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PROLOGUE


1998


Far North Queensland, Australia


I found Dad dead on the side of the dirt road.


I was 16; he was 49. He’d left my sister and me at the house while he went out for his regular jog down to the bridge and back. Ma was away, working nightshifts as a midwife in the hospital two hours distant down the mountain range. The afternoon was cool and a light rain prickled as I wandered out onto the veranda to squint up through the mist towards the top gate to see if Dad was making his way down. He’d been gone a while now, so I assumed he must have stopped off to chat with our neighbours at their farm a couple of kilometres down the road. Shitty weather for socialising. I imagined him schlepping back in the cold and the mud and felt sorry for the old boy, so decided I’d go pick him up. It would give me the chance to take a quick little drive, too. My driving test was coming up soon, and even though I’d been driving the farm truck since I was 11, every bit of practice counted now. My little sister was in her room, doing whatever 15-year-old girls do on a wet weekend afternoon. I called out to her that I was going to grab Dad and headed up the hill in our sturdy white station wagon. With headlights and wipers on, crunching over the wet pebbles, I spotted something moving up ahead. It was Brydie, our Border Collie, running in small circles, clearly agitated. Although she was technically the family pet, she was completely devoted to Dad and accompanied him wherever he went around our cattle property. Why was she here, what was she so wound up about and where the hell was Dad? Then I spotted the still shape.


I slowed as I approached, foggily imagining that Dad might have just been worn out from the run uphill and had stopped for a quick siesta. Weird thing to do in the wet.


I pulled over, unclipped my seatbelt and opened the door, still half expecting him to stand up, stretch and show a bit of gratitude for the free ride I was offering back to the warm, dry house. No movement.


‘Oi!’ I shouted. No reaction.


I ran over, shook his shoulder and pulled my hands back, stung by how stiff and cold he was. I tried to lift him, but he was too heavy. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!


Now properly panicking, I jumped back in the car, swerved around Dad’s lifeless body and floored it to the neighbours’ place, beeping the horn frantically as I hurtled down the concrete driveway to their farmhouse, screaming out of the window for them to call an ambulance. Jerry, our chain-smoking, ex-biker neighbour with the stiff leg from one too many accidents, followed me in his truck back to where Dad was lying while Meg, his wife, phoned for help. Jerry and Dad were mates who shared a dark sense of humour and a defiant approach to the effects of gravity on a hillside tractor, and I’d never seen either of them scared of anything. Jerry looked extremely worried as he instinctively rolled and licked a ciggie while he felt for Dad’s pulse and paced around his body.


‘Doesn’t look good, mate,’ he said, shaking his head and puffing nervously. ‘Doesn’t look good.’


We huddled in stunned, grim silence, perched on the edge of our driver’s seats, the drizzle trickling down our bare legs, waiting for the hour or so it took for the ambulance to get organised and find us. The paramedics did some brief checks, spoke quietly to Jerry, then lifted Dad’s body into the back of their vehicle and drove away.


‘He’s gone, buddy,’ Jerry said, his brawny, tattooed arm over my skinny shoulders. He cleared his throat, sniffed a few times, pulled out his tobacco pouch and pivoted to face me, his oil-stained fingers once again working the sticky paper. ‘Listen, you’ve got some tough jobs to do now. Is your mum home?’


I was paralysed. My vision was blurry.


‘Breathe, mate. Is she home?’


I shook my head. ‘She’s at work,’ I choked.


‘Okay, you gotta go back to the house, phone her and tell her to come straight home. Is your sister there?’


I nodded.


‘Well, you have to tell her too. Then call your grandparents and your aunts and uncles. They all need to know what’s happened. I’ll go home, get Meg and the girls and we’ll come back with some food and stuff so you kids don’t have to think about that.’ He sniffed again, hoicked and spat into a tree fern, then stamped out his ciggie under a scuffed rubber flip-flop. ‘This is some messed-up bullshit, that’s for sure. I’m really sorry, Lach. You gotta be strong now, okay, bud?’


I nodded again.


‘Get going then. Drive carefully. We’ll be there soon.’


*


It would be wildly overstating things to say I became a man in that moment, but I definitely did a lot of growing up very quickly indeed. My sister, understandably, collapsed into hysterics and Ma broke off mid-sentence and dropped the phone when I eventually got hold of her and told her. I called my grandparents and asked them to pass the message on, so within a few hours our house was full of relatives and casseroles. The fire was kept crackling inside as the adults clumped around the dining room table, worn and worried hands clasped around countless cups of tea. Ma was almost catatonic for the first day or two but found the strength to rouse herself enough to decide on the casket, hymns and epitaphs and deal with the relentless phone calls.


Hundreds of people turned up to the funeral, far exceeding the capacity of the tiny church, so speakers had to be hastily erected outside for the unexpected crowd. The irony wasn’t lost on many attendees, as they joked to each other gently about how hilarious Dad – the most cynical and non-practising of Catholics – would have found the whole scene. I blurted my way through the eulogy, my sister’s fingernails digging fiercely into my hand as she stood trembling beside me. Later, after Dad’s coffin was lowered into a hole in the damp red earth at the top corner of the local cemetery, we all traipsed over to the golf club for tea, beers, rum and sandwiches. I skulked on the first tee with my high-school buddies, knocking back vodka shots and muttering to them about how life was completely meaningless and we were all wasting our time doing anything. When someone shook out a packet of cigarettes, I took up smoking on the spot.


