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				To all the Cops, Firies and Ambos across Australia. Thank you.

				And to Clare.
You’re beautiful. I love you.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Prologue

				Many of us have been in this position: we are driving along when we hear a siren, we look into the rear-vision mirror and see the flashing lights of an emergency vehicle weaving through the traffic, we pull over and let it pass, and give only a fleeting thought to where the vehicle is heading. A car accident? A cardiac arrest? A robbery? A gas explosion? In that brief moment we may pity the victim . . . but how often do we think of the people on their way to the emergency? The police, the firefighters, the ambulance officers.

				They are regularly called out to incidents that most of us (luckily) will rarely, if ever, experience in our entire lives.

				Imagine what it must be like to attend a fatal accident in which you know the victim; or to pull a dying baby out of a fire who is dressed in the same style of pyjamas that your child wears; or to have to knock on a stranger’s door and tell a woman that her husband has been murdered, while in the background her children are preparing for a slumber party. How would you feel? Then again, you might have to chase a naked man through a five-star resort; or be escorted through a seedy establishment by a six-foot-four transvestite; or have to assist an inebriated woman who has somehow fallen into a shopping trolley and become stuck! In the course of one shift, you may be shot at, spat at, punched, verbally abused, or hugged and cheered . . . The diversity of situations and emotions is surely as great as any person in any line of work ever experiences.

				Cops, firies and ambos are at the front line of our society and so often we see only the uniform. If, however, we look behind both the front line and the uniforms, we discover some remarkable people who’ve endured their own hardships and challenges and yet still step up to help others.

				This book brings together some of these people. The stories in the following pages are snapshots of lives and events that aim to give the general public a better understanding of the individuals who serve our community.

				Just Doing My Job is about a group of everyday people who not only have their occupations in common, but who all reflect the richness and strength of the human spirit.

				While doing the interviews for this book, I was told time and again by the subjects: ‘I hope you find my story interesting. I’m nothing special.’

				But, as you’ll discover, each person most certainly is.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Mark Burns

				‘Home Truths’

				‘I’m a better person for doing this job simply because it’s given me a better outlook on the community as a whole, and a better sense of self worth.’

				Mark Burns, MICA Paramedic, Rural Ambulance Victoria

				The air is filled with dust and the sharp citrus scent of the Mallee. It is hot, pushing 40 degrees. The paramedics wind down their windows and drive quietly out of town. It’s an unwritten rule that the siren isn’t used after 11 pm unless it’s absolutely necessary. People are sleeping; let them sleep. One paramedic, with hands on wheel and head up, follows the road’s straight whites and twists of yellow; the other, with hands holding a clipboard and head down, does the paperwork. There is little noise, except for the rumble of a diesel engine and the tick, tick, tick of the lights turning on the roof. Outside, the country flashes by in shades of emergency red and blue. Mark Burns knows this journey well.

				‘You’re awake, your partner is awake, but no one else is,’ he says. ‘Everyone else is tucked up in bed under the sheets with a fan blowing, and you’re out in the middle of nowhere going to a job. It can be pretty lonely. You feel like a ghost getting around. Then morning comes, we go home, the rest of the town gets up, and no one knows what might have happened the night before. It’s a weird feeling.’

				When Mark was a boy, he ran away from his home and family on Christmas Day. Whatever his reason—he thinks it may have been prompted by a gift he didn’t want—his desire to leave behind the world that he knew lasted a mere few hundred metres. Once reaching the bus stop at the corner of the street, he sat down on a bench and waited for one of his sisters to find him. In the 30 years since then, he has walked out countless front doors, and travelled endless kilometres. Yet, he has never left home.

				Mark lives in Swan Hill, the town in which he was born and raised. He was the youngest of nine children to Bob and Betty of Bath Street, two well-respected community figures. Bob was an accountant, and for many years he served on the Board at the local hospital where his wife worked as a nurse.

				With a population of about 10,000, Swan Hill is a busy service centre for outlying rural areas in north-western Victoria, 350 kilometres from Melbourne. The Murray River winds past its northern edge, and when the water is low it’s possible to skim a stone or punt a Sherrin into New South Wales. In this area with a majestic natural border, Mark has pursued a career which doesn’t allow for barriers. Paramedics go wherever they have to. However, for a man who knows the lay of the land so well, there is a painful obstacle that must be overcome; in his job it’s inevitable that sometimes he must attend to a person he knows. Mark leans forward in the chair at his kitchen table, he rubs his hand across his goatee beard. He thinks carefully before he speaks.

				‘The difference between the officers in the metropolitan areas and the country areas is that the metro guys know that their next job is only ten minutes away. They get dispatched to one job after another. You still see what you see and hear what you hear, but it’s not as personal. You can go home and leave those people behind. But here, there are the constant reminders. You might see a deceased person’s parents the next day, or you might pass their house. There’s always something that can take you back.’

				Since joining Rural Ambulance Victoria in 1992, Mark has been trapped in the middle of someone else’s grief many times. At dams, pools, homes, roadsides . . . nowhere is off-limits to tragedy. Although paramedics commonly try to distance themselves from emotions, it is awful just to picture how difficult that must be when there is a personal link with the victim or family.

