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    ABOUT THE BOOK


    Terry Ledgard is no stranger to mischief and adventure. Having survived childhood in outback Australia, he joined the Army and rose through the ranks to become an SAS medic in Afghanistan. As he endured explosive action, blood-curdling trauma and gut-wrenching humanitarian aid missions, he found the modern-day soldier’s larrikin spirit was the perfect prescription for intense combat conditions.


    Armed with a new-found perspective on life, Terry returned to the Real World, but soon realised it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. His life became a slow-motion train wreck as he faced a gritty battle with post-traumatic stress disorder. But in a stroke of ironic fortune, he realised that the Army had taught him everything he needed to overcome the affliction, and that his most important weapon was a sense of humour.


    Evocative, moving and outrageous in its humour and honesty, Bad Medicine is an exhilarating account of life as an SAS medic in the world’s most intense warzone.
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    For my mum, Heather, who suffered an

    undeserved, brutal and life-changing stroke

    three months before this book was published.

    Keep kicking arse and taking names with

    your rehab, Old Girl.

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    Like all good stories, this one begins before my dreary generation, with my late Great-great Uncle Jim Ledgard. Jim was a typical country Australian lad – a tough as nails, bareknuckle-brawling, larger-than-life personality, with the demeanour of a gentle giant.


    Jim spent two years as a stretcher-bearer on the front line of the Somme during the First World War, including months in primitive military hospitals recuperating from shrapnel wounds and mustard-gas poisoning as a result of apocalyptic artillery barrages. Then, he took an entire German section prisoner using one solitary grenade to subdue and disarm his captives.


    Later, upon returning to his home town of Coober Pedy in South Australia, Jim stumbled into a disused mineshaft and fell forty feet onto a pile of rubbish lodged halfway down the hole. Jim survived for three days in that hellhole by sucking on barbed wire to stave off dehydration and eating flies for sustenance. He flagged the attention of rescuers by banging on a forty-four-gallon drum. Aside from a few bumps and bruises, Jim was miraculously unhurt by the ordeal and survived into his seventies – eventually succumbing to such a trivial ailment as heart disease: an unbefitting end to a brave and colourful life.


    To this day, the ‘Jim Ledgard litmus test’ is the moral filter through which all my life decisions are scrutinised. But they always fall short of the mark.


    Why?


    Because Jim Ledgard was the hardest-hitting motherfucker who ever lived, and I am a functioning Man-child.
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    IDIOT INFANCY


    My birth served as fair warning that I’d be nothing but a troublesome little brat. I arrived into this world in December 1983, weighing seven pounds and who-gives-a-shit-how-many ounces. Poor old Mumsy needed a blood transfusion to replace the precious fluids I’d siphoned during her natal nightmare. But with Australia’s strict fourth trimester anti-abortion laws, my folks didn’t have a choice but to put up with me from that point onwards.


    Growing up as an inquisitive, mischievous and highly imaginative Coober Pedy kid, I had what I can only describe as the perfect childhood. Coober Pedy is a unique town to say the least; there’s nowhere else in the world like it. Situated in the middle of the bum-fuck nowhere South Australian desert, the opal-mining community boasts a surreal other-worldly terrain that features in movies such as Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, Priscilla, Queen of the Desert and Pitch Black. The sunrise there is unbelievable – fading night melts into an electric blue in the brief moments before the fluorescent orange sun peeks over the sawtooth silhouette of abandoned mineshafts on the horizon.


    With a blend of Croatian, country-ass white Australian and transient Aboriginal cultures all mixed in together, the place has this quaint, eccentric, oddball character about it. Floaters, drifters and tourists who only intended to pass through the town find themselves addicted to the opal game – every gambling addict’s dream job – and end up staying for forty years. Back in the day, it was also a notorious hide-out for Melbourne underworld hitmen while the heat from their latest job died down. As local rumour holds, the Victorian Police preferred the hitmen to hide out in Coober Pedy if there wasn’t enough evidence to put them away; it was easier to investigate dirty deeds done in the desert than maniacal murders in Melbourne’s metropolis.


    My opal-miner father, Willie, was of average height and build, and always sported dusty, tattered denim jeans with the obligatory flannelette shirt and terry-towelling hat when he’d come home each night after an arduous day’s work underground. He had an impossibly straight side-part in his thick, dark hair, which was immaculately combed and permanently glued in place with half a tub of Brylcreem. He also suffered from a condition known as the Ledgard Bum Chin: a genetic disorder whereby an arse-shaped feature dominated the lower region of his face. This condition is hereditary and makes the simple act of shaving a real bitch and a half; you’ve got to spread the cheeks with one hand and rotate the razor on its side to get into the deep arse-crack on your face.


    Dad was incredibly quiet and shy around new people, but was a MacGyver-esque genius if you put him within a five-mile radius of a broken car with just a paperclip and a ball of lint in his hands. He also dealt with the family’s disciplinary duties, which would often see him chasing me around the front yard screaming like a madman with a belt waving wildly above his head.


    My schoolteacher mother, Heather, had a thick Jheri-curl afro that ruled the upper regions of her scone with an iron fist, while a pair of gigantic glasses dominated her face below. Her glasses were so thick that she was considered a bushfire risk when the blistering Coober Pedy sun refracted through the lenses, causing dry grass and leaf litter to smoulder. Mum was one of those old-school hard-ass teachers who loved working with kids but wouldn’t hesitate to smite unruly behaviour with a shower of fire and brimstone if the situation called for it. She was an unbelievably generous and selfless person, though. She would tend to us children all night whenever we were sick, and donated all her spare time to local charities and community fundraisers.


    I love my mum and dad but I’m not really sure how they met. If I’m honest, I don’t want to know. I can’t afford the therapy bills.


    My brother, Bazz, was three years my elder and had one of those blonde rat’s tail hairdos – you know: all business in the front, bogan at the back. He was absolutely giddy for all things computers and spent hours on end frantically jerking away on the joystick of his beloved Commodore 64, tongue sticking out at weird angles to make sure the on-screen computer character moved in just the right way. Bazz also suffered from severe childhood epilepsy, which has got to be the biggest cosmic ‘fuck you’ to an avid gamer. I lost count how many times the flickering computer screen triggered one of his nasty epileptic fits during our formative years.


    My family, like so many others in Coober Pedy, lived in an underground dwelling known as a dugout, which gave us some respite from the heat in summer. I felt like a comic-book hero every time I burst through the front door of the Bat Cave, ready to thwart the evil clutches of boredom and get up to some childhood mischief. Big Bro and I relished every opportunity to explore the sprawling expanse of abandoned mineshafts that dotted the sun-scorched alien landscape beyond the front porch. Fond memories abound of catching angry reptiles, scrambling up steep sandstone escarpments and defying dehydration in stifling fifty-degree heat. My childhood overflowed with fun and adventure.


    But the dugout was also fertile ground for childhood nightmares to leap from my overactive imagination. My biggest fear was running the gauntlet to our detached outside dunny at night. So often in the wee hours of the morning, I’d stand there under the dim glow of the porch light in my tiny Thomas the Tank Engine PJs, staring into the endless darkness of night, where all manner of goblins, ghouls and golems silently stalked, itching for their chance to get me. Prompted by the growing urgency of my imminent number-onesie, I’d fight the fear and plan my move. Then, when my daring reached Roger Ramjet proportions (or pee was spreading across the front of my PJs – whichever came first), I’d be off, moving like a banshee from hell, skidding to a halt at the safety of the dunny door, before rocking the world’s quickest piss and sprinting back inside. My tiny little feet pitter-pattered across the ground as I ran. I’d never look back.


    A sense of dread always followed me back to bed. One of the demons had picked up my scent and followed me inside; I was certain of it. Seeking refuge, I’d hide under the blanky. Not my own blanky – don’t be crazy, there was a fucking demon after me, dude. No, I’d hide under my Big Bro’s blanky. Under the awesomeness of Big Bro’s protection, once again safe, I was free to drift back into a psychedelic, cartoon-filled juvenile slumber.


    After my first few years’ introduction into the dark world of Coober Pedy school life, it was time for my family to uproot and move on. I had a little teary as I said goodbye to my friends for the last time, feeling like a displaced refugee and worrying about making new friends in a new school. Pops had decided that the opal wealth in Coober Pedy had run dry, so in 1990 the Ledgards made the long pilgrimage to the opal-mining town of Lightning Ridge, located in (what I thought was) the Newest region of South Wales. I hadn’t quite grasped the fundamentals of geography yet.


    Lightning Ridge is, in fact, not an ironic name, like you’d call a tall chick Shorty or a ginger ninja Bluey. No, no, the town is situated on a ridge-like formation and experiences a disproportionate amount of electrical activity during thunderstorms. Very apt name – golf clap to the early explorers.


    The Ridge is also a unique place to grow up, albeit a little classier than Coober Pedy. Well, the crime was more up-market anyway. In Coober Pedy, you might have worried about being bashed for your money or groceries as you left the supermarket. In Lightning Ridge, ratting was by far the most popular criminal activity.


    
      RATTING


      Unlike ratting in the sense of dobbing or tattle-taling, the word ratting in an opal-mining context refers to the illegal practice of mining somebody else’s patch when the rightful leaseholders are at home asleep or getting shitfaced at the pub.


      Employing sophisticated hardware such as night-vision goggles and semi-automatic weapons, Ratters are notorious for plundering their unsuspecting victims’ mines with reckless abandon. If discovered in the act, Ratters retaliate with violent shootouts or by blowing up their victims’ houses with pipe bombs, to discourage them from ratting on the Ratters.

    


    Aside from the occasional late-night boom that could be heard from across town, the ratting didn’t affect my neighbourhood. I thought the danger was very exciting – it gave me plenty of grown-up stories to tell at school the next day. For the first eighteen months of integrating into the new Lightning Ridge dynamic, my family and I lived in a very distinctive neighbourhood: a caravan park. And we lived in a caravan. Wow, as I’m writing this I’m only just realising that I’m trailer trash, which explains so much! My therapist would have a field day with this little gem of a repressed memory, but I digress.


    Despite a brief interlude during the transition between interstate public-education systems, I made plenty of friends – it’s just so easy when you’re seven years old. As a bonus, my schooling didn’t appear to suffer one iota. Submitting every piece of mundane schoolwork on time and to the required specification consumed my very being, and I soon found myself brown-nosing trying my little heart out to gain every, highly important and prestigious accomplishment that the Lightning Ridge Area School had to offer. Talent camp; sports captain; school prefect; school captain: I did it all.


    
      SCHOOL


      Originally designed to equip minors with the necessary knowledge and skills to be a functioning member of society, schooling was transformed in the wake of the industrial and commercial revolution of the early 1900s. In the early twenty-first century, the purpose of school is to groom victims for a life of corporate servitude in the Real World while simultaneously crushing creativity and spirit under the guise of education, so that being an obedient little worker drone seems like the only reasonable choice in life.


      Schools are administered by ghastly, reptile-skinned goblins known as teachers who feast on the very youth of their students and bathe in the tears of young children.

    


    Although I was a timid try-hard on the surface, in a few rare and uncharacteristic moments my true rebellious nature managed to shine through. During one eventful lunchbreak, while the teachers were gathered in the head office (no doubt plotting their next afternoon of water-boarding torture), a buddy and I channelled our inner freedom-fighter spirit and broke into a classroom. Once inside, phase two of our mission began, and we strategically placed thumbtacks on the teacher’s chair – my mum’s chair. Total fucking anarchy.


    It would have been the perfect crime if not for the goody-two-shoes witness (who I would have been seriously pissed at for tattle-taling if I hadn’t had the hugest crush on her, which I didn’t do anything about because it was a well-known fact that girls had cooties). With the lunchbreak over and my mum inching tantalisingly close to the impending pain, Goody-Two-Shoes spilt the beans and, just like that, our plot was foiled. Even worse, the poor, defenceless freedom-fighters were then unceremoniously fingered in the court of the classroom, in front of everyone. I don’t know what was worse: the spittle flying from Mum’s lips as she chewed the bejesus out of my buddy or her snarling words to me, ‘I’ll deal with you at home.’ Ouch Town, population: me.


    When I was finally released from Intensive Care, I was happy to learn that the Ledgards had upgraded from the caravan park and moved into the prestigious, snobby teachers’ housing accommodation on the other side of town – an above-ground, brick and mortar, air-conditioned domicile. What a fantastically foreign contrast to the humble caravan! This was my first house that wasn’t made entirely of dirt or built on a foundation of wheels.


    My glee was soon replaced with what I suppose I can call morbid humanitarian empathy for the broken Aboriginal family in the housing-trust home next door. Over the next few years, one member or another of the neighbouring family: broke into our house; stole my entire basketball-card collection; tried to stab me with a kitchen knife; repeatedly bounced a puppy against a wall to see if it had nine lives; caved a kitten’s skull in with the pointy edge of a claw hammer; and burnt down an abused-women’s refuge. I wish I was kidding, and I haven’t even mentioned the worst incidents. It was totally fucked up.


    Despite all evidence that my new neighbours were the Australian equivalent of the Manson Family, in my juvenile naivety I still managed to enjoy some rip-roaring good times with the aspiring sociopaths next door. When school was out, we’d kick it around the motorbike tracks, cook marshmallows on makeshift campfires and generally run amok. On one occasion, bat-shit insane from boredom, we fashioned a bent spear from a nearby acacia tree and chased this poor kangaroo through the main street of Lightning Ridge. What a sight! An ebony and ivory band of barefoot, wild-eyed, shirtless heathens screaming at the top of our lungs as we attempted to mob the anxious marsupial in the foyer of the local clothing store. No emasculation in admitting that Skippy escaped without harm.


    In the summer of 1996, the Matriarch of the Ledgard Adminis­tration decreed that the pursuit of wealth in Lightning Ridge was no longer tenable. So, with dreams of opal rock stardom and riches evaporating quicker than a fresh piss on a hot Lightning Ridge day, Dad relented. And we found ourselves yet again relocating. We made the long journey to a seafront town in South Australia, namely Whyalla, to pursue Mum’s career on the infinitely more preferable giving end (as opposed to receiving end) of the public-education system.


    Just quietly, the gloss of the New South Wales education system from yesteryear was wearing thin for me. Angling for gold stars, and education in itself, stopped being the point of my schooldays. Instead, I was preoccupied with all things cool and the developing chests of my female classmates. In my adolescent rebellion, nothing but Nike and Adidas could ever disgrace my greasy teenage skin. I’d even discovered a way to circumvent the family’s strict ‘housework for the dole’ scheme. Dressed in Kobe Bryant kicks, designer shorts and expensive, brand-name tees, I’d plead for more flashy new clothes that I just had to have for super-important sporting events. And it worked every time; the suckers always caved.


    Over the next few years, despite having a larger circle of about fifteen best friends, I gravitated towards a core four-man group of buddies. Scrubba was the token loveable dumb-ass who couldn’t even speak English, or any other language for that matter, and just mumbled incoherently. Bodz was a short-ass, smart-ass Filipino who regularly incited small-scale riots with his razor-sharp wit. Wayno was the male model of the gang – girls went wild at the sheer thought of his mojo, but he never really mastered the whole self-confidence thing, which merely amplified his appeal to the fairer sex. I was the enigma of the cohort. I could spout some poignant Oscar Wilde quote in one moment and in the next I could be charging head-first into a street sign, just to see whether it would budge or I would bleed. I could transition from philosopher to full retard in 0.2 seconds flat, but usually preferred the retard end of the spectrum.


    Together, myself and the legion wrought pure mischief on all things socially acceptable, skipping class to swim at the beach, climbing the steep walls of the local quarry (which was frowned upon in the strictest legal sense), talking about all the cool chicks that we never stood a chance with and regularly practising alcohol consumption of the underaged variety at whatever party happened to be raging on any particular weekend. Music was always the gang’s favourite pastime, though. Limp Bizkit, Korn, Nelly, Blink-182, 2Pac – all the shit the cool kids were listening to back then.


    Happily, though, while adolescent academia was strictly outlawed, an amnesty had been declared on sport in the province of teenage awesomeness. So that’s the aspect of my life that I focused on. Athletics, basketball, football (not soccer but the enjoyable variant of footy: Aussie Rules) and especially volleyball kept me busy over the years that followed.


    My school ran a volleyball elective class that I absolutely loved – let’s face it, volleyball is a fuck-tonne more fun than science and maths. I found myself representing the South of Oz in the Australian Volleyball National Junior Championships U/21 side in 2001. I was only seventeen at the time, which is not testament to my superior volleyball talent but indicative of my astounding deficiencies. Having attended the state try-outs (and despite possessing a freakish ‘second best in the entire country’ vertical leap), my abysmal coordination prohibited me from making the U/19 team proper. So I was given the choice to be a bench-warmer for the U/19s, where I’d enjoy precisely zero game time, or a starting player for the rag-tag U/21s, who were struggling for numbers. I joined the U/21s.


    Up until this point in life, I’d been happy to rest on my laurels, feeling comfortable within my abilities. Trying out for the state squad was the first time I really put myself out there and risked failing at something. Although I didn’t accomplish my main goal, I got a very cool consolation prize in playing for the U/21s, which turned out to be much more valuable in the long run. This moment set the tone for later life; I was less afraid of failure because I’d learnt that even if I didn’t reach my goal, I was still light years ahead of where I would’ve been if I didn’t try at all. But it was a double-edged sword – I’d also just settled for second best, which would become an unwelcome pattern down the track.


    Fast-forward to the championships, and our team of U/21 misfits was written off as the easy-beats from day one. We weren’t expected to win a single set, let alone a match. But then the strangest thing happened. Harbouring zero expectations, we pulled together perfectly to become greater than the sum of the team’s parts. We started winning. Playing against Australian Olympic volleyball players, we started winning! We sucked something fierce, so it must have been infuriating for the opposition to lose to us.


    By week’s end, we found ourselves playing in the semi-final match. Un-fucking-believable. The South Australian Volleyball sports psychologist, Isaac, gathered our group in a secluded conference room of the stadium for a pre-game gee-up session. After a so-so motivational speech, he played Metallica’s ‘Nothing Else Matters’ through the room’s speaker system. The seductive siren of the Metallica ballad tapped into a rich vein of inspiration. We were ready to eviscerate our opposition, and defile their slain corpses for the win. Isaac knew his stuff.


    We marched through the long corridor to the awaiting arena, electric excitement leaking from every pore. When the starting whistle blew, we unleashed the motherfucking fury – jumping higher, hitting harder and scrambling faster than anyone would have thought humanly possible. By game’s end, against overwhelming odds, we’d somehow managed to grind out a dogged victory. We’d made it to the gold-medal match and were assured of at least a silver medal! Man hugs all round – we celebrated on the court like we’d just won the lotto.


    But, never happy with indulging dreamers, fate dealt us a sucker punch straight to the gonads during the gold-medal match. We were systematically taken apart by our classy Victorian opponents. Utterly deflated by such a humiliating defeat, we lined up and shook the opposition’s hands at the end of the match.


    
      SPORTSMANSHIP


      We are all taught at a very early age to be humble in victory and gracious in defeat, playing for the spirit of the game and the game’s own sake. These are the virtues that underpin sportsmanship, the values to which we should all aspire. The very idea of sportsmanship is designed to prevent the underlying competitive nature of sporting conflict bursting up through the surface as slanging matches and all-out brawls.


      In reality, however, sportsmanship is smiling politely, shaking hands and superficially complimenting those smug, victorious bastards while secretly trying to make them spontaneously combust with your mind.

    


    A few months after the volleyball tournament, I landed my very first steady girlfriend. I’d been a quiet achiever in the lady department; I didn’t exactly have the swagger like Jagger but I was no Poindexter either, so I was doing okay. And my first girlfriend was intensely hot: blonde, petite, caked with make-up and kind of ditzy. She wasn’t actually ditzy: this was the era of Britney Spears and Jessica Simpson, when pretending to be a bimbo was considered cool. Adolescent heaven.


    After a month of French-kissing and light groping, the girlfriend and I, along with the rest of the gang, decided that the secluded beach of Point Lowly was the perfect Friday-night retreat from prying parental eyes. And so, having reached the sandy shores of paradise, my girlfriend and I went for a stroll along the beach, hand in hand, away from the others, and settled into the soft sand dunes. We started making out, passion reaching a crescendo as an erotic romance began to unfold.


    This is it. I’m losing my virginity. I’m finally going to be a Man!


    Fumbling with the pesky double snap-hook, I managed to unclip my girlfriend’s bra, releasing her supple breasts into the cool sea breeze. The G-string slid down her smooth legs with a soft, sexy whimper.


    No glove, no love – that’s the safe-sex gospel.


    
      CONDOMS


      Originally made from lamb intestines in the 1800s, the twenty-first-century condom is a thin latex membrane with an elastic ring that is placed over the erect penis to prevent the male ejaculate from escaping into the female vagina during sexual intercourse. Condoms are ninety-nine per cent effective in preventing unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases.


      Condoms live in the wallets of overly optimistic adolescent boys, where they become dry and brittle as they slowly exceed their use-by date.

    


    Condom was now fitted and confidence sky high. The soft, squishy goodness that is sex overwhelmed the senses. We exhaled together in the throes of ecstasy, rhythmic breathing completely in sync, smell of sex filling the air, hips gyrating . . .


    Wait. What? Uh-oh.


    I stared down in horror at the tip-end of my erect penis. The dry, blown-out prophylactic looked like a crudely peeled banana. Aaaargh! This is not happening right now.


    I apologised profusely to my incredibly gorgeous better-half and raced back across the beach, like the motherfucking wind. I reached the gang on the other side faster than the speed of embarrassment. ‘Dude! Please tell me one of you lads has a franger? Dear God, please have a spare dinger,’ I pleaded with my buddies.


    But they didn’t.


    The beach seemed to stretch for an eternity on the long walk back to my now fully clothed vixen. The moment was lost. And as I slowly trudged towards her, head down and shoulders slumped, I couldn’t help but feel that I’d somehow been cheated by the universe. I’d scored a perfect one hundred per cent on my Year 10 sex ed. exam. I’d seen American Pie. Judging by my curriculum vitae, I was overqualified for the missionary position. Yet, I’d been defeated by the so-called foolproof condom.


    Embarrassed. Incompetent. Inadequate. So this is what being a Man feels like.


    While the final few moments of high school were chapping my ass harsher than a Ryobi orbital sander, I knew that I seriously needed a life plan. With my older brother now serving time in the prison of Adelaide, convicted of being a geek at the nerdy school of all things computers, I guessed that my folks’ funds were running dry. So, in a selfless ‘I’ll jump on that grenade’ moment, I decided that the parentals didn’t need the financial stress of supporting my ass through whatever shenanigans were in store for my young ‘adult’ life. I use the word ‘adult’ in the loosest possible sense. Encouraged by the exaggerated cool stories I’d heard from the army recruiter at a local career fair, I became fixated on the notion of joining the army.


    Some people join the army because they feel it’s their calling; others because they want to serve their country. Not me. I make major life decisions faster than Flash Gordon can save the damsel in distress. My decision to join the army happened within two days. Learning was boring, the army seemed exciting, and chicks dig guys in uniform. Boom – decision made.


    So I signed up in 2002 at the age of eighteen – it was time to stop pretending and become a Man. With all things said and done, I’d escaped puberty relatively unscathed. Bleach-blonde tips, a scattering of acne and an earring were the only visible battle scars from my War on Adolescence.
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    BABY MEDIC


    Jeez, can you please try to be more of a clichéd fuckwit? I silently mused to myself as the gang of army recruits were beasted off the boot-camp bus by the fake-angered platoon sergeant.


    The sergeant was spouting lines from the movie Full Metal Jacket, which is an essential cinematic masterpiece for any aspiring soldier. Screaming at the top of their lungs, the sergeant and his cronies patrolled the aisle of the bus, fully cuntifying any recruits foolish enough to throw them an errant glance. I was a timid civilian, unruffled on the surface but wondering what the hell I’d just got myself into underneath. I’d found myself at Kapooka, circa February 2002. It was the first hurdle to full army service, where recruits were belt-fed basic soldiering skills such as weapons handling, field craft, drill, navigation and discipline, and psychologically conditioned to be a subservient little soldier boy (which would later turn out to be a vital, life-saving skill on the battlefield, so I can’t complain about subservience too much).


    Boot camp was a real culture shock for me. Within a few weeks, I went from a slovenly teenage dirtbag with clothes and crap strewn all over my bedroom to being able to bounce a coin off my immaculately taut boot-camp bedsheets, which I could make to perfection in under a minute. I’d stand in the hallway – sheets draped over my left shoulder, blanket over my right – and await orders from the instructors during our morning routine. Discipline at boot camp was very simple: they say – you do. If they don’t say – don’t do. But there were still guys who managed to fuck it up. There was one dude across the hallway who would continuously scratch his nuts while we were supposed to be standing at attention. As a result, the instructors focused their harassment on our end of the line.


    One time, one of the corporals patrolling the hallway cocked his leg and let out a grotesque fart that came from the deepest, darkest regions of his intestines. He was only metres away, but we weren’t allowed to flinch, gag or move. The corporal got right into the crotch-scratcher’s face. ‘Do you smell that, recruit? That’s my shit particles entering your nostrils. Take it. Take it like I’m your daddy,’ the corporal said as he wafted the stench away from his ass.


    Snickering broke out in the hallway.


    ‘What, you think this is funny?’ The corporal pretended to be serious. ‘There’s nothing funny about dysentery. All you unhygienic fuckers can drop down and do twenty push-ups,’ he beasted.


    After the push-ups, we all stood up.


    ‘Still think it’s funny?’ the corporal asked.


    Someone from down the hallway got ballsy. ‘It just smells like man sex to me, corporal.’


    The entire hallway lost their shit, doubling over in laughter. The corporal raced up and down the line, red faced, trying to identify the offender. But we recruits closed rank and didn’t spill the beans.


    The farting corporal took it on himself to teach us a lesson over the incident, instigating extra physical-training (PT) sessions and longer hours, but we all kept taunting him when he couldn’t see who was taking the piss.


    Due to the boot-camp instructors’ constant berating and punishments, my language began a rapid metamorphosis. Guns became known as rifles, shoes became known as GP boots, shower time became known as rape risk (joking), people became known as corporals, and the subhuman species that I belonged to became known as recruits (not joking). During the boot-camp process, I was constantly reminded that each platoon of thirty people was a cross-section of Australia’s youth. And what an unsettling notion that turned out to be. While three other normal dudes (including myself) were trying to sleep in our bunks, a fourth guy – one fucked-up unit – masturbated incessantly while talking on his contraband phone. Even more disturbingly, he would talk to his bayonet under the blanket in the tiny hours of the morning. I’m happy to say that the Masturbating Maniac was soon relegated to the ‘window-licking squad’, one step away from full military discharge, and banished from the room where I slept at night.


    Recruits who ‘psych out’ during boot camp are a well-documented phenomenon, captured in the hundreds of different war movies circulating in popular culture. In contrast to the movies, though, my experience wasn’t all doom and gloom. On one fine day, my platoon was doing the high-wire confidence course and I had a character-revealing moment, of sorts. As I sat and watched twenty-odd recruits unsuccessfully attempt to cross the ten-metre-high, non-stabilised bridge, all of them losing their balance and swan-diving over the side like lemmings, I pondered how I was going to tackle this obstacle. Speed was the key, I decided. When my turn came, I legged it, almost grabbing my safety rope for stability along the way, but making it to the other side.


    ‘Recruit Ledgard, you better get your ass back across that bridge, except this time how’s about not grabbing your fucking safety line,’ bellowed my section commander.


    Despite his shameless French, he was right. I’d screwed the pooch. Fair call.


    I breathed deeply, gathering my composure. Like a tiger, or something of comparable awesomeness, I Jumping-Jack-Flashed it straight back to where I’d started, each step jerking the bridge violently in the opposite direction and threatening to throw me off. But I made it back to the other side.


    ‘Well, thank fuck for that. You can follow an order,’ barked my section commander. ‘Now, get your ass back over the other side and finish the obstacle.’


    Oh, man! Okay, screw this dude. Here we go.


    I breathed deeply again, steeling my nerves. Bang. I was off, and I made it to the other side. Again. For the third time, I’d done what twenty before me hadn’t.


    In your face, fucker.


    And, for the record, only one other bloke made it across the obstacle that day. The instructors tried to play top dog by completing the obstacle themselves but ended up looking like a pack of bungee jumpers. The other dude who made it across was former French Foreign fucking Legion. This fills me with joy.


    ‘Well done, Ledgard,’ my section commander commented as I passed by.


    I was bewildered and didn’t know what to say, so I stuttered some incomprehensible response. Positive reinforcement: what a fantastically foreign idea!


