
		

	
		

	
		
			Disclaimer

			In order to protect the privacy of patients and some colleagues, names, dates and locations, along with other identifying details, have been changed at times. The opinions expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position of her employer.

			

			

		

	
		
			Preamble

			It’s my drive day today. My partner for the shift sits beside me sipping her flat white, appraising the new cafe near station. The ambulance radio cuts through her chatter and the control centre assigns us our first job of the shift. Good thing we seized the chance to caffeinate when we did. I execute a U-­turn, flicking on the lights and sirens, and head towards the address we’re given.

			I’m in my dream career as a paramedic. It’s a job I’m now good at, one that provides me with a satisfying, if contradictory, combination of ease, familiarity and unpredictability. In my uniform I look the part – professional, in control, tidy – and feel very much like me, but it hasn’t always been this way. In my progression up through the ranks there have been stages where I believed my uniform to be impenetrable, occasions when it elicited conceit, and yet others when it felt like the only thing holding me together. Certainly a stark contrast to the dreamy optimism of my first day as a student ride-­along, when I fell for the job, harder than a nana down a flight of concrete stairs.

			My dad had been a paramedic and adored it. He would speak fondly of his workmates, share funny stories about patients at the dinner table, occasionally bring us kids chocolate freckles from the hospital canteen after a night shift. But while you might say paramedicine was literally in my blood, I’d sworn as a child that I wouldn’t follow in his footsteps. I stubbornly wanted to not do what he had already done, I wanted to decide my own future. Yet the older I got, and the more I mulled over alternative careers, the more I was drawn to a role where I could bring order to chaos, in a variety of unpredictable workplaces; a job in which I would need to keep my emotions to one side, and where I’d have the autonomy to make time-­critical, consequential decisions. 

			Being a paramedic ticked all those boxes, and so on finishing school I enrolled at the only university in the state offering a degree in paramedicine. The course had been running for barely a decade, and while a degree wasn’t unusual in my peer circle, I was to discover that it could be almost offensive to a workforce that was still very much trained on the job. My three-­year course included just two brief placements on an ambulance, the ride-­alongs, and I soon saw that the most important learning was indeed done that way, on the front line. In my belief that I could become a paramedic just by using my intelligence and passion, I hadn’t considered that I’d have grey areas to navigate, resilience to build, extremes of human nature to contend with, along with my own weaknesses to confront. This was a career that would challenge me and shape me in ways I couldn’t envisage. 

			From the get-­go, it was more than a job for me, and with what I know now, perhaps there’s no other way to describe it than a calling. Nothing quite compares to the diversity of each shift on-­road. My ambulance is my office, and by extension, so is everywhere it takes me – supermarket, beach, strip club, theatre, park, the middle of the road. I get summoned into people’s private spaces on one of the worst days of their lives. They trust me, welcome me, share with me, and I am given the opportunity to do something that matters, that makes a positive difference. Despite, or perhaps because of the unforeseen hurdles that have textured my path, I truly delight in this job; it’s a privilege that I don’t take for granted. 

			The experiences I’ve had during my time on-­road haven’t been any grander than the next paramedic’s, and I certainly don’t speak for us all. We each have our own stories, and we’re all habituated storytellers; it’s how we learn from our mistakes, and it’s also our form of therapy. Our job can be gross, traumatic, dull, hilarious and magical. And because most of what we do is unseen – in someone’s lounge room, their bathroom, or in the back of a speeding ambulance – unless you’ve been on the receiving end of our treatment (or are a nosy bystander), you may have little insight into what we do. 

			So let me show you …

			

		

	
		
			One

			I’m just over halfway through the paramedic degree when I arrive early for my first shift as a ride-­along. Being early is my go-­to move when I’m anxious, and today my stomach wants to leap out of my mouth. I retuck the front of my shirt; perhaps my meticulous presentation will make up for what I’m lacking in confidence. The roller door of the station’s plant room is open, and inside, a familiar silver water cooler catches my eye. I’ve been here before, as a child, visiting my dad at work with my siblings, begging for turns to drink the mysteriously cold water. 

			When my mentor Adam arrives, his down-­to-­earth vibe quickly puts me at ease. At a guess, he’s just a bit younger than my parents, with a weathered and genuine face. He looks striking in his uniform, the impressive gold epaulettes indicating his clinical rank. As if this placement isn’t terrifying enough, it has been made even more momentous by the fact that it’s with the intensive care paramedics (ICPs), the highest skill level of on-­road clinicians. 
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