				Just try to imagine what it must be like. You walk into a family backyard of someone you know. A child is lying on the ground with serious injuries. Other family members are howling. You focus on the patient in front of you. The sounds are deafening. Somehow you have to concentrate. You put an IV line into the child. You see a young policewoman next to you. You ask her to help you. She has tears streaming down her face. For the briefest of moments you want to yell: ‘This is bullshit! Why am I here? Why am I responsible for this?’ The howls and screams seem louder. Another second passes and you want to yell: ‘Shut up! Everyone just shut up and let me get on with what I’m meant to do.’ You eventually take the child to hospital. The family is with you in the resuscitation room. You want to find a trapdoor, any way out. There are police officers, nurses, doctors, and those awful screams. You try to avoid eye contact with anyone in the family. You move away as the doctors and nurses take over. It’s time to do the paperwork. It would be easier if you were a smoker. Then you would have an excuse to go outside. But you stay close by with a clipboard, a pen, and your thoughts.

				The child dies.

				The very next day you are back in the hospital, wheeling in a teenage car accident victim. His father, whom you don’t know, grabs you by the shirt, stares at you and demands an answer: ‘Is he going to live? Don’t bullshit me!’ Then his wife walks in. You recognise her. She is crying. What can you do to console her when you know her son is going to die?

				This has happened to Mark Burns. It’s a part of the job that he frankly admits can leave scars. He says, ‘The hardest part is facing the relatives and friends of a deceased person. All you want to do is shrink into the background and get out of there. And you certainly don’t want to be the one to tell them that their son, daughter, mother, closest friend is deceased. And when you actually know them, which is going to happen a bit in a small community, it’s only human nature that there’s going to be some parts that stick with you.’

				Mark has one incident that sticks with him more than any other. He doesn’t wish it to be written about here—his thoughts are still too raw, and there is no need to again invade the lives of people who have suffered so much. Vivid recollections of this incident haunt Mark at the strangest times. They come without warning, and leave just as suddenly. He says with painful frankness, ‘I live and work with people who are constant reminders of the tragedies we face. There is an understanding between fellow emergency workers, a knowing look between two people that says a thousand words. There is a strange silence. At times you smell certain things and you hear sounds that bring all these things back. You know all those ads on TV about crime, rescue, emergency, hospital shows? I can’t watch them. Strange huh? I can go out and see all that first hand, and do my best at that time. I intubate, put IV lines in, place lung-inflating needles strategically into the chests of the sick and dying. That is real life but I can’t watch that on an ad on television.

				‘Any professional person who says things don’t worry them is a bullshit artist. They do. They bloody do! There’s nothing, no magical sentence that anyone can say that can make you feel any better. We have great professional counselling teams, and crisis management, but for me only time will help.

				‘We had two other serious accidents in a row just before that, and I had times where I thought “Jesus, what am I doing? Do I need this job?” I gave really serious consideration to throwing it in. But then I went back to work and started helping people again. I helped a child really sick with asthma, and I could see the parents thinking: “Well, how did you do that?” That type of job made it all worthwhile again, and I thought the world wasn’t such a bad place after all. And that’s why I do it. I want to help this community. You just have to accept there are going to be those days when you’re going to ask: “Why did this happen?”’

				While Mark had few reasons to pose that question early in his career, in 1997 he was involved in an incident that ensured he would always have a sensitive understanding of distressed parents and their relationships with emergency medical staff. The case concerned young baby William. He was born two weeks premature after his mother, Alison, had suffered high blood pressure and a few other irregularities late in her pregnancy. Mark was close by when the baby was born in Swan Hill Hospital. It was very late at night, and the excited father restrained himself from disturbing all of his friends with the news. Instead, he limited his calls to the mates he knew would still be awake: a long-haul truck driver, and a group of work colleagues: ‘Hey guess what! It’s a boy! It’s healthy and Alison is fine.’

				But within hours, William started having seizures. The doctors were puzzled, the mother was anxious, and the nervous father wanted answers. It was promptly decided that William would be flown by plane in the Neo Natal Emergency Transport Service (NNETS) to the Royal Women’s Hospital. Mark had seen all this happen before. NNETS was a most professional service, and although the parents had every reason to worry, they could be grateful that their baby was in the best possible hands. But this time was different. This time Mark was the parent.

				As the NNETS plane took off, Mark and Alison prepared for a four-and-a-half-hour drive. Every moment away from their son was time that could never be recovered. They’d been childhood sweethearts, married for eight years and now they’d just entered the radiant age of parenthood, but it wasn’t meant to start like this.

				By the time they arrived at the hospital, William was still having fits. He was in Intensive Care, being treated by some of the best medical specialists in Australia. Mark knew better than most that all he and Alison could do was wait. William’s tiny, vulnerable body twisted and jerked for 24 hours and then, without explanation, the seizures became less frequent. Relief followed, as parents and doctors both watched the patient improve gradually. After twelve days in Intensive Care William was released from hospital, and Mark returned to Swan Hill not only with his wife and first child, but a greater empathy for everyone involved in such dramas. He says: ‘To this day we still don’t know why it happened. When we were in the middle of it, all I wanted was answers. I see it so many times with people now when I’m working. All they want is for me to tell them what is wrong, and what’s going to happen. Now I can really understand what they go through, and why they go through it. I can understand when they get emotional and distressed, and I understand the pressures the people around them are under. You’re going to get all sorts of reactions when you are dealing with life. William gave me a true appreciation of that. I’ve now seen it from both sides, and that has given me a greater reason to think that I’m doing the right job.’

