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To my family,
for your unwavering support




Beware of false knowledge; it is more dangerous than ignorance

George Bernard Shaw
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Prologue

My father’s accident is not something we really speak about. The collective story we’ve told ourselves is that he is fine, lucky – which is in many ways true. But it’s not the full story. No-one could possibly have imagined it at the time, but his accident in 1963 would set in train a dramatic series of events that carried through to today. It would be a needle in the haystack of the $20 million defamation trial brought by surgeon Munjed Al Muderis against myself, my employer and my colleagues. My father, Donald Grieve, would be a witness in the trial, and I would be cross-examined for six long days, defending the truth of our investigation, which put serious concerns about the celebrated doctor on the public record for the first time. Thirty-five of Dr Al Muderis’s patients and their families, and dozens of doctors, surgeons and health professionals would take the stand, defending their stories, their lives, their truths. The behaviour I observed during the trial was so shocking it fundamentally changed the way I understand law, the media and healthcare, and also, people. There were tears, sleepless nights, outbursts, tough conversations and endless meetings. But there also were moments of joy. In our pursuit of justice, we set important precedents for investigative journalism in Australia, and patients felt empowered.

To write this book, I needed to know more about that needle that started it all. The sliding-doors moment that got us to where we are today. I had heard snippets about my father’s accident throughout my life – that combined to form a glitchy, patchwork version of what happened. But really, I knew only a few details. I knew nothing of how it impacted him and made him who he is today. I knew these would be difficult conversations, for both of us.

After the trial wrapped up, but before the judgment was delivered, I flew from Melbourne to Noosa, a Queensland holiday town that my family has visited every year since I was born. For a few days, my mother and sister returned to Sydney for work while I stayed with Dad to read, swim and ask questions about his past.

Our first day together happened to be the 61st anniversary of his accident. Each year on this day, there is a heaviness in his body and a weariness in his face. I didn’t notice this as a child, but it’s something I became more attuned to as an adult. The journalist in me knew this was the perfect time to revisit the accident, when feelings are raw, but the daughter in me kept pulling back. Some things are better left unsaid. I had received my family’s blessing to write this book so, eventually, I mustered the courage to begin the conversation. To my surprise, Dad became animated as he recalled the events of that long ago day. It was as if he were recounting a book he had just read, or a conversation he’d just had. There are certain experiences in life that leave an imprint so deep, the details never fade. The accident, along with his fleeting interactions with Dr Al Muderis more than five decades later, are two events that his memory cast in stone.
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CHAPTER 1

Dad

The day my father almost died, he was 18 years old. He was tall and slim, with a mop of blond curls, thick glasses and big ears. Ever since he was a child, Dad has had a quick temper and a serious demeanour. He was accident-prone, and known to lash out at inanimate objects that caused him grief. His sister tells of him as a small child shouting at the pavement – ‘you darned thing’ – for getting in the way of his feet before a fall. He found solace in jazz, soundproofing his childhood bedroom with egg cartons to blast Charlie Parker and play his trumpet into the night. Those close to him say he was, and still is, somewhat hard to decipher – a creature of habit, often in his own world, but with a sharp intellect, a quick wit and the ability to command a room. His four siblings all agree he was always the favourite.

After finishing school, he was awarded a Commonwealth scholarship to complete a Bachelor of Law at the University of Adelaide. He wasn’t particularly enthused about the prospect of becoming a lawyer, but decided it was the least-worst option on the list of degrees that could get him a job.

Almost immediately, he was bored. He couldn’t see how the dense readings and abstract theories could apply to the real world. So instead of focusing on his studies, he drank beer, got a girlfriend and skipped class. For these sins, he flunked philosophy and spent his first summer break studying and working, packing shelves at a warehouse in downtown Adelaide.

He was born in Sydney but his father moved the family to Adelaide in 1957, where they lived in Mitcham, in a large house perched on top of a hill overlooking the growing city to one side, and the Brown Hill River to the other. His father built the two-storey house with cubicles in the toilets to accommodate for the many residents – the parents, five children and an aunt, Nancy.

