old job. It was a heartbreaking necessity but the saving grace was that a close friend who lived nearby with her husband and two pre-school children offered to care for Miriam five days a week. We paid her the going rate, of course, but it was such a casual arrangement compared to childcare options and regulations these days. Somehow it worked.

By the time I was pregnant with our son Aaron, David had found work in the film industry and I no longer needed to work such long hours. But I did continue working part-time while juggling two young children for several years, and I also stayed at home for a period to became a day-care mother with extra children to care for, including little Tony, whose mother had returned to work fulltime. I loved children and I adored being a mother, even though it was hard work. The fun aspects of having kids around far outweighed the drudgery.

During this stage of my life, in the mid-seventies, I began reading about the use of chemicals in agriculture that eventually ended up in the food chain. From my research I realised that the fruit and vegetables that landed on my kitchen bench had probably been treated with chemicals – pesticides, fungicides, and artificial fertilisers. I didn’t want this for my children and I embraced the organic gardening and farming movement. I’d become a bit of a hippie, an evolution that David observed with some amusement. But after all, I was a product of the rebellious 1960s: I’d marched and demonstrated against nuclear armaments, the Vietnam War and the treatment of Indigenous Australians.

When I get a notion in my head it’s hard to shake it. Poor David. His work was Sydney-based but I was suddenly determined that the family should move away from the urban smog and traffic up to the cool fresh ridges of the Blue Mountains where I could find land and start growing our food. We had also acquired an additional family member. By his early sixties, my father was raddled by smoking, alcoholism and a multitude of physical ailments. He ended his own life with a bottle of whisky and thirty sleeping tablets. Shattered, my mother, Muriel, came to live with us in our tiny home – at first it was a temporary arrangement but she travelled with us to the mountains and remained part of our household until she died more than twenty-five years later.

In Leura we found the perfect old weatherboard house surrounded by enough cleared land to start my gardening project. By force of sheer enthusiasm and determination I carved a large orchard and vegetable patch from the sandy, barren soil using manure and mushroom compost and set up runs and shelters for chickens and ducks. I knew nothing about gardening so borrowed books from the library and subscribed to gardening magazines. My neighbour had an amazing ornamental garden and we chatted over the fence continuously. She was quick to point out when I was doing something wrong. Hit and miss; trial and error: I learned to garden the hard way.

Once we were living in Leura, David camped in his city office Monday to Friday and joined the family fray only at the weekends. In some ways this suited me because I could get on with the busyness of my life without interruption during the week and then welcome him with open arms on Friday nights. Having a part-time husband added frisson. I would wait for him in bed as he often didn’t leave the city until late. We would stay in bed as long as possible on Saturday and Sunday mornings while my mother supervised the children’s breakfast. Following my family’s tradition I always cooked a big Sunday lunch and afterwards we would all go for a long rambling bushwalk, often down the track to Wentworth Falls.

Two years after moving to the mountains David’s son, Tony, came to live with us – by then he was seven years old. It was a swap – he spent the weekdays with us, going to the same school as his half siblings, and every second weekend with his mother in Sydney. Then a year after this adjustment I realised that I was expecting another child. David was a little overwhelmed. He hadn’t anticipated such a big family but he steadily warmed to the idea and Ethan was born at home with the entire family dancing around our bedroom with joy. Now we had a large and noisy extended family of three generations. Three adults and four children, plus numerous pets and poultry. I was in my element.

My career suffered a blow when we moved from the city. In the era before computers it was hard to find work as a freelance writer unless you were on the spot and very few journalists were able to work from home, especially when living far from the city. But although my desire to be an organic gardener caused a hiccup in my career path, over time it opened up a whole new and exciting direction. From being a showbusiness reporter I became a gardening writer. There were no blogs in 1976 so I started tentatively writing about my dalliance with horticulture in a column for the magazine Home Journal. The readers found it refreshing to be given encouraging gardening advice that was accessible, focusing on the joys and benefits of turning the soil. There was nothing dry or scientific in my prose. Through a publishing contact of David’s, I was contracted to write a book which I called The Good Life. It chronicled our flight from the city and the way in which we had embraced semi-rural self-sufficiency, with chapters on keeping chickens, cooking on a wood stove and growing vegetables and herbs. It was a wonderful opportunity for me to champion my love of this lifestyle and in many respects launched my new career path.