In the hazy, teary chaos of the days and weeks that followed, things still had to be done. Everyone said my sister and I needed to go back to school. I got my driver’s licence and tried to be responsible when I had her or other passengers in the car, but I was prone to speeding and had increasingly intrusive thoughts of driving off the side of the cliff on the road we took every day to the town 70 kilometres away on the coast.


We also needed to sell the farm. That wouldn’t be easy, as although it was an attractive property of historical significance, the land was too steep to be commercially viable for serious dairying or beef production. In any case, there was no way the three of us could run it without Dad, and while I didn’t know what my future had in store, I was pretty sure that it didn’t involve being stuck in an isolated valley getting rained on for the rest of my life.


I had to consider my options. I was ambivalent about university and briefly considered applying to join the air force, but was laughed away at the interview stage when it became clear that I knew nothing about aeroplanes. That was lucky for all concerned, as I was definitely not cut out to be a military man. So, if I wasn’t to be a farmer or a soldier and had no mechanical leanings that I could shape into a trade, it seemed I’d need to give university a go. When the time came, I took a scattergun approach to my submissions, applying for science, arts (not sure what the plan was there, given I’d studied nothing but maths, biology, physics, chemistry and English in my senior years), engineering and medicine in different states, and waited to see how the cards fell.


They fell in my favour. Despite my efforts towards self-sabotage through dark thoughts and drink, my final high-school exam scores placed me in the top fraction of a per cent in the state and I was fortunate enough to be able to select from my first-choice courses across the country. I still didn’t know what to do, though, and – in retrospect – I was clinically depressed. I was experiencing suicidal thoughts on a daily basis, driving recklessly and intoxicating myself with blithe intent. At our last high-school party, when a couple of mates and I took a bottle of vodka down to the beach, I was single-mindedly committed to drinking myself to oblivion. Sure enough, I woke up the next morning in the back of a truck under a garden shower with sand in my mouth. I wasn’t in a stable frame of mind.


Should I study physics – the only high-school subject that really interested me? What would I do with a degree in that? Or should I do something that led to a well-paid job like dentistry? One of Dad’s friends was a dentist, and he had a nice house and his family stayed in hotels on their holidays, whereas we slept in tents on ours. But did I want to spend the rest of my days peering into and poking around in other people’s mouths? Not if I could avoid it. Would I perhaps get my kicks studying history and languages? Then what?


In the end, more practical factors determined my fate. My mother would have walked through fire to help me on my way, but money was scarce, so when a medical school in Melbourne offered me a scholarship based on my grades, that effectively sealed the deal. Mentally, I shrugged and accepted that the universe had maybe given me the nudge I needed. I knew nothing whatsoever about medicine, apart from the snippets I’d picked up from Ma and her midwife friends over the years, and we didn’t have any doctors in the family. But one thought did help motivate me to pack my two suitcases and say goodbye to Ma, my sister, our extended family, my friends and my high-school sweetheart. There was a burning inside me that I couldn’t ignore.


Ever since Dad’s death, I’d had the constant, aching pain of the thought that this wasn’t right. Not just the scarcely bearable loss of a parent at that age, but the fact that Dad had been fit and strong and apparently healthy. Then he goes out running, has a massive heart attack – as the coroner eventually reported – and BANG! All over. No warning signs, no doctor, no hospital, no treatment, no recovery. His life ended in an instant and ours were changed irreparably, for ever. Piercing through the anguish, I felt outrage. This was Australia and the 1990s, for Christ’s sake! In my furious teenage naïveté, I believed that something had to be terribly wrong with our country’s health system if such tragedies could happen here, now. I put aside my plans for a blaze-of-glory car crash into a canyon and boarded the plane down to Melbourne by myself, determined to try and do something useful with my life that might help avoid this kind of shit happening to some other poor sod like me.





CHAPTER ONE


1973–81


Northern Territory, Australia


My origin story begins with Katherine. Not a person, but a place – the town in the Northern Territory where my parents met. My father, Ian, was a shaggy-haired, guitar-playing, race-car-driving teacher from the Victorian town of Ballarat, who’d just earned his pilot’s licence and was the first ‘flying teacher’ for the Katherine School of the Air. Billed as ‘The Largest Classroom in the World’, this model of distance education enabled children living in remote locations to receive their lessons via radio, with their teachers getting flown in for visits a couple of times a year. It’s still running now, having benefited from a few IT upgrades in the decades in between. Dad had desperately wanted to become an air force pilot but he failed the hearing test. He was a clever, adventurous, mischievous young man whose Plan B would have been to go to university if his parents could have afforded it, but they couldn’t, so he went to teacher’s college instead. His wanderlust, and his beloved burgundy second-hand panel van, took him up to the Top End1 where, surprisingly, he met my mother.


It’s not surprising that they met; it’s surprising that she was there at all.