The seven-bedroom home was, at that time, on the outskirts of the city, in a semi-suburban-semi-rural area. There were chickens in the backyard, and Dad’s younger brother rode a horse to a nearby dairy to collect milk. The bus trip into town was unreliable and involved hiking up a steep hill. The family owned a car, but it was in high demand among the many residents of the home. So, one morning over breakfast, my father announced his plan to buy a motorbike. Never mind that he had never ridden one before. ‘The folly of youth,’ he tells me all these years later, with a shrug and a smile.

In 1963, the year of the accident, Adelaide was a city of less than 700,000. Australia’s mining boom hadn’t yet begun – the primary industry was agriculture. It was a time before Indigenous Australians were counted in the census, before women had access to the contraceptive pill, and before the White Australia Policy had been abolished. It was also a time when driver’s licences were a mere formality – no tests were required, just a brief discussion of road rules and shuffling of papers at the local police station.

It was against this backdrop that my teenaged father marched into a car dealership in downtown Adelaide and handed over $80 for a second-hand BSA Bantam, a two-stroke motorcycle – without any idea how to ride it. At first, he mounted the bike carefully and drove slowly down the few streets to the warehouse where he worked. The bike was small, but he could tell it had power. He was cautious.

Dad’s shift finished around 5 pm. The sun was still firmly in the summer sky when my father got back on his bike to return home. This time, he tore off down Hutt Street, the wind in his hair, newfound independence in his veins, his life just beginning, when he approached a T-intersection. He tried to slow the bike to a stop, but instead of pulling the handle toward him to brake, he accidentally pushed it forward. The bike accelerated out of control and crashed into the side of a parked truck.

The 180-kilogram bike collided with the truck’s steel footstep, cutting into my father’s flesh and crushing his bones, before it spun out and crashed onto the road. Dad was hurled onto the bitumen. Everything was suddenly upside down. His breath quickened as he looked down and saw his leg, protruding at a violent angle, covered in blood. The limb had been severed almost entirely in two, his arteries and veins cut in half. He lay on the ground, unable to move, blood gushing onto the road. Years later, he described this moment as somewhat peaceful. He approached death without fear. He was calm. He called out for help, but there was no-one around, except for a young boy, who spotted him and used a payphone to call the ambulance. My father never found out the boy’s identity, but always wished he could thank him.

He doesn’t remember much about the journey to the hospital, except for the wide eyes of the paramedics, who said if they’d been a minute later, he’d be gone. He came to as he was being rushed into emergency surgery. They would do everything they could, doctors assured him, but there was a 50/50 chance he would lose the leg. When he woke up, there were bloodied stitches and white bandages wrapped around his limb. As he lurched forward in the bed, he realised his centre of gravity was off – something was different. The leg was gone from below the left knee.

That first night in hospital was one of the worst of his life. He screamed, vomited and cried as excruciating pain shot from his freshly amputated limb up through his body. No amount of painkillers could help. ‘That was the most horrific night of my life,’ he says. ‘I had no real understanding of what happened, until dawn broke and I saw half my leg was cut off. The psychological reality of that was almost incomprehensible.’

Visitors came in waves – family, friends and his then-girlfriend, who was ‘horrified by what I’d done to myself’. A mixture of sympathy, sadness and terror flashed across the faces of those who came. He was told there could be a secondary haemorrhage that could force the surgical wounds to break open in an explosion of blood. A rubber tube hung at the end of the bed in case a tourniquet was required.

Back home, the family was shattered. It was the first seriously distressing event they had endured together. This was at a time when emotions were rarely discussed, trauma not at all understood. The family did not have words to describe the collective pain that gripped them. ‘Sheer tragedy,’ his sister Jenny says. ‘It was an experience that made him mature a bit. But Don was always a mature fellow.’ His brother Steve still chokes up when reflecting on the memory. ‘What really gets me, I hate the image of him on the road, alone, no-one around, thinking he was going to die.’