				William’s illness forced Mark to postpone his training to become a Mobile Intensive Care (MICA) Officer, the highest level of paramedic in Victoria. He eventually started the course the following year, and after a demanding schedule which included a series of exams, interviews, and 24 weeks on the road with a clinical instructor, he graduated. MICA officers have incredible responsibilities. Put simply, they can perform everything that happens in a hospital’s emergency department, other than surgery. Nowadays Mark is also a MICA Clinical Instructor.

				Having such life-saving knowledge and experience is far removed from where Mark started his working life as a sixteen year old selling timber in a hardware store. After that he spent nine years as a carpenter, during which time he completed a first aid course which initially provoked his interest in a possible career change. The course was conducted one night a week for nearly two months at Swan Hill Ambulance Station. The instructor was a senior paramedic whose stories fascinated Mark to the extent that his questions soon spread beyond: ‘What do you do if a person has collapsed?’ to ‘How did you get into this job? What qualifications do you need?’

				Three years and at least as many rejections later, he was finally accepted. After his very first day at the Ambulance Officers’ Training Centre in Melbourne, Mark rang Alison and said: ‘I don’t know what I’m doing here. This is just too hard!’ Although his mother had been a nurse, he had no real medical background. He was unsettled by the lectures about cells and tissues, the types of subjects that he’d paid scant regard to when at school. But as time progressed, he discovered that diagrams of a mitochondria or an endoplasmic reticulum were stepping stones to intriguing discussions that ranged from the resuscitation of babies to handling dangerous psychiatric patients. Mark was soon enjoying it.

				When he started on the road, his nerves and expectations were dulled by his first entry into the Swan Hill Ambulance Station as an employee. He anticipated a buzz of activity but instead he received an invitation to play cards. However, his thoughts of ‘how boring is this?’ were swamped in the following weeks by the sight of the buttons on the phone exchange lighting up, and the announcements over the loudspeakers that came afterwards:

				‘Officers Burns and Smith1 required to attend a . . .’

				Mark recalls: ‘In those early days, as soon as I heard my name, my heart would sink to my stomach and I’d think, “Oh God I’ve got to go and do a job now!” I was comfortable with all the theory, but experience and confidence was another thing. I was on tenterhooks all the time. It took a good twelve months to overcome that. I was with guys who’d been there for fifteen, twenty years. They could tell stories of some horrendous things that happened. I used to think “Am I ever going to see that sort of stuff, and if I do, I hope it’s not today!”’

				Those sights inevitably came. His first motor vehicle accident call-out started with a curious power blackout at the ambulance station. The phone rang in the darkness, prompting one of the officers to suggest: ‘This’ll be a prang somewhere.’

				It was. Mark and his partner soon arrived at the scene of a car that had been torn in two after it had clipped a gutter, launched into the air, and slammed into a power pole, thus affecting electricity supplies to some parts of town. While the engine had skidded some distance away, the cabin of the car had remained intact. Two young men were screaming inside it.

				Before stepping out of the ambulance Mark took a deep breath and quietly told himself: ‘I am actually part of this. I can’t back out now. This is what I’m here for. I am prepared.’

				Quite miraculously, neither of the accident victims was seriously hurt. After needing to get into the car to attend them, Mark gained confidence from knowing that his patients didn’t realise he was a rookie. He treated them, reassured them, and by the time he was back at the station, he gave himself a quiet pat on the back. Yes, he had indeed been prepared.

				But was he ready for the ugliest part of his job? Thankfully time guided him carefully for more than two years before he needed to face it. The moment happened when he was called to an accident site at which a person was slumped in the front seat of a car that had hit a tree at high speed. With no access possible through the vehicle’s front, Mark climbed into the back and tried to lift up the victim’s head. The injuries were gruesome, and Mark was holding death in his hands for the first time.

				‘You can never be totally prepared, but it helped that I had a fair bit of experience behind me by the time that happened,’ he says. ‘To this day I can’t explain what it’s like to be with a dead person. There is an eerie silence but there is a presence. You almost expect them to say something to you. It’s really, really strange. It doesn’t matter if it’s a four-year-old child or an eighty-year-old grandmother, it’s still the same.’

				In a job that surely offers as diverse a range of experiences as any on the planet, Mark has also held the freshest of life in his hands. He has been involved professionally in two births, one of which was in the back of the ambulance in the ‘middle of nowhere’ between Swan Hill and the major regional centre, Bendigo, 180 kilometres away. Once the baby was born, the call went through to Ambulance Control: ‘We now have an extra passenger on board.’ The cheers crackled over the radio. Mark acknowledges these are the moments that help soften the impact of the hard times.

				‘It’s a powerful feeling to think that you’re involved in bringing a new life into the world. Like the fatalities you go to, it’s the emotions of the people around you that affect you. You have the father in the back of the ambulance with you, he’s smiling from ear to ear, and he just can’t stop patting you on the back and thanking you. It’s a great feeling.’

