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#1 Death Notice

I sometimes wonder whether being some what comfortable with the
thought of my own death comes from being given a death notice, twice.

In 1993 while completing a medical examination it is decided from a urine
sample that I should go to a specialist for an assessment. At the end of the

appointment the specialist suggests that I should be booked into a hospital

for a detailed examination, and when am I be available to do so?

Pulling out my pocket diary I start to check, but I am interrupted by,

“I would suggest that if you are not available within the next week,

)

there probably will be no need to bother.’
I close and pocket the diary.
“I am ready now” 1 say.

How to describe what follows, the emotions and feelings and thoughts that
my mind and body experiences when told that this is the end?

Initially, total and deafening silence; frozen, unable to think. Then,
gradually, a suppression and trying to think through logically, what
happens next?

Ask questions? Impossible to think of even a simple question. Then there
1s blankness. I wander home in a daze, blindly following directions so I am
ready the next morning to be admitted to Prince of Wales Hospital in
Randwick. During an “exploratory’ operation my right kidney, some
lymph glands and samples for testing are removed.

Three months later, able to move around independently, I go for various x-
rays and tests. I am given the results in a sealed envelope marked, To be
opened by the specialist only’.

Of course, I ignore this and open the envelope. The advice attached to the
results indicates that the problem appears to have spread to the left lung. It
was like receiving a second death notice.



Robert Dessaix relates a similar “death notice” experience in his book
Night Letters:

(L3

t was a complete bolt from the blue. I had just thought I would see
what they had to say. It was an ordinary Melbourne morning in
September — a bit showery, a pot of tea, toast, and honey, nothing
special....

The first few seconds were like an ecstasy, a rapture, so pure |
almost wasn'’t there.

I am writing this down because its a moment our friends don’t speak
of, our writers don’t write about. Characters in books, our
husbands, neighbours, aunts, float in from the wings already
knowing, already changed. It’s a moment of such solitude, such
nakedness, so utterly unlike any other, that we tend to look away
from it politely as from obscenity. If it is obscene it’s because it
leaves us shamelessly stripped of our learnt humanity, as animal, as
instinctual as any monkey. Yet it’s a moment that comes in the end to
almost everyone....

Then I imploded. Some people probably explode at this point,
bursting into tears, awash with anger and regret and fear and
impotence. I can imagine, too, desperately wanting to drag time
backwards just by a second or two and rerun the scene with different
dialogue, now, before it is too late.

That did flash through my mind. But the seconds ticked on, carrying
me with them. And I imploded.

Crumpling, floundering, caving in.

Plummeting, I fixed my eyes on his eyes, as if he were peering down
into the well I was falling into. What was he thinking at this instant?
What did he see? Something he’d seen many times before,
obviously...



He’d said what he had to say. Now I must say something, call back
up to him. My throat was full of phlegm. I coughed, but said nothing,
1 felt disembowelled. And then the gentle questioning began and I
tried to call back up to him, yet felt too crushed to speak

After only six or seven seconds I was already in another world. It
looked and smelt and sounded the same as the one I had just hurtled

out of, but it meant something devastatingly different.

It was odd walking out, past people reading magazines, talking on
the telephone, rummaging in their bags and peeling a Mars Bar,

as if nothing had happened.”

After my second death notice I go to my trusted local doctor who, of
course, sends me back to have the x-rays re-done. This second test shows

that the left lung is clear. In the first test it was only a “shadow’ on the
film.

Facing a death notice brings clarity, in how I see my life and the future;
the world opens.

An acceptance that the “I”” that seems to exist will no longer be, but the
creature that consists of water, minerals, molecules and atoms will live on,
recycled into the earth.

Death does not frighten me.

Though as I get older and my body ages, wears and no longer functions
efficiently,

I hope the process of dying will be easy.
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Father and Mother

I had not really been close to death, even though my father was diagnosed
with cancer and was on death’s door for 18 months. I had flown interstate
three times to see him; called to his side by my mother at each health
crisis.

Only at the fourth crisis did he depart. I was at home, having run out of
funds and my employer’s goodwill. I felt somehow detached, vaguely
relieved, the actual death was over. All that was left was to go to the
funeral.

