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			KAY TURVEY 

			in conversation with Sue Rochester 

			No problems … Just solutions that haven’t been found! 

			It was a pleasant sun-soaked afternoon in August 2021 when I met my storyteller, Kay Turvey, née Higgins, and formerly Hamilton and Bobtschinski. We sat at a table in the coffee shop courtyard at Chaffey Aged Care in Merbein. The birds were chirping around us. I was immediately reminded of the old adage; first impressions are lasting ones. My first impressions of Kay were of an extremely approachable, chatty, and charismatic woman and those first impressions have not changed. 

			I am a year and bit younger than Kay, and while I mostly have walked a safe straight line throughout my life, Kay has actively veered away from the gender expectations of being born in the late 1950’s, where a woman’s place was in the home. Our teenage years coincided with the Women’s Liberation Movement, and even now Kay is constantly searching for challenges to triumph over and those challenges have been many. I hope you, the reader, enjoy learning about this far from average woman. 

			This is Kay’s story... Kay Higgins was born on September 15, 1957, in Goulburn, NSW, two years after her parents were married. She is the eldest child in the family and has two younger brothers. Kay’s father worked as a manager at Optical Prescription Spectacle Makers (OPSM), a job that he would have until forced into early retirement. Her mother was a typical 1950’s stay-at-home mother caring for her three children … except for the times when she worked cleaning other people’s houses. 
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			My brother Peter, me, my mother, and my little brother David riding our pet sheep Ali Baba in Sale

			When Kay was four her father was transferred from Goulburn to Gippsland Victoria, to manage the OPSM store in Sale. For a female child born in the late 1950’s the expectations were to stay at home learning all the proper housekeeping skills required for when she grew up, got married, and had the average of 3.5 children. A male child, on the other hand, was expected to work outside with his father and learn all the manual skills required to protect and provide for his future family. While Kay did learn how to cook from her mother, she loved the freedom of living in a rural town and fondly remembers the hours spent outside helping her father. They once built a cubby house, but it was not your run of the mill, four walls with a flat roof. No indeed, it was anything but as Kay and her father built their cubbyhouse in the shape of a caravan with a curved roof. 

			Sale’s yearly rainfall average is almost 600 mm per year, with rain falling on an average of ninety days throughout the year. The family lived in Topping Street, which was a dirt road - except for those ninety rainy days. While adults often view rainy days as a dampener for outdoor activities, the period after rain provides a new world of exploration for children. This was the time to collect tadpoles that would suddenly appear in the fresh mud puddles along the street. Eagerly, Kay and the other children would place tadpoles into big glass jars and then gleefully watch them as they quickly grew into frogs. 

			As the eldest child in the family Kay was the one expected to ‘know better’ and to show her brothers how to behave. Like all their friends, they were semi-free to venture around town, but the rule was always ‘come home before dark!’ Kay’s parents also warned them away from the blackberry bushes and to ‘stay off the rail line’. Oh, but those blackberries were irresistible and “We would eat them like crazy when they were ripe. They grew at the bottom of a cliff. Well, the cliff was probably only six foot high but when you’re only little, a cliff is an enormous mountain! Staying away from the railway line was almost impossible for another quite different reason. Growing along the verge of the tracks were masses of daisies. Sunny days were spent sitting in the long grass, happily picking daisies to make daisy chains”. 
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			Aunty Elsie, Elsie’s daughter Christine, Kay, Kay’s Mum and brother Peter on holiday at Sorrento 

			The streets of Sale were a playground and Kay’s favourite place in town was at the end of Topping Street, at the local Tip. Again, it was a place that her parents would warn her away from, but Kay found it an irresistible wonderland of untold treasures. Sadly, she would often be told, unceremoniously, to dispose of her latest acquisitions when she returned home. One of her most memorable discoveries was an old photo album. Even now she wonders who the people in those old photos were and where are they now? Kay was ordered to throw the photo album away, but it has never stopped her from wondering about the people in the pictures. That photo album may well have been the catalyst for Kay to develop her love of photography, capturing everyday people and events through the lens of her camera. 

