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Cameron Hardiman joined the Victoria Police at age eighteen and served over thirty-four years in policing. Most of his time with Victoria Police was as an air observer with the Air Wing. He eventually joined the Australian Federal Police and served on overseas missions that included the Solomon Islands and Timor-Leste. He then transferred into an investigations role, focusing first on general crime, then people smuggling operations and counterterrorism.
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To Susan, Louis and Adele –
this book is really meant for you









I am glad of what


I have accomplished.


I have endured hardship,
trauma, pain and loss;


I have done so voluntarily;
I am not a victim,


I am a survivor.


Exit Wounds,
Major General John Cantwell AO DSC









NOTE TO READERS


Readers are advised that this book contains graphic scenes of physical trauma, domestic violence and suicide, and detailed descriptions of the symptoms and lived-experience of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
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BASS STRAIT


3 February 2005 – 0600 hours


I timed my mornings for maximum sleep, skipping breakfast, which I thought was for the weak. The shower did its best to wake me up and I stepped out feeling almost human.


My partner, Susan, was still in bed of course – she enjoyed her sleep as much as I did. We had met a few years before through work friends and had recently moved in together, into a comfortable flat in East Hawthorn.


Pulling away from the curb in my VW Golf, which was much cooler in my imagination than in reality, I cranked up the radio and surfed between stations to find something I liked, something I could sing along to out loud. I gave the weather little more than a glance. There was low cloud blanketing the city and the roads were wet from the night’s rain. It was not typical summer weather for Melbourne, even though the city was known for experiencing sweltering heat in the morning and rain in the afternoon. Creedence’s ‘Bad Moon Rising’ blared out of my speakers. I happily sang along and tapped out the drum beat on my steering wheel, totally oblivious to the warning of hurricanes and flooding in the song’s chorus. Looking back, I had been warned.


When the music stopped on the half hour a weather report covered news of widespread storm damage around Melbourne and the coast. The Spirit of Tasmania had turned back to port, damaged in Bass Strait by twenty-metre-high waves. Windows were smashed, the deck flooded and passengers were injured. I shuddered. I had experience with Bass Strait and knew how unforgiving her waters were. In normal seas with deep water, swells build up over distance and roll as they move, eventually breaking into waves when they hit shallow water. In Bass Strait things were different. It wasn’t that deep, and in high winds waves appeared out of nowhere and just smashed into each other. It was a wild stretch of water.


•


I walked through the front doors of our hangar. It was tucked away in a secluded part of Essendon Airport, twenty minutes’ drive north of the city. The hangar lacked the typical blue and white signage that marked other police buildings around the state, not for reasons of disguise but simply because the general public never needed to knock on our door seeking help.


The metal door on my locker made its usual screech as I opened it. I took my keys out of my pocket and threw them onto the top shelf before getting undressed. Putting on the navy-blue flight suit was like putting on a suit of armour – I was ten feet tall and bulletproof when I was wearing it. The suit satisfied the ego all aircrew shared but didn’t confess to. In 1992 when I was a General Duties copper attending a hold-up alarm at Melbourne Airport, three aircrew approached my divisional van wearing flight suits, blue leather bomber jackets and black suede zip-up boots. They looked like my childhood heroes from World War II – modern day versions of Douglas Bader and Guy Gibson – and having the opportunity to talk to these guys left me buzzing with excitement. That feeling remained with me every time I donned the navy-blue flight suit.


Now dressed, I started to fill my pockets. While I wasn’t particular about much, I had a thing about folding my Nomex flight gloves so that they were perfectly flat before tucking them neatly into my left thigh pocket. Next, I put my mobile phone in my left breast pocket. I saved my lucky Cuban cigar for last. Most of us had a talisman of some sort – mine was the Cuban cigar in its battered aluminium tube. I slipped it into the narrow leg pocket just above my right ankle, saving it for celebrating that one job that was somehow going to be bigger than all the rest. Bigger also meant more dangerous, but I suppose I should have been careful about what I wished for.


Just as I closed the door on my locker that morning I caught a glimpse of a broken winch cable I kept at the back of the top shelf. The twisted section of cable had broken strands sticking out of it like tiny barbs. Winch cables never broke. But this one had. It was more than ten years ago that I had been hanging from it one hundred feet in the air during training over Port Phillip Bay. It started pinging as each fine strand of wire snapped, one at a time. I could feel something was wrong and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it, not from one hundred feet above the water anyway. I could only hope that the crew in the helicopter picked up on the problem. They did. The helicopter’s nose tilted and dived towards the water. I pulled my emergency quick release and dropped into the waves, where I was picked up by a safety boat and taken to shore. I had only fallen about thirty feet, but I knew that I had dodged a bullet. The pinging I felt through the cable as each of the wire strands snapped was something that I will never forget. I kept the broken winch cable, not as a reminder of my lucky escape, but as a badge of honour.