Ma was a pretty, demure country girl who’d led a relatively sheltered early life in the misty mountains of Far North Queensland. She adored her family, but had no particular love for their daily life as dairy farmers. She had dreamed of being a home economics teacher, but her grades weren’t good enough, so she followed in her mother’s footsteps and trained as a nurse instead. She and a friend had followed a rather risqué path in circumnavigating half of Australia to do their midwifery training in Perth. Their journey included getting stranded for a fortnight in the middle of the Nullarbor Desert2 when their car broke down. They had to wash dishes in a caravan park to pay for meals while they waited for the repairs, and they’d almost completed a lap of the continent by the time they arrived in Katherine. There Ma delivered babies – usually in the hospital but also often in Indigenous communities hundreds of kilometres away, requiring a packed lunch for the return trip in the bush ambulance – and had to scoop bits of people off the railway tracks every now and then when they’d tragically decided it was a comfortable and convenient place to sleep off a big night.


After meeting at a ‘single’s mingle’ at the local bowling club, whatever initial enthusiasm Ma may have had for their first date was distinctly diminished when Dad announced he’d be coming to collect her in his ‘hearse’. Their nascent relationship endured a night at the drive-in movies but foundered again soon after that, when on a subsequent outing Ma was forced to navigate for Dad on one of his airborne outreach visits to his students scattered on cattle properties around the vast region serviced by the School of the Air. Unaccustomed to light aircraft of any kind, let alone co-pilot duties, Ma’s attempts to help Dad spot landing strips through the monsoonal fog were stymied by her vomiting onto the control panel every time the plane bumped through pregnant clouds and Dad banked to get another look down. The old man apparently had sufficient streaks of charisma and/or persistence, though, as by Christmas that year they were engaged.


Far North Queensland, Australia


Ma took Dad home to meet her family. Both of Ma’s parents had grown up in Millaa Millaa and each of their respective parents had been among the first generations of white settlers to the area. In the early twentieth century the government had gifted (or sold for a pittance) land to folks willing to fell the rainforest and build farms. The historical record is predictably lacking in what the traditional owners of the land – the Mamu people – thought about this, but it’s safe to assume they were neither consulted nor compensated and almost certainly suffered as a consequence.3


My maternal grandparents each served in the Second World War – Grandad was a signaller who was almost killed and left partially deafened in an explosion in the Libyan desert; my grandmother, whom we all called ‘Dede’, was a hard-working and highly respected surgical nurse. Having survived their respective wartime experiences, they returned to their family’s dairy farms before marrying and establishing their own. Neither had the opportunity to complete their schooling, but both were highly intelligent and over the decades became community leaders, historians, writers and award -winning gardeners.


It was armed with this deep local knowledge that my grandparents proudly showed their scruffy soon-to-be son-in-law around the district. Ma accompanied them contentedly, happy to see her fiancé’s interest in her hometown and hopeful that she would be able to convince him to abandon his plan to return to Victoria and instead settle together in Millaa Millaa. Intentionally or otherwise, Grandad raised the stakes when he took them for a drive out of town, past the paddock by the creek where his childhood farm had been, then followed the dirt road winding up the hill. Down there in the valley, he pointed, hidden in the tropical overgrowth, was a little lost world.


The place had been a strange sort of commune in the first half of the twentieth century. It was once home to several hundred residents, mostly families with children who suffered from polio and other musculoskeletal disorders, who were treated by an eccentric Swedish chiropractor on a ‘Come, stay, pay what you can and work off the rest’ basis. Over the years that it was functional, the community sculpted the property into an elaborate homestead, with terraced gardens, orchards and undulating lawns. They were just normal, poor, hard-working families and it all seemed to run quite smoothly until the tax authorities found out about it and shut it all down. The terraces were then surrendered to the weeds, with the work of so many human hands disappearing into the bush. Enchanted, my parents offered to buy the property from the owner, a hoary old dairy farmer who was uncle to several of my mother’s cousins, as well as her sister-in-law; it was that kind of town. He was happy to get it off his hands, as the country was too hilly for both his knees and his milkers.


My folks married at my grandparents’ farm the following year. All of Millaa Millaa was invited and 57 chickens were beheaded, hung from the rafters, plucked and gobbled. Dad’s not-quite-so-close family made the three-thousand-kilometre trek north for the occasion, as did a few of his unruly boozer teacher buddies. Dad turned up grinning in a maroon suit, Ma bit her bottom lip coquettishly in the single surviving photo, the priest ran off with one of the bridesmaids and thus my parents were hitched.


Ma took a part-time job delivering babies two nights a week. Dad reluctantly let his pilot’s licence lapse, learned sign language and did extra training to specialise in working with children with disabilities. Over the next few years, they spent their weekends clearing the vines, bracken fern and prickly lantana, gradually uncovering the stone, concrete and terracotta treasures beneath. When they’d finally hacked away enough vegetation, they started building our house. It has always baffled me how Dad figured out how to do so many things. People generally seem to to me to have been far smarter in the pre-mind-melting internet era and evidently construction was one of the strings in Dad’s bow, along with farming, auto repairs and the rest. He was laying bricks in the garage when I decided it was time to announce myself to the world and Ma went into labour. Dad asked her to hang on a bit, he just needed to finish this section of wall. ‘That’s fine,’ Ma replied; she was monitoring her contractions and had a towel and a clamp for the umbilical cord at the ready, just in case. With the bricklaying complete, after the tortuous commute to the hospital and an otherwise uncomplicated labour, I was born. The paediatrician spanked me on the bum, inspected my sticky, squalling form and handed me over to my parents with the comment, ‘He’s a scrawny little bugger.’ When I was presented to my grandparents, Dede – a huge-hearted but tough woman not known for her tenderness – had kinder words: ‘I promise I will give him my time and the treasures of my mind.’