				Between the poles of life and death are the ordinary, bizarre, unexpected, and predictable moments that ensure Mark’s next job will never be the same as his last. From the man who collapses in a fit after snorting cocaine, to the inebriated woman who falls into a shopping trolley and gets stuck. From the diabetic who needs insulin, to the asthma sufferer who needs air. There are those too young to understand what is happening. There are those so old that their memory can walk the main street as if it was 70 years ago. There are ‘the frequent flyers’, the ones who often need nothing more than a conversation and a cup of tea. There are the first-timers whose nerves are so brittle that they scream whenever they’re touched. There are car accidents, domestic violence cases, drownings, football tackles, cardiac arrests, drunken knuckle-ups, horse falls. There are broken legs, fractured cheeks, bloodied noses, shattered teeth, allergies, dislocations, cracked skulls . . .

				None of us can imagine what it must be like unless we have been there.

				And Mark Burns has.

				When growing up, he thought he might be an ‘economic genius’, but instead, he left school and built houses. Nowadays, the foundations of his life are people. He is 39 years old. He is a husband, and father of three children (twins Max and Anna were born in 2000). He also has a bigger family, some 40,000 people across the Swan Hill district. The very nature of his job means the reunions he attends can cut to the core of human emotions. Being a MICA paramedic in a country community is a difficult, often heart-wrenching job. Trauma and sadness are simply occupational hazards. Mark accepts this. Despite the tragedies he faces, he knows he belongs in the job. It’s a belonging that comes with living an entire life in the one place. Born in Swan Hill Hospital, he has grown into a man who understands he was born to serve his community.

				‘After all,’ he says, ‘this is my town, and I have to give something to it.’

				Author’s note: In Victoria, base level ambulance officers are referred to as paramedics.

				
					
						[1] Smith is an invented name.

					

				

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Bernie Aust

				‘Intersections’

				‘The main intersections of your life determine who you are. I have been so lucky.’

				Chief Superintendent Bernard Aust, New South Wales Police Service

				It was about 8 pm on a clear and mild spring evening. Probationary Constable Bernard (Bernie) Aust was on relief guard duty at the Consulate General of Lebanon in Sydney’s eastern suburbs. While his colleagues enjoyed a dinner break, Bernie walked along a dimly lit driveway at the back of the Consulate, checking the perimeter of the premises. The 23-year-old PC who’d been a policeman for just four weeks hoped such boring work would soon end, he was keen to experience the real adventures of being a law enforcer, but for the moment he could only count his steps and focus on the job at hand. After deciding all was safe and secure at the rear of the building, he turned around to walk back the way he’d come. As he did, he saw a man standing in the shadows about five metres ahead of him. Although Bernie couldn’t see properly in the weak light, he could tell the stranger was holding a long, thin object, like a fishing rod.

				‘Stop! What are you doing? Who are you?’

				The man didn’t speak. He moved closer, and Bernie suddenly realised the danger he was in. The rod was in fact a single-barrelled shotgun, and it was pointed at his stomach.

				Probationary Constable Bernie Aust was about to begin a fight for his life. It was Friday 13 October 1972—Black Friday, a fitting day for a frightening prediction to come true.

				•

				If time could stand still perhaps it would choose to linger in Clovelly, a tiny fishing village that is perched on a cliff 130 metres above the Atlantic Ocean on England’s rugged south-west coast. Born in medieval times, the village has become a significant tourist attraction which clutches proudly to its past. There are thatched whitewashed cottages with planter boxes and hanging baskets full of the vibrant reds, pinks, and purples of geraniums and fuchsias. Some houses are so close together that it’s possible for neighbours to lean out their windows and shake hands. It’s a car-free settlement in which donkeys laden with all sorts of cargo, from baggage to shopping goods, laundry to general merchandise, clip along cobblestoned lanes and streets, the longest of which edges down to a windswept harbour and a centuries-old stone breakwater. This steep ramble through the ages is simply known as ‘up-a-long’ and ‘down-a-long’. Like the slow, methodical movement it carries, the road hasn’t kept pace with the world beyond the cliff. That role is left to the villagers who come and go. One of those included a man who has lived his dreams by making brave choices at ‘the main intersections’ of his life.

				Bernard Frederick Aust was born in 1949 in a castle. This wasn’t a sign of royal blood, but a result of changing times after World War II, when part of Flete Castle in Plymouth was annexed as a maternity unit. Bernie, a round-faced red-haired boy, spent many of his earliest years in transit, stopping just long enough to be placed at the back of a classroom and called a ‘squaddie’s kid’, an unkind term used by teachers when referring to the children of army personnel who rolled from one camp to the next without ever calling anywhere home. Eventually Regimental Sergeant Major Bunny Aust retired from the Royal Artillery and found his family a place to stop rolling when he purchased the Higher Clovelly Post Office and General Store. His two sons delighted in greasing the runners of their father’s sledge with lard before loading it up with parcels and packets, and then pushing and pulling the day’s load on a door-to-door adventure.

				Bernie came to the first main intersection of his life when his father arrived home with an envelope that needed an owner. Initially it had found its way to Clovelly’s Postmaster, but neither he nor his daughters were interested in its contents, so it was forwarded to the Higher Clovelly Postmaster and was taken to the Aust home. The eyes of a nine-year-old widened as the letter’s contents introduced him to a landscape so vastly different from his own. Although Bernie had already travelled many miles, not even his imagination had dared to roam as far as the place that sprang from the envelope. Within a few days he had licked, sealed and sent his reply on its long journey across the world to Tamworth, New South Wales, Australia, where ten-year-old Richard Hutt was hoping that someone would be curious and eager enough to answer his request for an English penpal.