All suited up, I strolled back across the hangar. Two helicopters sat parked along one side – the Air Ambulance and the police helicopter. I could have been rostered to work on either one of them, but today I was working on the police helicopter.


I tossed my flight helmet and leather jacket into the helicopter and headed to the mess room. I continued with my morning ritual by sorting through the pile of stained coffee mugs, trying to find one not growing mould. A spoonful of Nescafé, instant hot water from the electric urn, a splash of milk and I was good to go. With hands wrapped around my mug I walked towards the helicopter. Already loading our gear into the cabin, my fellow observer Brendan Francis informed me that we were on standby to search for a distress beacon activated in Bass Strait fifty miles south of the Mornington Peninsula. It was the perfect time to decide who would be the lucky one to go down on the winch cable if we had to perform a rescue during the shift.


‘I’ll do it,’ I said without any thought. I probably shouldn’t have volunteered so quickly, considering the way the weather was.


Brendan was a lot younger than me and had been at the Air Wing a few years. Although the weather was bad, he was a good winch operator so I wasn’t worried about being on the end of the winch cable with him at the controls. Together we inspected the rescue winch and took a quick inventory of our equipment. We were ready.


An amplified ring sounded out of the small speaker in the hangar, signalling a call from D24 – our police communications centre. Someone reported seeing a fourteen-year-old boy washed over a bridge and into the swollen Skeleton Creek at Hoppers Crossing – a suburb on the western outskirts of Melbourne.


The hangar doors rattled open and Brendan fired up the tractor to tow the helicopter outside onto the tarmac. Our pilot, Ray Pitts, hurried out from the mess room wiping the last hurried sip of his coffee from his mouth. He joined me in the middle of the hangar and we both followed the helicopter out through the hangar doors.


With his slicked-back rocker hairstyle and sideburns, Ray looked more like a skinny Elvis than a pilot. I half expected him to pull out a pocket comb, reach over his head and glide it through his hair. More often than not he could be found in front of the hangar doors hunched against the wind, sucking deep on a cigarette to draw every last grain of tobacco out of it before grinding the butt into the tarmac with the heel of his flying boot.


Jumping into the rear cabin and starting to put a harness on, I recited the start-up procedure in my head – every step, every sound. The date was an odd number, so I knew Ray would start the left engine first. This ensured that neither engine was overburdened mechanically.


Through the earphones in my flight helmet I heard the buzz as the helicopter’s batteries came on. At the press of a button, fuel was pumped into the turbine engine and ignited. I could feel the gentle rocking as the rotors began to turn, slowly at first, then gathered speed. The sound of the Dauphin’s signature tail fan overtook the noise of the rotors, producing that unmistakeable high-pitched whine. Ray started the right engine and the rotor blades soon hit top speed. The rocking stopped and the helicopter settled.


Ray radioed the control tower for clearance so we could avoid air traffic arriving into nearby Melbourne Airport, only a few miles north of us. Brendan was up front next to the pilot. Today, he would be navigating and I would operate the thermal camera if needed. Brendan flicked through the Melway Street Directory and quickly located the ominously named Skeleton Creek. He pointed Ray in the right direction and we were cleared to take off.


Ten minutes later, we approached the search area. Ray slowed the helicopter down and I sank into my seat with the rapid decrease in speed and height. We entered a right-hand turn and continued to descend then steadied at our search height – not much higher than the spire on St Paul’s Cathedral in the city.


I moved from my seat and into the rear cabin where I clipped my harness into an anchor point on the floor. As I slid the cabin door open, a blast of cold air shot under my helmet. For a split second the wind opened my microphone and the sound from outside roared into my earphones so I quickly adjusted my intercom. I would now have to press the transmit button at the end of my flight helmet lead to talk. I shuffled to the edge of the doorway, my feet dangling below the aircraft. I had the perfect panoramic view of Skeleton Creek, snaking its way between vacant land, housing and a large industrial area.


The brackish brown floodwater was dangerously close to houses. I could see a stranded school bus stuck on a road on a raised island, surrounded by the swollen creek. Further south the water was trying its hardest to flow down towards Port Phillip Bay. Water swirled violently beneath the bridge – the one the fourteen-year-old boy was reported to have been swept off. Large eddies formed downstream where obstructions each created their own whirlpool, sucking in all the debris as it washed past.