My mother died on Christmas day in 2008.

Some years earlier she had moved into residential care - something she
was loath to do but things got to a point where living by herself was no
longer an option. For 18 months or so things seemed to go well, but after a
fall there was a shift to a low care space then, within a short time, high
care.

A few months before death visited she had withdrawn into herself and
would not, or could not, acknowledge any visitor. Then on Christmas eve
2008 mother was suddenly lucid and participated in a discussion for about
5 minutes before lapsing into silence. She died early the next morning.

This death was met with a sense of sad relief. She had reached the age of
93 but seemingly had decided not to participate in a life that was not
enjoyable; a life outside of the comfort of her own home.



Until death do us part

After I met my life partner, Gavin, I was convinced that our relationship
was essentially a marriage. In my mind this marriage was exactly the same
as those marriages I had been exposed to when growing up, namely a
Catholic marriage, “till death do us part” - the same institution that all my
family had entered in to.

One day, after being with Gavin nigh on 40 years, I came home to find
him stretched out on the lounge, dead, a faint smile on his face. Now,
fifteen years later, ’'m trying to remember how his death affected me, the
emotions and thoughts over the hours and days that followed:

Blackness; a blankness that eliminated all thought. Robotically going
through the processes with doctor, police, ambulance;

Overwhelming grief, sadness, and anger that he had left without me.
Tears and anger.

Why didn’t you wait?

Why did you leave without me?

My anger at the “Have a nice day” from a woman at the supermarket
checkout.

My sudden little bursts of lust - driven by a primitive fear of the loss of
love and tenderness, the ache of an emptiness that lies within.

Then the dullness of life continuing, the comfort and oblivion of wine.

Until finally the realisation that life is continuing, I am participating.
Gradually, day by day the grief starts to slowly fade until only memories
of good times float on the surface of a deep, dark pool that I do not want
disturbed.
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#3 Sweet and fitting it is to die for one’s country

I started to realise that I was not exactly a suitable candidate for being a
member of the Navy when I started joining anti Vietnam War protest
marches.

Then art making became a way of dealing with my rage against those who
are still so cavalier about the machinery of war and the lives of the young.

The poetry of Wilfred Owen found its way into my mind and heart and
into my art. Poems such as The Parable of the Old Man and the Young:

So Abram rose, and cut the wood, and went,
Took the fire with him, and a knife.

And as they sojourned both of them together,
Isaac the first-born spoke and said, My Father,
Behold the preparations, fire and iron,

But where is the lamb for this burnt-offering?
Then Abram bound the youth with belts and straps,
and built parapets and trenches there,

And stretchéd forth the knife to slay his son.
When lo! an angel called him out of heaven,
Saying, Lay not thy hand upon the lad,

Neither do anything to him. Behold,

A ram, caught in a thicket by its horns;

Olffer the Ram of Pride instead of him.

But the old man would not, and slew his son,
And half the seed of Europe, one by one.

Even after numerous readings, still my eyes prickle with tears and my
throat tightens on scanning the last two lines.



And poems such as The Old Lie - Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori
(Sweet and fitting it is to die for one’s country), a gut wrenching work,
describing the death of a World War 1 soldier overcome by chlorine gas:

Hear the blood come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,
obscene as cancer,

bitter as the cud of vile incurable sores on innocent tongues.

The title of Owen’s poem is from an ode by Horace, a 1st century B.C.
Roman poet.

Another lie from the Great War.

One that recruiters and the culture at large told to young men to get them
to sign up. Freedom was depicted in various forms, calling on young men
to join up, to fight and die for their country; calling on families to give up
their children to fight in the war.

How did it feel to be a grieving mother who has lost two sons to a brutal
war?

Two of George and Emily Boddington's three sons were killed during
World War 1.

Frederick Boddington was killed in action at the first battle of Bullecourt.

Four weeks later young George died of wounds sustained at the second
Battle of Bullecourt.

The Australian government officially acknowledged the loss of sons and
fathers through the distribution of commemorative plaques, ribbons and
badges.

Emily Boddington was awarded a blue and white enamel brooch with two
stars and two bars, incised with the words “For Duty Done”.

A star and a bar for each dead son.



