Features

Challenge

BEYOND the call

Matthew Fraser has packed a lof into life, but his biggest challenge
yet has inspired a truckload of support. Liesl Johnstone investigates.

atthew Fraseris one of those open, friendly real estate operators

with an evidently high score in social intelligence. | arrive at

the plush offices of MB Cook & Co to talk mainly about him.

Personable as he naturally is, the conversation centres, against

my best efforfs, on me. It must be incredibly annoying for a

sporty, fun loving, not to mention impressive business achiever
to now have to spend time communicating on completely unrelated matters. Given
that these topics travel concentrically around illiness, disability and death, it must be
even warse,

Nobody would try to minimise or negate the sadness of being a tender 36 and
having Motor Neurone Disecse. But sad isn't how Matthew Fraser comes across.
He's been thrown a huge, unfathomable challenge in the form of a progressively
debilitating disease. And challenge is what he knows and can handle.

Diagnosed two years ago just before Easter, Matthew and his wife Zara leamt for
the first time that Matfthew's symptoms - a cramping. increasingly malfunctioning
right hand - had a far more serious underlying reason than repetitive strain or
occupational overuse syndrome.

Motor Neurone Disease (MND), a progressive neurological disorder, was something
of which the couple had absclutely no previous knowledge.

They learnt, devastatfingly, that it destroys motor neurones, the celis controlling
voluntary muscle activity such as speaking, walking, breathing and swallowing. In
most cases the disease spreads fromregion foregion in the body, and life expectancy
varies from months to several years.

The incidence of it is one in 100,000 people, and it is relatively uncommon in those
younger than 50.
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THE JOURNEY BEGINS

“We were in tofal shock. It was 31 March, (2005) and we were
just about to spend Easter in Queenstown. Our perspective
on life altered in that instant, and | remember thinking every
time we took a photo that holiday that we'd just snapped a
memory," Zara recalls. Since that moment they've been “on
a journey”. She apolegises for the cliché. "It really is frue that
in circumstances like ours, you become more comfortable
with living @ day-to-day existence. But | am grateful for what
this experience has taught us.”

For one so young, Matthew has packed in a lot of action.
From his own rendition of his past, he's not been prone to take
the easy option.

He's lived in both Melbourne and London; and during time
back heme even had a stint “on top of the money," living in
an apartment above Christchurch's Reserve Bank.

1. Matthew and Harrier.

While memories from that period are not associated with
worrying much about priorities, periods of overseas fravel
and its influences finally compelled Matthew to realise what
it was, workwise, that enthused him. Althcugh for years he'd
fravelled throughout Europe as an interactive consultant
working in web and online recruitment for big international
players, it was property, whether that be selling, leasing or
developing, that truly energised him.

So, after one of his extended OEs, Matthew exited the
plane in Chrisfchurch with @ mission. He drove straight out to
Lincoln University to kick-start his new career in Valuation and
Property Management.

"I still remember sitting in that first lecture, feeling so pleased
I'd found my career. Finally, this wasn't boring."

Matthew has generally had no problem delineating fun from
challenge. They've often, to his mind, been one and the same.
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Property deals, windsurfing and skiing have all, in tumn,
fitted the bill,

Prior to the onset of MND, Matthew had a brief taste of
disability as a result of a Mount Hutt ski-race accident in
which he shattered both his hip and femur.

‘I raced over a ledge and landed on sheet ice. What
happened next was a helicopter ride to Christchurch
Hospital where | stayed for a month or two for three
operations. | left there with some hip screws added.”

Matthew's love of sking remained resolutely
undamaged. A year later he was back on the slopes, the
difference being that this time he'd paid his latmate, a
doctor, to ski alongside him.

SMALL MOUNTAINS
According to  Zarg,
Matthew is a seasoned
goal-setfter. Recently the
physical goals have had
to shrink from ski-race
proportions fo modest

levels.
"Matthew really
wanfed to make it

to February this year
before succumbing to
a wheelchair. It was a
couple of months back
that we had a new
deck built, complete
with  wheelchair ramp.
Matthew was standing just locking at the new framing
when his legs gave way, causing him fo crash and cut
his eyve quite badly. But now he's in his wheelchair, we all
have so much more freedom to get out of the house for
a while.”

Normality, according fo both Matthew and Zara,
becomes the focus.

“You have to keep doing what you normally do. You
just can't afford to be thinking about what you've lost. But
what you do daily, especially with three small children in
tow, becomes increasingly ime-consuming.”

Even now, just at that point in the disease where
the functions of walking, standing and speaking with
clarity are fading, Matthew is facing his challenges with

after them, and

Watthew fraser.
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| have acceépted the fact that | am
dying. My fight is to remain on this
earth long enough for my children to
have strong, lasting memories of a
Dad who....laughs a lot, knows how
to do neat stuff on the ‘puter,’ ..... who
they know will always be there loocking
later...over

characteristic technological nous.

He's been part of the international scene of infermation
technological advancement; now he's the consumer
benefiting from it. Being able to activate the reader on
the screen vio head and eye movements, and having
ideal phone and mokbile links has become a crucial part
of his normal workday experience.

RENEWED FRIENDSHIPS

Matthew's association with MB Cook & Co is sandwiched
around his student years and those based in London. He
and Greg Horgan, the company principal, have been firm
fiends and colleagues for over a decade. During his initial
yaar working here, Matthew leased and sold a healthy
ten million dollars worth of property. Greg has become
Matthew's right-hand man
in recent months.

Harry  Van  Tengeren,
another Institute member
and cumrently on REINZ's
Canterbury/Westland
. committee, met Matthew
in 1994.

"He is very reputable in
this industry and such a
nice guy. | offered him a
position as my manager at
Cantcomm Ltd when he
returned to New Zealand,
but he wanted to be loyal
to MB Cook where he'd

them.

previously worked."

Like Greg, Harry is in Matthew's network of supporters.
Both are taking inifiatives to help Matthew out financially,
now that his ability to support himself and his young family
is so drastically reduced.

CHARITABLE TRUST

Matthew, Zara and their friends recently established a
Matthew Fraser Charitable Trust. Local REINZ members
have been keen to help publicise the website;
www.natthewlrasermndeharitabletrost.co.nzs - to - highlight
the need for practical support, and as an avenue
for donations.
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