I scanned the floodwater, immediately fearing that a kid would not survive long in it. I mentally divided the area into sections, scanning each one in a pattern to ensure I covered every square metre of ground. In my mind I pictured what I was looking for – something appearing out of place, a colour or a shape that stood out or didn’t belong. Every round or solid floating object got a closer look. Best-case scenario was that we would find the teenager stranded on high ground waving for help. But more than likely he would be found floating face down in the water, arms and legs fanned out from his body. Best-case scenarios didn’t happen very often in our job.


After three solid sweeps of the area, doubt began to creep in. I leant back into the helicopter and flicked on my mic. ‘Brendan, how many calls did they get about this kid?’


‘Just the one.’


‘Has anyone reported a kid missing?’


‘Not yet.’ Brendan was clearly thinking along the same lines as me, I could hear it in his voice – it could have been a hoax call.


Before we had the chance to discuss whether we should call off the search another job came through, an urgent one. A flurry of radio communications arranged our Air Ambulance helicopter to come and take over the search for the missing teenager while we headed back to base to be briefed on the new job. A lone yachtsman was in trouble and needed rescuing.


I looked over the horizon towards the south. All I could see was a mass of dark cloud looming over Bass Strait.
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SURFBOARDS AND
PINBALL MACHINES


My dad was a Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) policeman, so I spent my early years growing up around RAAF bases. The most memorable was RAAF Base Edinburgh in South Australia during the mid-1970s when I was ten years old. I loved riding to the base in the back of Dad’s old lime green Kingswood station wagon with my two brothers, Allister and Scott, seeing who could spot the first plane on the tarmac as we approached. It was hardly a competition: they were always parked in the same place. If Dad had to go to his office to pick something up, or to just say hello to the guys, I would eagerly tag along – especially if it meant getting to see the planes.


Then there were outings to the base movie hall. Mum and Dad would drop us off at the makeshift movie cinema – a hall packed with uncomfortable steel fold-out chairs and a hundred or so other Air Force brats. None of us were particularly interested in the evening’s feature – what kid would be remotely interested in Raid on Entebbe? This was more of an opportunity to wreak havoc away from the watchful eyes of our parents.


The highlight of growing up near an Air Force base was the flying displays. Caribou cargo aircraft, Neptune Bombers and F-111 jets put on shows that would impress any kid. The Caribou’s short take-off and landing, and the Neptune’s explosive strike on a black cardboard submarine were always impressive, but they could never outdo the F-111 lighting up its afterburners. The only thing that could top that for me was a flying demonstration from my favourite – the UH-1 Iroquois helicopter that had flown down from the base in New South Wales. It beat afterburners and cardboard submarines hands down.


My obsession with helicopters was sealed one summer’s day in the mid-1970s while I was involved in a battle with Scott in our front yard, both of us armed with old fence palings that our imaginations had turned into guns. The sound was faint at first, but it was unmistakeable. The beat of massive rotor blades chopping through the air. I threw down my gun and surrendered. An Iroquois was coming.


The beat got louder. Any minute the chopper would show itself. I searched the horizon, waited and listened. Then, there it was like a giant insect on the hunt, its nose down sniffing out prey. It was coming straight for me. The massive two-piece windscreen became eyes on top of a black painted nose. Large dark rotor blades spun in a blur like dragonfly wings. It was fast, skimming low over the rooftops like in the television coverage of Vietnam.


The chopper flew right over me, the beat of the blades drowned out by the scream of the turbine engine. It banked over the top of my house. Its side doors were open, pushed back alongside the body. Someone dressed in a green flight suit and helmet with a dark visor was sitting in the open cabin. I would have given anything to be just like him. I waved madly, desperate to get his attention. I was a soldier stranded in a jungle and this helicopter was my only chance of rescue.


Then it happened. He waved back. I couldn’t believe it. He waved at me.


•


My transient Air Force education gave me some unexpected skills. On my first day at each new school I would become the class comedian, joking around and acting up in front of the teacher while on the lookout for anyone who thought I was funny. At break time I’d make a beeline for them. Jokes and laughter became a way of concealing the fact that I was uncomfortable, nervous or sometimes even scared. This was an approach I would use throughout my adult life.


Sport was an entree into social groups too, although I avoided the popular sports like rugby union because it was played by the most popular kids. And I thought the class comedian wouldn’t stand a chance breaking into the tight-knit group formed by a sport like rugby. I would play whatever sport came a close second – usually baseball or hockey, which were played by casual knockabouts; they were my kind of people. Soon I would move schools again and start over.


Dad eventually retired from the military after twenty-eight years’ service and we packed up and moved to Melbourne. For a while Dad worked as an insurance investigator but it wasn’t long before he was back in uniform again, this time as a prison officer at Pentridge Prison.