				Over the following years neither boy’s interest in his correspondence ever faded. Richard, a musical type with an insatiable wanderlust, wrote of an upbringing in a large country town and district that was filled with dust, heat, flies, summer sunshine, wheat and sheep, kangaroos, droughts, occasional floods, endless flat roads, and weatherboard homes with corrugated-tin roofs: Bernie replied with stories of mud, ice, donkeys, dark freezing winters, herrings, screaming winds, shipwrecks, tight twisting laneways; and houses made of mud, straw, stone and thatch. They sent each other calendars and postcards, photos of themselves and, most importantly, they wrote of their dreams. The more time passed, the more a new dream flourished in Bernie’s mind . . . he had to see Australia for himself. It was wrapped in his thoughts alongside his wish that one day he would be a hero who received a medal at Buckingham Palace. Of course, this wasn’t an uncommon desire, as a boy can build an entire empire and slay the mightiest dragon without ever moving from his bed.

				However, the reality of life in an English village wasn’t built on pillows of sleep-dust or falling stars. At fifteen, Bernie confronted another significant intersection when he decided to leave school and begin a six-year apprenticeship as a hand compositor at a small printing office. It was an unhappy time during which he was bullied by the senior workers. Amid sweeping floors and cleaning toilets he did however learn the trade. The hardships of setting words in the workplace were in stark contrast to the pleasure he got from constructing the lines which he sent to his penpal.

				After ten years of curling their hands over pages, Bernie and Richard extended them towards each other when Richard went to England for a holiday. The two met at Barnstaple Railway Station near Clovelly. Bernie arrived to find a skinny young man sitting on a bench. He had jet-black hair, and bore a resemblance to the American rocker Buddy Holly. Bernie immediately thought that his mate from afar had ‘just walked out of a photograph sent in a letter’. Considering their friendship had already travelled so many thousands of miles, it wasn’t surprising that they were quickly at ease with each other. Importantly, Richard’s sunny endorsement of his country ensured Bernie’s desire to travel ‘Down Under’ continued to grow. After Richard departed, both men knew their paths would cross again. By the time Bernie had almost secured his work indentures, he had already decided that the most valuable documents he could hold were a passport and immigration papers.

				In proof that dreams really can come true, Bernie walked out the migrants’ gate at Sydney’s Kingsford Smith International Airport on 12 December 1971. He had left behind a heavily frosted day to be met by clear skies and a temperature climbing above 30 degrees, but for a young man who’d built his impressions of a country on twelve years of correspondence, not all was as he’d envisaged. There was ‘no dust, no kangaroos, no sheep, and no bloody mate!’ Richard was still rushing from the other end of the terminal when Bernie lugged his suitcases and a sudden load of loneliness onto foreign soil. However, after the penpals finally saw each other, any sense of apprehension was comforted by handshakes and smiles, and the prospect of adventures in a far-flung land.

				Bernie flew to Tamworth, about 400 kilometres north-west of Sydney, where he lived with the Hutt family and secured a job at a printery. When he wasn’t working as a compositor, he was cheerfully interpreting his way through a maze of dropped consonants and nasal drawls that belonged to the down-to-earth, matter-of-fact people of the bush. There were few better places to learn about the locals than in the pubs, which filled every arvo and evening with schooies, snags, counter meals, and a good whiff of bullshit. On one of his early excursions to taste the froth and banter, Bernie was greeted by a barmaid with: ‘Whad’ll y’ave Strawb?’

				‘Um, what have you got?’ came the polite reply.

				‘New or Old.’

				‘I beg your pardon.’

				‘Aah we’ve got a bloody pommie ’ere fellas. Jest off the boat are yer?’

				Bernie loved it. From the ‘No worries’ to the ‘She’ll be rights’, from the cracked lips that barely moved, to the corner-of-mouth quips, the man whose profession was to build words was tickled by almost every sentence, even the ones of back-handed affection such as ‘yer stupid pommie bastard!’ Everything about the Australian way of life intrigued him, not least a barperson’s ability to memorise a round of drinks and keep the beer flowing for hours without ever needing to ask the patrons their orders.

				This fascination stretched further when the ‘bottom fell out of the wool market’ in 1972, and Bernie was laid off at the printery. With few other options he joined a council road maintenance gang, where he rubbed sunburnt shoulders with men who knew no way to earn a buck other than by bending their backs and wrapping calluses around tools. They were shearers, cooks, truckies, labourers, builders—blokes just doing their best to make ends meet during hard times. To see a chalk-white pom with his shirt off was a novelty in the stinging heat that prompted more than the occasional joke. In return, Bernie watched with amazement at age-old bush practices that typified a simple life. At lunch breaks it wasn’t uncommon to see someone light a fire and cook a steak on a shovel. At the end of most days the gang members loaded themselves onto the back of the work truck to be driven back to town, where they invariably leant against the bar at the Town Talk Hotel. In this environment of sweat and schooners, a fledgling Aussie import learnt much about the values of mateship: work together, play together, and make bloody sure you look after each other. Kindness wasn’t a mentioned word but it was never far from the surface, just like the tar that shone in the roads across the Tamworth district.