    I’d been going through the motions at boot camp. Nothing seemed unachievable, so I was happy to just coast through the training and get a so-so pass mark. But my section commander’s positive reinforcement gave me the incentive to try harder. It showed me that extra effort would actually be rewarded. That was the moment I decided I no longer wanted to merely get along at boot camp; I was actually going to try from that point onwards.


    But, a weird thing about the army that I noticed early on was they had a knack for taking the fun out of activities that you’d really enjoy in a different environment. Obstacle courses, target practice and PT were all subject to strictly imposed rules and traditions that stripped away any joy and made them a chore. Even socialising was tainted by the army effect. Army-organised social events were steeped in a framework of cultural traditions designed to foster mateship, but these events always felt contrived; it was a struggle to let your hair down and have fun in that setting, constantly worrying about breaking some obscure, unwritten rule. So, in a strange way, by trying to forcefully instil mateship, the army stricture got in the way of letting mateship unfold naturally.


    But by far the biggest problem I had at boot camp was the army’s approach to learning: by the numbers. I was accustomed to being given a rough idea of what I needed to do and then left to figure out how to do it, but army directives were extremely precise and repetitive. So I had to learn how the army wanted me to learn before I could learn the skills that they were trying to teach. It took me a few weeks of trial and error to figure it out. Suffice it to say, I made very simple tasks look extremely difficult. I was a cluster-fuck.


    After six long weeks of boot-camp beasting, my platoon was only a few short days from graduation, and from being sent to our respective specialised training courses. I’d joined the army as a rifleman (a grunt), but my platoon sergeant sat us would-be grunts down in a closed-door session and levelled with us. In a rare and genuine moment, he dropped his hard-ass facade and admitted that, as a seasoned grunt of fifteen years who was now contemplating civvy street, he had not a single Real World qualification to his name. The sergeant strongly recommended doing a trade with transferable skills to make the transition to civilian life easier.


    Touched by his authenticity, two other recruits and I applied for corps transfers that evening. If the army thing didn’t work out, I wanted a safety net to land in. Once you were in the army system proper, changing jobs was tantamount to a tiger changing stripes, so I got in early. I chose the Medical Corps, inspired by my belligerent but highly admirable section commander, without putting too much thought into the decision. The ideology of helping people appealed to me but, on the whole, this was another one of my snap decisions. So I ended up leaving boot camp as a medic prospect – I’d have all the fun and adventure of an infantry soldier, but also earn some qualifications for later civilian life.


    Far removed from the boot-camp stories of old, my 2002 basic training was a piece of piss. The instructors technically weren’t even allowed to swear at recruits anymore, or force them to do something they didn’t like; my ancient grandma could’ve beaten half the recruits’ PT scores. Overall, I have to say that the whole experience was about as much fun as being ass raped by a big dicked donkey an invaluable exercise that no doubt saved my life on numerous occasions during my later deployment to Afghanistan.


    After a two-week period of intense weaponry-based awesomeness known as Singleton (the school of infantry), the paperwork for my corps transfer was processed by the Green Machine and came into effect in April 2002. I was a little bummed out over the timing of my successful corps transfer; I’d already started my infantry training and really wanted to finish the course. But a short-notice spot had opened up on a Basic Medic course, so I had to cut the infantry training short and relocate to Latchford Barracks near Albury/Wodonga to learn the skills of a Baby Medic. Over the ensuing nine months, I learnt first aid, anatomy and physiology, pathology, drug administration, cardiac protocols, venipuncture and intravenous cannulation.


    My Baby Medic course was a melting pot of interesting characters, consisting of both army and air-force personnel. I was taught very early on at boot camp to choose a more senior soldier as a role model and emulate their behaviour in a bid to become the type of soldier that I aspired to be. My choice on this course was easy. Dan was about ten years older than me and had a wealth of operational experience under his belt. He was roughly my height and build, he loved sports and steaks, and was one of the most likeable blokes I’d ever met. Some people even said that Dan and I looked alike, except that I suffered the Ledgard bum-chin curse and had massive wing-nut ears. Dan had controlled aggression with a balanced sense of empathy that typified the person I wanted to be when I finally grew up, so we quickly became good mates.


    We had a weekly ritual where we’d drive into town with our gang and have a T-bone steak and a few beers before heading back to the grind of army student life. Drinking piss by the Murray River was our favourite pastime, but the laid-back atmosphere was always marred by the stress of an imminent weekly exam or practical test demanded by the Baby Medic program. So much for my ‘sick of learning’ philosophy.


    Having graduated from the lowly rank of recruit at boot camp, my formal title during Baby Medic school was Private Ledgard, which sounded a bit too much like a discreet protective undergarment. So, in the larrikin spirit of brevity that only Australians can possibly understand, my buddies bestowed a new nickname on me and I became known as ‘Leggy’.


    
      NICKNAMES


      The uniquely Australian thirst for brevity is a time-honoured phenomenon that lies at the very heart of our national heritage. Unlike British rhyming slang, which involves perhaps one or two layers of abstraction, the Australian abbreviated nickname has sheer simplicity and laziness at its core.


      This is how my nickname of ‘Leggy’ came to be. Think ‘Lead-guard’ spoken really quickly. Make the ‘d’ silent so it sounds like ‘Leggard’, and then make that word into the laziest single syllable that could possibly be formed, so you get ‘Leg’. Add the obligatory Australian suffix of ‘o’ or ‘y’ (which actually makes it longer, but who’s counting?), incorporate the reference that I’m a lanky fucker and you finally end up with my new nickname: Leggy.

    


    Housed in dormitory-style accommodation for the duration of the course, I came to know all sorts of amazing and interesting people, none more so than the ‘re-treads’. Re-treads are soldiers who’ve transferred from other corps in the army to become medics, and most of them on my course had seen a bit of action in their time. I found the re-treads a little bit weird, a little off-­colour – not in a sinister way but in a unique and fascinating sense. They didn’t seem to care about the military or societal traditions that consumed the headspace of the rest of us. They had perspective; they knew a little something about life that I didn’t.


    
      WAR VETERANS


      War veterans are unique and eccentric creatures. Their houses are adorned with obscure artefacts from their time on active service, and they tend to favour the smell of burning incense and wearing Thai shawls around the house over the smell of disinfectant and wearing tracksuit pants.


      Veterans have usually encountered situations where the difference between life and death is measured in milliseconds and millimetres, so they understand how fragile the distinction can be. They have very little time for bullshit because they possess a hyper-developed sense of priority and perspective. If you ever feel like you’re having a bad day, talk to a war veteran. If they like you, they might open up and share a few war stories that are guaranteed to make you walk away feeling like simply being alive is better than winning Powerball.

    


    I looked up to one of the older re-treads. He was a Cambodia veteran who experienced all sorts of shit during his war. He was a ridiculously cool cat who would habitually answer his dormitory door completely naked. (I’m guessing he did this for shock value or to discourage visitors.) I’d always draw the short straw to knock on his door.


    ‘What do you want, Leggy? I was just on the vinegar stroke,’ he’d joke (or maybe he was serious; fuck if I know, dude).


    ‘Shit, man,’ I’d utter, shielding my eyes. ‘Me and the lads are heading into town for a feed. You in?’


    ‘Um, righto. Just let me clean up in here – there’s DNA everywhere,’ he’d jest.


    ‘Make sure you wash your hands, bud,’ I’d say from the hallway, visibly shuddering.


    Tony, one of the older re-treads who was married with kids, was in fine form – happy to be let off the leash, away from his family. ‘Hey, Clarkey!’ he bellowed.


    No response.


    ‘Oi, Clarkey, give us a wave!’ Tony persevered, to no avail. ‘Clarkey, Clarkey, Clarkey, Clarkey, Clarkey . . . I can do this all day, mate!’ Tony nagged, channelling the most annoying red-headed stepchild of all time.


    Clarkey yielded, and gave us a flippant, backhanded acknow­ledgement.


    ‘Whooo!’ the group cheered.


    Michael Clarke, the future Australian Test cricket captain legend, was fielding on the southern boundary of the Sydney Cricket Ground. While many of the green, plastic hometown seats were empty, the ground had an electric buzz about it, due in no small part to the Barmy Army, whose presence more than made up for the lacklustre attendance.


    We were close by to Clarkey, and the Barmy Army, sitting thirteen seats deep and watching an Australia A versus England cricket match from the sidelines during one of our Baby Medic clinical placements, in November 2002. Dressed in Santa hats and with a skinful of piss under our belts, we harassed the cricket ground without mercy. The Barmy Army, of course, could not abide being outdone in the drunken tomfoolery stakes, so our groups battled. Clearly more practised, the Barmy Army decimated our rag-tag band of drunkards with very clever and pointed chants.


    Before long, we were back at the local pub, which the Barmy Army was known to frequent for post-match celebrations (or, in this case, commiserations). After walking into the bar to a frosty reception, we realised that we were outnumbered, out-practised and outmatched by the semi-pro Pom alcoholics. Never eager to admit defeat, we small group of Australians waged war against our drunkenly superior opposition. Our medical platoon leader, an adult by age but child by spirit, stood atop a dinner table singing the Australian national anthem. Without warning, a Pom broke through our lines and pantsed the senior soldier. Not to worry. Standing on the slippery circular table, dacks around his ankles, tockley and balls on full display, our fearless leader didn’t drop a single bloody note. Twirling his cock around like a helicopter, he projected the national anthem with a gusto never before witnessed by anyone in the bar – he did Australia proud.


    After the shock of the spectacle had worn off, the Barmy Army had a new-found respect for Aussie pride, and we soon found ourselves drunkenly exchanging ‘God Save the Queen’s and ‘Cheerio’s before retreating back to base – following a short stop at a Macca’s drive-through, of course.


    The Baby Medic course clinical placements were a real eye-opener for the unassuming junior health-care professional. The training on the Baby Medic course was incredible but no substitute for dealing with the real thing. While ambulance ride-alongs were usually uneventful affairs, typified by ‘old loves’ and ‘old lads’ experiencing shortness of breath or minor heart troubles, a real gem of a job would crop up from time to time. On one particular sultry summer eve, my crew were called out to a high-priority ‘chest pain’ gig in the Dregsville outer suburbs of Dodgytown, Sydney. As we approached the scene, the dilapidated dwelling and towering pile of rubbish adorning the front porch sent a foreboding chill down my spine. I sensed that something was awry. So did my infinitely more experienced paramedic partners, who thrived on messing with a newbie’s head.


    ‘Hey, why don’t we let Terry take the lead on this one?’ the senior paramedic suggested to his partner, a sly grin creeping across his face.


    ‘Well, sure. He’s done a great job so far. I think he’s ready,’ replied the junior partner, trying her best to disguise her relief at no longer being the newbie.


    ‘What do you think, Terry? Are you keen to step up to the plate?’


    Butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths.


    I knew I was up for a serious paramedic-style hazing from these battle-hardened veterans. I tried to gather my bearings and calm my racing pulse as we made our way through the unlocked door, past the hard-drug paraphernalia on the coffee table and the century’s worth of dishes piled in and around the sink. The smell was biblical. I didn’t know what to expect, so I mentally prepared for anything from an ice-fuelled knife attack to a lifeless junkie corpse, but nothing could have equipped me for the scene that unfolded. A quick scan of the premises found the patient lying on his bed completely naked with just a tea towel covering his nether regions.


    The first thing that struck me was the unnatural ashen-grey colour of his skin. This middle-aged bloke looked like death warmed up. The next thing I noticed was the sound of the snowy television at the end of the bed, closely followed by the mountains of gay-porn DVDs spread across the carpet. This bloke had suffered a mid-porn masturbatory heart attack! Summoning every ounce of professionalism that I could muster, I dutifully conducted my primary and secondary survey, ECG confirming that his heart was giving up on him at that very moment. After the long and very awkward transfer to hospital, we learnt that he’d died in the emergency room later that night. Whenever I’m struggling for motivation in the daily grind, I just remember this dude’s enduring life lesson: live every day like it’s your last; you don’t wanna die with blue balls and a sink full of dishes. Words to live by.


    Far removed from the high-octane pressures of the paramedic world, clinical placements also saw us being rotated through nursing homes. For this, I was dressed from head to toe in military-mandated white garb (even down to the blindingly white shoes that you’d find lawn bowlers wearing on ABC television). During one graveyard shift, we were hastily ushered to a code-one emergency on the ward. One of the elderly dementia patients had soiled herself and, in a scene resembling a Jackson Pollock masterpiece, flung and finger-painted a shit-stain mural across the entire bedroom. Walls, floor, ceiling, adjacent rooms – you name it, it was smeared in shite. Trigonometry experts couldn’t explain the trajectory of this splatter. I spent the next hour or so cursing the genius who thought a white uniform would be a good idea for this job as I scrubbed away all traces of the elderly artist’s latest creation. She was a very nice lady, though, so I cleaned the mess with a smile on my face.


    Over the course of the month-long clinical placement, I learnt that nursing homes are a Real World school in the art of paradox, and dementia patients are the teachers. But the very first aged-care patient I ever treated was the goddam headmistress. As I strolled down the sterilised corridor of the nursing home for the first time, brimming with naive confidence, I happened across this sweet old white-haired lady in a wheelchair. Her creased face was a picture of nirvana – she sported wrinkles next to her eyes that suggested she’d enjoyed a life of happiness and laughter. I approached the angelic old duck.


    Anyone would be proud to call this saintly sweetheart Grandma.


    But, as I drew closer, her demeanour sharply changed.


    ‘Fuck off, you tuck-hole. I’ll tell my dad and he’ll give you a good whut-fur!’ screeched the sweet old lady suddenly turned demon.


    I reflexively reeled backwards, caught unawares by the volume and pitch of the old lady’s shriek. After the shock subsided, two things kept me on edge. First, I wasn’t entirely sure what a tuck-hole was, but I was certain it couldn’t be good. Second, this old broad was pushing ninety-five years old and, while I was confident she couldn’t back up the claims that her dad would fuck me up, inciting a paranormal vendetta was extremely low on my list of priorities. So I got the hell out of Dodge.


    Over the next week, the nurses told me that the ancient angelic demon was suffering from dementia and was trapped in a mental space where she thought she was still a schoolgirl. Like everyone else, I grew a thick skin to her outbursts of Tourette’s that exploded between feeding her mouthfuls of puréed pumpkin at dinner time. Not even her family were immune, copping torrents of abuse during visiting hours.


    As my time at the home was nearing an end, she once again caught me off guard – sitting by herself in the common room with tears streaming down her ancient face. I approached her again, expecting the worst. But in a moment of rare lucidity, she explained that she couldn’t understand why people were so stern and cold with her. She was herself again – for a brief moment, anyway. She gave me a hug and I swiftly left the room before the situation inevitably turned sour. As I walked away down the corridor, I couldn’t help but chuckle at the poor tormented nurse who’d witnessed the whole drama and also tried to get a hug from the old sweetheart in her moment of vulnerability, only to be met with a resounding, ‘Fuck off, tart. Do you even know who my dad is?’


    The nine-month Baby Medic course flew past at light speed. There were only a few short weeks after the clinical placement before graduation. I couldn’t really tell you what I’d learnt on the course, but if you snapped your fingers and told me to do a basic cardiac protocol, I could do it without thinking, while reciting all the reasons I was administering a certain treatment. The training had hit the mark.
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    THE BOREDOM BEGINS


    Upon graduation from medic infancy, a piece of legitimate-looking military paper known as a Posting Order dictated that I move all my worldly belongings to within walking distance of the 3rd Combat Service Support Battalion (3CSSB) in Townsville in 2003. Being such a good little soldier, that’s precisely what I did.


    There was nothing cool about the next twelve months. Nothing at all. I was overflowing with excitement and enthusiasm as I began my first stint at a real army unit. But not long after arrival, I was relegated to the dreaded ‘cages’, which is where a young medic’s hopes and dreams go to die. When the medical teams were deployed into a warzone, the equipment in the cages would transform the space into a M*A*S*H–like establishment, and medics would treat all kinds of emergency trauma cases and enjoy hilarious, light-hearted shenanigans, just like the TV show. During peacetime, however, the cages represented nothing more than oppressive boredom, pointless disciplinary practices and a culture of keeping up appearances. The cages were a holiday in Hades.


    My new unit did not have a complete skeletal structure; it was missing the funny bone. Fun days sucked ass, family days seemed very unfamiliar, and PT sessions resembled a group of unfit and uncoordinated intellectuals trying to fornicate with an upturned turtle. Not only did 3CSSB shun fun; it didn’t name things well, either. In my new world, a tent was a ‘canvas-olive drab’, a spew bowl was an ‘emesis bowl – green, kidney shaped’ and a slouch hat was a ‘hat – khaki fur-felt’. With so much boredom and weirdness afoot, is it any wonder that people started running their own show? One dude created his own secret hideaway three stories high in the floor-to-ceiling storage shelves, where he’d sleep for hours on end, whiling the boredom away. I discovered that carrying a clipboard around with an intense look on my face insulated me from counting, re-counting and re-re-counting all the medical equipment for the third time in the same day.


    With forty uninspired medics occupying the cages, youthful exuberance stood precisely zero chance of seeing the light of day. So, instead, we dreamt up all manner of shenanigans to pass the time. Office-chair jousting, the three-litre-milk challenge, expired dirty needle dart wars and nut-kicking contests provided the much-needed spice to an otherwise boring workday. All was fair in love and the cages.


    If the cages had anything going for them, it was definitely the people – incredibly amazing and interesting people. Billy was in his forties and had spent his colourful early years as a mixed martial arts boxer on the Brisbane fighting scene. He had an impressive win–loss record and millions of cool stories to tell. He was also nuttier than squirrel shit. Billy suffered from chronic pain due to his early life as a bare-knuckle fighter so he chugged a whole bottle of vodka every night to numb the agony. He was infamous for his hilarious pranks. His trademark move was to hide in the closet of an unsuspecting victim, stark naked and brandishing a tube sock filled with loose change as a baton. As soon as the defenceless prey switched on their room light, Billy would leap out of the closet, beat the living crap out of the victim with his tube-sock weapon and then disappear into the night, giggling like a schoolgirl as he fled the scene.


    As a brief interlude from the stifling monotony of life in the cages, around thirty 3CSSB medics, including me, managed to wangle their way to the Medical Corps’ 100th birthday celebrations in Brisbane, later in 2003. When we arrived at the stiflingly formal event, we were horrified to learn that the entire group had been split and individually sat next to one political dignitary or another. This injustice just wouldn’t stand. We raised a collective rebellion and fucked that noise off to hit the cesspit of tainted morality more popularly known as the Valley.


    The lads and I hit the skimpy bars, hard. It was my first time at the strippers. With strobe lights glaring and bass blaring, scantily clad women paraded around the dingy stage area to the tune of Mötley Crüe’s ‘Girls, Girls, Girls’ and other stripper anthems. One of the lads bought $200 worth of raffle tickets from the topless barmaids and then passed out in his chair. While he was off with the fairies and couldn’t be awoken, he’d left three winning tickets on the table. I picked up all the winning tickets and didn’t pay a single cent for my first three lap dances. Hand in hand, one of the strippers led me away to the seediness of the VIP room, with me grinning from ear to ear. I emerged from the den of sin some forty-five minutes later to the cheers of my buddies, dishevelled hair, lipstick marks all over my face, smelling like a unique combination of stripper B.O., coconut oil and ‘I’m just trying to pay my way through law school’ lies. It took weeks to wash that smell off. Gold.


    After the 100th birthday celebrations, I endured a few more months of brain-splitting inactivity back in the cages. In a stroke of sheer fortune, my boss decided that I was the perfect candidate for an extracurricular two-month assignment, so he sent me on detachment to the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1RAR – Infantry) for Exercise Tandem Thrust. This exercise was a giant, coordinated training effort to test all the capabilities of the army’s different specialised units.


    After a smelly and sweaty but necessary two-week stint on the HMAS Kanimbla navy ship, 1RAR and I found ourselves storming the beaches of Shoalwater Bay, north-west Queensland, in a simulated invasion. Raging a full battle hard-on, I played my part in swamping that unsuspecting coastline and conquering its arse. After the beach was taken, I settled against a tree and dug into my ration pack.


    All of a sudden, I noticed a fleeting danger from the corner of my eye. A king brown snake had tried to steal a piece of my ration pack, which was lying next to my thigh! Just happy that the serpent hadn’t tried to bite me, I watched in horror as the next infantry section closed in behind our position – effectively boxing the creature in. It arced up. Standing on the snake equivalent of its haunches, it hissed violently at the newcomers, ready to end a life. In a display of absolute retardation, the incoming infantry captain pulled out his bayonet (which was thirty centimetres in length) and attempted to subdue the slithering beast (whose reach was 120 centimetres in length).


    Fortunately, I managed to convince him that fighting the animal with a bayonet was like validating a one-way ticket on the short bus. All serpent-related stupidity aside, 1RAR managed to survive the training exercise without serious repercussion, and the snake escaped unharmed.


    In what seemed like no time at all, I returned to my parent unit at 3CSSB in November 2003. The boredom was even more intolerable because I’d had a great time with 1RAR on the training exercise. But this time, the Soldier Career Management Agency (SCMA) was in annual attendance. SCMA’s job was basically a human-resources function – decide who to promote and how to fill vacant positions from around the army. Despite repeated attempts to sell a South Australian medic position to others in the unit, SCMA couldn’t seem to find a willing victim at 3CSSB. Just to be clear, a South Australian posting is a fate worse than death to most eastern-state military incumbents. But when SCMA sold this South Australian position to me, I was more than ready to go back home. ‘Just one word of warning,’ SCMA said as we discussed the terms of my South Australian posting. ‘We need you to be a fully-fledged corporal.’


    Oh, what a bastard. I get a posting back home plus I get promoted ahead of my time.


    I took the offer. While I was glad to go back to my home state, I would have taken any offer they put on the table – anything would have been better than spending another minute in the cages. There were still a few special exceptions that needed to be signed due to my lack of seniority before the deal could be sealed. But after a hop, skip and jump through some bureaucratic hoops, 2004 was the year I returned home. I was so relieved to be released from the evil clutches of the cages.


    The 16th Air Defence Regiment (16AD), located in Woodside, South Australia, was unlike any other unit in my juvenile experience. They rocked a seriously kick-ass arsenal of Rapier and RBS-70 surface-to-air missiles. The whole unit was centred on protecting Australian airstrips. But the Australian government of the day would never mess with an enemy who had superior air capability. So, whereas in previous units my mates had been overseas and seen some action, and could feed that back in to the generally accepted ways of doing things back home, 16AD was different. At the time, there wasn’t a great need for defending oxygen, so no one had been deployed anywhere or done their job in anger. I was a junior jube amid a sea of thirty-five-year veterans who’d only ever experienced war in theory. As a result, 16AD felt very isolated from military reality – the perfect posting for an enthusiastic young medic to make their mark.


    The Advanced Medic course that was promised to me by the career-management people came and went, a few months after touching down at 16AD. I did okay – not great, but okay – on the course. I learnt all the advanced trauma protocols that were expected of me: how to be a trauma team leader, advanced drug administration, fuck-me-this-poor-plastic-mannequin-is-going-to-die-in-front-of-me emergency scenarios and basic intubation protocols. I was relieved that I now had the medical skills to fulfil the duties of my new role; I was qualified to support training tasks by myself, without having to burden the more senior medics with babysitting me.


    Then, a few months later, the program for being promoted to corporal came about, and I nailed it. I was close to the top of the class but far enough shy to remain under the radar. The promotion courses and the responsibilities of the role inspired me to actually apply myself, sometimes. The curriculum consisted of learning about leadership and how to teach basic soldiering skills, such as weapons training, field craft and drill.


    During a round of practical testing for our drill instructional technique, one of my classmates, Rick, was at the helm and being scored on his acumen in teaching the ‘static incline’ drill man­oeuvre. Rick was a member of the 152 Signal Squadron, who were attached to the SAS, so he had a keen sense of humour and a healthy distaste for army formalities. While I and four other students were frozen in a static position, Rick ‘dogged’ along the line, which involves critiquing incorrect body positioning during the execution of the parade movement. After slowly moving along the front of the line, Rick moved on to dogging the back.


    ‘Oh, that’s tight. Yes, very tight. My goodness,’ Rick said as he stared at my ass.


    He moved on to the next student as a muffled, contagious snicker rumbled around the group. ‘Your left foot must be splayed at the standard regimental incline of forty-five degrees, private,’ Rick said to the next student.


    ‘Ooh, that’s better, that’s really good. Mmmm, so tight!’ Rick said as he stared at the next guy’s ass.


    The volume of the sniggering increased as Rick moved down the line. ‘Private, I am going to touch your person to rectify your incorrect drill position,’ Rick said.


    Then he slapped the next guy’s ass. ‘God help me, everyone is just so tight! So firm,’ Rick said.


    The sniggering turned into a riotous cacophony of laughter, all of us now in danger of pissing our pants. The senior assessor’s face was fiery red, about to explode with rage at our taking the mickey out of his super-serious class.


    A week later, we moved into the field-craft phase of the course, to practise our section-commander skills in the middle of the Cultana Training Area scrub. I was the only medic on the course. The rest of the students consisted mainly of Grunts, Chooks (radio gurus) and Gun Bunnies (artillery), so I was given a new nickname as a term of endearment; I became known as ‘The Man-Nurse’.


    Living in the scrub with zero amenities can cause a number of minor medical problems, such as infections and tick infestations, which can quickly turn into debilitating ailments if left unchecked. The army, of course, has a measure to combat this problem – the ‘free from infection’ (FFI) buddy system for regular inspections. However, as I was the only medic on the course, the running joke was that everyone should report to The Man-Nurse for their daily FFI check-up.


    Kyle, one of the Gun Bunny jokesters, came up to me while I was eating dinner and flopped out one of his testes. ‘What do you reckon about this?’ he asked, laughing.


    ‘That’s a weird-looking nut, brother,’ I replied.


    ‘Nah, half-seriously, bro, do you see that big vein?’ Kyle asked.


    I sensed an opportunity for some head-fuck payback, so I took a closer look. Kyle had this freakishly large vein running the length of his giggle-berry. ‘Dude, does your other testicle have a vein sticking out like that?’ I asked, feigning professionalism and concern.


    ‘No, only this one,’ Kyle replied, taking the bait.


    ‘Seriously, hombre, an engorged vein like this is an early-warning sign of chronic testicular mono-dysplasia,’ I bullshitted.


    Kyle’s demeanour became serious. ‘Shit, what does that mean, Tezz?’ he asked.


    I pulled out my pocket knife, flicking the blade open. ‘We’re gonna have to amputate,’ I joked.


    It cost Kyle a few terrified moments to realise that I was kidding, but the look on his face was priceless.


    The powers that be promoted me to lance corporal in 2004 and then to corporal six months later, in 2005. This was a very quick promotion, but it was more a formality and a small pay bump because I’d been doing the duties of a corporal from early on at 16AD. Although I felt fairly confident in the role and was appreciative, I really struggled to accept that I deserved the promotion. I was filled with feelings of self-doubt and unworthiness. I could’ve written a six-volume encyclopaedia of people who were more qualified to take my place.


    So there I was, two chevrons on my arm – a full track corporal at the age of twenty-one. Who the hell has the necessary life skills to be a corporal at twenty-one? It had taken less than three years from my first day at boot camp to reach this point. Fifteen months of that time was training. I’d skipped the whole period where it was accepted that a young bloke will naturally do stupid shit and it can be explained away as being young and dumb. I had to grow up very quickly, even though my inner child was pouting in the corner. But being a responsible adult was now expected of me so I tried my hardest.


    All feelings of being undeserving aside, I quickly became bored with my corporal station at 16AD. As a medic, my mornings were filled with an endless cadre of sickly, malingering punters who were hell-bent on escaping morning PT sessions. This phenomenon was known as ‘sick parade’.


    
      SICK PARADE


      ‘Sick parade’ is another of those quirky terms that infiltrates your vocabulary as an army soldier. In contrast to its name, it does not entail brass bands, juggling clowns and a legion of zombie-like, snotty-nosed, projectile-vomiting and swollen-limbed soldiers limping down the street with gawking onlookers cheering and throwing confetti.


      Sick parade is a strict three-hour period between 0730 and 1030 when ill and injured soldiers must present to the medical centre for treatment. Outside of these timings, the military does not recognise that an illness or injury exists.