My schooling concluded at the local high school in Gladstone Park, a working-class suburb only a stone’s throw from Melbourne Airport. The school never appeared on the end-of-year list of top performing schools, but it was close to home and I made a bunch of friends there. I learned I had artistic flair but no academic ability and my report cards reflected that, with variations on the popular statements: Cameron could do so much better if he only applied himself more and Cameron is easily distracted. The only things that changed on my report cards were the dates and the teachers’ names. With great enthusiasm and no appreciation of my limited academic ability, I commenced my last year of school in 1983, sailing confidently into HSC maths, physics, graphic art and English.


In my final exam, maths, I did not get much beyond writing my name on the front page of the paper before coughing a prearranged code to my mate Karl. He replied in kind, whereupon we both stood and walked out. My maths teacher explained my final mark: I was given 1 per cent for every class I attended. I could have sworn I turned up more than fourteen times.


Karl and I discussed our futures later on in his rumpus room as we dived into white paper parcels of fish and chips. In the end, I did what I thought every eighteen-year-old kid who failed his HSC should do – I applied for the dole and went surfing. Mum and Dad weren’t pleased.


I invested a large sum of my fortnightly dole payments in the pinball machines, video games and strong Turkish coffee at a dingy little Turkish cafe near the dole office. It was more of an illegal gambling den than a cafe and was always occupied by the same group of old men smoking rollies, playing poker and keeping coded notes on their winnings in case the local coppers walked in. The old men left me alone to play the machines and drink my coffee, and I left them to their game. Not that it was difficult: they didn’t speak a word of English and I had no idea what language they were speaking.


A couple of times a month I would drive along the coast in search of the perfect wave. For me, surfing was a dangerous activity – the nomadic RAAF lifestyle meant I escaped any kind of swimming lessons as a youngster and therefore wasn’t a particularly confident swimmer. But I never let my lack of experience stop me from seeking out the thrill of big waves. At the height of my post-school surfing binge I headed for the big waves near Warrnambool, three hours’ drive east of Melbourne. The weather that day was horrendous. Clouds swirled overhead, threatening a show of lightning and thunder, and a bitterly cold offshore wind that must have come straight off the ice in Antarctica blew hard. It explained the lack of other surfers in the water. My school friend who’d come with me wasn’t keen on tackling the huge waves forming offshore, but I was. Perhaps a little too confident.


I paddled out to meet the incoming swell, picking the perfect spot to wait just beyond the break. Sitting up on my board, the sets rolled underneath me.


It wasn’t long before the sea morphed into three perfectly formed waves. I paddled out a little further to meet them head on. I rolled over the first wave, then, as I turned around, the second one barrelled towards me. It was massive – the biggest wave I had ever seen – and it was all mine. When I felt my board climb up the wall of water, I jumped to my feet and shot down the front of the wave, but it was far too powerful. I fell headfirst over the front of my board and disappeared underwater. I was trapped beneath the surface in the wave’s turbulence as it rolled over the top of me, pummelling me like I was in a boxing ring. When I finally broke the surface I was dazed. My leg rope had snapped and my board was nowhere to be seen. I tried desperately to swim back to shore but with each stroke it seemed further and further away. It wasn’t long before I had used every ounce of strength I had.


Wave after wave forced me back underwater until I gave up the fight. I rolled over onto my back and waited for the next wave to hit. I was a goner, for sure. I took a deep breath and accepted that it would be my last. But, suddenly, my body pumped with adrenaline and I started swimming. When the waves rolled through I let them take me under without a fight. When I burst back on the surface, I’d swim for it. Eventually, I made it back to shallow water. My friend, who was standing on the beach the whole time, hadn’t seen a thing.


For most people, being seconds away from drowning would be enough to make them reconsider the wisdom of surfing. It might have been resilience, perhaps stupidity, but by the time my feet hit the beach I had put the experience behind me and was already planning my next big wave.


•


Although all my friends went to university, that wasn’t an option for me. I had been living a life of surfing, pinball machines and lounging around the house, getting under Mum’s feet for the last twelve months, when one day I saw a recruitment ad for Victoria Police on television. There was a police car with flashing blue lights and a police dog on the scent of a bad guy. The ad promised an exciting career, and excitement was what I was after. Dad was full of support, seeing as he had considered a career with Victoria Police prior to joining the RAAF. As for Mum, the first words out of her mouth said it all.


‘I’m not ironing any more blue uniform shirts!’