Their father, Sidney Grieve, was a Scottish man who manufactured white goods. He ate lamb chops for breakfast, exclusively voted conservative, and went to church every Sunday. He dropped out of school at fifteen to get a job when his father struggled to get work as a cabinetmaker, and prioritised hard work and frugality above all else from then on. Old Sid was typically reserved, but in the weeks and months after the accident, he was seen weeping in the family’s loungeroom. He felt responsible for his son’s predicament, for not doing more to stop him getting on that bike.

Dad spent two weeks in hospital, taking elephant-sized painkillers and coming to grips with his new reality. In the bed next to my father was an elderly man in his seventies or eighties who had just had his second leg amputated, leaving him a bilateral above-knee amputee. He lay there with bandages around his wounds, always calm, quiet and kind. ‘He was obviously in as much agony or more as I was, yet he dealt with it with an extraordinary degree of courage and stoicism. I got to know him quite well in the fortnight I was there. He was a great inspiration in terms of dealing with the problem with which I was confronted. He didn’t say anything specific, but just by example. Through talking with him, I saw life would go on.’

Losing a limb is a complicated experience, to say the least. There is a finality to it: you’ve lost a part of your body, part of your life, part of yourself, and that can never be undone. Your life will forever be different. On top of the physical pain, the emotional experience can be just as all-consuming as amputees grapple with this permanent, irreversible loss. For a period after the accident, my father briefly returned to Christianity – something I find hard to believe now, given he has been a staunch atheist for my entire life. ‘I had this feeling that God was on my side. That he saved me and he would get me through. After about six months, I realised that was a great big load of bloody rubbish. I realised it was just me, and I had to get through it myself.’

After two weeks, he was discharged in a wheelchair. He lived at home, weaning himself off pain medication. ‘I can still see him rocking in pain on the sofa. Just rocking. It was very sad,’ says Jenny. His brain and body short-circuited as it came to grips with this new reality. Sometimes his foot would suddenly burn with an intense itch, but when he went to scratch it, the foot simply wasn’t there. Other times he would momentarily forget about the amputation and go to stand up, only to go crashing down onto the floor.

Then came the first bouts of phantom pain, the sensation of daggers cleaving into his missing limb and electric shocks pulsing through his body. Throughout all this, he began daily trips to the rehabilitation centre, to start the task of learning to walk again. Most people don’t realise how much they lean forward as they walk. When your leg is missing, every instinct tells you to lean backward to avoid falling. Amputees must learn to work against these instincts, to overrule their body’s warnings and lean into the fear in order to walk. Day by day, the stitches still not fully healed, Dad pushed back against these instincts and, eventually, took his first steps. He was fitted with his first prosthetic – a plaster cup strapped to his thigh with leather buckles, attached to a simple wooden leg. Slowly, painfully, he began to walk again.

By March, he was back at university. Adelaide was a small town where gossip thrived, and news travelled quickly. Upon his return to university, a lecturer called Horst Lucke reached out to offer my father a job as his research assistant. Horst was born in Cologne just before the Nazi Party came to power, and narrowly avoided being conscripted into the Hitler Youth. Bitterly ashamed of Germany’s history, he immigrated to Australia for love, bringing with him degrees from Cologne University and New York University.

He was offered a tutorship at the University of Adelaide but needed to complete a local degree before he could start climbing the academic ladder. Horst finished the degree in record time, with distinctions in every subject, and was eventually given a job teaching contract law. My father regarded him as one of the greatest academics in the country, and quickly accepted the offer to work for him. ‘He may have had the feeling the job would give me a sense of encouragement or purpose. He was a very admirable man.’