    


    The irony is I would happily have taken their places; I loved PT. The tedium of sick parade and other forms of army drudgery were starting to take their toll. Chasing rank stopped being the point for me, and I soon started to feel the familiar rumblings of boredom taking over. At one stage, during my Baby Medic years, one of my senior and trusted confidants had suggested that I go for SAS selection. ‘You hit that nav marker on the tit, within an inch, stop being a pussy,’ he’d say about my performance during a navigation exercise. ‘Go for the Regiment,’ he encouraged me.


    In early 2005, during a battalion training exercise, we heard that the SAS were in the area and itching to kill us in our sleep. The SAS were infamous for sneaking into military positions and drawing dotted red texta lines across the throats of their victims to denote they’d ended them while they slept and escaped completely undetected. On one morning of the exercise, our security piquet reported that the SAS had been and gone, completely screwing up their mission by hitting the wrong unit. By all reports, the SAS blokes had been on reinforcement cycle (REO cycle), meaning they weren’t fully-fledged operators yet – they were hard-hitters in training.


    These guys are human after all. They’re not supermen. I might actually have a chance.


    I was bored with my job, the SAS seemed exciting, and chicks dig Special Forces guys. Boom – another snap decision made.


    So, in 2005, I set myself a new challenge. I wanted to have a crack at SAS selection, which is an utterly brutal three weeks of demoralising pain, designed to break people down and reveal their inner workings. If you’re still standing at the end of the course and your deepest personality traits gel with the SAS ethos, you’re allowed to commence the REO cycle training, which is like eighteen months of rubbing salt into a knife wound with a wire brush.


    Dispensing with all things rank related, I trained my ass off. Seven days a week for a good nine months, I trained like a man on a mission. I did the paperwork and sat the requisite meetings with my superiors. I obliterated the IQ test (revealing that I was smart enough to be a fighter pilot – the ADF’s smartest job). I’d bombed out on my initial army IQ test when I joined in 2002 – I’d been in high-school exam mode, where you were given a generous three hours to finish a thirty-minute test, but (unbeknown to me) the initial army IQ test had an hour limit, so I only answered seventy-­odd questions in the allocated time. I’d royally fucked that test up and felt like a complete dumb-ass, but was glad to get a reprieve with this latest round of testing. I smashed the psych test (which, if you pass it, indicates that you may share certain personality traits with psychopaths – not cunty psychopaths like axe murderers, but productive psychopaths like high-level politicians and business executives).


    I did brutal gym sessions where I’d punch out over 120 push-ups in two minutes. I smacked out 2.4-kilometre runs in less than eight minutes. I had a spare two minutes on my run time, an additional six minutes on my swim and thirty minutes on my twenty-kilometre pack march over and above the minimum recommended requirement for SAS selection. I was a monster.


    For nine long months, I was fully dedicated to the cause. I even gave up drinking for three months, which is harder than astrophysics for any young Australian. I read SAS books before bedtime like a parent reads fairy tales to their children. Aspiring to the Regiment consumed my life. It got to the point where, despite my best efforts and eating double rations at every chance, I couldn’t seem to stack on any extra weight over my lanky 94-kilogram frame, which I reckoned wouldn’t be enough to get me through selection. I saw a professional nutritionist, but she did nothing for me. She couldn’t seem to devise a meal plan that would give me more calories than I was expending, even though she worked with Olympic athletes. With my twenty-kilometre pack marches, fifty-kilometre pack marches, one-hundred-kilometre pack marches, I was training harder than her professional athlete clients.


    It all came to a head during one torturous training session. I was doing three five-kilometre sprints carrying ten kilograms on my back with only a few short minutes’ rest between each sprint. I went into the training session feeling like a finely tuned Lamborghini but walked away feeling like a rusty old VW Beetle. I did my first five-kilometre sprint in an awesome time, my personal best. My next sprint was slightly slower but still better than any of my previous trials. I felt like I was dying on the third sprint. Afterwards, I flopped into bed and lay there for hours, quivering like a crack addict. I’d overtrained to such an extent that my immune system had given up on me. I stayed in bed for the next week, sick to the cellular level with nothing more than a common cold.


    Okay, I get the gist: ease back on the pedal a bit.


    Before my confidence reached the point of no return, I rolled my ankle playing volleyball in the weeks before the 2005 Special Forces barrier test (the precursor round of physical tests to qualify for SAS selection). After I’d been so careful to avoid injury, of all the godforsaken sports that could possibly bring me undone, the non-contact sport of volleyball was the one that got me. I was staring down the barrel of missing the following year’s selection and having to repeat the heinous training regime all over again. There was no way I could pass the barrier test on crutches. My fear of failure started to take control.


    Just when it seemed like all hope was lost, the career-management people once again came to the rescue in late 2005. Having heard about my commitment to SAS selection through the grapevine, SCMA laid down the mother of all ultimatums. I could go ahead and take my chances at becoming a fully-fledged SAS operator (injured) and risk complete failure, or I could go to the SAS as an underwater medic (UM) – a requisite skill set that would be needed to support the SF diving capability, and intensive trauma cases that needed a more deft touch that only the UM course could teach. SCMA offered that I could cover selection as a ‘black hat’ (a medic – not a sandy beret qualified SAS operator), and attempt the whole selection game on my own terms in the following year. The only stipulation was that I had to pull out of that year’s SAS selection regime.


    Apparently, the short-staffed Medical Corps couldn’t afford to lose another medic, even if it was to the Special Forces, who were similarly strapped for numbers. The UM course was incredibly difficult to secure a spot on, with only two places per year awarded to army medics, but it would prevent me pursuing my plan of becoming an SAS operator, at least in the short term. What should I do?


    My fear of failure got the best of me. I royally screwed this decision up. In reality, my upper-body strength was more than enough to make the cut. Even though my ankle was battered and bruised, even if it had been in a plaster cast, I still could have gutted out the SF barrier test – and qualified for selection. But I settled for second best.


    Every medic in this great army wanted the UM course, so I chose the easy way out – fully knowing that I didn’t really want or deserve to be on the course. My self-doubt had crippled my confidence, and I completely undervalued the nine months of training I’d put in. It’s one thing to mess up something that you’re superficially invested in, but another thing entirely to fail at something that you’ve put everything into. This decision still haunts me.


    As my time with 16AD was drawing to a close, there were still more adventures in store. My first overseas exploit, Bersama Lima, was balls-to-the-wall fun. Bersama Lima is an annual international air-defence training exercise held in Kuantan, Malaysia. After a few weeks of September tropical heat and arduous trench-digging labour, my buds and I found ourselves running amok in a Malaysian nightclub.


    Innovative architecture, bright colour schemes, cheap beers and a packed house assaulted the senses and proved the perfect environment for Australian diggers to unwind from the intense exercise conditions. The club’s band was singing the words of popular English songs without understanding their meaning. We repeatedly requested their flawless rendition of ‘Zombie’ by The Cranberries. Head-banging and rocking the fuck out to the addictive bass reverberating through the floor, we tarnished the very essence of that song as the band belted out the chorus through the microphone.


    Without warning, my mate Willy jumped up on stage and commandeered the mic from the unsuspecting band. Willy was revered for his unwavering work ethic and was notorious for being the loosest unit to ever don an army uniform. Shirtless, shitfaced and bare-assed, Willy proceeded to offend the sensibilities of every punter in the club, wrestling for control of the mic with the club’s yakuza-looking owner, who looked like he wanted to give Willy a deadly one-inch punch to the throat. Thankfully, the yakuza club boss didn’t assassinate us, instead opting to give us a prestigious VIP room – not because we were important but because he thought we could be neatly tucked away in the nether regions of the club while still spending coin on beers without offending the regulars.


    Getting a VIP room sounded cooler than it was. There were no girls, there was no music and the joint felt like a prison cell. So we unleashed ourselves back into the general club. But we soon got the sense that an international incident was imminent, so my buddies and I bugged out of the club post-haste.


    On the way back home, we found an old Morris Minor parked on a neighbouring street. Being such a tiny vehicle, and in our current state of inebriation, we couldn’t pass up this perfect prank. Four of us picked up the tiny Morry and rotated it ninety degrees. It couldn’t move forwards, backwards, left or right out of that position – it would have to execute a tedious thousand-point turn. Checkmate.


    Fleeing the scene of the prank, we made our way back to our hotel rooms at night’s end. Luckily, the whole contingent got in safely without so much as an STD or gunshot wound. Minor miracles.


    I woke up a few hours later and stumbled into the bathroom, only to find my roommate stark naked and wrapped around the toilet like a boa constrictor. I gave him a swift kick in the butt to try to wake him up, but he was firmly in the grips of a drunken stupor and couldn’t be stirred. I threw a blanket over him and had a quick piss into a pot plant on the balcony before passing out until lunchtime the next day.


    That was the first free night in Kuantan, but we had several more. Two groups of soldiers left our hotel the next day, headed towards the beach district. Once we were seated in the second taxi, our driver accelerated like a bat out of hell, weaving his way across roads, footpaths and children’s playgrounds. This inspired Willy to present our crazy driver with a fictitious proposal. ‘Hey, ram that other taxi with our mates in it and I’ll give you 200 ring-stingers,’ he joked. Ring-stingers was our name for the ringgit, the Malaysian currency. ‘Run them off the road!’ Willy urged.


    ‘Aah, I’m not so sure, sir,’ the driver replied. ‘I don’t think that will cover the damage. Make it 500 and you got a deal.’


    We all pissed ourselves laughing.


    ‘Do not, I repeat, do not ram that taxi!’ Willy replied, worried that the joke was getting real.


    Luckily, no ramming occurred that day. That night was probably a different story.


    After a drunken beach-paradise afternoon, we group of ten degenerates found ourselves outside the seediest Malay nightclub in existence. The dingy joint literally had a stream of sewage flowing past the front doorstep. The more depraved minority in our gang made a beeline for the dimly lit back rooms, for what I’m sure was a highly ethical and wholesome brand of fun. The rest of us stood around a greasy bar table trying not to make eye contact with the other punters in the club. That strategy didn’t quite work. After a few moments, this poor, lone Malay girl with a freakishly deformed forehead covered with zits was standing uncomfortably close to the group (when I say zits – hers were not a normal brand of acne; it was swamp-ass!). Before long, we’d decided to leave this dive and move on to greener pastures, but there was a serious roadblock in our way. The papa-san of the club was blocking the exit and insisting that we pay for one of his girl’s time.


    ‘What girl?’ we argued. ‘We haven’t done a damn thing, barely even had one bloody beer!’


    Papa-San was referring to Swamp-Ass; she was his prostitute, his possession. He was adamant that we owed him some sort of financial reimbursement for her time standing next to us! I don’t know whether we were just tight-asses and didn’t want to pay, or we thought the notion of owning another human being made the papa-san more despicable than the Devil, but we all wanted to commit grievous bodily harm. Cooler heads prevailed. Taking a punt on the hope that the Malay Mafia weren’t just around the corner, one of the lads suggested that the papa-san might enjoy the act of auto-fornication, and we barged past him without a drama. To this day, I don’t know who won that confrontation. The papa-san is lucky to still have all his teeth, but I also noticed that a handful of patrons in the bar were strapped. In hindsight, we were lucky to still be breathing.


    The Bersama Lima training exercise went down without a hitch; international relations between Australia and Malaysia remained intact, so the exercise was a success.


    A few weeks later, I was back in the Land of Oz and attending our 2005 end-of-year celebrations. The night started out innocently enough with a few beers at an Adelaide comedy show, but it quickly went south once the tequila came out.


    One shot, two shots, three shots, four.


    The responsible married adults went home after that. The rest of us decided to run a pub crawl up and down Adelaide’s nightlife district of Hindley Street, which always ends well. We were at the fifth club we’d hit that night, dancing like a bunch of drunken monkeys and watching music videos on the club’s massive stage projector when tequila made another appearance.


    One shot, two shots, thre . . .


    My head felt like a toxic waste dump.


    I looked around the room, trying to get my bearings. Thank God, I was in my own bed. It was the morning after our big cele­bratory bender and I couldn’t remember a fucking thing from the night before. My arm was killing me; it felt like it was on fire. I peeled back my sheets and stared down in horror. It was bandaged from shoulder to forearm, with blotches of blood seeping through the gauze and sticking to my sheets. Fuzzy memories slowly started to return.


    Surely I didn’t, did I?


    
      NELLY


      Nelly is a famous African-American rapper from St Louis, who catapulted onto the world stage with breakout hits such as ‘E.I.’ and ‘Ride wit Me’ circa 2000. Nelly is the coolest motherfucker on the planet, with an array of jailhouse tattoos adorning his body.


      While Nelly wears these tattoos with style and swag, Australian white boys should never, ever try to jock his style.

    


    My memory black spots started to fill with fragmented snippets of watching a Nelly music video on the club’s big screen, followed by a hysterical fake argument over Nelly’s awesomeness and a drunken dare that I couldn’t pull off the coolness of his tattoos.


    I unravelled my bandage. Sure enough, I had a ridiculous, longitudinal, squiggly jailhouse tatt running down the length of my arm, just like Nelly. I burst out laughing, tears streaming down my face, moments before I rushed off to the toilet to vomit. Spare money from the following years’ pay went to covering the squiggly lines with an even more intricate and elaborate tattoo sleeve job. The comedy value was totally worth it.


    My days at 16AD were coming to an end, and while I can only reflect on that period with fondness, the time to step up had come. In the early summer months of 2006, I headed west to the SAS barracks in Swanbourne, Perth. Even though I was only joining the unit as a black hat, my excitement was hard to hide. I was about to have some adventures, some real fucking adventures.
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    MAN-CHILD


    The first thing I noticed was that the overbearing discipline in the regular army was more relaxed at the SAS. At my previous units, superiors would line up a platoon of soldiers and make them pull out their field gear, ticking off each item on a checklist once they’d eyeballed each soldier’s piece of kit; as if they were children who couldn’t be trusted to account for their gear without parental supervision. The superiors would do this not because they were going out field, but because they had nothing better to do. At the SAS, though, you looked after your own kit. If you forgot something, then you’d just look pretty fucking stupid and have to make do without. Long hair, beards, wearing board shorts and singlets, and not saluting officers when they walked past all astounded me. The regular army was heavy on draconian disciplinary practices, but the SAS left it up to the individual to focus on the war winners. It was all about self-discipline, and it worked. The Regiment embodied the best parts of army life without suffering through all the bullshit. This was definitely where I wanted to be.


    All the lads looked older than they rightfully should; even the youngest faces were etched with maturity. The ageing effect of war is a well-documented phenomenon, and most SAS soldiers had seen more wars than the History Channel – the youngest Justin Bieber–looking motherfuckers seemed like Keith Richards after they’d come home from active duty.


    On my second night at the Regiment, this blonde-haired, albino, baby-faced dude sat next to me at dinner. He was also a medic, and his name was Daryl. We got to talking, and Daryl revealed that he was heading out for a night on the piss with some other medics and invited me to come along for the ride. Not long after, a black Subaru WRX arrived on the scene, driving like a hurricane out of hell. The car’s tyres screeched to a halt, its tachometer red-lining as the driver revved like a Summernats hooligan in the car park. These were the other medics we’d been expecting, so we both jumped in the back seat and buckled up for dear life. The driver, Simon – who was the most laid-back boss you could ever ask for – explained that he was the Medical Troop sergeant as he dodged his way through the congested West Coast Highway traffic, honking his horn at any poor motorist who refused to exceed the speed limit by at least fifty kilometres per hour. The passenger, Brad, was also a medic, an instantly likeable dude who was egging on Simon’s hard-core driving by taunting any sluggish delay in the WRX’s performance. Little did we know it at the time, but Brad and I would share some epic adventures in the years that followed. This was my introduction to the SAS medical troop – a bunch of adventurous, fun loving, easy-going and highly trained legends. The tight-knit medical troop motto was: Bad Medicine.


    Within the first few weeks at the Regiment, I’d joined the black-hat induction program, which included a training stint out bush and in a confined building environment. We were taught some basic skills that all black hats needed if they were to survive in this high-tempo atmosphere. During one scenario inside a massive training building, I was tipped off that one of the lead trainers, who was playing the role of a foreign militia general fighting for our team, was a double-agent for the bad guys who were trying to storm our building from outside. With this new intel, I double-tapped the general with a calculated and controlled volley of blank rounds when he came around a corner aggressively brandishing his weapon. But, his militia force was instructed to remain loyal to their fallen general, and actually helped the bad guys take our building from the inside out. Harsh as it may have been, it was ultimately a realistic lesson in the complexity of modern warfare.


    What do you do when killing the bad guy isn’t the right thing to do? These training exercises really illuminated the shortcomings of the conventional ‘good guy/bad guy’ way of thinking in a warlike situation. I was starting to understand the intricacies and complications of war; this exercise highlighted so many grey areas for me.


    In April 2006, I was providing medical coverage for the 2006 SAS selection course that I should have been participating in. The selection regime was merciless. Sleep deprivation, soul-crushing PT and basic lessons filled the day’s schedule. Mates that I’d been training with at 16AD prior to selection were beasted from asshole to breakfast on the course. I couldn’t help feeling that I should be there with them on the course, not supporting it.


    I was out in the middle of the training area by myself for a few days in a row. The SAS candidates needed to find my checkpoint as part of their navigation exercise. Once they reached my location, I presented them with a quick first-aid scenario to test their sleep-deprived thinking ability, gave them new coordinates and sent them on their way. I settled into my sleeping bag one night and awoke the next morning to the most disturbing sound I’d ever heard. There was a rustling noise coming from the bushes to my right. Jumping out of my sleeping bag, I went to investigate. There was nothing in the bushes. Then I heard the sound again, off to my right again but louder this time. I quickly turned towards the noise. Nothing, again.


    This is how the Predator movie starts.


    I was growing increasingly anxious. Just at that moment, Brad drove up to my checkpoint with breakfast. I heard the noise off in the bushes again, this time feeling a tickling sensation in the middle of my head. I’d turned a complete 360 degrees by now. Brad jumped out of his car, looking at me like I was fit for a straitjacket.


    ‘Sssh. Do you hear that?’ I asked.


    ‘Dude, are you okay?’ Brad replied. ‘I can’t hear anything, bud.’


    The noise was growing louder and I was spinning around like a maniacal merry-go-round. ‘What the fuck? I can feel something inside my head!’ I exclaimed, trying not to scream.


    We both soon realised what was happening. Brad grabbed an auriscope and looked into my right ear. A spider had crawled into my ear canal while I was asleep and taken up residence, aggressively raising its front pincers as Brad shoved the auriscope inside my head. ‘You’re not going to believe this, Tezz. There’s a fucking spider in your ear. Hold still. We’ll get it out soon,’ he assured me, digging into his kit for the appropriate tools.


    My calm exterior masked the underlying hysteria. The last thing I wanted was for this eight-legged beast to lay eggs inside my head. Brad produced a large syringe and plunged it deep into my ear, squirting water into the canal under intense pressure. I tipped my head to the side and watched in horror as the spider dropped to the floor and spread its legs.


    It was huge!


    I stepped on the bastard for retribution as it tried to scamper away. My pulse slowed as I thanked Brad profusely for his help, trying my best to forget exactly how many hundreds of eggs a female spider carries in a typical pregnancy.


    Despite hating myself for taking the easy way out of selection, I did gather some invaluable intelligence on the whole process for future reference: I knew navigation checkpoints off by heart; I knew that the instructors weren’t as heinous as they pretended to be – they were actually incredibly good dudes; and I’d witnessed the pitfall of selection prospects systematically talking themselves out of completing the course. It would start with ‘establishing an alibi’, verbalising a reason why they couldn’t make it, which led to them succumbing to their own bullshit when times were too tough.


    My mind was action-packed with self-doubt, so I knew that this demon would be something I’d have to battle with at some point.


    After a few months of providing medical support for SAS selection, counter-terrorism training and REO cycle training courses, I was posted to HMAS Penguin in Sydney for the UM course, as promised.


    Penguin is the most scenic and beautiful spot that a military person could ever find themselves posted to. Not only is it home to navy medical training courses, but it is also the home of the school of the elite navy clearance divers. In the morning, I’d wake up to the picturesque Balmoral bay panorama with glorious sandy (topless) beaches giving way to the deep-blue contrasts of the ocean, equalled in beauty only by the lush green mountains dominating the skyline. This place was heaven on earth.


    There were usually only five to seven spots per year on the navy-run UM course. Three typically went to navy medics, and two positions were reserved for army Special Forces medics, who needed the skills to cover the Special Forces diving capability and to learn more advanced trauma skills that would come in handy on overseas deployments. Our course had seven students and lasted for seven months; it was very intense, involving nearly a hundred theory and practical exams. On average, only sixty per cent of the students passed.


    Integrating into the navy ethos was very different, to say the least. My vocabulary underwent a rapid transition yet again. Although the base was located on dry land, the front gate was known as the gangway. I felt like I was abandoning ship every time I left base. Floors became known as decks, and walls were referred to as bulkheads. Food became SCRAN (Shit Cooked by the Royal Australian Navy), and left and right became port and starboard. I memorised the lingo through mnemonics such as What do you do with a drunken sailor? Send him to his bunk because there’s no port left.


    Despite the traditional rivalry between army and navy, the UM course had a knack for fostering a deep respect between its students from either camp. Although it’s a well-known fact that the army spanks the navy in every single Anzac Day drinking contest, I can honestly say that some of the navy people I came to know on that course are among the best in their chosen field – and good people to boot. Mad respect, but they can’t drink for shit!


    The UM course was the most interesting field I’ve ever been involved with. I learnt all kinds of nifty medical treatment tricks, ranging from dealing with decompression illness, barotrauma and nitrogen narcosis to dangerously invasive surgical procedures such as intubation and chest-tube insertion. At the time, dysbaric medicine was still an evolving field of study, based upon the hard-won lessons from the previous decade’s mistakes.


    Back in the day, hyperbaric chambers were made of wood but they soon realised that the combination of pressurised oxygen and wood only needed a small spark – such as static electricity from turning the page of a newspaper – to turn the chambers into a gigantic bomb. The exploding wooden chambers killed a ridiculous amount of people before they were modified to a steel hull.


    In the 1900s, pioneering Canadian divers paid a hefty price for the safe diving recompression protocols we use today; they were repeatedly sent a thousand leagues below to push the limits of the human body, but the experts of the day took forever to figure out why divers returned to the surface looking drunk, unconscious or dead. Their staunch efforts have saved an untold number of lives with the safe diving practices developed from their courage. After learning the history, theory and practical skills of the UM profession, I was sent on clinical placements for practical reinforcement.


    St Vincent’s Hospital, with its close proximity to Sydney’s Kings Cross, proved the perfect training ground. On my first shift in the emergency room (ER) in September 2006, I was greeted by a man who had a certain aura about him. Gordian Fulde, the St Vincent’s ER director and public figure for drug- and alcohol-abuse awareness, gave me a quick tour around the facility, in between calmly offering advice to interns who were freaking out over their patients. Gordian finished the tour with a quick chat about the perils of drug abuse, but especially ice, and advised me that I was about to be schooled on the subject as soon as my induction was over. Acting as an ER respondent, I soon realised what he meant. Most cases that presented to the department were drug related – which usually meant ice related.


    Ice is one cunt of a drug. It only takes one hit and your soul can be addicted for eternity. I couldn’t count the dozens upon dozens of ice cases that I dealt with during my two-week tenure, but two stand out clearly in my mind. One bloke severed his femoral artery (in his thigh) trying to cut his lawn with a chainsaw while on ice. He was lucky to survive. Another fell from a third-storey balcony and had a displaced fractured femur (thighbone). Still high as a kite while waiting for the X-ray results, he bounced up and down on his broken leg in ER to prove that he was okay, resulting in his shattered femur stabbing through the skin of his thigh. He collapsed like a sack of spuds on the ER floor – but still wanted to be discharged because he thought he was fine. He survived, but the resounding message for me was that ice is an evil drug. Don’t even think about trying it.


    While the ice epidemic was certainly eye-opening for me, nothing compared with my placement in the surgical ward. I was scheduled to watch brain surgery – not to participate, but to observe the goings-on. I followed the hospital protocols and scrubbed up like a madman; bacteria didn’t stand a chance. Unbeknown to me at the time, this particular procedure was going to be filmed by Australian Story on the ABC. The surgical room looked like a mix between a high-tech Star Trek movie set and an old nanna’s plastic-covered lounge room.


    The attending surgeon was a surgical rock star. He wouldn’t even touch a brain-surgery case unless it was high risk. As I stood in the operating room dressed like a ninja medic geek in my hospital-issued scrubs, the rock star entered the room. He wore pharmaceutical logos on his scrubs like an athlete endorses a sports brand, and had an entourage trailing in his wake. He was a god in the surgical world, acutely aware that he was being filmed, and that he had a military-medic jube in the room, yet remaining fully focused on the job at hand. He juggled these respon­sibilities like a boss (and I don’t use that term lightly). His name was Dr Charlie Teo, and he remains one of Australia’s most famous surgeons.


    After removing the outer layer of the patient’s skull, Charlie started dissecting the patient’s arachnoid mater (middle of three membranes of the brain), momentarily pausing while blood pooled underneath the membrane.


    ‘Where’s Terry?’ he asked calmly, making the complicated surgical procedure look like child’s play.


    I didn’t quite know what the norm was for a Special Forces medic, in terms of public exposure, so I hesitantly moved towards the operating table – and the cameras. The intern hangers-on gave me severe stink-eye because I was somehow circumventing the natural order of surgical ass-kissery. I was masked, so not worried about anyone recognising me, but I wasn’t quite sure how the ‘Special Forces medic’ thing would be portrayed on TV – I was sweating the legalities and fallout back at the Regiment.


    ‘See this, Tell? This is what a subdural haematoma looks like. This is intracranial pressure. I want you to see this so that you can picture what intracranial pressure is actually doing without having to imagine it,’ Charlie explained. ‘What signs and symptoms would this patient be displaying right now, in the field?’ he asked.


    ‘Well, he’d probably have a low GCS [Glasgow Coma Score] and neurological responsiveness, plus widening pulse pressures?’ I half-explained and half-enquired.


    ‘Correct, Tell,’ said Charlie. ‘But what if you’re in the middle of a combat situation, hours away from a hospital. How can you treat it pharmaceutically?’


    ‘All I can really do is manage the body positioning and fluid intake, and maybe administer mannitol, if indicated,’ I said, hoping to fuck I was right.


    ‘If they’re the drugs that you’re taught to use, then that’s all you can really do, Tell. If you can do that, you’ll save more lives than you lose,’ Charlie schooled me.


    A more perfect training ground for Afghanistan didn’t exist; this man was a certified gun. His surgery was flawless and the patient survived. I marvelled at his ability to hold a broad range of conflicting and complex ideas in his mind, yet still drill down to specifics when he was teaching the junior players like me who were on the periphery of the task at hand.


    In October 2006, the UM course drew to a close. Two of the initial seven students dropped out due to failing grades. Another student was incredibly lucky to scrape through with a bare-minimum pass mark. I got a combined total of ninety-three per cent for my efforts; I worked my ass off for that result. The top student (also an SAS medic) got ninety-four per cent. Being an SAS medic had inspired me to actually apply myself for the first time in a long time. The role came with a high level of responsibility. I was supporting the best, so I needed to be the best I could possibly be at my job. But if there’s one thing the UM course taught me, more than any other lesson, it’s the value of taking your time to assess a situation. We were now qualified to administer some pretty funky drugs. If we diagnosed incorrectly, we might administer the wrong treatment and accidentally kill our patients within a matter of seconds. But if we took the time to get it right, our patients stood a better chance of survival.


    My precious few days of leisure after the UM course were cut short when I was called back early to the SAS to cover their Combat Survival course. At first, I was pissed about this, but I soon realised that the course was awesome to observe – yet not so fun to be a part of. Without revealing too many details, I will say that nearly half of the group (students and instructors alike) fell victim to a particularly virulent strain of gastroenteritis that threatened to end the course before the students had had a chance to graduate, meaning they’d have to do it again at a later date. Never one to enjoy prolonging people’s suffering, I came to the party and intravenously cannulated twenty blokes around the clock within forty-eight hours to keep the course limping along. And although I hadn’t slept in seventy-two hours and the victims were in even worse shape, they cowboyed up and heartily thanked me for not having to repeat the course when it was all over.


    In early 2007, I started building myself up again for a shot at SAS selection. I felt ready, more than ever. I knew the course; I knew the program; I knew the selectors: I was ready. But the SAS medical cadre was short-staffed, which presented real problems for my intentions. I was asked to go to Afghanistan as a medic instead. This was a real quandary for me. I’d done the work twice for SAS selection already, but the Afghan trip was a very juicy carrot dangling in front of my face.