Not long after at the Westmeadows Police Station, the closest police station to home, I spoke to a copper for the first time in my life. The crusty old station sergeant told me that, in his opinion, I was too young to join the Force, that I should probably get some life experience first, but that he would submit my application anyway. I didn’t really know what life experience was – I had just turned eighteen. I surfed and I could play a mean round of pinball. What more did he want?


After this lacklustre response, I was surprised when four weeks later I received a letter from Victoria Police recruiting asking me to sit the Police entrance exam. I hit the shops and bought my very first suit – a double-breasted light grey Italian number – as well as a very fashionable thin leather tie. I sat the entrance exam – a mix of English, mathematics and IQ testing. Not the type of examination someone with my academic skills would find easy. I was shitting my pants.


Somehow, though, I managed to pass the exam. Then there was an interview – more like an inquisition. Three coppers sat behind a long table and asked what I would do if … I bumbled my way through the answers and talked about my goals. I was then asked to wait outside. There were probably a dozen reasons why I was asked to wait, but the only reason I could think of is that they wanted to tell me in person that I didn’t make the grade, saving them the trouble of typing a letter of rejection and paying for a stamp. Minutes later – although it felt like an hour – one of the interviewers came out, shook my hand and handed me a letter of offer. Someone must have thought I would make a good copper. I quickly signed on the dotted line before they could change their minds.


•


High on the hill in Glen Waverley, the Police Academy overlooks most of the eastern suburbs of Melbourne. It used to be a Catholic seminary until the police bought it in the 1970s. Its domed chapel and marble altar were immaculately maintained and are still used, mainly for police weddings and funerals. Neither of which I had any plans to attend. At eighteen I was the youngest recruit in my squad. Everyone else who started the eighteen weeks of training had come from other jobs. Some even had families. It felt just like the first day at a new school.


I expected the hard physical work, but I didn’t realise how military-like it would be. I wasn’t prepared for the random room inspections where our housekeeping skills were scrutinised to a point just shy of bouncing a coin on our beds to check how tightly we’d tucked in our sheets. Nor the uniform inspections where our shirts and pants were examined for any unapproved-of creases and our drill boots for a lack of mirror-like spit polish.


I still recall my squad’s very first uniform inspection. It was on the morning of our third day in the Academy and we had only just been issued our uniforms. It was like leading lambs to the slaughter. The drill sergeant, who was a cranky old bastard, stood in front of me with his nose inches from mine.


‘When was the last time you shaved, Hardiman?’ he yelled.


‘I have never shaved, sir.’


More yelling and abuse followed. I wish I could remember what he said, but the words blended into one loud indecipherable noise.


I was determined not to be berated by the drill sergeant again. Considering that it was only day three, I had some work to do. That night I drove to the local shopping centre and got an extra short haircut that would last me a month of inspections and I bought a bulk pack of disposable razors. I’ve shaved every morning since.


Every day in the Academy was the same as the previous one. Each morning we’d get out of bed, shave, shower, then put on our two-piece grey cover-alls and do ‘morning fatigues’ – chores that had to be completed before breakfast. My chore was to sweep a step at the back of the main building. Every morning for the entire eighteen weeks I swept the same step whether it needed it or not. It was then time to get dressed into our police uniform for breakfast. I would grab a blue police shirt from the closet and carefully remove it from its hanger, having spent most of the previous night ironing it. The only crease in each shirt was a strategically placed line across the shoulderblades – an indisputable sign that it had been well ironed. After breakfast the squad would form into three rows and march down to the parade ground at the back of the main building for rollcall and uniform inspections, then we’d march back to the main building to start our lectures.


Lectures covered criminal law, police procedure, state legislation and police powers. We also took part in physical training, swimming and drill (marching). We even did role plays. Our instructors would play the part of a criminal. We would approach them in pairs, determine if the suspect had committed a crime and if need be we would arrest and process them. Later on in our training we gave evidence against our instructor in a faux courtroom.


Each month we sat law examinations. The standard was quite high – an 80 per cent pass mark. I never liked examinations – in fact, I’d much prefer gouging my eyes out – but I found that criminal law and police procedure were far more interesting than high school English and maths. At the Academy, studying actually came easily to me and I discovered that doing well in an examination felt good.


We had a few dropouts, not because of their academic ability but because they had come to the realisation that policing was just not for them.


The Wheelers Hill Hotel, our local watering hole, provided a place and means to unwind within staggering distance from the Academy most Wednesday nights. Up until I joined the Academy I barely drank alcohol but I took to it like a fish to water. A bunch of us missed curfew a couple of nights and had to jump the front fence and sneak in past the security guard. Getting pissed was half the fun. The other half was getting away with it.