			When Kay was ten, her father was again transferred with his job at OPSM. This time the family had to relocate to Mildura, 760 kms from Sale in the topmost, north-west corner of Victoria. Kay’s mother was apprehensive about shifting such a long way away from Gippsland, particularly away from the family’s favourite camping destination at the small seaside town of Seaspray on the Ninety Mile Beach where they had spent many holidays. During the trek north, Kay’s dad reassured her mother citing the charms of Mildura as the ‘Oasis in The Desert’. This was mostly an accurate description of Mildura given the Sunraysia District’s channel irrigation system and the Murray River, but the year the family shifted was 1967. Normally Mildura would receive about half the average rainfall of Sale per year, around 285mm, and rain would fall about 43 days a year, on average. 

			However, 1967 remains in the Bureau of Meteorology’s record books as the driest year in more than 160 years across the state. Kay’s mum described the trip to Mildura as “red and dead and terrible for miles”. There would be no huge puddles with tadpoles and no frogs for a long time after they arrived. Mildura seemed like a huge dustbowl rather than an oasis in the desert! Kay’s mum was also disappointed with the family’s first visit to the beach at Apex Park, when she compared it to the beach camping at Seaspray. 
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			Me (in my non-trendy fashion jumper) and my brother Peter on a holiday in Yarrawonga, and our snow trip 

			However, the family settled into life in Mildura and Kay attended Mildura West Primary School before starting her secondary education at Mildura Technical School. She became friends with Tracey Phillis who lived across the street, and they especially enjoyed playing dress-ups together. Kay liked to be the boss and Tracey enjoyed being submissive, so their dress-up world was a mutually rewarding place in which to play. They are still friends on Facebook. They last spent time together in October 2019. But Kay also enjoyed time by herself when she would make perfumes and jewellery. 

			At the Tech. School there were the regular Home Economics classes following recipes in the textbook, ‘Cookery the Australian Way’. (It is still used as a preferred textbook in Australian schools today!) Girls usually attended sewing classes, but Kay and another girl wanted to study Applied Science subjects so cooking and sewing weren’t going to get them into this stream of study. Instead, they took up metalwork and the theory subject of Technical Drawing or Tech Drag as it was known. Tech Drag is described as the ‘discipline of composing plans that visually communicate how something functions or has to be constructed’. Kay remembers doing well in these subjects and her projects included making a stand for drill bits, a G clamp, and a water sprinkler. 

			Kay’s first job was working at the Mildura Branch of the Bank of New South Wales in Deakin Avenue. She was eventually entrusted with a job she found fascinating as a Batch Clerk operating the Debit-Credit Balance Machine. “The operator would sit at the machine, sorting cheques and cash amounts into little cubby hole compartments. Each was labelled with the name of different banking institutions. There was a 10 x 10 keypad and once a key was pressed the corresponding lid would spring open making a definite noise. The operator would then quickly, and hopefully accurately, throw in cheques and other sorted documents, because at the end of the procedure all amounts had to balance. If the numbers didn’t balance, the staff member would have to stay and search for the discrepancy. At the end of each banking day, one or two bank representatives from the different banks would meet at a designated bank branch and they would manually exchange all the cheques they had received at each bank”. 

			Kay soon transferred to Melbourne where she worked in a few different locations. Her job as a Batch Clerk was made easier by processing cheques through a relatively new technology using an encoding machine and a Magnetic Ink Character Recognition code, known as MICR. This method made the processing and clearance of cheques and other documents much easier for operators like Kay. The technology also incorporated a number pad on a 10-key machine that encoded the cheque with the MICR line. MICR characters can be easily read and unlike barcodes, consist of magnetically charged printer ink and toner which contains iron oxide to print numbers and a special character font. 

			The MICR line is at the bottom of all cheques and documents that require processing and although MICR coding technology first began in the mid-1960’s, it is still in use today. It allows for a high volume of cheques to be processed within minutes, and it also aids as a security measure against cheque fraud. The characters on the MICR line include the bank’s routing number, the customer’s account number, the cheque number, and a control indicator. It was Kay’s responsibility to ensure that every cheque and bank document had an MICR code before it went into the encoding machine. As in Mildura, at the completion of the operation every night, it all had to balance. 

			After being put off from the Bank of New South Wales, Kay then worked for the advertising firm that produced the Oh What a Feeling! advertisements for Toyota cars. She then worked in the Accounts Section of a legal business as a Debit-Credit clerk before taking a job as a Debit clerk for McKay Engineering, an American owned company that had previously been involved in the construction of the Snowy River Hydro Scheme. MacKay Engineering’s offices had occupied four stories of a building in the city, but by the time Kay commenced working there, the offices had been reduced to occupying just one floor. Every month Kay was responsible for sending a report to the head office in America. It was a job she loathed. 