				These roads and a sliding rural economy led to Bernie’s next intersection after he was laid off for the second time. Facing bleak prospects in the country, he reluctantly moved to Sydney and contemplated a career with either New South Wales Railways or the Australian Defence Force. However, Richard Hutt’s father had another suggestion: ‘Why not join the police?’

				Until that moment Bernie hadn’t any aspiration to be a man in blue, although his brother by then was a member of London’s constabulary. But once he considered his options, he thought a life on the beat was more appealing than either trains or a job that would inevitably lead back to a squaddie’s existence. So he applied, and to his complete surprise he was accepted. On 11 September 1972 Probationary Constable Aust ‘passed out’ from the New South Wales Police Training Centre at Redfern. Perhaps fate showed its sense of humour when Bernie was posted to Waverley Station, just minutes away from Clovelly, an eastern suburb devoid of donkeys and sledges but full of bleached manes and surfboards. After he left his homeland he could never have known that his journey would lead him to this point. The only prediction that he packed in his thoughts when he said goodbye was that of his mother’s friend, Julie, whose hobby was fortune-telling. She had read Bernie’s future three times in her tarot cards, and three times she could only see one clear sign:

				‘You will meet a dark man at night and it will be very dangerous. You will need to be very careful.’

				•

				Predictions are open to interpretation, but there was no denying the strength and darkness of Julie’s words as Bernie stood staring at a stranger with a shotgun. Thousands of miles away from home a rookie policeman had arrived at the most daunting intersection of his young life. This wasn’t a time for bad decisions. He raised his hands above his head: ‘Don’t shoot. Put the gun down.’

				The gunman moved closer and grabbed the front of Bernie’s shirt.

				‘Turn around,’ he said in a broad foreign accent.

				As Bernie obliged, his collar was yanked tight against his neck, and the gun-barrel rammed into the middle of his back.

				‘Walk.’

				The two men headed towards the shiny, white marble steps that led to the Consulate’s front door 20 metres away. Bernie didn’t know how many people were inside. After his initial shock subsided, he concentrated on the moment. He had trained for this. When he had taken the oath of office, he passionately believed in his duty to protect and serve the community, even if he had to put his own safety at risk. He was a policeman, and this was his job.

				He stopped walking, and resisted the pressure coming from behind.

				‘Put the gun down.’

				‘Move!’

				Bernie noticed the tip of the gun-barrel out of the corner of his eye. It was pointed at his head and was almost level with his raised right hand. He spun around, knocked the barrel up, and grabbed it. The gun discharged. A shot scorched above his head as he elbowed his combatant in the face. The sound and flash stunned him. He stood still, unable to see or hear properly, yet he was aware that the gunman had tumbled to the ground. Bernie now held the barrel by both hands, and raised it above his shoulders, the stock facing skywards.

				‘Don’t move!’ he yelled.

				The gunman paid Bernie no heed and sprang to his feet. An instant later Bernie felt a sudden pain in his neck. He’d been struck by something hard. He retaliated, thumping the attacker in the body with the stock of the empty shotgun, and then he dropped the weapon, expecting to see his seemingly defeated rival submit quietly. But the stranger launched again, striking Bernie in the left shoulder. The pain was acute. His neck was throbbing, his shoulder searing. Bernie couldn’t lift his left arm. It was only then that he realised he was being attacked with a knife. He tried to reach across his body to his .38 revolver in the holster on his left hip, but he couldn’t fight his way through the tangle of twists and thrusts. The two men were so close they could feel each other’s sweat, smell each other’s breaths. But only one felt something warm and wet pouring down his neck. A strange fizz tingled in his groin and armpits, and flashes of light danced through the darkness in front of his eyes as Bernie fought to stay awake. Waves of dizziness swept in. He panicked: the revolver, the revolver, he had to get to the revolver. With much of his remaining strength he pushed his attacker back with his uninjured right arm and unclipped the flap of his holster. As his fingers wrapped around his weapon he saw the glint of a blade and was then jolted backwards as the knife was driven into the left side of his chest, in line with his pocket. Whether or not adrenaline was shielding him, he didn’t feel the sting of an entry. By now he could barely see. In the frightening storm of flashes across his eyes, he pointed the gun in the direction where he thought his attacker was standing. He held his weapon firmly, and pulled back on the trigger. Again and again and again . . .

				Bernie fell forward, his head spinning. As he lay on the ground, he could just make out a figure fleeing along the driveway. He sat up and, using his knee for support, took aim and fired. Nothing happened. All six rounds had already been used. The man-to-man fight was over. It was now a battle for each man alone.

				Bernie tried calling for assistance on a portable radio, but there was no answer. He crawled down the driveway and inched his way towards the front door of the Consulate. He was unable to stand up. His mouth was dry, his whole body shook, and he gulped in mouthfuls of air. The flashes and fizzes were intensifying. He saw people staring at him through a glass-panelled door from a corridor inside the Consulate.

				‘Help! Call the police!’

				He passed out, and woke lying on his back staring at blocks of apartments that leaned in and swayed over him. He tried to drag himself up the steps to the consulate’s front door, but he struggled for a grip on marble that was coated in blood. His blood. He again saw people inside: ‘Please help. Police! Ambulance!’