In our last week of training we had a mandatory visit to the Coroners Court to view an autopsy, in preparation for what we would see once we were out on the streets. The banter started immediately. Who would handle the blood and guts and who wouldn’t? No one wanted to be the one who lost their shit and freaked out, calling into question their suitability to be a copper.


The Coroners Court sat at the dingy western end of Flinders Street in Melbourne. Not allowed to wear police uniforms outside the Academy until graduation day, we were dressed in our Sunday best. I wore the only piece of clothing I had that looked half respectable: my grey Italian-made suit.


The smell inside the autopsy room was like nothing I had ever experienced before. It was overpowering and smelt of … cold – the way I imagined freezing gas would smell. I was a bit nervous but trusted my own bravado. Everyone had their tough-faces on.


A female cadaver lay on a long stainless-steel tray. She was around forty years old, although it was hard to tell with her wax-like skin a dull blue–grey colour. One by one we stepped cautiously closer. The pathologist got straight to work, taking a scalpel and making an incision along the bottom of each breast. He removed the cadaver’s breast implants, checking them for leaks or infections before holding them out at arm’s length for all of us to see. He then made a single incision across the top of her head and folded the scalp back to reveal the skull. I watched in fascinated horror. He took a stainless-steel electric saw with a circular cutting blade and ran it across the skull. It had the familiar sound of a dentist’s drill. I marvelled at his speed. After removing a section of skull, he removed the brain, weighed it and described it for the record. He then went on to remove all the other vital organs, weighing each of them, recording their description and explaining every move to us as he worked.


One of my squad mates, Deb Merryfull, suddenly turned around and ran out of the room. No one knew it at the time but Deb’s aunt had recently died unexpectedly and an autopsy was performed to determine the cause of death. I suppose Deb will forever associate what she had just witnessed with the death of her aunt. I was surprised that she endured the autopsy for as long as she did.


Afterwards, the ride back to the Police Academy was a quiet one. I sat there in communal silence, reflecting on what I had just witnessed and trying to work out how I would get the smell of cold out of my suit.


I graduated along with my squad on 12 July 1985, marching out in front of our family and friends. Our marching routine was well-practised. In three rows we marched in both quick and slow time around the Academy’s grass parade ground while the Victoria Police Pipe Band played. One by one we presented ourselves to the Chief Commissioner of Police, Sinclair Imrie Miller, or, as he was better known, ‘Mick’. We greeted him with a salute and a handshake before he presented us with our certificates. At the end of the ceremony our squad was marched off the parade ground out of sight of the crowd. On the call of fall out we all turned and threw our police caps into the air.


I had just turned nineteen.


•


Fresh out of the Police Academy I arrived at Avondale Heights, my first training station, reluctantly displaying my P-plates on my car. I didn’t want to get in trouble with the police on my very first day. It took only minutes for someone to spot them and it quickly became the station joke. I laughed along with everyone, of course – I was the class clown again trying to make friends and fit in.


There was a guy at the station who was a little older than me and a little different to everyone else. He looked like he would have been more comfortable working as a bank teller. I watched my new colleagues turn on him like wolves, always trying to set him up. One night, he came across a house fire on his way home from work. He called the fire brigade and asked around the neighbourhood to find out if anyone was living inside the house. The next day he arrived at work and was told that a TV crew would be coming to interview him about the story. The producer had asked, he was told, for him to apply make-up beforehand to save some time. There was no TV crew, just a bunch of laughing coppers making him feel stupid in his mother’s foundation. If you fit in, things like this didn’t happen to you.


I was assigned a training sergeant, Bob Croxford. Bob was an ex-homicide detective, which for a young copper like me was as impressive as it got. Bob had a perfectly manicured moustache and crystal blue eyes that bored like drills into probationary constables. Bob was a perfectionist in everything from the pressing of his uniform to his handwriting and magnificent signature.


At first, I was shit scared of him. I thought I’d never meet his high standards, especially with my paperwork. I would wait until he was on a day off before I put it in the sergeant’s in-tray for checking. But all the other sergeants knew what I was up to and left it for Bob’s return. I’d be called in to see him next time we were rostered on together and he would go through my work in meticulous detail. By the time Bob had finished, every page was covered in bright red corrections – immaculately written, of course. It was moments like these when the words of my high school teachers echoed: I should have applied myself more.


Joining the Police Force was like joining a secret club. Before you were accepted you had to prove yourself. You had to prove that you were worthy of wearing the uniform by lifting your weight at major jobs.


I was referred to as the ‘new guy’ or the ‘trainee’ until I had an opportunity to prove myself. Until then I did what I was told. I still remember the first words a street-hardened senior constable said to me on my very first shift on the road as I sat in the police car’s passenger seat. ‘Sit there and shut up. And don’t touch the police radio unless I tell you to.’ Needless to say, I was keen to shake off that title.