    I consulted my confidants in the SAS training wing and discussed the dilemma. They were extremely encouraging about my chances of passing selection but their consensus was that I should roll Afghan, arguing that I could do more good as a young, fit, level-headed medic now than I ever could as a shooter later. I was still young, so I had plenty of time to attempt selection, but I was needed for Afghanistan now.


    I agonised over this decision for weeks but eventually chose Afghan. I felt an obligation to my tight-knit group of medic mates that overrode my compulsion to have a crack at selection. I didn’t want to let the team down – selection could wait another year. The more experienced medics had just come back from Afghan, so they’d be staring down the barrel of combat stress if they had to go back now. The less experienced medics didn’t have the UM course under their belts, so they didn’t have some of the more advanced trauma skills that would come in handy on deployment. I was on deck.


    This was a second decision that I’m still struggling to come to grips with. Although my motivations for choosing Afghan seemed like the right ones at the time, with the twenty-twenty vision of hindsight, I think my subconscious fear of failure was a larger factor than I would’ve cared to admit. The fear of failure was fast becoming a regrettable theme in my life. I’d just settled for second best, yet again.
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    THE ’GHAN


    With my selection desires cast aside, I agreed to ramp up the whole Afghan thing in 2007. My buddies threw a drunken and immoral going-away party of historical proportions the night before I was due to ship out. The following day, I was lining up for a pre-deployment gee-up speech from the political dignitaries of the day. Hungover like a motherfucker, I sat in my designated seat, three rows back from the Minister of Defence (MinDef), Brendan Nelson, as he launched into a charismatic and heartfelt speech about what we were going to do in Afghanistan. Every now and then as he was addressing the room, his gaze would momentarily stop on me, a hint of acknowledgement registering on his face. He could probably see the alcohol fumes rising from my pores. After an amazing address, the MinDef made a beeline for me.


    Please just leave me to die in peace.


    ‘Big night, mate?’ the MinDef asked, heartily shaking my hand.


    ‘It’s always a big night when the police are involved,’ I embellished. I smelt like a brewery and looked like sin.


    ‘Hehe, I’d expect nothing less. You’ve already done us proud,’ he said, with an entirely knowing and genuine smirk on his face.


    I couldn’t believe it. He came across like a straight-laced suit on TV but in reality he was just another degenerate lad. I love that dude; I wouldn’t entrust my taxpayer dollars to another. Vote Liberal.


    After my blood-alcohol content subsided to a non-deadly level, I found myself at an Australian airport waiting patiently on the gangway to board the plane to an undisclosed destination in the Middle East. After a long series of flights, three other Special Forces medics and I, amid a sea of troops, landed safely on the Tarin Kot airstrip in Afghanistan. The group was made up of 4th Royal Australian Regiment (4RAR) commandos and SAS that, together, formed the Special Operations Task Group IV (or SOTG 4, for short). Regardless of which unit we hailed from, Special Forces medics were given the call sign ‘Kilo’.


    As the ramp of the C-130 aircraft lowered, a wave of heat and sand smacked our faces. It was forty-five degrees out; wavy heat lines distorted the view of the horizon. Lugging our personal gear down the ramp and onto terra firma, we soon had beads of sweat leaking from every pore. Before we had a chance to think, the Special Forces doctor collared all the Kilos and dragged our jube asses into the disaster lock-down bunker.


    The Doc’s wild eyes darted around beneath his Armageddon helmet as he taught us the rules of the base safety game. He was an incredible physician but one of those highly intelligent people who lack street smarts – he was like Chicken Little, constantly worried that the sky was about to fall down. And he’d been in Afghanistan for a few weeks at this point, so he was flapping that his premonition was going to come true at any moment.


    Within minutes, huge blasts reverberated around the base, sending tremors through the earth. What the fuck have I got myself into? I half-expected a mortar to land right in my lap. Maybe the Doc was on the money!


    The blasts didn’t appear to be close but the noise was overwhelming. What the hell was going on? I peered around the corner of the safety bunker, only to notice that blokes were walking around normally without a care. This can’t be right.


    With the sound of explosions echoing in the bunker, the Doc explained that the base was a hotbed of pure death. The Taliban was infamous for sporadically bombarding the place with long-distance mortar attacks and then melting away into the background. Further (non–panic attack) investigation, though, revealed that these explosions were caused by the friendly mechanised artillery cannon located nearby, and not by the enemy. While we all appreciated the Doc’s medical expertise, this was the first and last time we’d follow his nonsensical tactical advice. So embarrassing.


    The Tarin Kot base had a rare and unappreciated beauty. Between sandstorms, the distant grey-bluish hues of the vast mountain ranges of the Baluchi Valley were clearly visible from our living quarters. The base itself was a sprawling mass of American, Dutch and Australian forces almost as far as the eye could see. Beyond the confines, the region was spectacular. If not for all the death, destruction and stifling heat, it would be an oasis.


    Living in fibro-clad multi-person huts, we began to build the Special Forces Regimental Aid Post (RAP), which looked like it had been decimated by an enemy bomb right from the outset. The makeshift RAP was our medical headquarters, a mix between a resuscitation bay, pharmacy and GP centre, all rolled into one. As our group was getting ready for business, an allied nation’s Special Forces unit requested our medical help for an operation that had the potential for mass friendly casualties. While we Aussie medics readied ourselves for the mission, the official word hadn’t been received from the Australian government yet, and we couldn’t help these boys without the bureaucratic green light from the powers that be.


    In a stroke of less than perfect timing, the green light was given two days later, long after we’d been ready and even further from when our allies needed help, after the mission had been executed. Luckily, no one was seriously injured, and our help wasn’t ultimately needed, but it could’ve been a damn-sight worse.


    With the excitement of that mission snuffed out, we kept busy by sorting out the shit-fight that was our RAP. The place was a disaster zone. We needed a stable medical platform to support the Special Forces blokes on their various missions. The most abundant resource was ammo containers, so we used them as a filing system for our drugs. By week’s end, the RAP looked like a mix between an armoury and a trauma surgery. It was pretty cool in comparison to what it had looked like. More importantly than its aesthetics, it functioned superbly.


    While Special Forces operations geared up, the RAP started a slow metamorphosis into full functionality. The SAS were initially hesitant to bring me along for dangerous operations because I was an untested entity. I’d performed well in supporting training tasks back home, but active operations were a different story altogether. It took me a long time to earn their trust, as well it should. If I’d gone out undercooked, I could’ve got myself killed or, even worse, put my mates in jeopardy. I didn’t give a shit about myself, but the thought that I might let the lads down was so scary that it kept me awake at night.


    A week after touching down, the Aussie medics were needed just around the corner at the American Forward Surgical Base (FSB). The FSB was the first port of call for emergency trauma cases in the region – treating both Afghan locals and allied forces alike. When work was slow, the Americans were all over it, but when they were inundated with mass casualties, they needed our help. I vividly remember my first mass-casualty scenario at the American FSB, because it was such a dog’s breakfast. I was sitting on my bed, shooting the breeze with the lads, when the doctor burst into the room, eyes wide with excitement. The emergency bat phone from the FSB had rung and we were needed sooner than yesterday for a round of mass casualties that were inbound on an evac chopper.


    Throwing on the nearest pair of boots and shirt that I could find, I almost forgot my 9-millimetre pistol, as Tropical Cyclone Terry burst out the door to the Hilux that was idling patiently in anticipation for the short trip down to the American compound. Inside the trauma surgery, we worked at breakneck speed, quickly preparing IV bags and other emergency trauma gear for the onslaught of blood and gore that was due at any minute. Information on the casualties was scant; all we knew was that three Afghan trauma patients were on their way. I ran through the most likely emergency scenarios in my mind. There was a good chance that the patients would be hypovolemic (suffering major blood loss). Maybe they had head injuries or other forms of non-compressible haemorrhage (internal bleeding). I mentally rehearsed my treatment protocols, adrenaline pumping as the minutes passed.


    All of a sudden, stretchers burst through the door, accompanied by an entourage of stretcher-bearers, interpreters and chopper medics. The surgery was an instant hive of activity, people scurrying around the room grabbing bandages and pulse oximeters and needles. Vital statistics flew across the room in short, matter-of-fact statements from the chopper transfer crew. Verbal and physical shit was flying everywhere. It was a mission just to hear the information pertaining to my casualty, let alone block out all the other white noise.


    From what I could gather, the three Afghan patients had suffered significant lower-body trauma, presumably from an explosive force. But according to the chopper medic their story didn’t quite stack up. The guys were dressed in Afghan Police uniforms, but their particular injuries closely resembled those you’d expect from a stoush with allied friendly forces. The running theory was that they were Taliban combatants who’d been in contact with Dutch forces earlier that day. Not that this changed the nature of our medical treatment, but it provided valuable insights into their ‘mechanism of injury’ and clues as to the treatment they might need.


    My casualty was the most critical of the trio. While the others were moaning in pain, my bloke didn’t know who he was or what the hell was going on. His face was caked in a thick layer of dry, black blood and his eyes were swimming aimlessly inside his skull, unable to focus on anything. My triage team screamed out a set of baseline observations: pulse, respirations, blood pressure and all the rest. He was in bad shape; his blood pressure was dangerously low and dropping with each passing minute.


    While all this madness was going on, I cut away his clothing and assessed the extent of the injuries. His upper body and abdomen seemed to be okay, but his legs were another story. One of the team got IV access and pumped in a tsunami of fluids to raise his blood pressure. On the left thigh, he had a large, gaping hole, where I could see one of the quadricep muscle bundles taper away into a whitish tendon that had been harshly torn and cauterised by a hot piece of frag. There didn’t seem to be too much blood, so I moved on.


    Further down his leg, I saw that his foot had been blown to smithereens. There was another gaping hole on the top of his lower left appendage, through which I saw two exposed white, fleshy ligaments connecting to the internal structure of his toes. Three ligaments were severed and rolled up into the wound like tape measures. Underneath was a pulpy mess of blood, severed tissue and mashed bone. Again, not much blood was seeping out of the wound, so it probably wasn’t life-threatening at this stage. But by the time I’d progressed to rolling the patient over to inspect his back, the American surgeon watching over me was growing impatient. My primary survey was taking too long.


    The UM course had stressed the importance of taking an extra few minutes to fully assess the situation, but emergency mass-casualty situations were an entirely different beast. The imperative was to run a rapid-fire primary survey, take an educated guess as to what was going on and move the patient on to surgery – a bit like a production line. As I worked my hand down the casualty’s back, feeling for spinal abnormalities and bruising, the super-experienced overwatching surgeon grew increasingly restless. ‘Check the anal tone, check the anal tone now. And while you’re there, you might as well check the prostate,’ he urged, prompting the shorthand version of my primary survey.


    Checking the old boy’s dirty dot was a tried and true method for assessing spinal damage – if his sphincter didn’t pucker, he probably had a spinal injury. But asking me to check the prostate was a tad weird, especially in an emergency. I had my reservations, but I didn’t question the surgeon; in hindsight this was probably a hazing tradition. I took a deep breath and steadied my nerves, before diving in with both fingers. Fuck’s sake, I thought as I unceremoniously probed the poor fucker’s colon – jamming my fingers up someone’s arse was definitely not how I was expecting this day to turn out.


    But my fingers were pointing the wrong way! The prostate is located anterior to the butthole, not posterior.


    
      THE PROSTATE


      The prostate is a gland that produces an alkaline bodily fluid to lubricate the urethra during the male ejaculation. Prostate cancer ranks as the most deadly form of cancer in males. The prostate is a walnut-sized growth that can be felt through the rectum, and is never palpated in an emergency situation.


      Not unlike hitting the G-spot, or eyeballing a unicorn, finding the prostate can be surprisingly difficult – especially if you’re two-knuckles-deep inside the balloon-knot of your sworn enemy and the fucker’s clenching tight in a last-ditch display of defiance.

    


    Despite my best efforts, the prostate exam only revealed that I needed to burn my gloves to ash and wash my hands thoroughly afterwards. I felt so dirty.


    I’d never rammed my digits into anyone’s arse before, so I didn’t know what a healthy prostate felt like, let alone a damaged one. The surgeon was unhappy with my assessment so he gloved up and forcibly offered his second opinion, no lube. I didn’t know whether I should be embarrassed that I forgot the anatomical position of the prostate or happy that penetrating another bloke’s asshole was undoubtedly not my area of expertise.


    After the time-pressure of the situation wore off, my casualty began to stabilise. His blood pressure had risen to a life-sustaining level and started to plateau. His vitals were stable for now, and it was time to start looking at the individual wounds. The Yank surgeons assessed the mangled mess of bone and tissue where his foot should have been. It was certain at this point that serious nervous and vascular damage had been done, but the extent was still unknown. Some tissue still looked viable, so the foot was bandaged tight for the ‘wait and see’ game. His thigh looked to be in better nick. Under the surgeon’s watchful direction, I excised dead tissue from the gaping thigh hole with a scalpel, suturing closed the fleshy gaps when all the debris was finally cleared away. We needed to make sure that no necrotic tissue was left in the wound to create a festering abscess after the skin was closed. It was a long, painstaking process that lasted well into the night.


    While this was happening, Vinny, the cool-as-a-cucumber commando nurse, noticed a small, pimple-sized nodule of dried blood on the bloke’s nose. It looked like a zit. Following his gut, Vinny demanded a full head scan of the patient, which revealed that a piece of frag had entered his nose and played bouncy castles in his sinuses, where it finally came to rest. Removing the tiny piece of metal would’ve been riskier than it was worth, and since it wasn’t life-threatening, the bloke was doomed to the same fate as a can of spray paint – he’d hear a rattling sound when he blew his nose forever more.


    In the days that followed, the patient’s foot slowly started to deteriorate. The ashen-grey skin and bluish-grey tissue inside the wound screamed that his foot was dying. There was no point trying to save it because it was clearly deceased and becoming an infection and gangrene risk.


    We had to amputate.


    With the surgical room meticulously sterilised and prepared, the patient was wheeled into the breach. Under the watchful eye of the Yank anaesthetist, I sedated and intubated him. Before he could even count to three, he was off with the fairies, a machine now tasked to conduct the most basic of human functions and breathe for him. While two of the more senior surgeons discussed where they were going to amputate, a third surgeon decided that this would be a great opportunity for an anatomy lesson. With a bunch of engrossed medics watching attentively, the surgeon grabbed a pair of forceps and gently tugged on one of the intact ligaments that could be seen from the open hole in the foot. The corresponding toe slowly started to curl and relax in unison with the forceps. It was macabre and fascinating at the same time. I felt a tad queasy, but couldn’t look away either. The decision was made that the foot would be amputated mid-lower leg. This would leave enough viable calf muscle to fold over as the padding for the stump while ensuring that all the dead tissue would be eliminated.


    So began the scalpel action.


    All the soft tissue was systematically sliced and diced away, leaving a three-centimetre gap to access the bone. The lower-leg ligaments and tendons are under an incredible amount of tension, so as the scalpels severed the last few strands of soft tissue, the rigid structure of the foot suddenly released and sagged with an audible twang that shook the surgical table. An Australian commando medic called Jim was assigned the grisly task of separating the bones, which is done with a garrotte-like medical instrument known as a bone saw. It is essentially two hand toggles with a thin, serrated wire in between. Jim, who was funnier than a fart in an elevator, put his game face on and got straight down to business, moving the toggles up and down like a seesaw.


    Zzzt, zzzt, zzzt, zzzt, pop went the tibia as it separated, releasing the build-up of pressure inside the bone cavity.


    Zzzt, zzzt, zzzt, zzzt, pop went the fibula, as it followed suit.


    The foot was now a free agent, completely separated from the leg and held up by one of the attendants. All three forceps that had supported the foot during the surgery now hung limply from the curled toes they were clamped to. This was the most unnatural spectacle you could ever encounter. After washing away the damp white and reddish pulp of bone offcuts and softening the edges of the bones with a medical file, the surgeons tucked the calf-muscle flap back over the wound to create the stump, closing the whole mess up with some seriously heavy-duty sutures. Orthopaedic surgery looked a lot like carpentry to me, but it seemed to work.


    Our suspicions about the nature of the casualties’ injuries were later confirmed. According to reliable sources, the trio were fully-fledged Taliban insurgents who’d had their asses kicked by allied forces earlier that day. Gravely injured, the three had been taken in by a local police chief, who treated their wounds and dressed them in Afghan Police clothing to expedite their medical treatment (by the same forces they’d been fighting against, I might add). This is not to say that the local police chief was a Taliban sympathiser, or that he was corrupt; he might very well have had tribal and cultural obligations to these blokes – such was the complexity of figuring out who the ‘bad guys’ really were in this ambiguous and complicated environment.


    This kind of shit was a notorious Taliban tactic. They were very adept at undermining the political support of opposing developed nations by blurring the line between innocent punters and true Taliban forces. They were experts in the art of the ‘grey area’. If they could sway support away from the war on terror among the peace lovers and tree huggers back home, they’d cut our allied forces’ legs right out from underneath us on the home political front. Very subtle and sneaky stuff.


    This tactic was never more apparent than in the medical realm. We had an obligation to treat everyone, regardless of motive or military affiliation. That’s why, from day one, I tried my best to remove emotion from the equation when treating casualties. I saw everyone as a job, not as a person. I couldn’t afford to get emotionally invested; I needed to remain objective, almost like a robot. They were a lump of living meat. It was my job to keep that meat as fresh as possible for as long as possible, and then move on to the next patient when my job was finished.


    Easier said than done.
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    PRIOR PREPARATION DOESN’T PREVENT PISS-POOR PERFORMANCE


    Regardless of the occasional drama that surfaced at the FSB, the Tarin Kot base was a picture of serenity. I’d wake up in the morning, procure the requisite tall coffee and sit on the front step of my room, sparking a cigarette and contemplating the meaning of life through the lens of the tall bomb barriers that obscured sight of the distant mountain ranges. My room typically housed six to eight other medics, all of whom believed that waking up at six in the morning was cool. It was impossible to sleep in, even though there was no formal time to start work.


    The base was a makeshift holiday retreat; a far cry from the living conditions of warzones past. Most rooms were made of plywood or steel containers but all had air-conditioning. The mess produced some of the best grub you could possibly ask for – procured from the ass-end of the American supply system, yet it never failed to exceed expectations. If you were lucky, and had the right connections, a local Afghan entrepreneur would magically appear on the scene and upgrade the room’s TV reception to include seventy-seven different channels of pornography and debauchery. Medics are a highly ethical breed, sworn under oath to uphold the loftiest standards of morality, so, of course, we never bought the extra channels.


    Pfft . . .


    Trust medics with your life, not your money or your wife.


    We were the first to buy the extra channels.


    Within a few weeks in Afghan, a mission began to manifest. Rumour had it that we were going to do a hit on some medium-to-high-value targets. Shit was getting real, so we started planning accordingly. The planning for an operation took much longer than you’d probably expect, and was carried out on a personal level as well as a group one. I potentially had six different weapon systems that I might need to use, so I familiarised myself with the unique personality traits of each weapon and the layout of spare ammo and other odds and sods that were different for each vehicle that the weapons were mounted on. I needed to prepare for every situation, military and medical. What emergency medical scenarios might happen? How prepared were the advanced first-aiders in my team? What skills and stores did they have? Could we share resources so that I didn’t have to carry so much gear? Were there any drugs or medical devices that had multiple uses so I could cut down on weight and storage space? As an example of the anal-retentiveness needed for a decent prep, this was my usual ammo readiness routine.


    
      BULLET PREP


      Load bullets into magazine, magazine into gun, pull the trigger, bad guy drops. Sounds simple, right? There’s a hell of a lot more to it than that.


      Start with the standard M4 magazine. Although you can cram thirty 5.56-calibre bullets into the sucker, twenty-eight was recommended to reduce spring compression and minimise the risk of stoppages, or jams. Moreover, the magazine needed periodical release to reduce the pressure on the spring, again to minimise stoppages. Both the spring and rounds needed a bit of cleaning TLC every so often, especially in dusty conditions.


      The M4 magazine can be a bitch and a half to grasp in a tight, sweaty clinch, so I put a sticky-tape tab on the end of every mag. Moving on to the mag pouch, I melted the male side of the velcro closing strap with an iron to minimise the ripping noise, but this left me with only one button stud to stop the mags from falling out of the pouch. A cost I’d have to bear. I organised the mags so that their curvature favoured my left, non-dominant hand. My right hand should be focused on my gat (rifle) and trigger operations. Each pouch could comfortably house two mags, but they tended to rattle around inside the pouch, creating a clinking noise that might expose my position. So I stuffed some cleaning cloth between the mags.


      How many mag pouches should I have? Too many and I’d be weighed down – too few and I’d be useless in a gunfight. I chose four pouches, eight mags in total. I tested this configuration by jumping all around, up and down. I still had a rattle somewhere. I rejigged and tried the new configuration from all conceivable firing positions: standing, sitting and lying. The pouches were too low; I couldn’t get to them while on my guts. Time for another readjustment.


      This was all well and good when I was using the mags, but what about when they were spent? My panic pouch needed work. A panic pouch is a rolled-up bag on the body armour, released by pulling on a velcro tab that opens the wide mouth of the bag to drop spent magazines into during a gunfight when you’re too preoccupied to worry about fitting the mag snugly into a pouch. I positioned the panic pouch on my lower left side; I might need discarded empty mags to house rounds if all else went to shit and I had to restock. Also, I’d be sure to tuck in my shirt so that I could stuff the spent suckers down my front if I needed to.


      What about spares? I had a grab-bag for emergencies, but how accessible were my bullets? I needed them to sit at the top of my grab-bag. Should I stock full mags (and carry more weight) or roll speed-loaders (which had less weight but took more time to load)? How many spares should I even have?


      I think you get the picture by now; obsessive-compulsive worrying was a positive thing.

    


    The Six Ps – prior preparation prevents piss-poor performance – was certainly a mantra during the mission-preparation stage, but it didn’t guarantee success, as I later learnt. Several days out from the mission proper, we ran a few dry runs, testing out different scenarios. I felt that I was all over it. No nasty surprises popped up and I only needed a few minor adjustments to my kit. I was confident that I’d accounted for every likely eventuality.


    The green light for the mission came quickly enough, and I soon found myself on the back of a long-range patrol vehicle, or LRPV for short. I was ‘outside the wire’ for the very first time, and I kept jumping at my own shadow. Through the dim green glow of my night-vision goggles (NVGs), I fully expected to see the big bad Taliban jump out from behind a rock at every turn. The adrenaline was pumping and my imagination was working overtime. Before long, we stopped at the lay-up point (LUP), which is where we would gather the troops and organise the attack. The commandos and SAS had grouped together for this hit.


    Our joint group got into formation and patrolled to the target on foot. In contrast to most people, I’d opted to carry only one night-vision monocle – pretty much everyone else was rocking two. I just didn’t trust the tech. The NVGs severely hampered depth perception. They convert ambient light into a two-dimensional display of varying shades of green that makes it extremely difficult to tell whether you’re stepping into a deep ditch or a shadow. I trusted my parentally issued Mach One eyeball more than I did the technology, but using one NVG monocle came with a trade-off. While moving across seemingly benign ground, I’d keep my naked eye closed and my open eye focused through the monocle. But when suspect terrain approached, I’d close the night-vision eye and use my naked eye to safely navigate the obstacle with greater depth perception. One eye was acclimatised to the dark, but the other was tuned into the bright-green light of the monocle, which sent mixed signals to the different hemispheres of my brain. The net result was a splitting headache that no amount of Panadol could subdue. The increased odds of remaining upright trumped the headache, though.


    An hour into the walk, I was kneeling in a deep wadi (dry riverbed) when I noticed my right thigh glowing through my monocle. My leg looked like a bloody Christmas tree. What the fu . . .


    The squadron sergeant major (SSM), who looked like he’d killed more dudes than cancer, caught up to me and calmly ripped me a new asshole. ‘Quick, turn off that fucking light,’ he hissed.


    My head-torch, which had easily passed muster in the training rounds of this op, had incredibly switched on inside my leg pocket. I’d even wrapped the bloody thing in my bandana so this wouldn’t happen. The tension on my taut fabric pocket had created enough pressure to turn the fucking thing on. I quickly removed and reversed the torch batteries so that it couldn’t happen again. I was so embarrassed.


    While the dim glow of a shrouded torch light would be hard to see under normal circumstances, especially in a low-lying ditch, we had to assume that the enemy had every night-time capability that we did. They might have seen the glow!


    With that little incident rectified, we moved on, and a wave of relief washed over me when I found that I wasn’t the only fuck-up that night. Others had made the same blunder along the slow trek to the target that I did. A small mercy.


    Eventually, the group stopped and prepared for the big hit. The SSM started organising the troops, assigning me and the bomb-detection bloke (and his explosive-sniffing dog) the task of watching a nearby mud-brick compound that neighboured the target: ‘This is where you boys post up until we initiate contact. No early warning will come from this compound. I repeat: no early warning will come from this compound.’


    So there we lay, barrels pointing just above a small berm (or ledge) between us and the compound. As the rest of the lads crept forwards, we kept completely still, silent, hearts beating out of our chests. A dog bounded out from behind the compound, barking its tits off in our general direction. It could probably hear or smell us and its barking was drawing a lot of attention. The dog’s owner poked his head through the front door of his mud-brick hut, peering out into the night. My explosive buddy and I exchanged glances through our NVGs, silently begging the dude not to take further interest. There was no way that he could see us in the darkness, but his dog was putting on one hell of a convincing show. Neither of us had silencers, so shooting was the last thing we wanted to do. It could blow the op, losing us the element of surprise.


    Our fears were soon cast aside.


    Boom!


    The hit was initiated off in the distance. It had started.


    The outer door of the target blew so far off its hinges that forensic scientists would struggle to identify a single molecule of its remains. In that instant, my explosive buddy’s bomb-dog broke off its leash and hoofed it in the opposite direction, startled by the violent noise. It scampered straight into the unoccupied Badlands whence we came. I seriously doubted we’d see that dog again.


    No time to ponder. We were ushered forwards to the target compound, where we watched and listened.


    Ffft ffft. The sound of compressed gases escaping silenced rifle muzzles somewhere close by was followed by terse whispers.


    Ffft ffft. BANG! More silenced shots, followed by a grenade blast.


    Peering through my single NVG, the sky looked like a scene from a Terminator movie. Green helicopter infrared beams raked across the compound from helicopters overhead, illuminating the ‘squirters’, or runners, sprinting about the place like headless chooks – trying to get away. I patrolled slowly to an unmanned corner of the compound, crouching low, and scanned my arc of fire from the relative safety of the mud-brick perimeter. I stayed in this position for the next few minutes, but it seemed like an eternity. My body surged with adrenaline as I quietly hoped that none of the distant gunfire that I could hear had winged any of the boys. I had a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach, but it was unfounded – on this occasion at least. None of the lads were clipped that night.


    As the first rays of the morning sun poked between the distant clouds on the horizon, our mission was complete. The hit had been clinical – every enemy target had been taken down without loss of Australian life. Having bagged two medium-value targets, we bugged out to the LUP. As we escorted our new Taliban friends back across the undulating rocky landscape, Reuben, the missing explosive-detection dog, appeared from nowhere, trotting back to his handler and giving him an affectionate lick on the face as if nothing had happened.


    Back at base, the high tempo of the American FSB became the norm. All of the Kilos volunteered to help, whenever and wherever we could. We Aussie medics had just finished having a brew with the Yank surgeons when a high-priority job came through. An American soldier had been shot in the chest. The Yanks were all over it; the casualty was one of their own – so we Aussies stepped aside out of respect. We watched helplessly as an American soldier was stretchered into the surgery. The chopper medic did CPR on the run, as a trail of blood dripped onto the floor. Swarms of soldiers rocked up to the FSB, offering blood donations, but the casualty was already spent. This resuscitation was over before it started. He died on the operating table.


    We all sat around, dejected. No one said a word – what could you say?


    But the beauty of the FSB was that there was always another emergency, there was always another chance to make good. And the Americans made up for this loss tenfold over the next week. A hundredfold the week after. And a thousandfold over their whole rotation in Afghanistan.


    My nerves settled once the first mission outside the wire was out of the way. I was now more experienced, and I’d hopefully ironed out all the stupid shit (like the torch incident) from my game. The next op was more laid-back. We were en route to a nearby village that we’d heard had been experiencing some serious bad-guy attitude over the last few weeks. Our job was to stamp out the nonsense and win some hearts and minds in the process. Teaming once again with the commandos, we slowly snaked our way through the dusty Tarin Kot township neighbouring the base. This time, though, instead of riding exposed and dirty on the back of an LRPV, I was manning the rear MAG 58 machine gun on a heavily armoured Bushmaster vehicle. The Bushmaster is one supremely awesome marvel of a mechanical monstrosity. Weighing in at a formidable twelve tonnes, it boasts the armour of an underground bomb shelter with the top speed of a narcotically enhanced cheetah.