Each week, Horst gave my father a list of cases to find in the library, then read and discuss with him. During this time, Dad helped Horst publish a paper in the Adelaide Law Review that scrutinised the doctrines of quasi-contracts – in other words, how payment is determined in handshake deals that go wrong. Horst would later become Head of the Law School. The paper they wrote together was relied upon in a High Court judgment that changed the way building contracts worked in Australia, giving greater power to workers.

The experience of working with Horst moved my father. He became more interested in the career he had chosen, compelled to understand how words carry power. The law is not set in stone, he realised – it is static, something that can be debated, argued and changed, with tangible consequences for real people. Horst helped him see both the beauty and the fallibility of law, and the way it can be altered through sound arguments, using ethics and reason, for the betterment of society. If there was a quasi-contract with Horst, the pay-off was a new lease on life for my father.

After finishing university, he moved back to Sydney. Old Sid gave him $2000, which he spent on a ramshackle house in Forest Lodge. With the help of his Aunt Nancy, he cleared the debris, applied a fresh lick of paint, and patched holes in the walls. ‘He was going up and down ladders, doing the most precarious things,’ says Jenny. By this point, he was able to walk on the false leg, but something wasn’t quite right. The surgeon who performed the amputation had cut the tibia, the dominant calf bone, two centimetres shorter than the fibula – the exact opposite of how the surgery is supposed to be performed. This meant the smaller bone bore the brunt of his weight, making each step painful. My father was daunted by the prospect of another surgery to correct the mistake, so resolved to get on with his life. He walked with a limp and ignored the pain.

As his new home came together, he fired off more than 30 letters to solicitors’ firms and eventually landed a job.

Most of his early legal work involved insolvency cases, and he observed, time and time again, how many accountants put fees before the interests of their clients. This didn’t sit right. When he switched from solicitor to barrister at 28 years old, Dad’s first rule of business was to always put clients first. He developed a reputation for pushing the boundaries of law, taking punts on creative yet strategic cases. Some worked, many didn’t. He took cases to the High Court, set precedents, got companies off the hook, and achieved just outcomes for everyday people. His quick temper translated into boisterous courtroom appearances, heated clashes with opponents, and what would become known as his signature ‘Force 10’ letters – missives sent to enemies with cyclonic impact.

One day in the late 1970s, my father was briefed to advise Ampol on a takeover bid by Howard Smith. The petrol giant’s board and legal team arrived at his chambers for a meeting, but his room was so small they couldn’t fit. The gaggle of suited men took taxis back to Ampol’s head office for the meeting, but the experience sparked an idea for my father. He decided to open his own chambers, with larger rooms and greater opportunities.

Harry Seidler’s MLC Centre had just been built on Martin Place and there were a few floors still available. He caught the lift to Level 62, which had wraparound views of the glistening Sydney Harbour. Amazed by the spectacle, Dad teamed up with fellow barristers David Levine and John Garnsey, and together they signed an 18-year lease, with an option to renew for another 18 years. ‘I was 38 at the time. I thought 36 years? That should see me out,’ he says.

Over beers at the Surry Hotel, the three men tossed around names. They settled on Blackstone Chambers, after an English legal academic best known for delivering the famous dicta: ‘It’s better that ten guilty persons escape than one innocent suffer.’ Blackstone was also known for his arguments in favour of a free press. They enlisted architects to design the floor, creating a beehive of window offices, each with spectacular views, and a massive boardroom in the centre.

It was a bold move for an up-and-coming barrister to leave his spot at the sought-after Selborne Chambers and open a rival floor. Rumours swirled in legal circles, and within Dad’s own family, that the venture was a high-risk, disruptive move. ‘I remember he called me at the time and told me he’d signed the lease,’ his brother Steve says. ‘I said, “What the hell? How are you going to do that?” He said, “It’ll be right. I just need to find 20 other barristers now to help pay the rent.” He was always a great risk-taker.’