With a grand total of four weeks’ operational experience I still hadn’t shaken it, but things seemed to change quickly in this job. One day, it was close to three o’clock and my partner and I had almost made it back to the police station to knock off when D24 gave us one last job. Someone in Airport West had reported hearing an explosion in their garage. It wasn’t the type of job we could just hand over to the replacement shift, plus any job with the word ‘explosion’ in it was an opportunity to finally prove myself.


On the way to the house I thought of all sorts of possible causes for the explosion – a gas bottle could have exploded while someone was welding; perhaps a car’s leaking fuel tank ignited; or maybe a couple of kids had been trying to make a homemade bomb.


The home was typical for the suburb of Airport West – a postwar weatherboard. It was exceptionally maintained and the lawn was meticulously manicured. There were only a few shrubs in the garden, all pruned to within an inch of their lives.


Just as I stepped out of the divisional van an elderly European lady ran from out behind the house and down the driveway. She was crying for help and reciting prayers, all in broken English.


‘Please, calm down. Calm down,’ I said as I held my open hands up in front of her. ‘Calm down. Calm down.’ In the wailing I managed to understand two words: husband and garage.


The garage, made from yellow 1970s brick that indicated it was a late addition to the house, sat at the end of a long driveway. Its large wood-panelled front door was closed. I checked the latch and it was locked. The only other entrance was through a wooden door with a small window halfway along the side. My partner stayed with the lady while I approached the door.


I tried to peer through the window but it was pitch-black inside. The door handle was old and brittle, attached with a few tiny brass screws, all close to falling out. The door handle creaked as it turned.


‘Hello?’ I said. There was no answer. I stepped inside.


I didn’t bother looking for a light switch just in case flicking it ignited something in the air. I took another step. In the dark I could just make out the shape of large work bench and some tools hanging from a pegboard behind it. Then a car. A few more steps and I could see an old green Toyota sedan. A coating of grime on the other side of the windows made it difficult to see through. I could only just make out a dark silhouette of something in the back seat.


I slid two fingers under the back passenger door handle, careful not to spread my fingerprints all over it. I pulled on the handle and the door clicked open. A man was sitting in the back seat, his left hand gripping the barrel of a shotgun and the thumb of his other hand against the trigger. The top of his head was missing, its contents the grime covering the windows.


I closed the door and walked out of the garage.


All I could think of was the need to isolate the scene, notify the sergeant and call the local detectives – just like I had been taught in the Police Academy. But first I had to speak to the dead man’s wife. I had always wondered what it would be like to tell someone that the one they loved was dead. And the seconds it took me to walk from the garage to the lady were not long enough to work it out. Perhaps I should have given it a little more consideration, but I thought it best to just get it over with. Not for my sake, but for hers.


I got my partner’s attention and gave a subtle shake of my head, left to right – the signal that things were not okay and to prepare for a reaction. I stood before the lady and looked her in the eyes, careful not to show any expression that could be misunderstood.


‘I am sorry, but your husband is dead.’


Even with the language barrier, she knew what I was saying. She started pounding on my chest with her fists then slowly fell to the ground, sobbing and wailing uncontrollably. I was expecting the sobbing, even the wailing, but not the beating on my chest – then I remembered being told during training that people handle grief in different ways.


The afternoon shift soon arrived at the house to take over. They had plenty of work ahead of them. Detectives would later arrive to make sure there were no suspicious circumstances, as would forensics and crime scene specialists to gather evidence just in case there were. When we arrived back at the station everyone rostered with me on the day shift, including the supervising sergeant, was heading to the local hotel at Keilor for drinks. I was expected to go. I went along, keen not to let anyone down. At the hotel, we all sat at a table tucked away in a quiet corner. A couple of drinks turned into many. Fresh beers appeared in front of me just as I was finishing the one I had in my hand, like magic. The flow never seemed to end, nor did the stories. Everyone shared tales about their worst jobs. When it was my turn that day, I had something to talk about. And when I spoke, everyone was keen to listen.


This wasn’t a competition to see who had the worst story to tell. Aided by alcohol, it was a way of debriefing, of encouraging everyone to talk. After that day, I was no longer the trainee. I had proven myself at a major job and at the bar. I was now in the club, and telling the stories of traumatic jobs over alcohol was the way we decompressed. It was assumed that all we needed to do was collectively rid ourselves of bad memories over a good drink. Sharing them in any other forum was just not acceptable to my work colleagues. And it was these guys who I needed on my side the most.
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RUSSELL STREET


Wearing long white gloves and directing traffic in front of the iconic Young & Jackson’s Hotel on the corner of Swanston and Flinders streets in Melbourne’s CBD was almost mandatory for every copper who joined Victoria Police.