    I was now a member of the Special Forces medical team, which was geared for the more humanitarian side of this particular mission. We were a group of mostly commando medics who could provide a frontline resuscitation capability and a more general aid service. This drive was a different ball game to my first trip because it was done during daylight hours. Kids were playing in the streets, and it was the first time for me that local tribal differences became blatantly obvious. Kids chased after the convoy, cheering as we rolled through one part of the town, but stopped in their tracks as we approached a crossroad. I was a little bemused. After we crossed the threshold, a new bunch of kids chased us, but this time they cussed at us and threw rocks! I narrowly missed being smacked in the head by one little bastard whose rock just zipped past my right eyebrow, landing harmlessly on the other side of the road. In the space of thirty metres, the temperature had gone from tropical to glacial. Cheeky little fuckers.


    The convoy rattled on. Manning the rear 58 was an arm wrestle, especially mounted on a behemoth Bushmaster. The vehicle had incredible suspension that insulated every bump at seating level, but I bounced around like a rodeo clown in the turret. It was impossible to maintain a steady firing position. I tucked the butt of the gun under my arm and locked my elbows in tight, pulling the weapon towards my chest in an effort to control it. My arms felt like jelly by the end of the day, but at least the muzzle always pointed where I wanted it.


    After a few days of bouncing around the desert, and what seemed like an eternity of isometric weight training on the 58, the convoy arrived at our destination on a hillside overlooking the besieged town.


    The Uruzgan province of Afghanistan has three types of landscape, in no matter which direction you look. Rugged mountain ranges invariably dominate the distant horizon. Rolling, barren hills occupy the mid-ground. Lush, green vegetation grows in the valleys of the rolling hills, usually following a river or stream of some description. These valleys are known as the ‘green belt’, and more often than not are where Afghan towns are situated.


    So there our convoy sat, on the rolling, barren hills overlooking the embattled township. Waiting, watching. When night fell, we set off on foot and swept through the town like a dose of salts. But we only managed to seize a few rogue AK47s, two low-value Taliban targets and a supply of opium that would make Pablo Escobar feel unworthy in the illegal drug trade.


    At sunrise, we moved into the town again and went into ‘hearts and minds’ mode. The first order of business was opening up the lines of communication with the local elders to figure out exactly what was going on and how we could help. A terp (interpreter) put the word out on the bush telegraph and a number of elders soon emerged from their mud-brick houses to have a chin wag.


    The Afghans celebrate an incredibly rich culture steeped in a mixture of Pashtun, Persian and Muslim tradition, and this was never more evident than observing the ‘shura’, or meeting. The elders welcomed us, offering our hierarchy cups of traditional chai tea as they sat in a perfect circle discussing the more pressing matters facing the village. When the meeting adjourned, orders were disseminated around the group.


    We learnt that the locals had a few issues, but the Taliban weren’t on the top of the list despite the fact they’d destroyed the town’s mosque a few days earlier. A local ‘warlord’, for want of a better term, had amassed a small army of heavily armed assholes and was now ruling the region with an iron fist, setting up roadside checkpoints to extort money from the poverty-stricken locals, beating them (or worse) when they couldn’t pay the toll. These guys became the primary targets. The second issue was the ruined mosque, which the elders hoped we could rebuild, and the third was that a lot of the villagers had a swag of health problems and no access to any kind of medical assistance. Our mission was defined. We got to work.
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    HUMANITARIAN AID


    A small contingent of Dutch engineers came along for the ride on our humanitarian mission and got straight on with rebuilding the mosque. While the construction work was going on, the medical team ramped up for humanitarian aid – setting up tarpaulins, treatment tables and mass dumps of medical supplies in anticipation of the coming hordes.


    The locals didn’t disappoint. Before we could formally open for business, Afghans massed in droves for treatment. Over a hundred patients flocked to the area in minutes, making no discernible attempt to organise themselves. Their MO seemed to be ‘first in best dressed’ with a hint of ‘survival of the fittest’. But we couldn’t jump in just yet, as security was paramount. We still needed to canvass everyone for weapons and suicide vests. The last thing we wanted was a jack-in-the-box surprise suicide attack.


    With security tighter than a Bloods rap concert in Crips territory, we opened six medical-treatment stations that were going full noise all day. The process was incredibly slow because we only had two Afghan terps between the six of us. After the first few hours, one of the medics noticed that we’d only been treating adults but there seemed to be scores of kids that we hadn’t seen yet.


    What is going on?


    We soon realised that the adult males had been pushing in front of the kids! And all the adults seemed to be after was a free hit of morphine to feed their opium addictions. While I’m sure there must have been cultural and social-stature forces at play, pushing in front of kids just wasn’t cricket. We asked the blokes running the security checks to make sure that kids got the inside track from there on in.


    An endless stream of malnourished, sickly babies and toddlers soon swamped the treatment tables. One in four were scarily thin, with bony ribs jutting out of their chests and protruding pot bellies ballooning out over their diapers. They were lethargic and in visible agony, many suffering from ailments that a healthy baby would normally shake off. The worst of these kids would struggle to survive the month without treatment. The best we could do was hand out powdered baby formula and children’s vitamins by the mega tonne, but it wouldn’t solve their underlying problems.


    A few of the kids were knocking on heaven’s door, so we treated them immediately and gave the parents a couple of US dollars to buy a ride back to the American surgical base, where they were better equipped to deal with long-term illness. Band-Aid solutions wouldn’t do much good here. What these people desperately needed was a stable government and a reliable health-care system, which would take years to bed in. On the one hand, it felt good to be helping these kids, even if it was in a short-term capacity, but we were medically helpless to improve their longer-term outlook.


    In a brief change-up to the endless stream of sick babies, an elderly bloke fronted up to my treatment table. He had a heinous-looking cut on his forearm. Even through his tan skin, the brachial vein was an angry shade of red. This was early-onset septicaemia; his blood was infected with bacteria. It was a potentially life-threatening emergency. Wasting no time, I threw an IV cannula into his vein like a dart, quickly rigging up an antibiotic infusion. Two IV bags and one gram of antibiotics later, the red vein had settled to a pinkish colour, and, through a terp, the old bloke advised me that he needed to take a shit. Carrying his IV bag, I escorted him to a secluded place where he could do the doo. But he wasn’t satisfied with this location and moved down towards the village river.


    What is he doing? Does he want to wash his face?


    Without the terp, I couldn’t tell. Without so much as a flicker of reservation on the old boy’s face, he lifted his Afghan man-dress and squatted over at the bank of the town’s (drinking supply) river, while I turned my head away in shock. With a nonchalant groan, he dropped the kids off at the pool. Wiping was a luxury reserved for the Western world, and I instantly understood why his arm was so manky.


    Later that afternoon, another elderly chap limped towards my table. I had noticed him standing patiently in line for most of the day while we treated the kids. He had a long, grey beard, and although Father Time had clearly whooped his ass over the years, he had a kind and sincere look in his eyes. Through the terp, the old man described what was ailing him, but as I started to move my medical observation gear towards him, he shied away. The terp had been distracted between treatment tables and had messed up the translation. It wasn’t his symptoms he was talking about; it was his wife’s.


    I explained that I couldn’t really help without seeing the patient, so the old man insisted that I come to his house and see his wife. This was very odd. In all the hundreds of patients that I’d already seen, no one ever suggested that I see their sick wife. It was culturally taboo for a male to touch an adult female, even on medical grounds. Something wasn’t right, but the old bloke had a genuine quality about him that I couldn’t dismiss.


    With my boss’s permission, I put together a security team and we followed the old man as he slowly limped to the other side of town. I couldn’t believe it: I was making a house call in war-torn Afghanistan! When we reached his compound, the boys did a quick sweep of the grounds – nothing untoward going on outside. With cultural sensitivity in mind, just the terp and I stooped to enter the old guy’s house through the freakishly small doorway – the fewer males eyeballing his wife, the better.


    It was dark but cool inside and I quickly did a sweep of the room to make sure there were no weapons or explosives, which there weren’t. My eyes slowly adjusted to the dim light, as my gaze settled on the old man’s wife lying on a bed of hay in the middle of the room. She was gaunt and supernaturally ashen grey. Her eyes seemed like they’d sunk inside the bony recesses of her orbital sockets. I’d seen this look before: she was dying in front of my eyes. I unshouldered my medical pack and spread equipment all over the floor. As I started my primary survey and took baseline observations, the terp translated all the basic information from the husband – he knew which questions to ask at this point.


    Initial signs didn’t look good. Afghans have a different concept of time than we Westerners do; they don’t need to keep a tight track of the weeks, months and years. This made it extremely difficult to ascertain how long she’d been sick. Even so, I understood that this woman had a long-term illness, that she was dying slowly and very painfully, and that she probably only had a matter of weeks left on this earth.


    The husband was squatting next to his wife’s head, trying to convey all the information about her condition. He reached down and gently stroked her hair. This was very unnerving. I’d never seen or heard of an Afghan male showing open affection towards his wife in front of a stranger like this. ‘I know you Americans are great doctors. Please help nurse my wife back to health. She’s all I’ve got,’ he pleaded. The pitch of his gravelly voice rose into a strained whine as tears streamed down his face.


    I felt a stab of emotion. I didn’t mind that he thought I was American, but this dude thought I could work miracles. Primary survey now in the bag, I started on the secondary survey. Looking up, I saw the terp had tears welling in his eyes too. The room was charged with desperation and heartache.


    Bad drills. Don’t get involved, Tezz. Remain objective.


    This job was getting to me. I was sweating like a slab of Semtex trying to figure out how I was going to help them. I tried to summon my superhuman powers of detachment but it was too late; I was already emotionally invested. I silently pleaded to chance, or karma, or whatever higher power was out there in the universe to help this beautiful couple. All I needed was a sign or symptom to tell me that her illness was acute, and something that I could deal with. Although I don’t believe in God, or any other deity for that matter, I was almost praying that she had appendicitis so that I could do something to help her.


    After thirty minutes or so, having tried every dirty little trick I’d ever learnt, I conceded that there was nothing I could do. My best guess was that she had some sort of advanced gastrointestinal cancer. But without possessing a doctorate in oncology and carrying a portable radiology department on my back, I’d exhausted every available avenue.


    Nevertheless, I gave her some seriously kick-ass pain medication – not the weak stuff that I gave to everyone else; the good shit – and gave the old man twenty bucks to get his wife to the American surgical team asap, where there probably wasn’t much they could do either. He grabbed my hand in both of his and shook it gratefully, letting the money drop to the floor. Twenty dollars is worth two months’ pay in Afghanistan. ‘Thank you, thank you so much,’ he beamed, tears leaking from his eyes.


    Even though I was trying to put on a brave front, the look on my face betrayed me. As soon as the old man’s gaze met mine, he knew his wife was doomed. But he continued to shake my hand genuinely anyway.


    I felt like pond scum. This poor bloke was shaking my hand like I’d just granted his wife immortality, but I’d done nothing. No matter how bad I wanted to change the outcome, there was nothing I could do to give this Afghan love story a happier ending. I fought back the lump of emotion rising in my throat.


    I stepped out into the family’s courtyard, stifling sun rendering me temporarily blind.


    ‘Jeez, you were in there a long time, Tezz. How’d you go?’ the security team leader asked.


    ‘Ah, she’s fucked, brother,’ I said as we slowly patrolled back to the awaiting humanitarian queue.


    ‘Ah well. You do what you can, mate. On to the next one,’ he said.


    He was right. I’d let this house call get under my skin. I needed to forget about it and just move on. There were still dozens of chronically malnourished infants that I couldn’t save waiting patiently in line for me to do nothing.


    A day later, the op was drawing to a close, so we saddled up to ride back to base while the Dutch engineers offered construction leftovers from the mosque rebuild to the villagers. Masses of villagers picked through the scraps like vultures on a carcass, when social order suddenly disintegrated. Multiple fights broke out. One bloke picked up a piece of two-by-four and swung it violently at a dude who was vying for another piece of wood. Fisticuffs erupted as the peaceful scene nearly degraded into a soccer riot. Dozens of soldiers raced in to quell the fracas, breaking up the fights and extinguishing spot fires before they intensified. When relative peace was restored, a tribal elder approached our terp, angrily blaming us for the incident. The elder demanded that we pony up cash or provide more building materials so they could be shared out evenly among the villagers.


    This is an example of how easy it was for ‘hearts and minds’ missions to backfire in Afghanistan. I was beginning to understand the degree of difficulty in restoring peace and order to this region.


    The issue was diplomatically smoothed over, and we started the long journey back to base. But we still had a quick stop to make on the way out of the region. A few clicks down the road, the convoy came to an abrupt halt at the doorstep of the local warlord’s armoured fortress. The hierarchy dismounted and entered the compound. They were in no mood for a welcoming shura this time. Within twenty minutes, we were back on the road. The warlord had been read the riot act and been assured in no uncertain terms that we’d be back if he didn’t pull his head in. I don’t think there were any more problems in the area after that.

  


  
    8

    

    GETTING FROSTY


    Back in the relative safety of the Tarin Kot base, life continued on as normal, marking a lull between the battle ops. In terms of medical logistics, there was always paperwork and bureaucracy to handle. Annual health check-ups, monthly kit inspections and minor illnesses typically consumed a few hours of the day. But there was still plenty of free time. The daily ritual consisted of semi-rigid meal timings, ample PT opportunities, night-time poker tournaments and the occasional visit to the Dutch general store to spend our hard-earned, tax-free dollars.


    Paul, the commando medic, earned the nickname of ‘Tajiman’ – which loosely translated to ‘the boss man’ in Pashtun – because his dark olive skin and bushy black beard made him look like an Afghan. Locals would often approach Paul, thinking that he was the terp, but he was as Aussie as they come. Aside from his uncanny ability to blend in with the locals, he had another unique skill set: he was an unbelievable artist.


    Using nothing more than a plain white bedsheet and children’s crayons, Paul got to work on a massive painting that we hung in the RAP. The painting was of a Kilo killing the Grim Reaper with a caduceus – the long, snake-wrapped staff that represents the Medical Corps. As the trip wore on, Paul’s painting became more intricate and detailed, incorporating obscure details of funny events that were unique to our deployment. His artistic genius was a very surreal thing that I certainly hadn’t expected to find in my Afghan experience. So many hours were spent staring at his mural, a welcome break from the dull grey and brown tones of the scenery in the region.


    Paul’s artistry was symbolic of the uber-relaxed and friendly atmosphere around the camp. Even the strict military grooming standards, which usually required regular haircuts and daily facial shaving, loosened. As is common for Special Forces trips, a hair-growing competition emerged. My mop of hair had been going great guns for several months, but my facial hair was another story. The stubble grew thick and quick around my bum chin, but was patchy and sparse everywhere else. Some blokes were naturally blessed with the gift of the growth – but the widening density differential of the hair adorning my face looked more and more ridiculous as the months wore on.


    While my clumps of facial hair made me look like Oscar the Grouch after a fight with a lawnmower, I was still required to behave all professional during practice-range shoots. Here, the lads would take aim at the different blown-out vehicles and range-markers dotting the rolling hills of one particular section of the outer perimeter fence with any one of twenty different types of weapon systems. On one particular range shoot, a lone silhouette was seen traversing the range about one and a half kilometres away. We immediately stopped the shoot. This guy had somehow bypassed all the fencing, signage and sentries that prohibited entry into the live-fire area. We tried everything we could to flag the trespasser’s attention, but nothing worked. He was in serious danger – not from the range shoot but from the unexploded bombs lying everywhere.


    As the silhouette crossed the horizon, a small puff of dust erupted at his feet. He must have kicked an unexploded 40-millimetre grenade! As we watched from the range firing point, the silhouette turned back in the direction he’d come – visibly limping. He was most likely a local who wanted to pick up unexploded bombs to sell back to the highest bidder (usually the Taliban), but he’d obviously run into serious dramas.


    Sure enough, a bloke with massive lower-leg trauma presented to the American FSB the following day but wouldn’t elaborate on how he sustained the wounds. He was undoubtedly our mystery shadow man.


    In the days after the Bomb Bandit incident, a new mission profile unfolded. This was to be a long one, venturing deep into the heart of the Uruzgan province. While previous ops had seen the SAS and commandos share the workload together, this op saw them go their separate ways to achieve different objectives. My role in the new op was different again. I was playing the position of left-right-out. Given that this was my first overseas deployment, and I hadn’t spent any significant time with the SAS, I was left to do the base duties. The commando medical team enjoyed a full complement of personnel, so they didn’t need my help on this one either.


    I was a bit demoralised on the one hand, but can’t say that I was surprised on the other. As a black hat, it takes a gargantuan amount of time and spotless performance to earn a juicy trip with the SAS, especially on ops. My torch fuck-up hadn’t exactly strengthened my case either. Oh well, I’d lump it. I was doomed to the drudgery of a medic’s base responsibilities.


    My hell was short-lived. A few days after the lads had left the base, a frenetic call came from the front line. The most senior commando medic had been taken out, and was being evacuated by chopper back to base. Information was sketchy.


    I needed to collect all my shit in one sock and rush down to the outgoing medevac helicopter inside of ten minutes. The drive to the chopper took at least five. I was to be the commando medic’s replacement, entering the fray on the outgoing chopper that was going to bring him home on the flipside.


    Tropical Cyclone Tezz struck again. Shit was flying everywhere in my rush to meet the tight deadline. I managed to catch the chopper moments before it was turning and burning to collect the casualty. I dumped all my gear inside the Black Hawk and strapped it in. The chopper took off, rising vertically and quickly dipping its nose to the north. In a matter of minutes, we were negotiating a tight, enclosed, mountainous valley when a shrill alarm sounded. We’d either been locked on to by a nasty weapon somewhere in the mountain ranges, or it was a false alarm. I heard the mechanical movement of a nearby compartment as the decoy chaff was released to disorient incoming missiles, but none were fired at the chopper. This was a very nerve-racking way to accrue Frequent Flyer points.


    Fifteen minutes later, we’d reached the commando’s location, landing safely within its defensive posture. I grabbed my kit and raced out the door, only to see the senior commando medic being loaded in. His head was wrapped in gauze like a mummy and he had two bloody palm prints painted across his chest.


    What the fuck am I walking into?


    Not seconds after the chopper had taken off, the commando mortar section unleashed the fury on a nearby mountain range. They were engaging a ‘spotter’ target, who was coordinating Taliban attacks on our group. I scrambled to try to get my bearings in this hostile environment.


    ‘What happened?’ I asked Paul, the medical artist.


    ‘Fucking Charlie, man. He fell off the back step of the Bushmaster and hit his head hard on the ground,’ Paul explained.


    ‘What? No Talib fire or anything – he just brained himself?’ I asked, still panting.


    ‘Yeah, dude,’ Paul said, amused at my unrequired adrenaline surge. ‘What did you think was going on?’


    Shitness.


    I opened a ration pack and made dinner, relaxing back against a Bushmaster tyre as my meal cooked. We watched the fireworks unfold high up the mountainside. Two spotters dead. I was glad to get back in the game. And I was starving.


    Over the next few days, we rolled around the sun-baked hillside. Nothing overly exciting happened. But then as we rolled onto the dasht (which loosely translates to the desert and hillsides) overlooking a village, the temperature of the village suddenly dropped to Arctic conditions. There were no women or children running about the place, so we knew shit was about to get hectic. In the fading sunlight of a warm spring night, our convoy got lit up.


    The Taliban arced up from the mountainside and from the obscured green belt to our left. After a quick exchange, lasting no more than a few minutes, we re-established dominance in the area.


    With sunlight fading, we decided that this would be a prime spot to post up for the night. My group was situated at various spots around the town, but the other commando group was stationed further along the dasht, a few hundred metres away. The night passed without trouble, so we assumed the area was pretty clear. Although there were a few signs of Taliban activity around us, there was nothing to suggest we should be any more on edge than we already were.


    As the morning sun rose behind the distant mountains, the dasht commando group went about their daily routine. Todd, a well-liked and respected commando, ventured outside the defensive position for an early-morning dump. Just as his business was concluding, a volley of fire erupted from a nearby mountain range. Todd was struck by a 7.62 round that zipped through his thigh and exited through his buttock.


    This sparked an all-out gunfight. The exchange of fire was intense. The commandos laid down some serious hurt with their superior weapon systems against the Talibs, who knew the terrain all too well. We were positioned back from the contact by 300 metres, watching the drama unfold. We wanted to jump in, but we were sitting in a more strategically important position in the context of this fight, so we had to watch from the sidelines.


    Ten minutes later, a Bushmaster broke away from the group in contact and made a beeline towards us. We quickly prepped the medical vehicle. A CASEVAC – casualty evacuation – chopper was already on its way. We unloaded the injured Todd on a stretcher and laid him on the ground. All the fundamentals were already taken care of: his wounds weren’t leaking, he had an IV in situ, and his vital signs were stable. Jim, the commando frontline medic, had done a shit-hot job, under intense enemy fire – there wasn’t much left for us to do.


    As Todd was plonked on the ground, he looked up at me. ‘Tezz! What are you doing here, brother?’ he asked, now showing visible signs of shock as his shaking, blood-soaked hand shook mine. We’d spent a lot of time competing in nightly poker competitions back at base before this op.


    ‘I knew your ass would need my help, brother!’ I replied. ‘Don’t you worry about it, though. You’re in good shape – you’re axing it, homie.’ I was confident that he’d be sweet.


    Double-checking everything, we rolled Todd onto his side, only to find that blood was falling out of his reverse-side wound (as opposed to dripping or spurting), so we quickly bandaged over it and threw in a second IV for good practice’s sake. The CASEVAC chopper was close so we prepped him for transit.


    A cyclone of sand and dust swirled everywhere as the CASEVAC chopper touched down. The medical team rushed Todd forwards on a stretcher, quickly handing over everything we knew to the American chopper medic. The chopper lifted off and disappeared into the distance, transporting Todd back to civilisation. The mood was sombre, and the atmosphere eerily quiet after Todd’s departure, with the commandos having regained dominance of the area.


    Over the next few days, we received updates on Todd’s status: he was seriously hurt, but nailing his recovery in true Todd style. But we needed to maintain the rage and keep ticking off mission objectives.


    Most days outside the wire were characterised by ninety-five per cent boredom and five per cent pure adrenaline. The daily odd angry bullet, mortar or rocket-propelled grenade attack was usually enough to remind me that I was not in a friendly environment. Some kind of shit was invariably going down range, most days.


    We happened across a highly protected local Afghan doctor’s surgery. The dude had glass bottles cemented into the top of his mud-brick fence, which were smashed into a makeshift style of razor wire. This was the most dangerous doctor’s surgery on the planet.


    The good doctor inside the compound was in fear of his life. The Taliban were notorious for brutally torturing and killing any scholar with a tertiary education, so this bloke desperately needed our help. We set up shop in his clinic to reduce his workload, and sick locals were quick to line up around the corner once they heard we were there. The majority of patients didn’t have much to write home about – from the Afghan perspective. But if the same ailments were to manifest back home in Australia, beware the incoming national shit-storm! These hardy Afghan kids were tough as nails. Gaping wounds, crippling illnesses, broken limbs – I honestly never saw an Afghan kid cry.


    After a few hours of kicking sand in Disease’s face, and stealing Injury’s lunch money, a middle-aged bloke burst through the doctor’s door. His dad was waiting outside in a van, unable to walk into the surgery. Another medic and I went to investigate. We were incredibly suspicious about the van, which could’ve been loaded with suicide explosives, but we were intrigued nonetheless. We stepped into the vehicle as this putrid stench molested our nostrils. It smelt like burnt ball-sack with an overwhelming odour of tropical, rotting dick cheese. I opened a window to dry-retch, before recovering my composure and pulling a bandana over my nose to mask the evil odour.


    An elderly chap was sprawled out across the back seat of the van, naked from the waist down. He had a gruesome wound running the length of his thigh, which seemed to be infected with a bacterial mutation. The son explained that his dad was Taliban – not a modern Talib but an old-school hard-ass who fought against the Soviet Union; a Mujahid. The old Talib boys (mostly) had no affiliation to the new regime that was currently fighting against the West.


    This war had just become a little more complicated for me:


    Okay, we’re fighting the Taliban but there are people who fight with the Taliban who aren’t Taliban. Also there are some factions who want to kill us, but they’re not Taliban, and aren’t aligned with the Taliban. Plus, there are dudes who are Taliban, but they’re not the type of Taliban we’re fighting. Clear as mud.


    Regardless of military affiliation, this old man had a brutal gunshot wound. He’d sustained it during the war against the Ruskis, but that was about twenty years back, and it had never properly healed. It had become ferociously infected, due in no small part to the mud, straw and goat shit that had been packed into the wound – I’m not kidding: goat shit was packed into the wound. I had no clue how to treat this problem, so I gave the bloke some money to buy his way back to the American FSB, where I thought they could deal with it surgically. We later learnt that this bloke’s infection was caused by naturally occurring anthrax and smelt so rotten because of the goat shit and gangrene that had started to fester inside the wound!


    With that nasty smell cast aside, I rejoined the humanitarian aid queue. None of my patients showed more grit than this next kid. He was a pre-teen boy, no more than eleven or twelve years old. He’d been carried into the doctor’s surgery by his dad. As far as I could gather, the lad had been having an epileptic seizure for the last six hours. Again, although we didn’t share the same concept of time, I divined that he’d been in bad shape for at least a few hours.


    I asked his dad to lay him down in the embattled doctor’s foyer. His head, eyes, mouth and limbs were spasmodically convulsing. I’d seen this before. My older brother, Bazz, had displayed the same look on his face during his early epileptic years. As a kid, there wasn’t anything I could do to help my Big Bro, but as a highly trained adult medic, I felt that this was my chance to make amends.


    So I got to work. I punched out my primary survey in quick time and planted an oxygen mask on the kid’s face. No change, no surprise. Then, after quick consultation with the commando nurse, I squirted a sedative drug into his mouth. I knew the right dosage to give adults, but kids and teens required an incrementally smaller dosage to reduce nasty side effects, such as cessation of life. As the theory holds, the kid’s convulsions should’ve at least slowed down as the drug was absorbed through the buccal membrane in his cheeks. But they didn’t.


    I quickly ramped up my intramuscular alternative. The convulsions slowed substantially, but not enough to stop the horizontal, gyrating epileptic dance. For the next few hours, he kept convulsing in front of me – spasms escalating as the drugs wore off. The immediate danger was exhaustion of energy reserves, not to mention swallowing the tongue if his airway wasn’t controlled properly. My kid was already beyond this point, so I jammed a basic artificial airway into his mouth. His dad remained by his side throughout the ordeal, keeping the faith. But I was fresh out of sedatives. I had a few ampoules left, but I’d need the rest to sedate my lads if they ever needed it, in any of the million treatment scenarios that might arise. The drugs I’d given the kid should’ve already dropped a full-grown elephant, but they didn’t even touch the sides.


    We tried to arrange a CASEVAC, but the allied choppers were all flat strap. From the three bases in the area, not a single chopper could be spared at this point to save the kid’s life. While I could understand the air controller’s quandary, it didn’t help my situation on the ground. The kid was probably going to die without advanced treatment. I fought the air controller over the radio for about half an hour, but I couldn’t reroute a chopper to collect my lad. It was all to no avail. No help was coming. I felt that I’d failed my Big Bro yet again. I never found out how my epileptic man got on in the long run. I hope he’s still kicking, but I doubt he lasted the night.


    Angry. Helpless. Hopeless. So this is what a failed Kilo feels like. I took a few minutes of time-out. These patients that I couldn’t save were penetrating my armour. Emotion was registering on a personal level. I’d gone into this deployment with the belief that I could save everyone. This ideal was altruistic, but unrealistic. Not everyone could be saved. Disengaging from the confronting nature of war is an acquired skill, and one that I still needed to develop. After a few minutes of resting my head in my hands, I pushed the last job from my mind, and gradually grew colder as the trip wore on.


    While the medical team treated all manner of weird and wonderful injuries at the doctor’s surgery, the commando boys were chilling up on the dasht, and they managed to negotiate the purchase of a live goat with one of the local farmers. By the time our medical work hours drew to a close, the goat was already slaughtered, skinned, spiced and slow spit-roasted on an open fire. The few tiny morsels of goat meat that I got as the greasy serving tray (ration-tin lid) was passed around were orgasmic. After a week’s worth of army rations, the goat was five-star gourmet, easily ranking in the top-ten feeds of my life.