			“Working late hours to coincide with time zone differences between Melbourne and the head office in America was tiring and the job itself was demanding. It involved feeding a long strand of numbers called punched tape or perforated paper tape into a machine. There was no margin for error nor any method she could employ to check that the figures were correct. There was also no way of altering data once information was processed. Rewinding the tape was difficult and care was needed to avoid tearing the tape. If the tape did break, the whole process would have to begin again”. 

			Kay said, “I lost it and didn’t do it anymore”. Kay posted on Facebook recently, “Worrying is like sitting in a rocking chair. It gives you something to do but doesn’t get you anywhere”. I think this was the approach Kay took to a lot of her early jobs which she usually held for six to twelve months. She found the challenges enjoyable and once she learned to do it well, “I’d get sick of it and get put off.” When Kay first moved to Melbourne she lived in an old house in St. Vincent’s Place, Albert Park, just four kilometres south of the city’s central business district. 

			At that time, it was not a rich or trendy area of Melbourne. The large house was divided into shared bedroom accommodation for females only. There was a policy of no boys allowed and alcohol was also a big ‘no-no’. But of course, Kay enjoyed challenges and her roommate decided one evening to get Kay drunk, even though Kay was only sixteen at the time. Of course, underage intoxication and its aftermath the following day has been considered a rite of passage for most teenage boys for decades. But this was the 1970’s and Kay wasn’t going to be left out of the ‘hangover initiation’. So, one night, Kay obligingly assisted her roommate with her mission. The next day Kay visited the Melbourne Market to buy her weekly groceries. Kay quickly discovered that walking down the fish and meat aisles at a market with a hangover was perhaps not such a good idea! Kay was finally asked to leave the house, but her eviction had nothing to do with drinking alcohol. She was allegedly, the scapegoat in an incident that involved a male in the house. 

			Kay described her time sharing the next place she lived in as a ‘torrid time’ and it certainly sounded miles away from the all-female, no boys, no alcohol house she had recently been asked to leave. It was a beautiful allotment of old Edwardian style flats with a lovely sitting room and sunroom, situated right across the road from the lake at Albert Park. Kay shared the house with her friend, Sue, and an older man, who the girls did not see very often. However, when he was around, he shared in the household duties. “One night the old guy came home roaring drunk, accidentally smacked himself into the dividing wall between the two bedrooms before walking into another wall on the way to the kitchen”. Once he found his way into the kitchen, he proceeded to eat pizza commenting to Sue and Kay while he ate it, “I never eat pizza unless I’ve been drinking”. Kay’s comment was, “Oh yes, you have been drinking!” 

			Later, while living in a flat, Kay met a guy who asked her to marry him. Kay thought to herself, “What the heck,” and so she did. His name was Roderic Hamilton. His first name was spelt minus the letter ‘k’ at the end, so he joked and said he needed to marry a ‘Kay’. Roderic was of Indian and Norwegian descent. They spent a few months living in a campervan at Kay’s parent’s home in Mildura. 

			When Kay decided that Roderic had become too easy to push around, Kay became bored like she often had with her various jobs. She decided that it might be a good idea to get a divorce, even though Roderic wanted to keep going. In any event, they did divorce as they both decided that they really didn’t want to be married anymore. Kay later reconnected with Roderic. He’d had quite an interesting life including suffering a heart attack whilst on a cruise ship. He now lives in Queensland, and they have since caught up in conversations on Facebook. 

			Kay began living with her parents again before buying a rundown house just outside Mildura. Both her parents were handy people and Kay enjoyed the satisfaction of taking a rundown house and turning it into a home-sweet-home. Kay met her new partner, David, through the Sunraysia Bushwalking Club. They enjoyed time with the club at the Grampians and Hattah National Park and at the time she thought David was ‘the love of her life’. Kay continued to renovate her house with David’s help. This was to herald a very contented period in Kay’s life. 

			Renovations sometimes have unexpected elements, like replacing walls and doors riddled with white ants or adding a bullnose veranda, as well as the usual painting jobs. 
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			Our home in Yelta – my last renovation! 