1981–98


Far North Queensland


My childhood was filled with farm work, adventure, family and fun. When we weren’t helping Ma and Dad gardening, mending the fences, spraying the cattle or keeping the paddocks free of weeds, we were playing with our cousins, jumping off waterfalls, roaring around on the little red Honda 50cc motorbike Dad bought as a wreck and lovingly restored for us, camping by rivers or sleeping in our treehouse (officially named ‘The Wolery’, after Owl’s house in the Winnie the Pooh stories). We got all but lost so many times on our expeditions in the rainforest that our parents taught us to tie string around trees to find our way home, and if all else failed to follow a creek downstream and we’d eventually reach the sea (fortunately it never quite came to that). Our property was pretty remote, even for rural Queensland. A cyclone struck in the days before I started pre-school, causing a landslide across our driveway, so to get me into town on my first day, Dad had to take me on the tractor up to the top gate where Grandad picked me up in his four-wheel drive.


When we lost power, we had to check the lines and phone the electricity company to report where the tree had fallen. Getting the phone fixed when those lines went down was trickier. When we lost water, we (usually I) had to walk from the little weir where our pump was, up the hill, through the scrub, with a torch, often in the rain, to find where the pipe had burst.


The farm butcher would come a couple of times a year to shoot, skin and slice up the pick of the steers. As soon as I was old enough to drive the tractor, I’d have to do the ‘guts run’. This involved hauling the head, hooves and offal up to the far corner of the farm for the dingoes, stopping every now and then when a thump-thump-thump told me something had fallen off the carry-all and needed heaving back on again.


It wasn’t all guts and gore. One morning as we crossed the creek on the way home from shifting the cattle, Dad scooped up a platypus in his hat and showed me the spurs on its hind legs that make it the world’s most poisonous mammal.


Primary school was a bit of a shock to the system. It was in a town 50 kilometres away and, up until that point, I’d barely encountered children unrelated to me. I was a bright kid, but sometimes painfully shy. Ma had to bribe me with the gift of a microscope for me to pluck up the courage to do a talk in front of my class. I definitely stole the show one ‘Show and Tell’ day when I brought in a live echidna we’d found poking around our cattle yards. I was most interested in science – astronomy and palaeontology, in particular. A couple of my primary-school pals shared my passions, so we made nuisances of ourselves digging for dinosaur bones on our farm and in the school playground – whenever we had the opportunity and a trowel or two.


So, I was a bit of a nerd. That was fine, as I mostly enjoyed school, had a nice bunch of friends and was moderately capable at sports. I was taught piano by the Sisters of Mercy, which would obviously be a great name for a metal band4 but by which I mean the nuns at the adjacent convent. Most of my teachers seemed to like me and a few (to whom I’ll always be grateful) went out of their way to encourage me and keep me from getting bored. I got in trouble from time to time for fighting boys and kissing girls, and Ma was appalled at her darling boy’s misbehaviour, but when Dad took responsibility for telling me off, I got the feeling his heart wasn’t really in it. He was clearly a progressive thinker, certainly for his time, and his career was founded on a deep vein of compassion, particularly for children (although his tolerance for other adults was a different story). But he was – outwardly, at least – a strong, gruff, manly man, and I suspect that despite his liberal inclinations he still held some fairly old-school views on masculinity. I think my occasional displays of, shall we say, red-blooded behaviour, were therefore significant for Dad, because I must have been a disappointment to him in some other key respects. We shared a couple of hobbies – playing guitar and water-skiing – but I showed very little interest in his other activities and shared nothing of his aptitude for mechanics. I barely disguised my lack of enthusiasm for spending my weekends and school holidays hauling timber, digging drains or pouring concrete, and I became increasingly gun-shy about the tractor driving I was expected to do on our property’s vertiginous slopes after several near-death experiences. I preferred reading – chunky fantasy novels and physics textbooks, mostly – and anything with two wheels.


My first paid job was on a neighbouring relative’s farm. I’d ride Dad’s motorbike over and back – I was 13 by this stage so had graduated to the Honda 250cc, although it was a struggle to lift it when it fell on me. I’d putter through the paddocks and creeks, arriving mud-splattered on a Friday after school and spending that evening and the following morning getting pissed and shat on by the entire herd. I’d squelch bovine fluids into my gumboots down in the pit of the herringbone dairy, beneath the rows of ready-to-fire tails, labelling the milk samples he handed me as he yelled out their numbers, recognising each cow by the patterns on their backside. For this I was grateful to receive 20 dollars a month. I sent a typed letter enclosing my first month’s salary as a deposit to the startled owner of the local bike shop (who told Dad he thought he’d received a summons from a solicitor) and carefully saved for another 11 months until I could afford a new 10-speed mountain bike.