    Before long, we were on the road again, motoring along the dasht towards the next town. The rolling hills gave way to a neighbouring valley, and a familiar aroma hit my nostrils. I couldn’t put my finger on it at first. It smelt like the secret spot behind my high-school sports shed where the cool kids hung out during lunchbreak.


    Ganja!


    Sure enough, as the long procession of vehicles made its way down into the valley, the most majestic scene unfolded before my eyes. The entire valley was a gargantuan field of marijuana, stretching as far as the eye could see. Imagine ten football fields in a row, end on end, planted to the hilt with weed! This heavenly scene was beyond the realm of worldly possibility. No one back home would believe that such a magical place existed, let alone that I’d visited this stoner’s paradise.


    Despite the tactical foolhardiness of the endeavour, my buddy and I convinced our Bushmaster driver to pull over, stopping briefly to snap a shot of our ugly mugs amid the ocean of A-grade Afghan kush. Now that was a Kodak moment.


    After a few weeks of rocking and rolling through the desert, the commandos revisited the area where Todd had been shot. Intelligence reported that this was still a haven for Taliban hoedowns and hootenannies. A group of foot-based commandos patrolled through the green belt below as the mortar team provided overwatch protection from the dasht above. My medical team was attached to the mortar team to support this mission.


    I’d just finished my turn on security piquet when a report came through that a group of two to three Taliban spotters had eyes on our guys down in the green belt and were trying to coordinate an attack. The mortar team scanned the neighbouring mountains and hillsides to identify the targets. At least two spotters, maybe more, were seen bobbing up and down behind a rock outcrop, a bit over a kilometre away. This information was fed up the chain of command, and permission to engage was fed back down almost instantly. Our lads were in jeopardy.


    The mortar crew dialled in the aiming systems and quickly grabbed the nearest free guys to stoke the mortar tubes – myself included. No time to shuffle the security arrangement around; we had to act now.


    ‘Do you know how to stoke, Tezz? Are you good to go?’ a mortar man asked.


    ‘Hells, yeah, homie. Let’s get after it,’ I replied.


    I was the first bloke on the scene, so I got the first crack at the spotters. I grabbed the mortar and let it drop into the tube, kneeling down and covering my ears. Micro-moments later, there was a loud, explosive tink. The round lobbed into the air, hurtling towards the targets.


    We waited and watched for the splash for what seemed like an eternity. A distant boom rang out, kicking up a cloud of dust from the explosion, twenty metres behind the targets.


    The mortar crew made some adjustments and the next round was fired.


    Boom. It landed about ten metres behind the targets this time.


    Final adjustments were made and a few more mortars were fired in quick succession. Boom, boom, boom.


    The mortar mission was over – targets neutralised.


    This was my very first bomb fired in anger, and it all felt so insignificant, so mundane – it felt as routine as cooking dinner or running an errand. I honestly didn’t care that my mortar had probably maimed or killed people. I didn’t harbour any hatred towards the Taliban, but I felt utterly indifferent about dropping a bomb on the enemy. This reaction was vastly different to how I expected that I would feel – which was largely based on the war movies I’d seen. Judging by my hyped-up Hollywood preconceived notions, I thought I’d feel an overwhelming loss of innocence and sense of guilt. But no, I’ve got to pull out my ‘bullshit’ card on the movies.


    Afterwards, we sat around making lunch, cracking jokes and arguing over whose mortar had done the job.


    ‘Look at me, I just got blooded – I’m a real Man now,’ one of the mortar firers joked.


    ‘Fuck off, I’ve seen you play sport before – you’re so unco that any mortar you touch will automatically deviate off course, just because you tainted it with your piss-poor hand–eye coordination,’ I retorted. ‘You didn’t see them running away after my mortar, did you, fucker?’


    ‘You might have fragged them, maybe, Tezz, but I did the deed. I fucking rain threes from beyond the perimeter,’ another mortar firer interjected.


    We all sat around ribbing each other and peacocking about whose mortar got the goods. But the reality is that none of us would ever know, and it didn’t even matter. It’s a team effort to fire a mortar mission, and we’d all just contributed to saving the bacon of our boys patrolling through the green belt.


    Pretty soon, the tedium of the waiting-and-watching game settled in. While there was always some sort of excitement happening, it only occupied a small fraction of the time. Most of the days were spent sitting around talking shit. Every daily activity was suffixed with the word ‘ops’. Back in Australia, the endless stream of training missions were always followed by the word ‘exercise’, but in Afghanistan we were on active ‘operations’, so ‘ops’ became the catchword of the day. There were a multitude of ops that would go down on a daily basis.


    Breakfast Ops. Lunch Ops. Dinner Ops. Piss Ops. Shit Ops. Wank Ops.


    Name a bodily fluid, there was an official operational designation for it. And each of these operations took on an entirely different complexion outside the wire. Take Shit Ops, for example. Back in Australia, you can drop a deuce and flush it away without giving it a second’s thought. Afghanistan was a different story. There were no flushing toilets, no long-drop dunnies, and no latrines. So, when nature called and you had to take a dump, there were only two options. You could dig a shallow cat-scratch and backfill it, or lay cable right on top of the terra firma and drop a rock on the whole gruesome mess – but there was usually undesirable splatter associated with the latter. In either case, you were forced to witness the aftermath of your stinky crimes against humanity. This put us on such intimate terms with our own shits that we started naming them.


    The ‘shit of a thousand wipes’ was a semi-firm bowel movement that you couldn’t seem to clean away from your ring-piece, no matter how many times you wiped. The ‘green-apple splatters’ was the name of the diarrhoeal abomination that usually accompanied a minor upset stomach, and it always found a way to spray onto your shoes and lower pant legs. But, by far, the rarest and most revered type of shit was the ‘Bung Fritz’. The Fritz was a term reserved for that hardened and fully formed thirty-centimetre-long and ten-centimetre-diameter monster that had been brewing in your intestines for an entire week. And this type of deuce was only possible through the congealing effect of the standard-issue ration-pack cheese. It took a superhuman level of patience and defecatory abstinence to incubate such a beast. But the spoils went to the victor, and the wins to those who dared, for the damn few who were brave enough to endure such a ring-stinging bowel motion. A third-party adjudicator would have to confirm the almost fatal faecal dimensions of a ‘Bung Fritz’ boast, but the creator was always awarded legendary status and showered with praise by admiring fans if he was deemed successful.
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    FAT KID


    After a brief stint back at base to reload and recover, the SAS were called out on another mission: to quell the rising Taliban presence in a strategically important area. Thankfully, I’d done enough time and paid penance for my earlier torch mistake to earn a spot on this outing. The rugged Afghan terrain made driving over long distances to reach the dangerous region a ridiculously slow and tedious journey. But, after a few days of driving slower than old people fuck, we finally arrived in Taliban territory. The convoy of vehicles drove into a suspect village, ever vigilant for signs of a contact. Some cars were stationed above the town in an overwatch position, while others continued into the township – my car included. The overwatch team spotted a duo of fighting-aged males carrying weapons and called in their position over the net (radio). My car came to an immediate halt, alongside a beautiful flowing stream in a deep, sandy ravine. A team of snipers gave chase to the suspected bad guys from somewhere above my riverside vantage point, as my car’s team dismounted and tracked back the way we’d come, on foot, to investigate the commotion. The highest-ranking bloke on my car started running off, but doubled back when he remembered he couldn’t leave the vehicles unattended.


    ‘Tezz, you stay here and watch the cars – we’re gonna patrol around this bend; it looks like there might be some bad guys on our ass,’ he said. ‘Oh, and keep an eye out to the north-east of the ravine; no one’s cleared that far yet so we don’t know what’s up ahead.’


    Awesome. Watch the cars. I felt like the fat kid who always got picked last for a scratch match game of schoolyard sport.


    The lads raced off and disappeared from view behind me, as I scanned forward. There was a blind bend about one hundred metres to my front, and the unpatrolled section of high ground above the ravine to my left. I was on my own. The sounds of the gorgeous flowing river gave me a strange and eerie sense of calm and tranquillity now that I was by myself. I jumped up behind a .50-cal. machine gun and pointed the muzzle towards the unsecured ravine bend to my front, but I still needed to cover the high ground to my left. My eyes methodically scanned back and forth between the obscured dangers ahead and the risk of an attack from my upper-left flank. The wide axis and elevation of my arc of fire was too great to handle with one weapon: if I pointed the .50-cal. at the bend in the ravine, I was in danger of fire from my left flank; if I pointed the gun at my left flank, I was in danger from the ravine. Before I had a chance to overthink the situation, a call came over the radio.


    ‘Kilo, Kilo. Be advised: there’s a fighting-aged male with a suspected weapon traversing the dasht above your position. Do you copy?’


    ‘Roger,’ I replied. How the hell can I cover this whole axis of fire by myself? Fuck it, I’ll give it a crack.


    I repositioned the .50-cal. machine upwards to protect my upper-left flank – where I thought there was a good chance of being shot at from the fighting-aged male. Then, I laid my M4 rifle on the turret, pointing towards the bend in the ravine, with the safety catch off so I could quickly react if shit got hectic to my front.


    ‘Kilo, the fighting-aged male is one hundred metres from your position on the dasht to your left. Keep your eyes peeled. How copy?’ the radio crackled.


    ‘Roger that.’


    My heart was tap-dancing inside my chest; my breathing was shallower than a politician’s promise. In that moment, my mind dangerously wandered away from the task at hand.


    This Taliban bloke only has an AK. I’ve got more firepower at my disposal than the Yanks did during the Cold War – I’m gonna be so fucking embarrassed if this dude slots me.


    But no one appeared over the crest of the ravine to my upper left, yet.


    I listened to our snipers’ heavy breathing over the radio, as they chased the two Taliban targets along the hillside.


    Crack, crack, crack.


    A gunshot rang out, somewhere above me – it was so loud that I flinched. I scanned my upper-left flank, wondering if I’d been shot at by the fighting-aged male. But there was no movement above me. I looked down and checked my body armour, just to be sure I wasn’t hit. I was all good.


    Our snipers had taken a pot shot at the two fleeing bad guys, but missed. The sound of the gunfire seemed dangerously close due to the acoustics of the ravine. The snipers’ laboured breathing filled the radio waves as they continued the pursuit.


    ‘Kilo, the fighting-aged male has broken off, and is now moving away from your location. Do you copy?’ the radio asked.


    ‘Roger, got that,’ I replied. Phew, that gunshot must have scared him away.


    Our snipers closed in to a lethal range to engage the Taliban runners.


    Crack, crack . . . Crack, crack, crack.


    More shots rang out, somewhere above me. The snipers had dropped both the bad guys with headshots. I heard the hasty rustling of paper fill the radio waves as the snipers removed valuable intelligence from the bad dudes’ corpses.


    When all the excitement had died down, my team returned to our vehicle. ‘How did you go, Tezz?’ my car’s boss asked. ‘Sweet as a nut,’ I replied, burying the excitement behind my calm exterior.


    After a long, rollercoaster ride through the Badlands of the battle-torn Uruzgan province, we returned to base when the mission was completed.


    Back at base, the American surgical team hadn’t had a moment’s rest in our absence, dealing with a barrage of mass casualties while we’d been away. A few hours after we got home, the emergency bat phone rang again. A group of British soldiers had been poleaxed by a Taliban ambush and were due in by chopper at any minute. A trio of injured Pommy blokes soon arrived at the American FSB, sandy-brown desert-camouflage uniforms almost unidentifiable through the blood stains. Two of the blokes were almost certain to lose limbs, while the third had half of his nose missing and was going to lose one of his eyes. Rather than surgical intervention, our job was to stabilise and then move them forward to more specialised medical care, which we did – ricky-tick. By all reports, these boys had been fucked up by the Taliban. Another unit had to be sent in to destroy their abandoned vehicles, to deny the enemy valuable equipment and intelligence.


    A few days later, I was restocking the drug containers in the RAP when another urgent call came from the American FSB. I was summoned to help out with an American CASEVAC of Dutch soldiers; a chopper extraction. I quickly threw on my body armour, grabbed my heater (another word for rifle) and jumped in the car, to be driven to the chopper. In the Black Hawk, Joe, the American chopper medic, explained the situation: a Dutch force was in heavy contact and had taken two casualties. Our job was to extract the injured soldiers, no matter how intense the contact, and drop them off at the Dutch hospital. Game on.


    The Black Hawk rose vertically, very quickly. An Apache attack chopper was already in the air – our protection. Joe and I were strapped into our seats, listening for updates through the chopper’s radio system. The helicopters negotiated a tight valley before flaring right towards the contact. My mind raced – how would this situation look on the ground? Would I need to use my rifle or my med kit? I didn’t know. I just looked around the chopper cabin, trying to familiarise myself with the location of medical equipment. I wanted to distract my mind from situations that I had no control over and focus on the one-percenters that I could control.


    Ten minutes later, we arrived at the scene. Luckily, the Dutch guys had established the landing zone (LZ) about 300 metres from the main contact front, which was dying down by the time we arrived. Joe and I stepped out of the chopper to receive the casualties. The Dutch guys tried to give us a handover, but I couldn’t hear a fucking word over the noise of the chopper blades. A few enemy rounds fizzed around nearby, within the general zip code of the chopper, but it wasn’t accurate fire – it was sporadic ‘hope and pray’ bullets, so it wasn’t all that worrying. We loaded the casualties onto the chopper, strapped them in and took off.


    Joe and I put on our headsets.


    ‘Which one do you want, Tezz: wing or thigh?’ Joe asked.


    One Dutch dude had been clipped in the leg; the other bloke had an unnatural hole in his shoulder. Both had blood-stained clothes, but they were swimming in a state of morphine euphoria, so they looked as stable and comfortable as they could be under the circumstances.


    ‘Gee, I don’t know, dude. You look like you love life below the belt. You take the leg,’ I replied.


    ‘Oh, funny fucker. How about rock, paper, scissors? The loser has to go downtown,’ Joe retorted.


    We had a spud-off. I won with paper over rock, so I took the shoulder injury.


    Joe gave me a playful arm punch as we unstrapped from our seats and tended to the casualties. Given that I hadn’t heard a single word of the handover, I launched into a full primary and secondary survey. Everything seemed to be in order. But as I inspected my casualty’s IV, I noticed that it didn’t look quite right. I injected a few millilitres of saline solution into the IV port, but the skin around the IV site ballooned out.


    Fuck. The frontline medic tissued it – the IV isn’t sitting in the vein. Instead, the saline was being injected into the fascia, the space between muscle, bone and blood vessels. I guess I lost the spud-off, after all.


    I removed the failed IV and prepared the kit for my own attempt. The vibrations from the chopper gave me double-vision as I aimed the needle at my casualty’s vein. I closed one eye, tongue sticking out as I zeroed in.


    Boom. The IV went in like Flynn – harder than it sounds in a moving chopper.


    A stream of blood trickled from the IV as I secured the injection site and cleaned up the bloody mess. Then, I connected the IV to a bag of fluids.


    Minutes later, we landed at the Dutch hospital and raced our casualties into their respective emergency rooms. I handed over all the info about mine to this highly hostile androgynous-looking trauma nurse, who was either an extremely feminine man or an incredibly masculine woman. I had never felt so unappreciated under so much pressure.


    I stepped back from the drama and let the Dutch resus team do their thing. But then the angry trauma nurse demanded that my IV be removed from the casualty’s hand.


    ‘I just put that IV in a few minutes ago. It’s patent,’ I said.


    ‘I don’t trust any treatment from the front line,’ the hostile nurse bluntly replied.


    ‘Normally I’d agree, but you can see the fluids are running – just flush it and . . .’ I started to say.


    ‘Why are you still in my emergency room?’ the nurse cut me off.


    ‘I’m waiting to get my stretcher back, when you’re done with it,’ I replied politely.


    ‘Get out. Get out of this room. I don’t want you here. You go now – wait in the hallway,’ the nurse barked.


    What the fuck? It’s not like we just risked our bacon to rescue your Dutch comrades. No thanks necessary!


    I stepped into the hallway, where Joe was already waiting, looking like he’d just been punished by a school headmaster.


    ‘Did you get kicked out too?’ I asked.


    ‘Yeah, dude. What’s with these weirdos?’ he replied. Both of our cultural navigation instruments had been disoriented in a Bermuda Triangle vortex of unfamiliar Dutch culture, hostility and situational pressure.


    A few minutes later, an Australian attaché to the Dutch resus team brought the stretcher out into the hallway.


    ‘What was that all about?’ I asked.


    ‘Don’t take it personally; it’s just how these Dutch guys roll. Believe it or not, you caught her in a good mood – I think she actually liked you,’ he said. Wow, the nurse was female – I didn’t pick that one!
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    GOT SOME


    Halfway through my deployment, our original commando crew was rotated home and replaced with a fresh company. The SAS and medical team still had a few months left, so we stayed put. But before the old crew rotated out, I’d engaged the services of one of their blokes who was a genius with a sewing needle to make me an insanely cool army-camouflage swag for a mates-rates half-hundred bucks. It was intense: functional and practical yet ridiculously cool-looking and entirely made from scraps and ingenuity. It was a true work of art, and was my new home away from home when I was out and about on patrol. While everyone else was chilling back at base, the medical team and I went out on the new commando crew’s ‘nursery patrol’.


    
      NURSERY PATROL


      A nursery patrol is designed to allow new soldiers in a warzone to safely practise their weapons handling and tactics in a relatively benign environment.


      Despite what the term suggests, Goldilocks, Rapunzel and Snow White were strictly prohibited on this operation.

    


    After a day or so of the typical brain-splitting boredom on patrol, I was lying around at the front of my Bushmaster, head resting on my new swag, one iPod bud in my ear. A looming, jagged mountain stood proud in the distance, as it always does in Afghanistan. Nirvana’s ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ pumped through the earpiece, while my other ear was scanning the aural airwaves for signs of trouble. We were practising some dismount ops, with the majority of the foot-based crew working their way through the green belt below the rolling hills where I lay in overwatch. I was so relaxed; I’d been in a number of little contacts at this point and none of them had really bothered me. I knew that a straightforward nursery patrol was nothing to get excited about. I exhaled deeply, soaking in the serenity as my fingers tapped on my chest to the beat of the song.


    Life was peachy.


    ‘Hello, hello, hello, how low,’ Cobain screamed into my off-duty ear. ‘Hello, hello, hello, how low. Hello, hello, h-gggrrt, how grrrt . . .’


    What the fuck? How dare anyone interrupt my ‘me time’?


    I took the bud out of my ear, looking around. The sound grew louder. Grrrt, grrrt, grrrt; a faint mechanical sound somewhere in the distance, followed by a momentary silence.


    Hiss, whizz, fizz, ffftt, Crack, crack, crack, crack, crack.


    A frighteningly violent noise assaulted my ears as linear puffs of dust seemed to magically streak their way across the desert sand towards my legs, echoes reverberating around the valley and dissipating in magnitude as each split second passed.


    What the fu . . . I asked myself again, not even able to finish my train of thought.


    My subconscious had clocked the source of the sound. An incoming torrent of bullets was slamming into the dust and rocks. There was literally only centimetres between the bullets’ splash and my legs. Sand and dust was kicking up everywhere. This whole mental-recognition process took only nanoseconds, but it felt like an eternity.


    
      GUNFIRE


      The sound of gunfire is featured in popular movies such as Black Hawk Down, We Were Soldiers and Saving Private Ryan. In these films, it’s portrayed as a high-pitched screech, as the bullets ricochet around the actors.


      The movies are full of shit. Incoming fire doesn’t sound like that. The sound of incoming fire is so terrifyingly violent that you would dig a hole to hide in (with your eyelids) if you could.

    


    Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.


    I grabbed my body armour and gat which were lying right next to me, and made a beeline for the protected side of the Bushmaster, rounds violently fizzing and cracking around me, clouds of dust obscuring my feet from view as I ran.


    I reached the relative safety of the reverse side of the vehicle, rounds still zipping in just a metre from my now more-or-less protected feet. I hastily strapped my body armour on, looking into the rear of the Bushmaster, mouth suddenly bone dry.


    Paul, the commando medic front gunner, had a grin plastered from ear to ear. ‘Holy fuck, dude. We’re getting lit the fuck up!’ he beamed, eyes darting around wildly.


    ‘How fucking sick is this!’ I replied, adrenaline surging through every artery, vein, capillary and cell in my body. I couldn’t disguise the grin on my face either.


    We were both, surprisingly, giddy with excitement.


    I was the rear gunner on this car, but in the few milliseconds that it took to assess the situation, I realised that something wasn’t right. I couldn’t jump up on my gun yet; I still had something to do. All the other lads on the dasht were now firing back at full noise; the gunfire was deafening. They had it under control. The foot crew were still down in the green belt below, but they quickly made their way up the hill to the cars, dodging bullets and throwing up ‘Hail Mary’ return fire along the way.


    I glanced down the exposed side of the Bushmaster, bursts of fire peppering the sand about five metres away. I’d left my new swag in the trenches, taking hits.


    Fuuuuck. Okay, here we go.


    I breathed deeply, steadying for my big hero moment.


    Cue the slow-motion Baywatch music. I grew some balls and hot-stepped into the fray, fully exposed as I closed the ten-metre gap between the safety of the protected side of the car and my damsel-in-distress swag.


    
      AUSTRALIAN COLOURS


      Back in the day, Australian ‘unit colours’ were flags that represented the honour of individual military units. Soldiers were revered and given medals of valour for saving their unit colours from falling into enemy hands.


      The swag is perhaps the most iconic emblem of the Australian bush, immortalised forever in the song ‘Waltzing Matilda’, but no kudos shall be given and no medals awarded to the modern-day fucktard who tries to save a non-mission-critical inanimate object under fire.

    


    I grabbed a handful of the calico material in my left hand, quickly turning on a dime to run back to safety. All the suicide runs I’d ever done for basketball training as a kid were paying dividends now. I was exposed to the fire for no more than a few seconds, but, as I turned back, a volley of rounds exploded all around me.


    Fizz, fizz, thud, Crack, crack, crack.


    I felt the supersonic air ripples as bullets and ricocheting frag zipped past my head. My hearing was dulled by the extraordinarily loud gunfire all around me, but I got the gist: some fucker had me, Terry Ledgard, in his crosshairs. I still don’t know how I didn’t get zapped right there and then. I guess dumb luck was on my side this time. Going back for the swag was probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, but I’ve had plenty of brain-farts since then that could compete for the title.


    I came to an abrupt halt at the back of the Bushmaster and threw the swag inside, quickly jumping up into the rear turret. My upper body and head were dangerously exposed to the incoming fire. I quickly rotated the turret so that the open upright hatch protected the left side of my body. The hatch wouldn’t stop a direct hit from the incoming heat, but it made me feel a little safer. I hunkered down as low as I could behind the Mag.58 machine gun, hoping that if bullets started zipping in they’d hit the gun before they fucked me in the face. Flicking the safety catch to ‘get some’ I unleashed the fury with a couple of quick panic bursts at the splash of the other lads’ rounds on the hillside.


    After another short burst, I stopped. What was I even aiming at? My finger eased off the trigger as I scanned for targets. I peered into the scope aperture on top of the gun. It was a large Trijicon reflex scope with a blue perspex lens and bright-orange luminescent dot as the aiming point. It had barely any magnification so it was pretty much useless at this range. My weapon scope was dialled in for 300 metres; the mid-range of expected enemy contacts. 600–700 metres was well beyond my expectations for this scope. I peered over the top of the weapon system.


    I could see the splash of my mates’ rounds all along the nearby mountainside but I couldn’t see what they were shooting at. My eyes were darting about wildly, hands shaking from the adrenaline. There was no hope of eyeballing a target in this state. I could feel the pressure of my heartbeat in my ears, hear the whooshing sound of blood pulsating through my veins.


    Steady, steady. Calm the fuck down, Tezz. Breathe. Relax.


    Every now and then, I caught a momentary glimpse of the briefest muzzle flash or darting shadow hiding behind a rocky outcrop some 600 to 700 metres away on the mountainside. The glimpses were so fleeting that if you weren’t in a warzone, and didn’t have a shower of bullets flying at you, you’d think your mind was playing tricks. But these incoming bullets weren’t just appearing by magic; they had to be coming from somewhere.


    These were my targets.


    Given that my weapon scope had the magnification of an opaque plastic bag, I had to fire a few bursts and watch the splash of my rounds on the mountainside with the naked eye. Once I saw where the rounds fell, I could slowly walk the next bursts up onto the target, increasing the intensity of my trigger-happiness as the rounds hit home. I alternated between my naked eye and the scope aim point to give a more accurate point of reference for adjustments. If I trusted the scope completely, I was aiming at sand or sky, dozens of metres above and to the right of where my rounds were actually falling. I was using wisps of cloud as a reference point to adjust my aim onto the target.


    Sometimes, I’d walk my rounds onto a muzzle flash. Other times, I’d shoot at a shadow, or what I thought was a shadow; I couldn’t be sure. There was an overhanging rock just above where I thought I’d seen a muzzle flash, so I unleashed hell into the underside of that rocky outcrop, guessing that my bullets were ricocheting downwards and hopefully fragging the bad guys hiding below. Sometimes, the muzzle flashes and shadows that I was shooting at stopped, and didn’t start up again. Other times, they kept firing, so I arced up at them again. I repeated this process over and over, silently hoping the enemy’s numbers were by now dwindling to ‘retreat’ proportions. All concept of time had gone out the window. Even now, in retrospect, I couldn’t tell you if this gunfight lasted fifteen minutes or two hours. The reality is probably somewhere in between. But what I can tell you is that it was fucking intense.


    A spray of gunfire loudly cracked against the Bushmaster, just inches away from me, peppering the spot where I was standing. The sound was deafening. If it hadn’t been for the outer-skin armour separating the rounds from my flesh, the two might have had an unfortunate meet and greet.


    I must remember to invest in Bushmaster shares when I get home.


    Occasionally, new muzzle flashes and shadows appeared elsewhere on the mountain.


    Fuck. Are these new players or is that the same cunt I thought I slotted thirty metres to the left?


    Sweat dripped down my face. As clichéd as this might sound, I wasn’t scared at all. That’s not to say that I’m an especially staunch motherfucker – far from it. My brain had simply switched off and relinquished all powers of independent thought to the dark side – my army training had kicked in. My mind was on auto­pilot, completely blank except for the occasional ‘fuck, fuck, fuck’ and the fragmented snippets of ‘Teen Spirit’ that were looping in my head.


    By now I’d pumped hundreds of bullets down range, and the normally black colour of my weapon’s muzzle had changed to gun-metal grey from the heat. I picked a new target and pulled the trigger.


    Click.


    ‘Stoppage!’ I yelled, carrying out the corresponding drill to identify the cause. I’d run out of ammo.


    I ducked my head down into the Bushmaster, screaming out for a fresh ammo box. Vinny swiftly passed a new one up and I opened the ammo-tin lid, placing the bandolier of rounds onto the MAG 58 feed plate.


    The bullets had been loaded into the ammo tin backwards, and upside down.


    ‘Vinny, I need a new box of 7.62. This one’s no good!’ I screamed. My shouting was half from adrenaline and half from the fact that my ears were now ringing from the noise of the gunfight. I was temporarily deaf.


    I held the unusable box of ammo down in the turret, shaking it to emphasise that I needed a new one. I was expecting to feel the box being pulled away from my hand and a new one being thrust into it, but it didn’t happen. So, I ducked down to see what was happening. Vinny was busy helping the front gunner rectify his stoppage. I was on my own.


    Fuck, fuck, fuck.


    I popped back into the turret and wiggled the 58 on its swivel arm until I felt the familiar click of the weapon locking securely into a fixed position. Usually, once you hear the initial click, it takes an extra jiggle for the locking pin to fully engage, but this couldn’t have been further from my mind under the circumstances.


    I ducked into the safety of the Bushmaster’s hull, trying to sort out the ammo tin. I spilt the bandolier of 7.62 onto the floor, searching for the opposite end to load the rounds back into the tin properly. All of a sudden, the Bushmaster lurched forwards. The foot troops had reached the relative safety of the vehicles on the dasht and we were now bugging out.


    ‘Get up on that fucking 58!’ someone yelled from inside the vehicle as we started to move.


    Fuckness.


    The bandolier was still spread out across the floor. I’d found the correct end and could get back to work, but it would be a bit messy. The rounds are usually nicely and neatly housed in the ammo tin, but I was going to have to run with an unfurled band of ammo, a bit like Rambo – which might sound cool, but is bad fucking ju-ju. With the working end of the bandolier in my left hand, I popped back into the turret. The 58 swivel-arm locking pin hadn’t engaged properly because I’d forgotten the all-important jiggle, and the forward motion of the Bushmaster as it ducked and dipped into little depressions in the ground was making the gun swing around violently on its mount. The white-hot barrel swung erratically towards my face, giving me just a fraction of a second to react. My free hand shot up instinctively, momentarily coming into contact with the lava-hot barrel as I pushed it away. Pain didn’t register but I could feel the flesh of my right palm sizzle.