Before long I was approached to put my journalistic skills to work in the editing and production of various gardening books and magazines. I worked on an electric typewriter and a small fortune was spent on couriers running manuscripts and photographs back and forth from Sydney to Leura. It was a perfect pathway, allowing me to be a stay-at-home mum with the support of my own mother while earning a good income at a desk in the corner of our bedroom.

Eventually my books and magazine column were noticed by the producers of the ABC’s popular weekly TV show, Gardening Australia. I auditioned and became a regular member of the team in 1991. It was a heady and hectic ten years of researching, writing scripts and filming, as well as contributing articles and photographs to the monthly magazine. I kept up my freelance writing as well, as the author or editor of at least two glossy books every year. It was my busiest decade. I had finally found my specialisation and was delighted that my passion had become my career.

My decade on Gardening Australia was undoubtedly the most hectic and exciting period of my working life. The popular weekly show was produced from the Hobart studios of the ABC because the star of the program, the irrepressible Peter Cundall, was based in Launceston. There was a presenter appointed for every state and I was given the job of covering all things horticultural in NSW, from the north coast to the western plains. Once a month a small film crew of cameraman, sound recordist and producer would fly to the mainland to spend four or five days filming seven- or eight-minute segments with each of us in rotation.

This small team set a very high production standard. We would spend an entire day – up to nine hours without a break – recording just one of these short segments which then had to be edited together when they returned to Tasmania. Every show had a balance of different stories from each state – something practical, something pretty, an interview with a successful gardener or a trip to one of our many botanic gardens.

We did vegetables, flowers, fruit, herbs, water gardens and lawns – showed viewers how to lay paths and build walls and pergolas. I often filmed in my own garden in Leura because I had such a mix of different ‘scenes’ from a deep back verandah decorated with pots and hanging baskets to a shady fernery, a wide vegetable garden with herbs, seasonal vegetables and fruits interplanted with flowering annuals, a small birch woodland and a sunny area densely planted with old-fashioned roses and perennials. It was like a mini film set and we would get the kettle boiling in the kitchen then set up our recording gear and spend many happy days creating segments that were both practical and entertaining. It was tremendous fun. I loved introducing people to the show and I tracked down elderly gardeners (most over eighty-five who still worked in their gardens most days); eccentric experts on specific subjects such as molluscs (snails) and fungi and obsessive blokes who laboured half the year growing ‘perfect’ dahlias for competition in their local flower shows. These characters added such richness to the mix and I believe their contribution set our show apart from other similar programs.

In between visits from the film crew I spent a lot of time researching new ideas and topics, looking for suitable locations and finding new and fascinating people to interview. I was also writing articles for the monthly glossy Gardening Australia magazine and taking lots and lots of photographs of plants and gardens that we were featuring on the show. I also continued writing and editing books and magazines for other publishers and often worked well into the night, after dinner when the house was finally quiet. I was constantly on the go because during this decade I also had four teenage children at various stages of their education and my mother had started becoming frail and less able to take over from me if I was required to travel as part of my work. It wasn’t lost on me that my earlier ambition to be a television reporter had finally been realised, although not quite in the way I’d anticipated. Instead of reporting from the steps of Parliament House I was filing stories from botanical gardens and the backyards of everyday suburban garden enthusiasts. I loved my job and the people I met, from the experts to the amateurs, and all my colleagues. I was in my forties and enjoying ‘the good life’ in every way. I also enjoyed all the spin-offs from doing the TV show, including writing and editing books and magazines, doing gardening talkback radio programs and becoming a popular guest speaker at gardening clubs and groups around Australia. I was also regularly leading botanical treks and tours in China and the Indian Himalayas and working diligently in my own large garden, which I sometimes opened to the public.

During this phase of our lives David was equally engaged in his work, travelling internationally with films being produced in Scotland, New York, the Philippines and New Zealand. We sometimes wouldn’t see each other for months at a time and in those days overseas communication was much more difficult and expensive. It wasn’t in any sense a conventional marriage but when we did find moments to spend together, especially with the children, it was our ‘precious’ time.