My junior high-school years passed by without major incident. I played cricket and guitar, had braces on my teeth briefly like most of my friends, shoplifted a few magazines, learned important lessons about young love and heartbreak and, most importantly, discovered punk music. My mate Marco and I started a garage band and I’ve been slowly descending into deafness ever since.


Things started to get more interesting in my senior years. I was showing enough promise that some teachers were recommending extra coursework to keep me out of mischief and new opportunities were starting to appear, but I still had little idea of what I wanted to do with my life. I don’t recall asking my parents for career advice, nor do I remember them offering it, except once. At the awards night towards the end of my penultimate year of high school, when I was 16, I’d managed to snap up most of the academic prizes on offer, having thankfully escaped the art and religion classes that were mandatory in our junior years. I was terrible at both subjects – the former for lack of ability and the latter for lack of belief. As we were driving home, I was wondering out loud about whether to apply for university the next year and, if so, what the hell I should do there. In a brief and rare moment of open encouragement, Dad looked over at me thoughtfully from the driver’s seat and said, ‘It’s up to you, but for what it’s worth, I think you’d be a pretty good doctor.’


I pondered that for a few moments, frowning out of the window. I wasn’t convinced – about uni in general nor medicine specifically – but added it to the shortlist anyway.


Around that time, someone pointed out an intriguing line in the school’s monthly newsletter and I applied to the programme it mentioned: the National Youth Science Forum. I was selected and spent a few weeks of the school holidays before my final senior year down in Canberra with a couple of hundred other horny young nerds from around the country. While there I somehow distinguished myself sufficiently that the following year I was invited to join the small group of staff. As part of that honour, along with five others, I was packed off to Russia as guests of Soyuz – the All-Russian Youth Aerospace Society. We got daytime drunk on vodka shots with our Russian hosts, hung out with former cosmonauts – still lionised by the Russian public – and donned our formal blazers to visit Mission Control in Moscow.


It was an incredible privilege, the radicalness of which was almost too much for my young brain to wrap itself around. It made the local newspapers back home. My high school was very supportive and surprisingly relaxed about rescheduling my end-of-year exams, and dozens of members of Millaa Millaa’s little dairy-farming community passed the hat around to raise money for me to go. A ten-dollar bill in an envelope here, a mud-smeared cheque for twenty bucks there – all together, my family, friends and friends of friends crowd-sourced several thousand dollars to send me to the other side of the world, and I knew I was bloody lucky to be there.


It was wet and wintry when I returned from Russia, laden with stories and souvenirs. Ma reckons Dad kept on the Cossack hat I gave him for two whole days while he repaired my already-damaged chess set and I slept off my jetlag. They patiently listened to my ravings about snow-covered mountains, fairy-tale churches, mausoleums of dead Soviet leaders and the finer points of black bread and borscht. The following drizzly weekend, Ma went off for her two nights of work, and Dad took me to the lake to get my boat licence. I passed, and I knew he was pleased, particularly as that meant I could now drive while he was skiing.


Later that afternoon he went out for his run and never came back.





______________


1 The affectionate colloquialism for the northernmost, tropical part of the Northern Territory.


2 Named – and famed – for its lack of trees, the Nullarbor also claims to be home to the longest stretch of straight road in our enormous, mostly empty country.


3 Over a century later, in 2013, the descendants of the Mamu people were recognised by a Federal Court Tribunal under the Native Title Act as the traditional owners of the land and granted ‘exclusive rights to over seventy-five square kilometres’.


4 I got curious after writing that, so I checked to see if it was taken. It is indeed the name of a British rock group. Good for them.





CHAPTER TWO


1999–2005


Melbourne, Australia


Having arrived in Melbourne with my two suitcases, I spent the first two years of medical school living in a little dorm room on campus. The residence was mostly full of other country kids, but they all seemed more worldly than me. They were certainly experienced drinkers. The engineering and medical students partied hardest. There were large-scale, organised piss-ups at least twice a week, and – as a guy at least – you were labelled a ‘soft cunt’ if you didn’t turn up and get blind drunk. Soft I was not, so blind drunk I regularly got. I had very little interest in what was being taught in the lecture theatres and anatomy lab. If I turned up at all, it was in a hoodie and baseball cap, sitting up the back with my buddies, hungover and being generally obnoxious, frequently skipping classes to get stoned in the car park, play hacky-sack and scoff Subway. In my third year of uni I moved off campus and into a series of chaotic share houses, as I gradually developed my own extra-curricular interests. Friday nights were for bourbon and punk shows; Saturdays for ecstasy and techno. I dyed my hair blond and black and blue and pierced my ears and eyebrow and nipple. I drove the getaway car when we heisted some marijuana plants from a biker clubhouse, got several fines for drunken vandalism and spent a night in prison for ‘Creating a public nuisance’ after a champagne-fuelled rampage at the horse races. I mercifully managed to avoid any formal criminal charges, which could have torpedoed my career long before it began, but I was blearily treading a very fine line between mediocre medical student and mild societal menace.