			The renovations also included the unexpected installation of a back window. The saga of the back window is undeniably a genuine cover-up story. When Kay and her partner moved into the house, all the windows were draped by a “ridiculous number of curtains”. 

			When they removed the final curtain on the back window, they discovered that there was no glass in the window at all, only flywire! As often happens, their neighbour commented that he had a window that he didn’t want anymore. Kay had enrolled in a woodwork course at TAFE, and she made her neighbour an offer that he couldn’t refuse. Kay’s list of achievements included making a dining room table, a hutch and dresser, a round table that included a pedestal and cross piece stand and a cheval mirror which Kay still uses now. At that time, Kay was working at Merbein Sawmill, and she is very proud of her exquisite pine spice cabinet. Over the years the pine has absorbed aromas from the stored spices giving it a uniquely beautiful aroma. Kay has used that cabinet in every home she has lived in, and she still uses it now. 

			Oops a daisy! Now to return to the final chapter of the saga of the back window. In exchange for the glass filled window, Kay made a chess table for her neighbour, using two different types of wood for the board and drawers on the side to store the chess pieces. The exchange worked very well for them both. In all, Kay has renovated four houses, including two in Cowra Avenue. Coincidentally, Kay’s foster daughter Zoe, wanted Kay to “come and look at a gorgeous house Zoe was interested in buying in Cowra Avenue, and yes, it was one that Kay had originally renovated. Later, her son’s friend bought that very same house. 

			While Kay and David were renovating the first house she owned in Cowra Avenue, David decided that he didn’t love her anymore. During their time together Kay had spent every Christmas in Adelaide with his extended family, and she regrets that she never contemplated how damaging that was for her own family. Later, David married and had a son, who was ‘a very smart kid’. Years later after Kay had married her current husband, Max she worked at St Joseph’s Senior College where David’s wife was a schoolteacher, and their son was a student. Kay spent quite a few years being very sad after the relationship ended, until she met and married her second husband, John and they had a son together. 

			Their son, Jeremy, was born on June 4, 1992, in Mildura. Now Jeremy lives in Melbourne with his partner, Maloney Fisher, who likes to be called Maz Cats. They had planned to get married on Friday, 13th. March 2020, and Maz Cats had planned to wear a black wedding dress. Instead of getting married, they went for a holiday to Vanuatu and are still not married. Jeremy is currently a telecommunications manager at JB Hi Fi. They have built a house together and Kay was delighted to be given a ‘virtual tour’ of their new home. 

			Kay has a special girl friend who has four children, two girls who are older and then two much younger boys. She loves to watch her friend interacting with her kids. “They ‘interact so beautifully’ compared to when I was a child”. She would receive either a smack or a stern word as punishment and never any discussion. Kay said, “When I look back at my life, I didn’t see a lot of hate or dislike, but I didn’t see a lot of love, not like I see nowadays when there’s so much love. It’s such a different world and it makes my heart ache. I think I did that to my son to some extent, but it was the only thing I knew. I’m hoping my son is a better father to his kids. That’s what I’m hoping, and I think I’ll be a better grandmother. Sadly, he’s in Melbourne and I’m not likely to be able to get down often and I won’t be able to do fun things”. Mildura was to be the destination and resting place for both of Kay’s parents. Her Dad’s health gradually deteriorated over time forcing him into semi-retirement early after being diagnosed with cardiomyopathy, a condition that makes it difficult for the heart to pump blood to other parts of the body. He died at age 63 in January 1997. 
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			The last family photo taken in Mildura in 1996 before Dad’s passing on Australia Day in 1997

			Three years after her father died Kay’s mum suffered a stroke leaving her unable to speak and paralysed down one side of her body. The relationship between Kay and her mother changed as Kay “absolutely adored helping mum” after the stroke. She would visit her twice a day to assist her with breakfast and getting dressed, and then again in the evenings to help her mother get ready for bed and whatever else she needed. Kay thinks she should have been a nurse, a carer or a teacher, something working with people as she really enjoyed this time with her mum. 

			Kay was fortunate enough to develop a special bond with the Aboriginal woman who shared her mother’s room at the old Mildura Base Hospital. The roommate had also suffered a stroke and was an amputee, but she watched out for Kay’s mum until she was discharged from hospital. Later, Kay’s mum was transferred to the new Mildura Base Hospital, the day it opened in September 2000. 