    Ignoring the injury, I loaded the rounds onto the feed tray, cocked the weapon and laid down supressing fire. Within moments, my right hand – my trigger hand – was getting clumsy. Massive blisters ballooned from my palm, adding an element of oafishness to my trigger manipulation. My index finger could barely reach the trigger. I locked the butt of the weapon between my shoulder, chest and cheek, keeping the whole show steady with the unburnt heel of my right palm, contorting my middle finger to become an unnatural trigger-puller, with my left hand all the while supporting the bandolier of ammunition to prevent it getting caught on obstacles down below the turret. I felt like a multitasking soccer mum – phone wedged into the shoulder, taking care of a crying kid in one hand and stirring a pot of gravy with the other. The stakes were a tad higher than missing this week’s episode of MasterChef.


    We had almost driven back along the dasht far enough to escape the contact when we were called back into the fray. We’d taken a casualty. Reversing direction, we got back among the action, fighting our way back onto the scene. We stopped in front of a quad bike, waiting for the casualty to arrive. The injured bloke was an officer, and by all initial radio reports his lower leg was completely fucked. As two blokes helped the limping victim to the med vehicle, I expected to be dealing with a future amputee, given the sheer weight of incoming fire, so I dialled up my sensitivity switch accordingly. After a quick inspection of the casualty’s leg, I found that he’d only copped a bit of frag in his shin. Although his injuries weren’t severe, he couldn’t walk, so he’d be playing a passive role in the remainder of this contact. Regardless, the fucker was adamant that he wanted to get back in the game. Managing expectations is a crucial weapon in every medic’s repertoire, so I let him jump up on my gun.


    Meanwhile, a drama was unfolding just outside the car. I grabbed my Bang Stick and went outside to investigate to see if I could help. The commando company was bugging out, but we still needed to take the stranded and disabled quad bike with us. Riding the bike out would be tantamount to suicide, so we were trying to figure out how to get it done without loss of life. The bike was only a few metres behind our Bushmaster so we had pretty decent cover, but it was still exposed to intense fire from the far-right flank.


    A group of commandos were lined up along the protected side of the Bushmaster, each with a rocket-launching system of varying degrees of awesomeness primed and ready to go. At the pointy end of the line, one bloke was laying down suppressing fire with his M4, calling out rough ranges and target indications so that the others could dial in their missile-aiming systems accordingly from the protection of the car. I grabbed a 66-millimetre rocket and joined the line, cracking it open and dialling in the range. Each bloke in line slowly moved forwards, loosing off their payload between bursts of suppressing fire. I was next on deck, and my heart was thumping. Sporadic bursts of enemy fire peppered the area. Just as I was about to turn the corner and unleash my rocket, the bloke providing suppressing fire ran out of ammo. He quickly ducked behind the vehicle, grabbing my rocket.


    I was now the suppressing-fire dude. Fuck-balls.


    The enemy had a pretty good idea where we were at that point. Without hesitating, I ducked around the corner and played Trigger Tai Chi with my M4, not having any hope of hitting the enemy with my pissant rifle from this range, but trying my best to identify enemy fire and relay their position to the others stacked against the car. Bursts of fire came scudding in, just metres away, as I ducked behind the protection of the vehicle. Judging by the rate of incoming fire, we weren’t exactly putting an end to global terrorism with our rockets, but these little one-percenters weren’t hurting our cause either. A few more blokes in the line got their shots away.


    While all this was happening, others had managed to wrap a tow chain around the front bumper of the quad bike. We were ready to roll out, with one exception.


    From nowhere, this one genius screamed that someone needed to jump on the bike to steer it as it was being towed. It was suicide.


    ‘Fuck that, just skull-drag the cunt,’ my driver yelled.


    I could have kissed him. Given that I was the last man in line, I was probably the bloke who’d draw the short straw and have to ride the suicide mission out.


    No one had any objections, so we all mounted up and bugged out, pulling frantically on triggers like we were tugging on our own peckers as we made it back to the relative safety of the dasht, some 500 metres behind the contact front.


    Attack helicopters and fast-air (fighter jets) were inbound as we pulled up into the defensive position and started to regroup.


    ‘Fucking fuck-balls, Tezz, were you scared?’ Paul asked.


    ‘Fucking fuckity,’ I replied. ‘I don’t think I was scared, but I was rolling a fucking-fuck-fuck-shit-cock-and-balls-cuntiness level of amped, hombre.’


    This brand of profanity might be difficult for most people to understand, but I can assure you that even the most fanatical church pastor will cuss like a drunken sailor in the moments after they’ve cheated death by the skin of their teeth.


    Paul and I managed to spark up a cigarette, despite our almost motor-neurone-disease hand tremors. As the adrenaline wore off, my burn started to throb like a motherfucker. I could feel every pulse ripple through the serous fluid in my blistered hand, so I cracked a cool ice pack and held it in my damaged dick skinner. It took the edge off the pain but didn’t stop the unique burnt sensation that only a barbecued steak could possibly understand.


    As our nerves settled and composure was regained, we took stock of the damage. In terms of people, we had a few perforated eardrums due to rocket percussion – no biggie. One bloke was fragged in the shin, but he’d be fine after a bit of digging around for shrapnel and a course of antibiotics. The officer commanding had copped some frag in his ass cheek, but it was only a superficial flesh wound so it’s okay to laugh about it. In terms of equipment, everything was riddled with bullet holes, but nothing was beyond repair.


    It was the ‘what ifs’ that made my asshole pucker. We had bullet holes in fuel tanks. Luckily, the fuel was only diesel, which has a high flash point. We had mortar rounds strapped to cars. Their packaging tubes had been hit by incoming bullets – millimetres away from the mortars themselves. We had one Javelin missile strapped to a car that copped a direct hit. Explosives experts say that a bullet striking a mortar and Javelin probably wouldn’t detonate them, but I’d love to see their faces if they were standing next to one during a real life field-test. We could have been looking at a very high death toll had things played out a little differently.


    
      CHANCE


      I’m not a religious person. I think God is the adult version of Santa Claus.


      But as I reconstructed this battle in my mind, considering timing, trajectory, bullets per square inch and sheer weight of fire, I couldn’t help but feel that conventional logic didn’t explain our lucky escape. The numbers just didn’t stack up. People should have died, many people. There was another force at play that day, I’m sure of it.


      What was it?


      Dumb luck? Superior training and weapons? Chance? Gaming theory? Was karma on my side for that one time I helped the old lady with her groceries?


      Fuck if I know, dude, but I’m happy to chalk this one up in the win column.

    


    The mortally wounded Javelin was no good to anyone now and had become an explosion risk, so a team was sent out into the desert to destroy it.


    The attack choppers arrived a few minutes later, and I don’t think I’ve ever witnessed a more beautiful spectacle. The Apache gunship is one sexy piece of aviation ass-kickery, with sleek black curves and weaponry jutting out at every angle. If you were to find just one word to describe the Apache, that word would be: hostile. If the Apache were a person, it would be that bat-shit crazy mate who takes on an entire drunken rugby team in a bar brawl just for shits and gigs. I’m just glad they were on my side.


    In the fading dusk light, the Apaches and fast-air bombed the living fuck out of the enemy mountainside. Massive fireballs engulfed the silhouette of the mountain just moments before the deafening roar of the explosions and ground tremors shook us to the core. If I didn’t know better, I could have sworn that the mountain looked a little shorter after the attack.


    If you take the rumour mill’s word for it, we’d come up against a Taliban force of over a hundred dudes, and killed dozens – all for the loss of a bit of shin and ass meat. You’d take those odds on a boys’ trip to Vegas any day of the week.


    A few hours later, we’d rolled back to a safer area for our night position and prepped to head back to base. The nursery patrol was all but over. We’d practised our tactics and tested our weapons quite sufficiently by that point. Despite the intense pain in my burnt hand, I had the deepest and most restful three hours of sleep that night, crashing quickly from the flipside of my drug-like adrenaline high, and I woke up feeling like a million bucks the next morning.
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    THE CADBURY KID


    Back at base, the tempo slowed with the last of the original commandos rotating out and elements of the SAS doing different taskings. Only a small contingent of the SAS were at base, so there was zero chance of being called out on a mission for at least a few days. Conditions were perfect for a well-deserved night off, so some lads managed to procure a couple of cartons of beer and organised an impromptu poker night. The beer rationed out to about six stubbies per person – just enough to get a light buzz on while we holded and folded.


    Playing poker with SAS blokes is quite an experience; they’re trained to read people, so my normal poker strategy was useless. They could read my tells and call my bluffs like an open book, so I had to adjust. I bet hard on good hands and bluffs, but also bet low on good hands and bluffs; my strategy was to play erratically. I hoped this would nullify my disadvantage and keep them second-guessing, leaving the rest up to chance.


    By night’s end, six beers under my belt, I’d only lost five bucks, so I’d come in under par. All in all, it had been a great night. I’d enjoyed a couple of laughs with the lads and felt slightly tipsy as I stood up from the poker table and headed back to my hut.


    That’s when it hit me.


    
      ALCOHOL TOLERANCE


      Back in Australia, when I was at peak piss-drinking fitness, a regular night on the town would consist of between thirty and fifty alcoholic beverages. The only adverse effects of such a big night were: overconfidence that I could actually dance, late-night cravings for fast food, and thinking that a park bench was my own bed.


      In Afghanistan, however, I’d lost twelve kilos and hadn’t drunk in over four months, so I had the alcohol tolerance of a twelve-year-old schoolgirl.

    


    The world somehow seemed – funnier.


    I stumbled across the gravel towards my room, defying gravity as I bounced back and forth between huts while staying upright. I was absolutely shitfaced, from six beers – I was a true Cadbury Kid: one and a half glasses and I was fucked! I managed to open the hut door and flopped into bed, still fully clothed. Just before I had the chance to pass out, the room started spinning.


    Uh-oh.


    I put one leg on the floor to slow the merry-go-round. My palms became sweaty as a familiar queasy sensation rose in my stomach.


    Fuckness.


    I jumped out of bed, just managing to cup my hands over my mouth as projectile vomit sprayed out. Still unable to walk properly, I stumbled through the darkness towards the door, tripping over the foot of another bed in an unbalanced, full-tilt sprint towards the finish line. The bed took my legs right out from beneath me and sent me somersaulting through the air, hands coming away from my mouth, vomit spiralling across the room as I unceremoniously landed on my neck with a great thud. Before the pain registered, another wave of nausea hit and I half-crawled, half-stumbled out the door, unleashing my payload onto the gravel outside.


    There were four other people staying in the hut that night, and my antics had woken every single person up. The lads cleaned up the vomit as I leant against the wall outside, still purging. Suffice it to say, I spent the remainder of the night in the sick room and woke up the next day feeling very sheepish.


    Still a tad under the weather, I attended the next day’s briefing session with the medical crew. On most days, we were fed information from around the area of operation to make sure our picture of the Taliban’s tactics was up to date. But there were times when I wished I could un-hear that shit. According to the update, a Taliban leader had strapped a suicide vest to a five-year-old child and sent him towards an American checkpoint. The kid was told that if he pressed the detonation button, he’d see a magical eruption of flowers all around him. Luckily, the kid sensed that something wasn’t right, so he let the American soldiers defuse the bomb and he didn’t get the chance to detonate.


    I’d never seen, or heard of, anything like that before. This was a brand-new Freddy Krueger, Hannibal Lecter, ghoulish type of psychopathic cuntiness that I still struggle to understand today. As adults, humans are biologically programmed to protect our youngsters, but I shudder at how sick and twisted a person’s mind must be to think that manipulating kids into martyrdom is righteous. As medics, how were we supposed to deal with kids acting suspiciously now? Should we deny them medical treatment, or let them get close enough to kill us with a suicide bomb? To me, this seemed like an escalation in the Taliban’s unethical brand of warfare; a blatant manipulation of the West’s sense of morality and goodwill.


    I was four months into my five-and-a-half-month rotation at this point. I didn’t feel homesick, but I did enjoy the odd connection with the Real World back home. I called my folks once every couple of weeks, but the communication was very one-sided. I couldn’t talk about what I’d been up to for security reasons, but I loved hearing their voices as they regaled me with stories of everyday goings-on back in Australia.


    Connections with the Real World weren’t always a positive experience for some blokes, though. A couple of lads got ‘Dear John’ letters from their girlfriends, advising that they’d found someone else while their soldier boyfriends were away serving their country. One of the blokes, married with kids, had to watch helplessly as his wife divorced him and took his kids away from the other side of the world. Bitter pills to swallow.


    Getting packages in the mail was a morale boost, though. I could buy everything I needed at the base, so there wasn’t much need for family and friends to send me anything in the post. Regardless, the handful of packages I got really lifted my spirits. In one mail run, I received a big parcel from my SAS medic mates. I took the package, along with letters for the lads, back to my room and opened it up like a kid on Christmas morning. I expected a fresh batch of SAS medic T-shirts, which sold like crack cocaine on the international-base black trading market, accompanied by a wish list of what the lads wanted in return for the shirts. But what I got was entirely different. I pulled out a handwritten note from inside the package. It read:


    
      Hi Lover,


      I miss your touch so much and I can’t wait to feel your skin against mine as you take me from behind when you get home.


      In the meantime, here’s a few things that will get us through these dark days.


      Love you forever, Daryl


      XXXX

    


    Underneath the note was a cock-shaped cake of soap on a rope, a cock-shaped whistle, a dick drinking straw, a rubber dildo and the latest edition of Black Inches magazine.


    My roommates and I pissed ourselves laughing as we threw the contents around the room at each other. Even more hilarious than the contents, this package had been opened, inspected and scrutinised by some poor bastard in the army mailing system prior to reaching me. And let’s not overlook the awkwardness of the bloke who drew the short straw and had to buy this shit from the local sex shop.


    Just at that moment, the unit padre (chaplain) waltzed into the room. There was a soft-core Middle Eastern porn advert playing on the TV and gay-porn paraphernalia lying next to the padre’s bible. We’d discovered a new way to define the word ‘awkward’.


    In the days following, a new mission had emerged. Forward Operating Base (FOB) Anaconda, a small American outpost, was being overrun by the Taliban. The Americans couldn’t even hold a security post some seventy metres beyond their front gate due to intense small-arms and mortar fire. They desperately needed help. A huge contingent of SAS and commandos left base and headed towards Anaconda.


    After a few days of desert driving and occasional sniper shoots at enemy spotters, we arrived at a narrow valley that we affectionately named ‘CV Alley’. CV Alley was a tight, winding dirt road that snaked its way up to the higher mountain ranges that dominated the skyline. The winding pass was so tight that numerous six-tonne LRPVs broke constant-velocity (CV) joints just trying to navigate the hairpin turns. I was the medic with the SAS this time, sitting open and exposed on the back of an LRPV, right arm resting on a bank of 84-millimetre Carl Gustav rockets, which made for a very exciting trip. After a few painstakingly slow stops to repair the broken CV joints, the convoy moved on, eventually reaching the summit of the mountain range for our night harbour.


    Night harbours were a relaxing way to end the day. After fixing grub and sitting around chewing the fat, we’d retire to our swags until it was our turn for piquet. So often, I’d sit on the more desirable end of a high-calibre machine gun on security piquet surveying the land through my NVGs or thermal-imaging binoculars, letting my mind wander if it was safe to do so. I’d devised a system to overcome the boredom, where I’d reminisce about a certain person – a mate or ex-girlfriend. Day 102 was Sophie day, day 111 was Bodz day, and so on. Remembering a Bodz one-liner was almost enough to make me burst out laughing. If anyone had been watching, they’d have thought I’d lost my marbles. It was my own little happy place.


    Sometimes, while I was on piquet, an intruder commandeered my swag. Razz, the black Labrador explosive-detection dog, had free rein over everyone’s bedding when they weren’t using it, putting up stiff resistance and letting loose a silent but violent dog fart when you tried to evict him. Razz was great for morale, and got spoilt rotten when his handler wasn’t watching.


    The following day, we drove down into the adjacent valley. This valley was the Badlands, the suspected hub of Taliban activity in the area. We were rolling through some villages on our way towards Anaconda, ever wary of the impending danger, when the temperature of the place suddenly changed.


    
      THE SIXTH SENSE


      The sixth sense is portrayed in popular culture as a paranormal phenomenon whereby a person experiences an indescribable sense of foreboding.


      In reality, the sixth sense is your subconscious mind picking up on subtle cues from sight, hearing, smell and touch; raising a barely perceptible red flag to warn of impending danger. Dismiss this feeling at your peril.

    


    Something didn’t feel right as the convoy approached the next village, as though the picturesque mountain ranges and flowing rivers were masking an undercurrent of malevolence. The terp was also sitting on the back of my car, and he slowly hunkered down as he absorbed enemy chatter on the radio. Then he put on his helmet. This was very unnerving.


    ‘What are you doing that for?’ I hissed. ‘What are they saying?’


    The terp was relatively new to this game and tended to hear what the enemy was saying without translating. And when he did translate, he’d paraphrase. ‘Well, they say they’ve got a few surprises up ahead for us,’ the terp replied.


    ‘Fuck that. Tell me exactly what they’re saying, word for word. Translate everything,’ I demanded. Chinese whispers is a dangerous game in a warzone.


    The Taliban had advanced warning of our convoy and had prepared an ambush for our ass in the village up ahead. I quickly passed this info on to my patrol commander, and he relayed it over the radio net. The new information completely fitted with my Spidey Senses going ballistic. Everyone felt the crazy energy; we were all on edge, a very tense moment.


    The boss halted the convoy and deployed a recon team to assess the area, my car’s .50-cal. gunner included. I jumped up behind the .50 to fill the gap. A gentle breeze rustled through a nearby wheat crop, adding to the eeriness of the situation. I scanned my arc like a hawk, heightened senses on alert. Sporadic radio comms filled my ear as the recon team got to work, killing a Taliban insurgent who tried to run away. A burst of 40-millimetre automatic grenade fire rang out as one of the blokes spotted two squirters. Another two dead. The Taliban had prepared the whole village and river system by digging in fire positions, bugging out at the last minute because they’d failed to prep the ambush.


    The dead enemy were stragglers who hadn’t fled in time. One of the more grisly duties of a Kilo was taking photos of enemies killed in action, for intelligence purposes. Most times, this was done by the shooters, but every so often the Kilo had to do it, as we were the only ones allowed to view the deceased due to cultural sensitivities. It was always a confronting spectacle, accompanied by a sense of morbid fascination. Sometimes, the bodies had been lying there for a few hours, so the faces were either a ghostly pale colour if they’d died on their back or had blotches of dark bruising where the blood pooled if they’d died face-down.


    One of the faces I photographed a few weeks earlier had been shot through the mouth: upper lip harshly torn, revealing a row of damaged teeth and gums, with a hole in the cheekbone where the round had exited. The portrayal of dead faces in the movies is vastly different from reality – live actors playing dead simply cannot mimic the lifelessness. In reality, the eyelids ranged from half-closed to fully closed, sometimes on the same person. The pupils were always dilated, staring into oblivion at opposing, unnatural angles. As the life left their bodies, the hundreds of different facial muscles relaxed in different ways, contorting the mouth into an inimitable half-sneer, half-smile. Taking these gruesome photos didn’t bother me by now; I’d developed a thick skin and could switch to icy-cold, almost at will.


    As the scene was secured, a local bloke rocked up to our defensive position on the back of a donkey. He’d been clipped in the knee by what looked like frag from a 5.56 round. This was probably a dude that the recon team had been shooting at, coming to us for medical treatment! He had balls, I’ll give him that. But my medic credo was: treat them like they’re a mate; suspect them of being an enemy. So, I inspected his knee with a healthy level of caution.


    On one side, there was a large, open gash that exposed the internal structures of his knee joint. On the other side was a pinprick of daylight. He’d suffered a through-and-through wound that missed every major structure in his knee by millimetres. I bandaged him up, gave him a dose of antibiotics and urged him to come to the Anaconda medical centre for ongoing treatment. I hoped that if he showed, we’d be able to gather some more intelligence from him down the track, when we had more time. With that, we moved on, watching our backs as we rolled out of the village.


    A few villages later, the convoy stopped to assess the ‘temperature’ of the place. While the shooters were out doing their thing, a few locals approached me for treatment. I dealt with a few coughs, colds and sore holes before one of the locals limped towards me on a makeshift crutch. His right lower leg was fucked up, bent out of shape. As he approached, I thought his problem was just another broken limb that hadn’t been set properly, but the terp described a different story: this dude was old-school Taliban, and his leg was actually bent from a gunshot wound. There were no entry or exit wounds that I could see, though, and the terp kept laughing at me through my questioning.


    They were surely playing funny business with me.


    Finally, the terp convinced me to look at this dude’s heel. I gloved up and picked up his foot, immediately noticing a gaping hole in his heel. I peered down his leg like a telescope. This was most certainly a gunshot wound – a twenty-year-old gunshot wound. From his heel hole, I could see a gargantuan cavity in the bloke’s lower leg; I could almost see his knee joint at the end of the chasm. The old bullet had struck his thigh and tracked down his leg, exiting through the heel. The leg chasm was lined with twenty years of thick, pink scar tissue. Through one section of the scar tissue, I could clearly see a section of his fibula – an exposed piece of bone that looked dry and brittle. The dude flexed his foot up and down a few times during my inspection, and the scar tissue covering his calf muscle and foot ligaments bubbled and waved in unison.


    I tried to hide the shock on my face as I looked the casualty in the eye for a few awkward moments. I had no idea what to do about this. I eventually gave him some money to buy a ride to the American FSB; maybe they could surgically cut away the scar tissue and plug the heel hole. If not, maybe they could find him a better crutch.


    Under the protection of US forces, we arrived at FOB Anaconda later that evening. The whole joint was pockmarked with bullet holes and scattered with bombed-out vehicles. By now, the majority of Taliban had fled the area – their bush-telegraph system was faster than broadband internet. Their desertion was only temporary, though; they’d be back. So, I helped out at the base medical centre until the next mission surfaced. Of course, my volunteering had nothing to do with the insanely gorgeous American nurse who worked there; I was all about winning hearts and minds. Such a philanthropist!


    The med centre ran a small humanitarian aid window in the mornings where locals could access Western treatment. One kid, about ten years old, presented to the med centre with a huge lump on his eyebrow. He’d bumped his head a couple of days earlier but hadn’t washed the wound in the meantime, hoping that Allah would take care of business. By the time he got to me, the wound was a festering mess. The gash was only two to three centimetres long, but a massive, dry crust had formed over the top. I lightly poked the scab, which left an indent. The whole thing was a pus-filled glob of infection. Over the next two hours, I carefully washed away the mank – the kid never cried once through the whole process.


    And the suspected Taliban bloke with the blown-out knee even showed up. After I’d debrided the dead tissue and sutured the wound closed, I handed the patient over to some guys who were more qualified to deal with intelligence-gathering procedures.
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    THE LONGEST DAY


    After a few days at Anaconda, a mission was nigh. We were going on a thirty-six-hour clandestine foot patrol in the mountains to act as a blocking force as the commandos cleared the valley below. The commandos were the rock, and the SAS were the hard place.


    This op was a different beast to what I’d encountered before on this trip. I’d previously been a vehicle-mounted medic, with ample room for supplies. But now I needed to carry everything on my back. The other first-aiders would be too far away, so there was no one to share the load with. Over the next day, I rifled through my medic pack, discarding everything that didn’t have a dual purpose. What scenarios would I encounter? How could I carry enough shit to be a value-adding member of this patrol?


    I finally settled on my new kit configuration. I carried enough IV bags to cater for a small mass-casualty scenario, enough drugs to euthanise Charlie Sheen and then bring him back to life, and eight litres of water, which would make it a thirsty but achievable mission. I completely discarded my sleeping bag and cold-weather gear. Comfort took a back seat to extra medical supplies; I’d just rough it for a few nights. Total kit weighed in at forty to forty-five kilograms.


    A convoy dropped us off at the starting point to our mountain trek after the sun had disappeared. We were on our own, and we set off along a dusty goat trail into the mountain. My NVG and naked-eye technique worked wonders as we slowly snaked upwards into the sky; I didn’t fall over once in the unforgiving rocky terrain. Despite the low single-digit temperatures, sweat was leaking from every pore under the strain of my pack. A straight-shot tramp up this mountain would have been hard enough, but it was even more difficult because we were walking tactically. Every step had to be soft and calculated to avoid dislodging rocks and creating unnecessary noise. The weight of my pack dug into my shoulders and made my fingers tingle with the cut-off blood supply.


    We reached our position among a rocky outcrop high above the valley. There were still a few hours before daylight, so we settled in. Without cold-weather gear or sleeping kit, my bollocks nearly froze off – a cost I’d anticipated but seriously underestimated. Temperatures at this altitude were near zero. I leant against a rock and brought my knees into my chest, shoving my hands between my armour and chest to stop them from trembling. I ducked my head into my legs and breathed down my shirt to retain heat. There wasn’t much I could do about it, so I just sat there quaking and hoping the sun would clock in early. Not a wink of sleep was had that night.


    After hours of frozen shaking, I was relieved to see the sun finally rising to thaw my bones. We were positioned in a horseshoe around the mountain to stop retreating Taliban if they ran for the hills while the commandos swept through the valley below. As the commando hit started, Taliban sprayed into the less populated areas of the green belt. Our snipers dutifully lit them up, killing two instantly. A third was clipped in the foray, but he surrounded himself with children as a human shield to extricate his ass from the field of fire. The snipers didn’t want the death of innocent kids on their hands, so he escaped.


    I lay on my back in the downtime, getting the sun’s warming rays into me as the morning wore on. But the mercury kept rising into a typical Afghan furnace as the shadows disappeared in the midday sun. I couldn’t win – I was either a popsicle or a roast leg of long pig in this bipolar climate.


    As day was turning to night, I sat on the reverse side of the outcrop eating a square of chocolate for dinner. The mission proper was over, and we waited patiently to descend the mountain under the cover of darkness. One of the radio gurus was close by, also inhaling some grub, when our dinner was rudely interrupted by three fighting-aged males making their way down the mountain in our direction. One of the units higher up the mountain spotted them as they descended towards us, calling out their position over the radio to give us early warning. We didn’t have time to move or communicate with each other.


    The radio guru and I both stopped instantly, deathly quiet, not moving a muscle. A few moments later, the trio came into sight. Neither of us had silencers, so we’d all have an extremely bad night if we lit them up and gave away our position before being able to bug out of the mountain. It was dusk, so we couldn’t see whether they had weapons or not.


    Thirty metres away now.


    We were both in the shadow of the outcrop, with the sunset behind us providing some concealment. I knew that nothing on my kit was shiny; I’d scuffed my pouch buttons for this exact reason. But the M4 scope might glint in the ambient light, so I slowly pointed it towards the ground. I carefully and silently flicked the safety catch to single-shot. My heart pounded out of my chest as I mentally rehearsed options.


    If these guys have weapons, they won’t be silenced so there’s no point playing it quiet. If they’re strapped, and they spot us, I’ll drop Fronty with a shot to centre of seeing-mass. Then I’ll give Righty acute lead poisoning, followed by Lefty. Then it’s a second sweep of double-tap head shots.


    If they’re not packing, and they spot us, I’ll try to stop them, chase and tackle if I have to. I just hope the radio guru covers me.


    If they don’t spot us, they can pass.


    Twenty metres away now.


    If my hands moved, they’d be able to hear the weapon jiggle in the dusk stillness. If I accidentally thought bad thoughts, they’d be close enough to sense the negativity.


    Fifteen metres away now.


    The trio stopped, just metres away. They were jawing off calmly to one another as one of the guys gazed into the shadows of the outcrop.


    Don’t you do it. Don’t you do it. Don’t you do it, fucker.


    I held my breath. Every little internal noise that my body made seemed louder than a Foo Fighters concert.


    After a few tense moments, the trio continued down the hill. I let out a sigh of relief as they disappeared from sight. I didn’t care that I nearly had to fire at them; I was just so relieved that I didn’t blow our cover and let the boys down. They’d never know how close they’d come to winning the wrong place/wrong time award. We’d remained uncompromised, and exfiltrated back down the mountain once the darkness set in.