				The only movement came from a wounded policeman sliding back down the steps. He began the climb again, and reached the top only to discover that the people he had seen only moments before were gone. He looked at his shirt. It was covered in dark blood from his neck and shoulder wounds. There was no bleeding from the chest; Bernie could thank the police-issue street directory in his pocket that had saved him. But the road he was trapped on was grim. As he slumped against the steps, he saw only one clear direction in which he could go. He thought he was about to die. Yet still he held on to his gun, believing he had to protect the Consulate. As far as Bernie was concerned, he would perform his duty to the very end.

				He heard footsteps rushing towards him. He raised his weapon, but lowered it when he recognised the voice of a colleague. The officer bent over and checked the wounds before running off again.

				‘Come back! Please don’t leave me,’ Bernie yelled as the footsteps faded away.

				Other footsteps hurried closer. Bernie again lifted his revolver before he heard an unfamiliar voice: ‘Don’t shoot! Can I help you? Can I help you?’

				It was a civilian who’d heard the gunfire from his nearby home. From his balcony he’d seen Bernie struggling. He arrived and, after a brief inspection, he tried to stop the blood flowing from the most serious injury; Bernie felt fingers dig into his neck. But then the pressure eased, and was soon gone altogether as the man hurried away in search of a doctor.

				‘Please don’t leave me!’

				Bernie’s body tingled all over. He coughed as he fought for every breath. He was sleepy, weak, and very, very lonely. What a terrible way to die, so far away from his family, from the people he loved most, from his home; ‘no one deserved to die alone’. All that he could do now was pray to God and wait.

				At that moment he was calmed by an overwhelming sense of peace. All panic had gone; he had accepted his fate . . .

				Commotion!

				Bernie’s peace was broken by the arrival of a doctor and a police officer. Others were soon swarming at the scene. Questions poured out. ‘What happened?’ ‘What did the attacker look like?’ ‘Where did he go?’ ‘How did it start?’ . . .

				Among the few words Bernie registered were the ones that confirmed his fate as he was rushed away on a stretcher: ‘Go with him and get a dying declaration.’

				By the time Bernie arrived in the Emergency Ward at St Vincent’s Hospital, every second was frantic. Blood continued to flow from his sliced jugular vein. As a doctor clamped the wound, Bernie writhed in agony, forcing a number of nurses to throw themselves across his body. In the minutes that followed he slipped in and out of consciousness, and somewhere in this drifting mist, danger passed him by. He was going to survive.

				The next morning his attacker was found dead near a block of apartments not far from where he first attacked Bernie. A post-mortem revealed that 27-year-old Odicho Sleiman Younan, Lebanese by birth, had been shot in the chest and had probably bled to death within 30 minutes of sustaining the injury. The lethal bullet had been fired by Probationary Constable Bernie Aust. Police investigators quickly learnt that Younan had a criminal record in both Victoria and New South Wales for offences including: Wilful and Unlawful Damage, Malicious Injury and Vagrancy. Deemed as ‘dangerous and mentally unbalanced’, he was wanted by Victoria Police in relation to an attempted murder in which he allegedly used a knife. He had recently sought assistance from the Lebanese Consulate in a bid to return to his homeland, and had worried officials with his agitated behaviour.

				A coronial inquiry cleared Bernie of any wrongdoing. In a twist of coincidence, the findings were announced on another ‘Black Friday’—13 April, 1973: ‘It is clear that Constable Aust would have merely apprehended the deceased if he had been able to, but that proved impossible. The constable has shown excellence in the performance of his duty and displayed a great deal of courage in the face of the attack.’

				•

				In the days after the event Bernie was front-page news, but no headlines or high praise could soften the impact of a specialist’s prognosis: ‘I don’t think you’ll ever be able to talk properly again.’

				A vocal cord had been mutilated beyond repair. There was also substantial nerve damage, and Bernie’s left jugular vein would never work properly again. The rehabilitation was going to be slow, but just four days after the incident Bernie was prematurely discharged from St Vincent’s after the hospital received some anonymous death threats directed at the recuperating policeman. Bernie’s flatmate received similar calls, and because of them moved out. Amid fears for their young officer’s safety, police officials allowed Bernie to convalesce in Tamworth with the Hutt family.

				So, it was back to the bush for a nearly mute man who soon found that the loudest statements he heard were in his own thoughts. He slipped into a series of lows as his conscience was tormented with guilt. Had he done the right thing? Did he really need to shoot the man? What did it really mean to kill someone?

				It didn’t help that nearly everyone he met recognised him and either wanted to congratulate him or discuss the incident. Bernie was forced to re-live the night over and over and over again. However, in this horrible loop of ‘a tape that wouldn’t stop running’, came long-playing kindness. Trish Smith was a friend of the Hutts. She was a kindergarten teacher whose earthy nature reflected her upbringing on a farm. She’d met Bernie only once before, at a dinner party, but after she heard of his misfortune she visited him, bringing the treasures of a warm smile and compassion. She started taking Bernie for drives around the district. She showed him the sights, introduced him to new friends, told him stories about the ins-and-outs, and in-betweens of Tamworth. Days passed, miles clicked over, weeks passed, wheat crops were stripped, sheep were shorn, dust rose and settled . . . Against this backdrop of bush life, the seeds of caring grew into a romance. In the two or so months that Bernie stayed in Tamworth, he wasn’t once asked by Trish about the incident at the Consulate. For two young adults falling in love, the future was all that mattered. Not even the challenges of a long-distance relationship troubled them when Bernie returned to restricted duties at Waverley. On days off he regularly flew to Tamworth, or else Trish visited him.