The summer before they moved into the chambers, my father decided, 18 years after his accident, that it was time to see a surgeon about the pain in his residual limb. Walking had become too difficult and he had to face the fact it was never going to improve until it was fixed. ‘I knew how horrible it was going to be to have the revision surgery, but it was a question of the lesser of two evils.’ He booked an appointment with orthopaedic surgeon Bill Marsden, who took one look at the X-rays and was stunned that he’d been walking on the leg in that state all this time. Dr Marsden told my father what he already knew: the fibula needed to be cut back, the leg amputated once more.

‘It won’t be as bad as the first time,’ he promised.

‘How would you know?’ my father shot back.

Despite the doctor’s assurances, the pain was just as bad. No operation where bone is cut, or removed, is for the faint-hearted. A 2016 paper published by Oxford University lists limb amputation as one of the most severe pains in the human experience.

‘I didn’t have the psychological element this time,’ says Dad, ‘but physically, it was very painful.’ To make matters worse, Marsden had developed a theory that post-operative swelling could be forcibly suppressed by wrapping the residual limb in a tight plaster soon after the surgery. After a few days in hospital, my father was discharged with the stitched-up limb covered in hard plaster, only to come back screaming in agony, begging for it to be removed. He still shudders when he recalls that pain. The plaster was removed and, over the next six months, the swelling came down and the stitches healed. Once again, my father walked, but this time, with much more comfort.

Blackstone Chambers would come to be regarded as one of Sydney’s most prominent chambers, home to a suite of high-profile legal minds, former attorney-general Tom Hughes among them. They attracted new recruits by axing the high entry fees common at the legacy floors. As more barristers joined, Blackstone gained credibility.

‘Flutter as legal eagles leave roost,’ wrote the Sydney Morning Herald’s gossip column in 1991. ‘Although Wentworth and Selborne confer instant status, many barristers resent the $270,000 it costs to buy shares entitling them to a tiny single room.’

My father’s office was the first room next to the entrance and lobby. It had olive green walls, still-life art and an ashtray filled with Marlboro Red butts on the large, wooden desk. In the room next door was David Levine, a fellow founding member and a friend of my father’s since they were classmates at Canterbury Boys’ High School in southwest Sydney. The two men’s lives would go on to have uncanny similarities: their sons attended the same preschool, and later, as elderly men, they lived on the same street in Paddington.

Admitted to the bar in 1971, Levine became known as one of the country’s leading defamation barristers, then judges. He started out as a publisher’s advocate, representing Fairfax, the ABC and Channels 7 and 10, and was passionate about press freedoms, while cautious of the unbridled power of the media. At Blackstone, he was responsible for developing the floor’s small yet significant defamation division, attracting barristers keen to specialise in the laws of slander and sensation.

As a judge, he was appointed to the defamation list of the Supreme Court of NSW and presided over many high-profile cases, including Australia’s longest defamation trial, John Marsden versus Channel 7. In the early 2000s, he happened to hire a young law graduate named Sue Chrysanthou as tipstaff, who then went on to join Blackstone Chambers as a barrister. Even then, the ‘baby barrister’ was filled with ambition, confidence and a determined work ethic.

Her booming voice and wild cackle were equal parts loved and loathed, and her style of advocacy became defined by brute force and boundless conviction. Years later, she and I would find ourselves setting the record for the longest cross-examination of an Australian journalist when she interrogated me over six long days.

Barristers are a peculiar breed of professionals. They are self-employed, meaning uncertain workflow and overheads. They are lone wolves, often left to come up with legal strategies, identify weaknesses in their opponent’s cases, and advise clients on whether to fight, settle or capitulate. They must make a series of rolling judgments – on witnesses’ credibility, on interpretations of laws, on logic and fact. Much like chess, law is a game of strategy – there’s no singular way to approach a case, and decisions are often made in grey areas, under pressure and based on gut feeling. The courts can be like pigs hunting for truffles, sniffing out lies and unearthing facts. The best barristers place the truth, fairness and justice above all else. There can be the temptation to give advice that prioritises a barrister’s fees and fame over the interests of their clients. This was not the path my father chose, often returning briefs he thought hopeless, no matter how much money was on the table. He was prickly at times, downright terrifying at others, but he developed a reputation as a barrister of integrity. He was made silk at 39 years old, among the youngest to be recognised in this way at the time.