			In early 2001, Kay was at a Mildura pub called ‘The Sandbar’, when she started talking to a man who was ‘not so much handsome, but nice looking and pleasant’. His name was Max Turvey and when Kay and her friends left the Sandbar to go to Dom’s Nightclub, Max came along too. Kay and Max were married in December 2001. Max had been married previously and had two stepchildren from the marriage. Kay was delighted to be accepted by the family of Max’s first wife. She still has contact with Max’s stepchildren and the grandchildren, who are now aged between 14-18 years. They call her Nana Kay. 

			Three months after they were wed, Kay was in Melbourne. It was March 3, 2002, and Kay was undergoing her third day of radiotherapy after the removal of malignant skin cancers on her neck. 
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			Kay, Max and Jeremy 

			It was also the day her mother died. Her specialist doctor offered to suspend Kay’s radiotherapy, but Kay felt her mother would not like that, so she continued with treatment. Previously, Kay had noticed a lump on the right side of her throat. Her GP was confident it was not a basal cell carcinoma, but at Kay’s insistence, he removed the lump anyway. Sadly, not all of it was removed. Another lump developed in Kay’s neck and while the doctor couldn’t feel the lump, at Kay’s insistence, the doctor agreed that a biopsy was needed. He sent Kay to a second doctor who Kay says was a bit rough and didn’t seem too caring. His attempt to obtain the biopsy sample was extremely painful and Kay says, “I squeezed the crap out of the nurse’s hand”. 

			He knew that he had not been able to gain a good sample, but it was finally obtained using a guided ultrasound to pinpoint the lump. At the post biopsy review appointment with her doctor, the doctor requested that she bring Max with her. (As Max’s first wife, his mother, sister, and a previous fiancé had all died from various cancers and Max had been through a pretty bad time, now Kay, was being told that she had cancer in her neck that needed to be removed, “I was more concerned how Max was receiving the news”. Kay’s immediate reaction was to ask, “Are you okay Max?” The doctor commented that she took the news extremely calmly). 

			Kay had a follow-up operation to remove 36 lymph nodes and glands on that right side of her neck, but her collarbone was accidentally dislocated during the operation, and this has caused a drop to her shoulder on her right side. 

			Max and Kay bought a 15-acre property where Max still lives on the corner of Yelta Road North and Cowanna Avenue, Merbein. The property has a 60 x 30 foot shed, enclosing a small two-bedroom house with a tiny bathroom. Kay polished the concrete floors, put carpet down and brought furniture from their previous house in Argyle Street. They lived there quite contentedly for five or six years. Kay was happily working as an Integration Aide at St Joseph’s Secondary College. She loved her job, especially working with indigenous students. The job involved learning, teaching, and talking. It was through a random conversation with an indigenous student’s mother that Kay’s life changed. The student’s mum was looking for a place to keep four horses. Kay and Max’s property was not fenced well enough to agist horses, but the student’s mother came with some friends and a suitable fence was erected with enough space for twenty horses. 

			It was a few years after having the horses that Kay decided to ride a horse herself, but she always had someone else to ensure that her saddle was on correctly. On July 19, 2016, she saddled up a horse by herself with the intention of joining a group of riders. Kay has no recollection of what happened next or anything else for the next five months. When she went to dismount, Kay dismounted the horse on the incorrect side. All riders mount and dismount a horse on the left side only. When she attempted to stand – her legs went ‘like jelly’! This was the warning sign to the other riders that something had happened to Kay. She was unconscious when she landed and hit her head. Despite wearing a riding helmet, the hit caused bleeding to her brain. It seems that doctors have never been able to explain to Kay exactly what happened that day or what caused her acquired brain injury. 

			During the time Kay was in a prolonged coma, her subconscious brain created an alternative existence in Bali. Kay remembers having a tattoo on her leg that included a barcode with her name, date of birth, and age on it. She spent a lot of time having afternoon tea on a boat with a man called Brian, and she remembers frequently hearing people walking up and down nearby stairs. When she finally regained consciousness, Kay discovered she had been at the Caulfield Hospital in Melbourne in a coma for almost six months. It was even more of a surprise to learn that the hospital was a single storey building and that the people on the staircase did not exist, and neither did the tattoo on her leg. 