I did just enough studying to keep my grades where they needed to be to retain my scholarship, but found no appeal in physiology, cell biology, biochemistry or histopathology. A couple of subjects briefly interested me, and I got top marks for human evolution and an elective semester of sign language, but they did little to lift my overall grades. I was far more motivated by adventure, so I was constantly on the lookout for opportunities to escape from Melbourne’s dreary weather and our endless, monotonous lectures. Towards the end of my first year of medical school, when I was 18, I heard about a bursary that covered travel and accommodation costs for med students to spend a couple of weeks of their annual vacation doing rural placements, I leapt at the chance.


Kimberley region, Western Australia


My application was accepted and I was assigned a genteel tourist town on the coast of South Australia. I politely declined. I knew enough to know that the top of Australia was where adventure lay. I phoned around and finally got permission to spend a few weeks in Halls Creek, a little desert town with a majority Indigenous population in the eastern part of the Kimberley – a vast region in the north of Western Australia, about the size of California. It took me three days to get there, but it was a liberating experience – ditching the fruit-picking gigs that usually occupied my summer breaks back home to fly up and across the continent into the tropics, where the turquoise, crocodile-and jellyfish-infested waters of the Indian Ocean caressed the golden shores. I stopped over in Broome – the largest town in the Kimberley and home to the region’s main airport and some of its most spectacular beaches – long enough to get a taste for Emu Bitter, then took the overnight bus to Halls Creek.


I spent the first night in a caravan. The following day, as I was breast-stroking lazily around the caravan park’s tiny swimming pool like a sunburnt frog in a salty soup, I met Digby. He was one of the three doctors in the town and was enjoying a round of Emu beers with a few of the hospital crew in the bar of the caravan park. It was a safer place to drink, they explained. The pub could get pretty rowdy on a Sunday afternoon. That was why it had a metal cage to separate the customers – by which, I realised, they meant the Indigenous patrons – from the staff. It wasn’t as rough as the pub down the road though, they assured me. That place, a mere three hundred kilometres away, not only had a cage bar but was also rumoured to be frequented by a large pig, which slurped up beer from a bowl and was prone to getting quite pissed. (I later went to check it out for myself to find it all exactly as described.)


When he heard I was shacked up in a caravan, Digby, either out of hospitality, pity, or a bit of both, offered me the spare room in the house the hospital provided for him. I gratefully accepted. We dined on steak and chips, then he drove me and my backpack to his house. We were kicking back on the couch, Digby – to my astonishment – about to spark up a home-made bong, when the phone rang.


Digby answered, nodded, grunted and then shook his head in protest down the phone. ‘But I’m not on call! Walter’s working tonight, isn’t he?’


I could hear the caller’s tinny voice from where I was relaxing, absent-mindedly, cracking open a cold Emu from Digby’s fridge. My attention snapped back as I heard Digby’s reply.


‘Shit, okay, well, if Walter’s in that bad a shape, I’ll have to come in, I guess.’ Digby glanced over at me. ‘I’m bringing reinforcements,’ he said, as he clunked the phone back on the hook. ‘Duty calls,’ he announced. ‘Not ideal timing, I know, but I gotta go. You coming?’


I stumbled behind Digby out to the Land Cruiser for the two-minute drive up to the hospital.


‘Axe to the head,’ he muttered, rubbing his chin as he revved around the corners of the empty streets. ‘This could be interesting.’


I blinked at him silently, uncomprehending.


The sounds of screeching in the little Emergency Department hurt my ears. A blood-spattered couple were bellowing at each other, in a mixture of English and what I later learned was Kija, as two policemen grappled to keep them apart. Digby directed the lady and her police escort into a side room and shepherded the male patient into the resuscitation bay, the man clutching at the side of his head. As I looked over Digby’s shoulder, he gently took the patient’s hand away. I nearly fainted. The guy’s ear was upside down, dangling beside his neck, attached only by the lobe. There was a bloody hole where the ear was supposed to be. His wife, it transpired, had threatened to chop his head off if he didn’t quit drinking. In a way then, you could say, he was lucky.


I watched in awe as Digby got to work. He briskly swathed the patient’s head in bandages and over the course of several phone calls summoned a dishevelled second doctor and a couple of sleepy nurses, who transformed the single operating theatre into a hot little hive of activity.


‘You’re assisting,’ Digby said, as he waved me into the change room.


I’d never set foot in an operating theatre before. I tried to follow his lead as he swiftly donned a set of blue scrubs, strapped on a theatre cap and marched out to the big sink to lather up to the elbows in iodine soap. I failed several attempts before finally getting the spin right to get tied into my sterile gown, then suddenly I was across the operating table from Digby, staring down at the now-unconscious patient’s draped, gaping head wound.


Digby looked around, surgical instruments aloft.


‘Everybody ready?’


‘Yep,’ came the chorus.


Digby looked the part. It was an impressive transformation for a guy who’d been sprawled across his stained, tattered couch, chopping weed and listening to Tool blasting from a boom-box about half an hour earlier.


It was delicate work. I sweated into my gown as I cleaned off the caked blood and lifted bits of severed ear and scalp tissue with my forceps for Digby to stitch together, then snipped the ends of the thread and started again. Over and over and over. The ear was at least facing the right way up now, but I wasn’t feeling good. It was stiflingly humid in the unventilated operating theatre and the heat and smell of blood weren’t sitting too well with the beers from earlier that evening. I wobbled. Digby glanced up.