Blackstone Chambers would also hold significance for another reason. In the mid-1980s, a young woman was informed that a spare room had become available. Having grown up on the cotton fields near Goondiwindi, she had long cherished water views, and decided to put in an application. By that point, positions were sought-after and she was forced to endure meeting after meeting with male barristers, who sized her up to determine whether she was the right fit. Eventually, she passed and became the sole female barrister on the floor. Having grown up with four brothers, she was prepared to deal with the boys’ club, blithely fending off sleazy comments and even an unprompted marriage proposal in her office from a man she hardly knew. ‘Nice tits,’ a male colleague once told her. ‘Only men with small dicks say things like that,’ she replied, knowing the Bar Association wouldn’t take him on.

Having passed the New York Bar exam, she split her time between Sydney and New York City, having fun and living life all while running cases, and delivering university lectures on emerging areas of law like surrogacy. But then, she met a man who brought her back to Australia for good – my father.

‘If it weren’t for Blackstone, I would never have married your father. Or had you or your sister,’ my mother, Dixie Coulton, tells me now.

I was born in 1993, my father’s fifth and final child, behind Madeleine, Hugo, Fergus and Tess. The chambers became the backdrop to many of my childhood memories. The walls of my mother’s office were hung with photographs of me and my sister as newborns and paintings we did at school. I would overdose on Tim Tams stolen from the office kitchen, and lay on the floor in Mum’s office as she battled with clients over the phone. Every Christmas, John Garnsey dressed up as Santa and doled out wrapped gifts to the children while the adults drank wine and exchanged courtroom stories from the year. Our family home in Elizabeth Bay hosted celebrations for barristers who made silk. The law, that floor, and my father’s disability were all normal features of my childhood.

The enduring problem for amputees, including my father, is a poorly fitted socket. Too big, and the residual limb jostles and chafes in the socket, creating blisters. Too small, and the socket cuts into the skin, choking blood flow. Up until the 1990s, my father relied on government services for his prosthesis. These were often basic wooden legs that allowed him to walk short distances only. There was little innovation in prosthetics in Australia at the time, and public subsidies for top-shelf options were limited. As a result, amputees often dealt with uncomfortable sockets, causing them to rely on crutches or give up on walking altogether.

One day, my father read about a new system turning heads in the US. A Minnesotan man named Carl Caspers became a below-knee amputee when he accidentally shot himself in the leg at 18 years old. No sockets fitted his residual limb, and he endured surgery after surgery as doctors tried but failed to find a solution. Exhausted, Caspers decided to take matters into his own hands. He trained in prosthetics, and later started a company that invested in research and development to improve socket technology. He eventually launched a new system that used a vacuum pump to create a tight seal between the limb and the socket. This innovation promised to drastically improve the experience of walking for amputees.

After trying and failing to access Caspers’ new system from Australia, my father booked a flight to Minnesota to meet the man himself. ‘He was a jovial, friendly man who was obviously very keen on his product, which was quite justified in my view. It was a great breakthrough.’

Within an hour, the amputee-turned-entrepreneur had fitted my father with a new leg, and he was amazed by the results. It was like no other prosthesis he had ever used. The pain of walking was greatly reduced, and he had vastly more control. The prosthesis cost him $US20,000, an eye-watering sum, and reflective of the divide between the haves and have-nots among people living with disabilities.

Upon returning to Australia, my father connected with a new prosthetist, David Howells, who wanted to know more about the American system. Howells became a prosthetist somewhat by accident. At 16 years old, he applied for a casual holiday job at a Sydney woodwork studio after seeing an ad in the newspaper. He arrived on his first day expecting to craft furniture, but was instead put to work sanding timber prosthetic legs – the beginning of a lifelong career and passion in amputee care. He has since become one of the most prolific prosthetists in the country, celebrated for his work in making cutting-edge prostheses for Australia’s Paralympians. He’s been known to spend hours on the field with these athletes, patiently adjusting the design to maximise comfort and speed.