			A huge number of measures were taken over those months in hospital to ensure that she stayed alive. While Kay has no recollection of this time the following is a description of her medical treatment. Kay was intubated with an endotracheal tube attached to a ventilator, which monitored and safeguarded the amount of oxygen her body was receiving. (As ETT is not a long-term method to maintain an open airway, Kay required a tracheostomy about two weeks later.) To monitor Kay’s blood pressure, and the acid-base balance (pH) of oxygen and carbon dioxide levels in her arteries, a fine tube called an Arterial Line was inserted directly into an artery in Kay’s lower arm. An Art. Line has a system of small plastic taps where oxygen enriched blood can be withdrawn to measure the blood gases with minimum risk of trauma and bruising to the patient. The blood gas levels indicate how effectively the ventilator was delivering oxygen to Kay. In response to the haemorrhaging in her brain, Kay would have needed blood transfusions if her haemoglobin levels were low and there were multiple sites within Kay’s brain that had haemorrhaged. To relieve the compression to her brain, Kay had an operation known as trepanning, where a hole or multiple holes, called ‘burr holes’, are drilled into the skull. 

			Kay has indents in three different regions of her skull from where burr holes were drilled. Her recovery was hampered by an infection that developed in one of her burr holes. While medications and fluids were given to Kay via intravenous lines into her veins, food in fluid form was administered via a flexible plastic tube inserted through one nostril and extending down into her stomach. NGT feeding is usually a short-term measure and is replaced by Total Parenteral Nutrition which provides nutrition straight into the bloodstream in liquid form via an IV line. Finally, as happened with Kay, food can be given via a Percutaneous Endoscopic Gastrostomy (PEG) tube inserted directly into the stomach via a fine tube. But even after Kay regained consciousness, she was unable to eat or drink normally for a long time. This drove Kay crazy because after having exotic afternoon teas in her imagined reality (in Bali), all she wanted was to drink a glass of water. Now Kay says she is sick of water! Unfortunately, the soft balloon keeping the PEG tube in place became dislodged and this required a replacement tube and regular X-rays to ensure correct placement. It meant that sometimes Kay had to wait for hours for an x-ray before a radiographer would give the ‘all clear’ to use the PEG tube again. Finally in 2017, Kay was ready to return home to Mildura! 

			Kay turned 64 on September 15, 2021, and she is part of the 1% minority group of women aged between 60-64 years living in permanent residential care in Australia. In 2020, almost two-thirds (64%) of all female residents were aged 85 years and over. Everything ‘went out the window’ when Kay got off that horse on the wrong side on July 19, 2016. It became a whole new world and Kay had no way to return home to live with Max. 

			Kay describes the bathroom of their tiny house as being like a cupboard, the shower has a 3-fold door, and she cannot use the toilet because she requires a sling. Max has taken up the slack doing all the jobs that Kay used to do such as gardening, mowing, weeding, and cleaning around the house. Unfortunately, she rarely sees Max now and to go home takes a lot of planning, starting from organising a wheelchair taxi. Then she finds it depressing because she can’t even open the gates to her own property. It is like “seeing the world from the perimeter but you can’t go inside, or you may not be able to get out. Even retrieving simple things that are just out of reach or have fallen on the floor, may as well be a million miles away”. 

			Kay is learning to walk again with a Rifton TRAM! 
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			Since her acquired brain injury which has severely reduced the use of the right-side of her body, life now has so many limitations. This is extremely frustrating for a woman whose life so far has been filled with multiple triumphs over the many challenges which she had actively pursued in the past. 

			“Once you’re in a nursing home, you lose all control over your life. There is no autonomy and by preventing one person from getting out, it means everyone is locked in”. 

			For the first few months after returning from Melbourne Kay needed someone to wheel her around, but that situation changed completely when she bought her own electric wheelchair. It is a wheelchair that she controls using only her left hand. She regularly uses an electrical stimulator to prevent muscle wastage to her right arm and she also has a walking frame called a Rifton TRAM that she uses to walk with the help of her physiotherapist. 