‘Jeez, dude, you don’t look too good. Need to step outside?’


I nodded and lunged for the doors, tearing off my mask, gown and gloves as I exited. With my head between my legs on the front steps of the hospital, I sucked in the warm night air. This was pretty full-on. But as my blood pressure came up and some circulation returned to my brain, my nausea subsided and I gazed up at the dazzling spectacle of the desert’s night sky. An unfamiliar feeling stirred deep in my being. This was certainly a side of doctoring I’d never seen before. This was extreme medicine.


Our patient survived this initial salvage operation and he was flown three thousand kilometres south to the state capital of Perth for the subsequent rounds of specialised surgery he’d need to try and achieve the best possible cosmetic result and minimise hearing loss. I had a new-found respect for Digby and was surprised at my own enthusiasm when it came to tagging along on the ward rounds of the little hospital and seeing patients in the Emergency Department and outpatient clinic.


I was invited to spend a few days at Yura Yungi, the Community Controlled Health Service, where the husband-and-wife general practitioner (GP) team worked alongside health workers1 to care for their patients. I was fascinated to see that this often involved a mix of medicine, social work and three-way translation. Over the sixty-five thousand years that Aboriginal peoples have inhabited the Kimberley region, more than fifty distinct language groups had emerged.


Over those two weeks, and on my annual return trips to Halls Creek, I learned an awful lot. I had my first genuine interactions with Indigenous Australians, both at the hospital and through home visits and outreach clinics in the various communities around the region. Each experience was deeply revealing. I was shocked at the conditions in which many people were living. I couldn’t understand how such profound and widespread poverty could exist in a country as wealthy as Australia. The health workers did their best to explain to me the concept of ‘connection to Country’ – the fundamental reason that so many local people would never contemplate leaving the land to which they are tied. And the doctors and nurses I accompanied in their clinics and on their community visits pointed out to me the links between many of the common health problems experienced by our patients, such as respiratory infections, diarrhoeal diseases and skin sores, and the dust and smoke they breathed, the kitchens where they cooked, the bathroom facilities they used and the mats on which they slept.


Some of the larger remote communities had a store, but when I wandered in to find some lunch one day, I was staggered at the price of food. The fruit and vegetables section included a bunch of brown bananas, three limp carrots, a bag of sprouting potatoes and four individually plastic-wrapped apples being sold for two dollars a pop. Next to that was a warmer with four quarters of roast chicken, some suspicious-looking crumbed sausages and several cups of hot chips.


As I strolled out, munching from my Styrofoam box of overpriced chicken and chips, Irene, the health worker waiting for me, shook her head and snorted.


‘Healthy choice, hey, doc?’


‘I’m not a doctor, you can just call me Lachie,’ I reminded her. ‘But yeah, I copped out in there I guess. Thought I might find a salad sandwich or something but the fresh stuff looked terrible and the fat and salt was too tempting!’ I smiled at her, expecting her to share my little joke, but got another sad shake of the head instead.


‘There’s never any decent fresh food in the shop that most of the community here can afford. Shop owners reckon it’s too expensive for them to transport up here and store properly. So guess what? People end up eating junk food ’cos they’ve got no other choice. And you fellas wonder why we’re all getting type 2 diabetes!’



Melbourne



By the time I’d reached my third year of med school, back in Melbourne, we were required to spend chunks of time in the hospitals. This first taste of city hospital doctoring did not remotely inspire me. I found it extremely dispiriting. The tertiary-level hospitals where we were deployed were gigantic, soulless complexes full of doleful patients and harried health workers. As junior medical students we barely registered on anyone’s radar and our main role appeared to be getting in everyone else’s way. We were thrust upon patients to practise our history-taking and examination skills, which the kindlier of them tolerated, while the less beneficent told us to bugger off. We were condescended to by most of the staff, with the occasional welcome exception of a helpful nurse or one of the less cynical consultants. Many of the registrars – the early-career doctors training in the various specialties – clearly resented having to shepherd us around and teach us whatever was the topic du jour. Some others, whom I found far more frightening, appeared to regret their life choices. One poor bastard, a surgical registrar whose face and words I’ll never forget, concluded his summary of the main causes of rectal bleeding with a heavy pause, a sigh, and a weary sign-off, ‘Yeah, so, that’s pretty much it, guys. That can be your whole career, if you want. Or, you know, there’s still time to get out now.’ With that, he hoisted his leather satchel and walked slowly into the elevator, head bowed, the doors closing as he disappeared into the bowels of the hospital once again.


I couldn’t understand how so many of my fellow medical students already had their minds firmly made up when it came to their choice of specialty. Some had been determined to become cardiologists or orthopaedic surgeons from Day One. Others, including my drinking buddies, who’d seemed apathetic like me in the beginning, began earnestly discussing the various sub-specialty options within gastroenterology and the best places to train in trauma surgery and intensive care medicine.