				Bernie’s return to duty was met by some hardship and much humour. He was only able to communicate in soft breathy whispers, or by writing on a notepad. Officers who didn’t know his circumstances occasionally chastised him for his seemingly slow and meek responses but once they were told the truth, ignorance made way for admiration and sympathy. Others, most notably detectives, took great delight in using their impaired colleague as a runner, asking him to ‘go tell so and so that he’s needed on the phone’. This generally meant a dash upstairs, followed by an almost silent, breathless message accompanied with hand signals, while good-natured chuckles rumbled from the floor below. One day, about three months after the Consulate incident, Bernie was in a room full of detectives when his words suddenly roared to life: ‘Sergeant, there is a PHONE CALL FOR YOU.’

				Fantastic! Wonderful! You bloody ripper! Bernie’s voice had unexpectedly returned.

				At his first opportunity he flew to Tamworth, and was greeted at the airport by Trish.

				‘Listen to this I can talk again!’

				‘That’s great, but shhhhh, there’s no need to shout. Everyone can hear you.’

				Bernie had become so used to needing all his breath to force a sound that it took him some weeks to adapt to speaking normally again. And when he did, he confidently asked the most important question of his life:

				‘Trish, will you marry me?’

				Bernie Aust and Trish Smith were married on 1 September 1973: the first day of spring. Soon enough, they bought a simple weatherboard house, and began raising a family: their children Brian, Josephine and Dominique were born just three years apart.

				Five months after he was married, on 2 February 1974, the Queen Mother presented Bernie with the George Medal, one of the highest honours for gallantry awarded in the British Commonwealth. To this day, only six New South Wales police officers have ever received the award. (Five were serving as police officers, the sixth was a soldier at the time.) Although modesty prevented him from thinking he was a hero, Bernie had indeed fulfilled another childhood dream—the ceremony took place in Buckingham Palace.

				For someone who had thought he was dying less than two years earlier, life was truly worth embracing. This included the police work that took Bernie on a ‘wonderful adventure’. In 1974 he became a detective who spent four years of ‘solid, hard graft learning’ before he reached another of his life’s intersections when he accepted an invitation to join the hand-picked Crime Intelligence Unit (CIU). This was at a time when organised crime and police corruption was rife. In one of his roles with the CIU, Bernie was a surveillance person, travelling all over Australia following some of the most legendary criminals in this country’s history. His duties included driving a VW Kombi, parking it at various locations, and climbing into the back where he took photos behind the cover of curtains. Such clandestine operations gave Bernie a ‘fascinating view of the underworld’ at a time when surveillance work of this type was still in its infancy. The click of the shutter introduced him to such notorious types as George Freeman; Darcy Dugan; the Trimboli family; and Lennie McPherson, the so-called ‘Mr Big’ of Australian crime, whose network stretched from political corridors and police stations all the way to the Mafia and the CIA.

				Bernie also worked on secondment with the National Crime Authority, and on his return to the New South Wales Police Service he established the Surreptitious Entry Unit, a highly specialised team whose duties included picking locks, defeating alarms, and installing listening devices in a wide range of premises. It was thrilling work.

				Eventually Bernie moved into supervisory roles, and today he is in management as Chief of Staff to the New South Wales Commissioner of Police, Ken Moroney. Despite all the years that have passed, he still lives with the memories and the results of Black Friday, October 1972. To kill, and almost be killed in such a manner was always going to leave scars. It took him seven years before the ‘tape stopped running’, but to this day he still has flashbacks, most notably every year when he undergoes compulsory firearm assessment at a shooting range. Bernie also has a number of physical problems that he has been forced to accept and adapt to. Such is the damage to some of his neck nerves that he doesn’t experience hunger, nor the sense of satisfaction that most of us have after eating. If he tries to sleep on his left side, he suffers severe headaches caused by his blocked jugular vein. He has never regained full movement of his jaw, and he perspires on only one side of his face. And yet that face has an endearing smile and cheerfulness that reflects a genuine contentment.

				Bernie Aust has been a police officer for more than 30 years, and has now begun to think about his next main intersection—his retirement. He has no doubt about what direction he and Trish will head. It will be north-west, where they plan to buy a piece of dirt in the Tamworth district and run a few cattle. It’s the ‘real Australia’ Bernie yearns for. When he begins this new adventure, he will be back in the place where his Australian life began and his close friend, Richard Hutt, still lives in the area. The two former penpals have now been mates for nearly fifty years.

				‘I’ve come to many big intersections in my life, and the choices I’ve made have taken me on an incredible adventure,’ says Bernie. ‘There was the letter, being bullied in a trade, emigration, the bush, the police, the incident, the Crime Intelligence Unit. All those things set me on this course. And along the way I met the people who have made my life what it is. There’s Richard, we will always be the best of mates; there’s all the characters of the bush; the wonderful people I’ve worked with; the scoundrels and criminals; my children; and Trish, who is the most important person who has ever come into my life and is the best thing that has ever happened to me. She took the time and trouble to find me. She is just an incredible lady. And to think it all started with a letter when I was nine years old. That set me on the way. My life in this country has just been one huge adventure. Australia is the best country in the world for adventure. I have been very lucky.’

				And there, for the moment, ends the story of Bernie Aust.
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