			Her wheelchair is draped with bags on the left-hand side that contain things that Kay regularly requires to maintain her independence. She even has bird seed that one of the nurses buys for her so that she can share in feeding the birds that are also in residence at Chaffey. Kay is grateful that the nurse includes her in this enjoyable activity. Some people comment that she has too many things in her bags, but Kay tells them it’s just enough for all the things she wants to do. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Kay’s wheelchair is loaded with carry bags, all on the left-hand side

			Kay went through a stage where she was not making the best decisions and as a result her cupboards are filled with clothes that she has purchased on-line. When I met Kay, it was mid-2021 and everyone’s life had been interrupted to varying degrees by the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns. However, for Kay this has been a time of reflection that has emphasised the changes that have occurred in her life. She says she is “starting to get really sick of not being ‘able’ because for me ‘differently able’ means disabled. Everything is ten times harder. For those most at risk during this pandemic, living in residential aged care and COVID 19 has been like living in hell”. 

			Even our first face to face meeting had to be postponed because Kay had a chest infection and was in isolation alone within the boundary of her bedroom, unable to go to the toilet by herself, and frustrated that she was unable to put her own clothes in her cupboards. 

			“People talk about isolation, but they don’t know what isolation is. They’re in a whole house. They can walk from room to room, and they can talk to their family, and they can do whatever they like in their house. Umm, at times they’re able to go into the backyard, but if I want to go into the backyard or do something like that, I’ve got to get someone to open the bloody door. So, it’s a bit of a pain and I look at those shows on television. I love Grand Designs and all those building shows, and I look at them and say … Oh! I couldn’t even go in there”. 

			Kay has meticulously set up her bedroom with lots of mementos but even these are not always safe. Sometimes Kay loses control of her wheelchair and once her desk got broken, but fortunately the handyman at Chaffey fixed it for her. Kay’s history of seeking out challenges and finding solutions has taught her to look at any situation and ask what she can do to make it better. She organised the transfer of a table, like a hospital bedtable, to the meeting room where Kay and I would meet to record her story. It is a pleasant room with a view towards the Merbein Common and the Murray River in the distance. Kay enjoys spending time here colouring in using pencils that she can manipulate with one hand or watching Netflix series on her laptop computer. During one of my visits, she had a lively talk with a group of pre-school children from the day care centre next door. They were walking past the window on their way to a treasure hunt. 

			Although Kay can push a door open using the footplate of her wheelchair, this can be a dangerous manoeuvre. Previously the footplate caused a hole the size of an orange in a wall. So, typically Kay found an alternative solution that has not required the repair of any other walls or doors. But there is a problem because once a door to the outside has been opened up for Kay, she needs someone to open the door for her to return inside. Kay uses an old material covered coat hanger as her message stick to gently tap on a window when a staff member passes by to let them know that she wants to come back inside. This knack of adapting everyday objects to suit her specific needs is also evident in Kay’s choice of drink container. The original trial models were lightweight and easily tipped over. Then Kay found a “Smash the Trash” bottle at a garage sale and subsequently upgraded to one with a flip top lid that she could open using her left hand only. Since then, Kay has decided that Tupperware has a well weighted bottle that she can manipulate even better than the others. When there are no lockdowns, Kay enjoys having lunch at Zambrero’s Mexican Restaurant every Wednesday and then going for a coffee down by the river. Kay is “very conscious about saving the world” and she likes to be self-sufficient, so she bought her own reusable rainbow coloured cutlery and a food container on-line that she uses at Zambrero’s. 

			When I think about Kay, I am drawn to making a comparison with the English diarist Samuel Pepys who wrote about events of daily British life in London in the 17th century. Pepys worked with a quill and ink, whereas Kay works through the lens of her mobile phone camera to capture the everyday lives of people she meets in Mildura in the 21st Century. She has amassed thousands of photos of Sunraysia residents, and of people who visit our district, through her love of photography. One of Kay’s favourite places to take photos is at the monthly Mildura Farmer’s Market. 

			Kay meticulously labels and dates her photos and shares some of them on her Facebook page. Her photos form an indelible visual account of the random people she meets and their activities. She provides a visual account of us as a community, with her unique commentary of what is happening in Sunraysia. But Kay’s visual record of Sunraysia extends beyond sharing photos of people. Every morning Kay takes photos of each day’s sunrise through her bedroom window. She then posts these photos on Facebook so that others can share the view from her room. Facebook and the connectivity it affords Kay, has opened up a multitude of avenues for her to explore, and explore she does. I, for one, look forward to her daily commentaries. Kay might view her life at present as being complicated by her changed abilities, like not being able to turn the pages of a book, but she continues to live by her philosophy… “There is no problem. Only a solution that hasn’t been found”. 
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			With Dad at the Monash Adventure Playground
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