After six months at Avondale Heights, I transferred to City Traffic for four weeks. As part of our training we had to do six months’ worth of short assignments at a number of specialist policing areas, including D24, fingerprints and the Information Bureau, or Police Records. City Traffic was first on the list.


When I wasn’t waving at traffic with long white gloves (which, to my disappointment, were not long gloves at all but cheap short woollen gloves with a cloth half-sleeve pinned to your jacket) I would find a quiet cafe to enjoy a coffee. Sometimes I teamed up with whoever was working the next intersection and snuck into the back of a movie cinema to catch a scene or two of the latest blockbuster – I could watch the whole movie over a week or two if I timed it right.


I had finished directing traffic through the Swanston and Bourke streets intersection and was taking a toilet break at the movie cinemas in Russell Street. (Cinema toilets were always clean and beat the hell out of being hassled by some weirdo who wanted to touch my clean white gloves in one of Melbourne’s grubby underground public toilets.)


It was around 1 p.m. when I walked out of the toilets and heard an almighty explosion somewhere outside. It sounded like a major gas line had erupted beneath the city buildings. The ground shook underneath my feet.


I turned up the volume of my police radio and listened. The airwaves were chaos – every copper in town must have been transmitting at the same time. Through all the yelling I could just make out the words ‘explosion’ … ‘Russell Street’ … ‘headquarters’. I burst out onto Russell Street, almost taking the cinema’s glass entry door off its hinges. Our headquarters were only two city blocks away.


People had stopped dead in their tracks, looking up Russell Street in the direction of the blast. I ran through them all and out onto the road. I’m not sure how long it took me to cover the two city blocks, but I pushed myself so hard I started to dry retch. I ignored the feeling and kept running until I made it to headquarters.


I don’t recall seeing the blackened and mangled wreck of a car parked outside the front door of our headquarters, blown apart after being packed with explosives, even though I stood only twenty or so metres from it. I don’t remember seeing the street filled with a cloud of black smoke, or the road covered in pieces of shredded metal and shattered glass. Nor do I remember hearing the secondary explosions and watching people duck and run for cover. I had no idea that two young coppers, Angela Taylor and Carl Donadio, had been critically injured in the blast.


The next thing I knew it was 6 p.m. and I was taking part in a search for evidence in the streets surrounding headquarters. I joined twenty other coppers, forming a single line that stretched from footpath to footpath. We were all spaced at arm’s length while we slowly moved forwards and searched the ground. But my mind wasn’t on the job. I just followed the movement of the light blue shirts on either side of me, wondering if anyone else was missing five hours of that day.


A chunk of metal about the size of a clenched fist was just enough to grab my attention. I crouched down to get a closer look. Perhaps a piece of a car’s engine block. The explosion had blown it sixteen storeys over the top of headquarters and into La Trobe Street, more than two hundred metres away. I called over a forensics expert who drew a circle around it with a piece of chalk. I then returned to walking with the line and wondering, Does my missing chunk of memory make me the odd one out?


It was 9 p.m. when I was finally relieved of duty. I went back to the City Traffic office and changed before heading home. I walked to the closest tram, which was already packed tight with passengers when it pulled up at the stop. I managed to squeeze myself on board, right next to the centre doors. I reached up to hold on to the overhead handle, steadying myself as the tram sped off down Elizabeth Street and onto Flemington Road.


Suddenly everything went blurry. My heart rate increased. I could no longer hear the tram gliding along the steel tracks or the whine of its electric motors. My body trembled and my knees went weak. I blacked out. I woke up lying head down in the tram’s door well. The tram had stopped. The folding doors were trying to open and were pushing me against the steps, their sharp metal edges cutting into my back. People were yelling at the driver to close the doors. Dazed and a little embarrassed, I was helped to my feet by two passengers who told me that I had collapsed and was unconscious for thirty seconds. Someone offered me a seat, which I declined. I stood in the same spot as before, pretending nothing had happened.


I arrived home and staggered into my bedroom sometime before midnight, collapsing onto my bed. I was asleep within minutes. I returned to work the next day for a busy shift dealing with the fallout from the bombing. I didn’t ever question again why I was missing a five-hour chunk of memory, or why I blacked out on the tram. Perhaps I should have. But I was back at work and I simply put that five-hour blank behind me. Constable Angela Taylor died in hospital a few weeks later. Constable Carl Donadio eventually returned to work and went on to serve a total of fifteen years with Victoria Police.
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