Then, in my late forties, our family life changed considerably. Gradually our children had grown up and left home to further their education – Tony to Sydney, Miriam to Canberra, and Ethan and Aaron moving to northern Lismore where they studied horticulture. It amused me that any of our children would follow me into gardening as a career – I imagined they’d find their father’s work in the film industry much more glamorous and exciting. Both Miriam and Aaron were in serious relationships and between them had three children in their early twenties. I was now, to my surprise, a (very young) grandmother. Then my mother suddenly died, leaving a huge void in all our lives. My world seemed very different.
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David has a particular type of malignancy called an adenocarcinoma, which we’re told is the culmination of many years of gastric reflux eroding the tissue where the oesophagus joins the stomach. After the scan in Sydney, when we were advised the condition was inoperable, we were given referrals to two oncology specialists – one for radiation and one for chemotherapy.

I have always known that some specialists, amazing and knowledgeable as they are, can be narrow or blinkered in their focus. Some may only see the problem – such as the tumour – and not the human being as a whole. I remember decades ago a friend who, shortly after giving birth, was diagnosed with an aggressive brain tumour. The brain surgeon offered plenty of information and advice, but when my friend asked if she could continue lactating after the surgery and during the treatment, he was totally nonplussed. ‘What’s lactating?’ he asked. He knew just about everything there was to know about a brain, but nothing whatsoever about a mother’s breasts.

The radiation oncologist is the first specialist we meet. He lacks warmth.

‘What have you been told?’ the specialist asks David.

‘That the tumour is inoperable,’ David responds glumly.

‘Yes,’ he concurs. ‘Inoperable, incurable and terminal.’

Well, he’s definitely not mincing his words! A social worker is sitting in on the consultation and I wonder if she’s required for additional support if people respond negatively to his apparent complete lack of compassion.

Rubbing salt into the wound, he asks David to remove his shirt and sit on a low stool. Standing behind him, the specialist palpates under David’s left collar bone then invites me to come over and also dig my fingertips in behind the bone to feel the tumour that is part of the metastasis. I can indeed feel a hard lump. I wish I’d refused to do it.

Even though he still doesn’t really believe the bad news, David asks the inevitable: ‘How long do I have?’

‘It could be a matter of six months or it could be as long as eighteen months,’ the doctor says. ‘The average is a year.’

‘And what will actually kill me?’

‘Starvation probably. The tumour will block the entrance to the stomach. We can put in a valve and feed you directly into the stomach,’ he adds, as if we’ll be thrilled at this prospect.

‘No way will I be doing that!’ David fires back.

And no way will David ever starve to death, I think to myself.

I recall almost nothing from the rest of this dismal appointment. Dr Death, as David quickly nicknames him, lists a few radiotherapy centres for us to consider – some in Sydney and some in the bush. David opts for the rural centre of Wagga Wagga, about four hours’ drive from our home, as he doesn’t fancy spending a whole month in the city. Also, knowing I’ll be away leading a trek for the first seven days of the treatment, he is consoled that Lilier Lodge, a large country town facility, has comfortable patient accommodation funded by two cancer-support organisations – a combination of government funding and, once again, community fundraising.

There’s also the issue of our finances. Although we’ve paid for basic medical insurance for decades, David is reluctant to use it because the gap payment can be alarming. As self-employed people working in the arts we don’t have superannuation – we own our small farm and have some modest savings. David has always handled the money side of things in our relationship, and he’s a worrier by nature. He rarely, if ever, spends any money on himself – I have to drag him under protest to replace jackets and trousers that are worn at the knees and elbows, and I’m grudgingly allowed to replace socks and jocks only when they become threadbare. It follows that if being treated in the bush is a cheaper option that’s always going to be the one he will choose. For me, I just want him to have the best possible treatment; the best chance of survival. It will, in time, become a sticking point between us.

We have a numb, dazed drive back to the farm. I had a strong gut instinct to be with David on every step of this frightening journey. Imagine having a session like that one, with Dr Death, all on your own. Having an ally during medical meetings is essential. David doesn’t necessarily remember everything that has been discussed or, rather, he chooses to remember only what he wants to hear. He rarely thinks of the right questions to ask at the time and never challenges a course of action that is proposed, which is just not like him at all.

It’s chilly enough to light the fire in the sitting room when we get home. I put a pot of soup on the fuel stove and pour us each a stiff gin and tonic. We need to deconstruct the last hour.
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