‘The bond we share with an athlete could actually be stronger than the one they have with their coach because we’re making the part of the body that helps them win medals and break records,’ Howells told journalist Bevan Shields at the Canberra Times in 2012.

At his clinic in Sydney’s west, the walls are lined with photographs of the bendy pieces of metal that propel these athletes down tracks at record speeds. The designs have evolved so rapidly that there is now debate about whether the artificial limbs might be better than the real thing.

Despite having no medical training, Howells has a unique ability to watch the way an amputee walks and pinpoint the cause of the problem. Countless times over the years, my father has driven to ‘the leg factory’, where Howells chisels and tinkers away, adjusting the prosthesis until it is just right. With this help, my father has been able to live an active, independent life. Every Sunday since I can remember, he has risen before sunrise to play 18 holes of golf. Only in the last five years has he started using a buggy for the last nine holes. As a young family, we travelled the world. Dad often led the charge, map in hand, outpacing us all, as we walked the streets of Paris, London, New York City, Beijing. When we climbed to the top of St Peter’s Dome in the Vatican, my father and I boasted about how easy and exciting the experience was, while my mother and sister hyperventilated in the cramped and never-ending staircase. Each summer on family holidays, he was the first to suggest driving a boat down the Noosa River, which inevitably saw him knee-deep in water, pushing the boat off a sandbank. He’s built houses, run a small cattle property, hiked the Himalayas. In many respects, there has been no limit to what he has been able to achieve.

But there has been one, constant problem that Howells cannot help with – phantom pain. My father’s bouts of phantom pain can last anywhere from a few minutes to an entire day. When it comes, unannounced and unwelcome, his body tenses and jolts, and he sharply inhales and grabs at his knee. It comes in waves, shocking his limb. While there is a growing body of evidence showing that phantom pain is both neuropathic and psychological, a 2011 paper by Subedi and Grossberg concluded that the phenomenon ‘remains a poorly understood and difficult to treat medical condition’ and ‘there is still no one unifying theory’ for treatment. In 2022, researchers Culp and Abdi described phantom pain as a ‘difficult-to-treat’ condition and found there ‘remains no single therapeutic regimen accepted as the gold standard’, with existing treatments, while promising, having limited research and may be exposed to placebo effect.

One afternoon, during my time in Noosa after the trial, I returned to the unit to hear my mother speaking loudly on the phone. It was around 1 pm, and my father had been dealing with a severe phantom pain attack since dawn.

‘No, he does not need to go to hospital. He’s been an amputee for 60 years. He needs to see a doctor for a script,’ she said, her sentences punctuated with frustration.

Many general practitioners have never heard of phantom pain, let alone non-medical staff in regional clinics. I reached for my phone and set up a telehealth appointment for him. When the phone rang, I handed it to my father and before the doctor could ask a single question, he delivered the facts, as if back in court: ‘I’ve been an amputee for 62 years. This morning and throughout today, I’ve had recurrent phantom pains of a very extraordinary kind. What I need is a nerve painkiller. I’ve had them prescribed once before, it’s been effective, but I’ve forgotten the name of the medication.’

The conversation was over in four minutes. As we waited for the doctor to send through the promised prescription, Dad tried to take his mind off the pain by reading a book. Every few seconds, he’d jolt forward and groan. ‘Shit,’ he whispered. ‘Oh no.’ With each shock, my chest would tighten; I hate hearing him suffer.

The script eventually arrived. My father has resisted pain medication most of his life. But as he has gotten older, he has decided it’s sometimes simply not worth pushing through. Phantom pain is a debilitating condition for which he has always sought a solution.
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