The only thing by that stage that I could say I’d enjoyed at all in medical school were my experiences in Halls Creek, but that was a world away from Melbourne. The experiences I’d built up in those brief stints over the first three years had gradually caught the attention of some of my more industrious classmates, and I was invited to give, and subsequently organise, an annual lecture on Indigenous health at our university. I felt horribly underqualified but nevertheless sensed a strong responsibility to make sure the event was as interesting, informative and well attended as possible, and I ended up helping run the university rural health club for a couple of years after that.


Despite those flickers of interest, by the time I reached my fourth year of med school, I was having a major crisis of faith. On the golf course one afternoon, skipping lectures, I announced to my best mate, Harry, that I was going to take a break from uni. He narrowed his eyes at me for a moment, then shuffled into position and thwacked his ball down the fairway. After I’d taken a detour to hack my ball out of the rough, as I joined him on the green, he called out from where he was lining up his putt.


‘So, what are you going to do then?’


I let him tap his ball in before replying. ‘I’m thinking I’ll probably hit the road. I’ve been giving extra piano lessons and maths tutoring to save up some cash. Might try and get a loan somehow, if I can convince a bank to give me one. I need to take a break, man. There’s a whole fucking world out there and there’s a bunch of other stuff I’d like to do. And to be honest, I’m just not sure medicine’s the right thing for me.’


As we walked over to the next tee, he spat out his chewing gum. ‘Like what other stuff?’


I glanced over at him as we pulled out our drivers. He wasn’t a big talker, Harry, and I hadn’t expected quite this level of interest.


‘Well, I want to learn to scuba dive, for a start. And go hiking in the Himalaya, ride a motorbike around India, hit the Love Parade in Berlin, maybe take Spanish classes, spend a few months in Central America. That sort of shit. Live a little. Forget about medicine. Figure out what the fuck I want to do with my life.’


Harry smacked his ball straight and long and mine dribbled off the tee. We finished our round in companionable silence, then relaxed in the clubhouse with a couple of cold beers. Harry took a slurp, wiped the foam off his upper lip and announced, ‘That sounds fun, mate. I’m in.’


Cheeky fucker hadn’t been invited, exactly, but I was happy to hear it. We celebrated with a curry and started making plans.


Asia–Africa–Europe–Latin America


We packed our backpacks and took off for a year. The bank was surprisingly forthcoming with a loan, which was clearly premised on me finishing med school and paying them back on a doctor’s salary, although I chose to ignore the small print for the time being. I kicked things off with a couple of months hiking and volunteering with a small aid organisation in Nepal, then met up with Harry in Bangkok. We did the full-moon party circuit in Thailand and a camel safari in Rajasthan. We were extras in a Bollywood movie in Mumbai – completely failing to recognise the Indian megastars with whom we were sharing scenes as we sweated last night’s booze and hash through our ill-fitting suits – and rode motorcycles between the acid raves around Goa. We sailed on a felucca down the Nile, ran with the bulls in Pamplona, attempted to open a hostel in Dubrovnik, hiked the Inca Trail in Peru and studied Spanish in Guatemala. Harry and I eventually peeled off on separate adventures, but we both ended up training as PADI2 Divemasters – a useful backup career, I thought, as I whiled away pleasant weeks getting paid just enough for food and lodging by leading small groups around the reefs off the Caribbean coast of Honduras and Nicaragua.


I also figured this was the one time in my life where I could be completely irresponsible, so I did a bunch of adrenaline-junkie, safety-defying fun stuff (backflipping off waterfalls in subterranean caves and such) and got as fucked up as possible pretty much everywhere I went. I smoked opium out of a human skull in a mountain village in Laos, escaped a flash flood in the Mexican jungle while tripping on magic mushrooms and did so much cocaine in Costa Rica that I woke up one morning and didn’t know where I was or how I got there, so I ditched my travel buddies, skipped the border to Panama and locked myself in a cheap hotel room with air-conditioning, a TV, a carton of beers and some sandwiches until I got my head together and the coke, at least, cleared out of my system. I was so broke by the end of it, I had to borrow money from the Israeli girls I was travelling with to catch a bus to the airport to fly home. After a year on the road, I still couldn’t roll a decent joint, but I did at least take back to Australia the realisation that I needed some purpose in life. I spent a repentant summer picking limes and reluctantly returned to medical school to finish what I’d started.


Australia


With a renewed sense of purpose came a slightly higher level of motivation for my studies than I’d had prior to my sabbatical. It was mostly a case of ‘too little, too late’ when it came to improving my grades, but I’d been out and seen a bit of the world and had come back with a broader perspective of what was important. I’d experienced a reawakening of my childhood love of the outdoors, which led me to pay more attention to the environment and what was happening around me, including in politics. Some friends I’d kept in touch with from the National Youth Science Forum suggested I apply to join the Prime Minister’s Youth Roundtable. I did so, suited up, was selected and ended up being the spokesperson for the environment working group, presenting the outcomes of our year-long deliberations to Prime Minister John Howard at the programme’s final dinner in Canberra. It was, of course, a completely tokenistic exercise on the part of the politicians, but the futility of it wasn’t evident to me so couldn’t depress me at the time. I was getting more interested in the fields of governance and decision-making, even wondering if I should take my medical career in the direction of health policy or administration. I bored myself quickly on the brief occasions when I thought about it out loud, but it nevertheless held some sort of strange, big-picture appeal.
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