    Back at Anaconda, it was assessed that the Taliban had been sufficiently subdued, for now. The base was safe-ish, so we planned our move back to Tarin Kot. The commando element were rolling back the way they’d come, so the SAS contingent planned the same. Before long, we’d reached the high ground of CV Alley and continued on through the pass. This place was prime ambush territory, so we wanted to rip it off like a Band-Aid. As my car traversed the crest of the mountain range, a puff of dust erupted in the tight valley below. A split second later, a boom rang out.


    ‘Kilo, we need the Kilo at the front of the convoy right fucking now,’ the radio screamed.


    Kilo. A word that I’d come to love and dread. I loved it because it usually meant something exciting was happening. I dreaded it because it might mean that mates had been injured.


    My car sped towards the front of the convoy and down into the valley, where it dropped me off a few metres from the scene. The next few moments happened in slow motion as I snatched the med kit and tried to steady my breathing. There was no dramatic music playing, like in the movies. I could only hear my breathing and the jolt of my footsteps reverberating through my body.


    The guys in the lead car had seen a bloke up ahead and driven forwards to catch up to him. They’d crossed a tiny creek that cut through the road and had triggered a pressure-plate improvised explosive device (IED) made from anti-tank mines. The gearbox had absorbed the brunt of the explosion, but there were a number of casualties. Jake, the explosive-detection bloke sitting on the back of the vehicle, had been thrown off but was luckily not seriously injured. Tom, the main gunner, had been ejected from the turret and propelled into the air, only sustaining minor injuries from the fall. Richard, the driver, had crashed his arm into the steering wheel as he was violently bucked from the car, and Harry, the passenger, had sustained suspected spinal injuries as he was thrown onto the ground.


    The first-aiders had arrived before me and were busy assessing the three casualties lying on the ground. I went into triage mode. Tom was sitting up, so I got an update from the first-aider and did a quick pat-down and set of neuro obs. He was conscious, but dazed. ‘Lay him down and keep talking to him. Keep me updated if he doesn’t start to improve,’ I said to the first-aider.


    Moving on to Richard, I took a quick look at his battered and bruised arm. He was in a fair bit of pain, but conscious and alert. ‘Finish your primary survey. Run with a suspected fractured humerus. Immobilise it with a sling or collar-and-cuff. Do a GCS and pupil reaction. Let us know how it goes. If he’s sweet, we might be able to give him methoxy or morph.’


    Then I moved on to Harry. He was the most serious casualty, and where I’d allocate my attention. He had severe pain in his lower back and was still a bit dazed. I took the lead from the first-aider and went into my own assessment, from the beginning. After a quick pat-down and a confused chat, I determined there were enough indicators to suspect spinal injury. I sized up a spinal collar and fitted it around his neck to keep the head still and prevent further damage.


    The other first-aiders fed me updates from their casualties; they were in fairly good shape and the first-aiders were doing a shit-hot job, so I didn’t need to give any direction, just listen out for changes in status.


    The boss had called a CASEVAC at this point, which was due in fifteen minutes. The rest of the lads had pushed out and started pepper-potting up the steep sides of the valley for overwatch protection. A few exchanges of gunfire rang out as they moved.


    Tom was improving rapidly, so he sat next to the headquarters group where they could keep an eye on him. Richard was helped into the passenger seat of an LRPV for extraction, and Harry was loaded onto a stretcher and laid across the back of the car. I swiftly prepped a methoxyflurane whistle for the painful trip. I couldn’t give him IV morphine because it would mess with his neuro status; he needed to be alert for assessment back at the surgery. I knelt on the back of the LRPV, holding him in place as the car started the long, slow journey back up the mountain to the CASEVAC landing zone.


    It was a well-known tactic of the Taliban to initiate an ambush with IEDs, and the lads were still racing to regain the initiative and take the higher ground. We were in a very fucking precarious position. Gunfire reverberated around the enclosed valley. The echoes made it sound like we were in a fight to the death. I had my back to the action, so couldn’t tell where the fire was coming from. I flinched with every gunshot.


    I was shitting myself. I was so petrified that I should have been pissing my pants, but even my urethra was too scared to unclench. My sweet, perfectly sculpted ass was literally pointing up in the air as I knelt over to keep Harry steady. I was certain that I was going to be shot square in the money maker. My mind raced; I’d seen the devastation that a 7.62-calibre AK47 round can cause. I imagined the bullet entering my butt cheek and exiting through the front.


    Fuck! My wedding tackle! I don’t want my dick to get shot off. I might need it one day!


    I had absolutely zero control and even less influence over my fate. I wrestled with my options, but there were none. It seems weird now, but I grabbed Harry’s body armour and laid it over his groin. After a few moments of panic and coming to terms with my plight, I leant over his upper body as a tremendous calm washed over me.


    I’m already shot, or dead. The only thing left to do is be Harry’s human shield.


    As I bent over him, I caught a glimpse of the look in his eyes. He was spent. He’d tapped out. ‘I’m over this shit, man. Just get me the fuck outta here, Tezz,’ Harry said.


    ‘I got you, brother. Hang on for a few more minutes. We’re nearly there,’ I replied.


    I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye. The lads were defying physics and physiology, monstering up the steep mountainside to secure our safe passage to the LZ in the higher mountains. One of the blokes’ powerful, loping gait was hard to miss. Ben Roberts-Smith was chewing up the mountainside as he pushed upwards. At the time, he’d already earned a Medal for Gallantry for exploits in the previous year’s trip to Afghan. Later, in 2011, he was awarded the Victoria Cross for charging enemy machine-gun positions, Albert Jacka style, during an in-fucking-tense stoush.


    We slowly drove up the winding path. The driver had to keep the car slow and steady to minimise bumps that could damage Harry’s spine further. ‘How’s the speed, Tezz?’ the driver shouted.


    Step on the fucking gas; just get us the fuck outta here.


    That’s what I was thinking, but this is what I said: ‘This is a good speed; keep this pace up.’


    We finally reached the secured LZ a few protracted minutes later. The CASEVAC was very close now. A team laid the stretcher on the ground and I rifled through my kit like the Tasmanian Devil for my IV gear. I practically stabbed an IV into Harry’s arm; there was no time to set up a bag of fluids before extraction. Just as the CASEVAC chopper hovered to the ground, I managed to draw up a vial of prochlorperazine into a syringe and jam it into the IV. This drug was an anti-emetic, to stop Harry vomiting during the flight; violent vomiting could further damage his spine.


    Richard was already loaded into the chopper as we moved Harry forwards on a stretcher. He said something to me and shook my hand, man-thumb style, as the stretcher was loaded in, but I couldn’t hear anything over the sound of the chopper blades. I stepped back and handed over all the information to the CASEVAC crew before retreating as the chopper lifted off in a whirlwind of dust and disappeared into the distance.


    There was a feeling of relief and elation as we packed up the LZ, trading fist bumps and excited stories about our version of events.


    ‘You must have been shitting yourself on the back of that car, Tezz,’ one of the lads said.


    ‘Dude! I thought my ass was grass with all that gunfire! I was nearly Little Miss Pissy Pants on that one,’ I replied, laughing.


    There was a surprise in store – the gunfire was actually friendly. The lads had been pumping rounds into caves just in case there were Taliban hiding inside. We all shared a nervous laugh at my expense, even though the threat of Talib fire had been very real.


    We later learnt that Richard, with the suspected fractured arm, had only suffered severe bruising and didn’t need to return to Oz. Harry’s suspected spinal injury had been fairly serious, so he was evacuated back to Australia, but he made a decent recovery after a few hard months of physio.


    After the LZ was cleared, we rejoined the rest of the convoy down in the valley. The radio chatter hinted that the Taliban had laid more IEDs, so the going was painfully slow. Jake, the explosive-detection guy, had to sweep and clear the road, metre by metre, before the cars could safely move forwards. Razz, the loveable explosive-detection Labrador, had his sniffer working overtime to clear the path.


    A puff of dust erupted into the sky, just around the bend from my view, followed by a deceptively benign boom.


    ‘Kilo, Kilo! Get the Kilo up the front of the convoy right fucking now!’ the radio screamed.


    Again.


    I was only a few cars behind the front of the convoy this time, so I grabbed the med kit and sprinted towards the scene for everything I was worth.


    Razz had sniffed out another pressure-plate IED, again lying in a shallow creek bed that crossed the road. He’d raced back to Jake, his handler, who was only ten metres away. Razz was excited because he was such a good boy for finding the bomb, but then raced back to the creek and started scratching, tail wagging. The pressure from his scratching paws detonated the IED.


    This scene was one that the movies did get right. There wasn’t much left of poor Razz. The explosion sent rocks and Razz’s fur flying everywhere, showering the nearby cars. Jake had been blown off his feet and temporarily knocked unconscious on the ground. A first-aider was tending to him as he began to stir.


    That’s when I arrived.


    Jake was in shock, screaming out for Razz as he tried to fight off the first-aider. I quickly took over and moved between him and the gruesome pool of blood and mashed globs of flesh to block his view. He didn’t need to see that. He clawed at my body armour, trying to see what had happened to his beloved best mate. It hadn’t registered yet. He tried a few more times to fight me off, but his attempts grew weaker and weaker as grief settled in. I pulled Jake’s head into my shoulder to block the view, as tears streamed down his face and blood trickled out of his nose onto my armour.


    ‘Razz, what happened to Razz? Where’s Razz?’ he sobbed.


    ‘He’s gone, brother. Don’t look over there. Don’t torture yourself,’ I said.


    If I’m honest, I didn’t want to look either.


    ‘Oh, fuck . . . No! You’re lying – he was just there,’ he pleaded.


    He lay back on the ground, utterly distraught. I let it soak in for a moment. ‘Razz did a great job, brother, but right now I need you to just think about you. Are you hurt anywhere?’ I asked.


    I’d positioned myself near Jake’s head because he kept turning over to look at the guys now placing rocks over what was left of Razz. But as Jake looked down at his body, he could see bloody chunks of Razz’s flesh and fur splattered all over his clothes, which made him even more combative. After a few moments of Jake fighting and trying to push me away, I did a thorough assessment, checking for wounds. Physically, he was fine, which was a miracle given his close proximity to the blast. But as I checked his pupils, I could see that he was shattered. His eyes had that same distant look that I’d seen on Harry earlier that day. He only gave vague, one-word responses to my questions; he was shell-shocked, and didn’t want to play this game anymore.


    A few long and sombre hours later, we arrived at our night harbour. The damaged LRPV had been towed to this position for extraction by Chinook helicopter. Tom, the main gunner from the first blast, was fine, apart from damaged eardrums. Jake had damaged eardrums as well but was not in good shape. He’d been blown up twice in one day, and lost his best mate. I gave him some Valium to help calm his nerves.


    Later that evening, I sat around in the night harbour thinking about Harry’s injuries and how Razz had died. I had dark, dried splotches of Jake’s blood on my body armour. Patches of Razz’s bloody fur dotted my clothes; I could still smell the iron in his blood amid that pleasant dog aroma and unpleasant waft of burnt fur. I tried to pretend that it didn’t bother me, but it did. My new-found frostiness was prone to melting. I scanned over the shorthand treatment notes that I’d written for Harry in my few spare moments after he’d been evacuated.


    What about Harry’s family? What happens if he can’t use his legs anymore?


    Fuck, dude, the broken bond between man and his best friend is some heavy shit.


    I quickly compartmentalised these thoughts into the ‘deal with it later’ tray. I’d mastered the art of detachment, so instead I just obsessed over how I could’ve treated the casualties better. I wished to fuck I’d had time to rig up that IV bag and write handover notes, before extraction. I was extremely, irrationally, pissed at myself for not getting it done.


    The rest of the trip back to base was business as usual: sniper missions, narrowly avoiding ambushes and a short ‘all guns blazing’ contact.


    In October 2007, we were only a few weeks from rotating home but an undisclosed situation popped up that a medic had to stay behind to deal with. The situation was due to last an extra few weeks over our planned return date. I volunteered; I didn’t really want to go home just yet – I was enjoying myself way too much – so the decision to stay a little longer was a no-brainer. Besides, it was great catching up with the incoming SAS blokes as we helped with their transition into country.


    I went on another SAS nursery patrol to the Chora Valley, and a mission with the commandos in the weeks that followed, but nothing overly dramatic happened. I felt slightly nervous on these last few missions; I was so close to the end of my rotation that I could taste it. It would’ve been both tragic and ironic to get myself injured or killed at this point, so I was more careful than usual.


    The regimental sergeant major of Special Operations Command (the highest-ranking non-commissioned officer in the Special Forces) made a point of stopping to talk to me. He’d also been a medic back in his younger days, so we had some good yarns. I really liked the bloke, but I wished he’d just leave me alone. I hadn’t had a haircut for the entire deployment, so he was insistent that I get a trim before I went home – something that was not going to happen. I ducked and dodged him a few times before my flight out and managed to make the great escape.


    After a few days’ stopover at a Middle Eastern location, I was on a return flight to Australia. I’d walked away from the War on Terror unharmed, and unshorn.
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    IT’S A CELEBRATION, BITCHES


    There were no crowds or fanfare to greet us when we got home. I never got a fancy gong ceremony – my war medals came in the mail a year later. Two other Secret Squirrel dudes and I battled the customs bureaucracy at Perth airport. We’d rotated back weeks after the main SAS element left Afghan, so it felt like an anticlimax to such an exciting time. I watched the masses rush around at the airport – girls checked their reflections in the mirror to make sure they were still pretty and tardy punters rushed towards their departure lounge as if missing a flight were more important than finding a peace solution in the Middle East. Senses were assaulted with bright colours, intense smells and loud advertising messages. It was a shock to the system, in contrast to Afghan, where the idea was to remain unseen, un-smelt and unheard. Everyday problems just didn’t seem so important anymore.


    I was ecstatic to be home on a week’s leave in Whyalla, but I wanted to keep the rest of my accrued leave for the summer-holiday period. The week was a blur of partying and drinking absinthe – not the fake stuff; the good shit I thought customs might confiscate. But they let me keep it after scrutinising it suspiciously. The label on these bottles of absinthe declared that they contained wormwood, a reputed hallucinogen. Myself, Bodz, Wayno and his two younger brothers ingested the potent concoction. It only took two drinks each to feel the alcoholic effects, but if we did hallucinate, none of us remembered owing to the memory blackouts. From what we can piece together, one of the lads thought he’d been kidnapped and Wayno lost all sensation in his legs. So, maybe the wormwood did its thing after all. Fuck if we can remember seeing green fairies, though.


    A vague sense of discontent had been brewing within for the last few years. I’d worked with enough experienced soldiers to realise that every soldier has a shelf life. And there were only three outcomes if you exceeded your expiry date: you’d sacrifice your marriage and personal life for the job; you’d be killed in the line of duty; or you’d become an old dog who couldn’t learn new tricks in civilian life.


    I looked at my military career like an athlete: it’s better to retire on top. So I put in my discharge a few weeks later. There was a six-month cooling-off period between submitting the paperwork and ‘pulling the pin’, so I requested a new posting somewhere else for my last few months at the start of 2008. I didn’t want to leave the SAS, but the medical troop were so short-staffed there that if I’d stayed until my last day, they’d have been short a medic for the rest of the posting period. I didn’t want to fuck my mates over, so I took the hit.


    Wayno and I planned an American holiday for January 2008. Wayno had joined the army as a combat engineer and was deployed to East Timor while I was in Afghan, so we both had coin burning holes in our pockets and a taste for some R&R. We braved the cattle-class flight to Los Angeles and found ourselves paralytic in a Los Angeles nightclub. The club loved our Aussie drunken shenanigans, but when closing time was called we faced the long pilgrimage back to the hotel at 2 a.m. Downtown LA was seething with crack-heads and gang-bangers as we stumbled through the dangerous streets. The riff-raff poked their heads out of the dark alleys, eyeing us off like we were Happy Meals.


    As we walked, I glared at Wayno like he’d eaten my last French fry. He uncomfortably glanced at me a few times, but I held my gaze.


    ‘What?’ he finally asked, annoyed.


    ‘What the fuck are you staring at?’ I replied dryly.


    He got the joke. A wry grin spread across his face as he spear-tackled me onto the pavement. We jostled around, getting each other in headlocks, arm-bars and tittie twisters, sneaking in a few cheeky rib punches when the solar plexus was exposed.


    The druggies and gang-bangers receded into the darkness.


    We called a momentary truce and continued down the sidewalk. But then Wayno kicked my leg, so I tackled that fucker into a bush. More wrestling moves and play-fight face-punching ensued.


    The druggies must have thought we were crazy!


    We somehow made it back to the hotel, full of wallet and un-intruded of anus. The next day, we realised that our lunacy was the only thing that saved us from being another statistic.


    The next night, we stayed at the Hollywood Holiday Inn and hit the ethanol, hard, at the Saddle Ranch on Sunset Boulevard. Fair warning, I’m about to shamelessly name-drop here. We partied with Maurice Greene (the Olympic sprinter) and Neal McDonough (the dude from Walking Tall, Desperate Housewives and Band of Brothers). We mercilessly gave Shannon Noll shit for losing his licence while driving his Big Black Shiny Car and narrowly escaped a bar brawl when the band Unwritten Law befriended us, incited a riot and then invited us back to Chateau Marmont for one of their famous all-night benders. We couldn’t join them, though; we had to catch a plane to Mexico a few hours later.


    Wayno was violated at the airport. Mexican customs went through his luggage with a fine-toothed comb. I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about – we were in Cancún, Mexico. The cab driver from the airport greeted us with: ‘Hey, mayn, ju wan some weed, ju wan some blow?’ We politely declined.


    The next night, we kicked off at the Cancún Hard Rock Cafe. The Hard Rock was miles away from the next club, so we started to walk. The trek was long and arduous, and nature called halfway through the slog. We both stopped on the shoulder of Cancún’s main highway to take a slash.


    Mid-piss, Wayno joked, ‘All we need now is the Policía to bust our ass.’


    In that instant, tyres screeched on the highway. Impeccable timing.


    The Policía had seen us, slammed their old beat-up Hilux into reverse and stopped on the shoulder of the road. Four armed Mexican Policía swarmed out of the car and shouted at us, violently jabbing their M16 rifles into our chests. We were wrestled to the ground as handcuffs slapped closed against our wrists, then picked up by the handcuffs and thrown into the back of the Hilux, face-down.


    We looked at each other, giggling. ‘You’re the pretty one. Big Julio is going to feed you a burrito in prison, son,’ I joked.


    ‘Fuck that, you’re my chica. I’m gonna pimp your ass out to pay for my freedom,’ Wayno replied.


    The Policía gently kicked us in the guts, I guess to remind us that they were the boss, but we couldn’t stop laughing.


    The Hilux took off at breakneck speed, slammed around corners and mashed our faces into the side of the tray. But I still giggled at the absurdity of the situation. Before long, we were way, way off the beaten track. The Policía had driven us to the Cancún ghetto. They bundled us out the back of the Hilux and dragged us onto the pavement.


    Shit, we’re going to get filled in here.


    I clenched my teeth, expecting the worst.


    ‘You boys don’t want to go to jail, do you?’ the Policía Big Nuts asked.


    ‘I’ve had worse Saturday nights,’ I joked.


    Big Nuts kicked me in the thigh.


    ‘Give us your money and you gringos can go free,’ he said.


    Why is it that, in non-Caucasian countries, people automatically assume I’m American?


    We finally understood the game. This was extortion. We’d both just been to the ATM at the Hard Rock, so we ponied up $400 between us. The most expensive piss in history. The fuckers didn’t even give us a lift to the main street, or offer us some weed and blow as they sped off around the corner. How rude!


    Wayno and I jogged through the ghetto, trying to find a familiar landmark. Before long, we were back on the main drag and found our destination: Señor Frog’s. This nightclub was amazing, overflowing with alcohol and fun – the adult version of Disneyland. We stood in the cheering crowd as the Señor Frog staff organised a drinking game up on stage. I was plucked from amid the drunken mayhem.


    I stood on stage and ripped my shirt off, as instructed. The club owner patrolled the stage, asking each of the game participants where we were from.


    ‘I’m from Straya, mate,’ I said into the microphone, doing my most convincing bogan impression – which wasn’t a stretch.


    The crowd cheered.


    Four blokes, including myself, knelt down over a yard glass of beer. Then, the club owner picked four girls from the crowd and lined them up behind us.


    The game began.


    My girl slapped my ass like it was her paid occupation, spurring me on to drink the litre of beer, through a straw. I’d just had a gutful of bourbon, so wasn’t entirely keen to scull the drink. I stopped to breathe between mouthfuls, but my girl wasn’t happy. She ripped her thong off and whipped my ass like a sadistic dominatrix jockey whipping Phar Lap to the finish line. By game’s end, I’d only just been pipped at the post by a German opponent; the bloke had some mad beer-guzzling skills. He looked like a lumberjack, and only needed the lederhosen to complete the kraut stereotype. I came a close second, but was relegated to the loser circle, where we had another challenge awaiting us.


    The club’s owner described the game. We needed to race each other across a single horizontal rope suspended above a swimming pool as punishment for our bantamweight drinking antics. One of the losers didn’t like the sound of this game, so he piked out. I stripped off to my boxer shorts – I didn’t want my wallet to get wet.


    The starting whistle blew, and I held back from the other bloke moving across his rope, laughing at his feeble display of athleticism.


    ‘Oh shit, Aussie boy is confident!’ the owner exclaimed through a microphone.


    The horizontal rope was my forte. I raced across mine, overtaking the other opponent on the way over the pool, and then again on the way back.


    ‘Dang, these Aussies know how to do this shit, yo!’ the club owner exclaimed.


    The Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, oi, oi, oi chant reverberated around the club as I threw my hands in the air and soaked up the fifteen minutes of fame. Best night ever!


    From Cancún, we flew to Miami for round three of drunken tomfoolery. But we stayed on the South Beach strip, which would’ve been cool if we were millionaires and drove Lamborghinis.


    Pretentious Prick Paradise.


    Unfortunately, we looked exactly like a duo of drunken Australian degenerates, so we had the social status of a homeless bum or a parking inspector, and couldn’t break into the clubs where the real fun was happening.


    After a few days of the Beautiful People looking down their noses at us and throwing pity change at our feet in the Miami streets, Wayno and I were back in Australia. We smelt like waterlogged mangy mutts, souls stained with sin.
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      The hard hitter himself, my late Great-great Uncle Jim Ledgard, Coober Pedy, 1970s.
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      The cheeky little shits, Baby Bro (left) and Big Bro (right), Coober Pedy circa 1988.
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      My very first mass-casualty patient at the American Forward Surgical Base, 2007.
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      Dusted up and looking like a Team America character, Tarin Kot base, 2007.
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      The Kilos, kitted up and posing for our first hit, 2007.
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      An epileptic kid fighting it out while his old man keeps the faith, 2007.
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      Myself and another Kilo sitting in the ‘field of dreams’ – a giant marijuana crop, 2007.
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      Treating a kid with facial injuries at Forward Operating Base Anaconda, 2007.
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      The Kilos: Commando and SAS medical team, 2007.
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      Minor surgery on a suspected Taliban fighter with a frag wound to his knee, 2007.
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      A normal day at the American Forward Surgical Base – a British soldier suffering massive shrapnel and bullet wounds being treated by the resus team, 2007.
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      Fallout from the big contact: my blistered dick skinner (top left), shot-up mortar packaging tubes (top right), a bullet hole in a fuel tank (bottom left), and a shot-up compartment on my Bushmaster vehicle (bottom right), 2007.
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      Wayno the male model, movie star Neal McDonough and me at a Los Angeles pub, 2008.

    


    
      [image: ]

      Drunken debauchery: on the receiving end of a drinking game at a Cancún nightclub, 2008.
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      Big Bro and me taking a rest break along the Kokoda Track, Papua New Guinea, 2013.
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      The famous Kokoda arches. Big Bro and me at the finish line of the Kokoda Trail, 2013.
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    DON’T TELL MUM I WORK ON THE RIGS . . .


    The final few months of army service were spent at an experimental weapons range near Port Wakefield, South Australia, in early 2008. My last day in the Green Machine involved shooting trial automatic grenade-launchers into the desert, which was an incredibly cool send-off from army service.


    I unconditionally loved my time in the army – the people and experiences were second to none. As I reflected on the army period of my life, I was content with my accomplishments, kind of. I’d achieved everything I set out to – with one exception. I never pulled the trigger on SAS selection. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but this is my one and only regret. I let the fear of failure defeat me before I even got to the starting line. Given that I passed on the opportunity to attempt selection, twice, I doubt I would’ve made it. My regret is that I’ll never know now.


    It might seem strange to some (given my allergy to boredom) to look back on my army days as a positive experience, but on the whole: it rocked. The boring parts seemed to melt away when I remembered the morbid sense of humour that we soldiers tended to develop while sitting around for hours in the most dangerous country in the world with nothing to do. It was undoubtedly crass and inappropriate, but it had a very important purpose: it was a coping mechanism. When you’re in an environment where you need to be alert for that long without a break, while you’re dealing with daily life and death situations, lame dad jokes just don’t make the grade. You need a belly-laughing, dark-and-stormy, fuck-me-I-just-pissed-my-pants humour to blow off steam. This brand of humour would stay with me long after my army days and become my most valuable life skill.


    With army life now in the rear-view mirror, I looked forward to my new future. My military skills and experience landed me an opportunity to work on the offshore oil rigs. I had dollar signs in my eyes. The allure of the exorbitant wages and generous rosters on the oil rigs was irresistible – so I sold out.


    
      OIL RIGS


      Mobile offshore drilling units (MODUs), or oil rigs for short, are intensely awesome feats of modern engineering, employing sophisticated marine stabilisation and drilling technology to extract black gold from the depths of the sea floor.


      The rigs boast wages almost triple what the military can offer, coupled with an enticing twenty-eight days on, twenty-eight days off roster.


      Oil rigs are home to the most disgusting and depraved pornography known to man.

    


    In May 2008, I made my maiden voyage into the War on Oil, in the Timor Sea. I was already familiar with the maritime lingo through my experience with the navy on the UM course, but my vocabulary once again transformed on the oil rigs. I was immersed in a sea of roughnecks, roustabouts, tool-pushers, blow-out preventers and man-riders. If you were unlucky enough to be fired from the rigs, it was said that you’d been ‘run off’. Being sacked was a fate worse than Davy Jones’s Locker for the unlucky unemployed, who had to walk the plank.


    But the most commonly used word in the rig pig slang was cunt – all manner of cunts inhabited the rigs. The title of sick cunt, mad cunt or good cunt meant that you were a good bloke. Whereas the shit cunts and garden-variety cunts were ever at risk of being run off. Surprisingly, the word cunt was never used to describe a vagina – too offensive.


    I was a medic on the rigs, which necessitated enduring a daily twelve-hour onslaught of boredom. I had a legitimate hour of work during my shift, so the remaining eleven were spent going to the gym, reading books and watching movies. I was paid like a prince for doing this, day after day, twenty-eight days in a row, six months of the year.


    All work and no play makes Terry a dull boy.


    All work and no play makes Terry a dull boy.


    All work and no play makes Terry a dull boy.


    Despite the groundhog day tedium, I thoroughly enjoyed shooting the breeze with the legendary rig workers. The stereotypical rig pig raked in a massive wage by Australian standards, but they’d discovered that when residing in an undeveloped Asia-Pacific country it was even more disproportionate. It practically meant living like royalty. Tales of luxury floated around the rigs, taking the edge off the boredom.


    Pranks were rife. Shaving cream in the coffee. Hair-removal gel in the shampoo. Itching powder between the bedsheets. Embarrassing photos sneakily inserted into the weekly safety slideshow presentation. The shenanigans really lifted morale and helped with the boredom and isolation. But, as they have a tendency to do, they escalated. The prank wars would usually heighten until they touched someone’s raw nerve, only narrowly avoiding fisticuffs through peer mediation.


    Steroids were the poison of choice on the rigs. And on American rigs, roids aren’t illegal, just immoral. Gym junkies habitually knocked on my door, asking for syringes and needles. These guys were going to incubate back acne, get angry and shrink their nuts without my consent anyway, so I decided that the lesser evil was to give them what they wanted lest they share dirty needles.


    Popular portrayal of the rigs is of an exciting way of life, but in reality nothing exciting ever really happens. In my eighteen months spent on the rigs, I treated one bloke with a broken knee joint, and another one with a heart problem. The rest of my time was spent ‘fucking the dog’ (rig pig slang for wasting time). My most exciting time on the rigs was being made redundant in 2009; I spent a week on our rig while it was being towed by tugboat to its final resting place – Kuantan, Malaysia. This was where I’d been for my army training exercise a few years earlier – it really is a small world. The poor old rig would float about in the Kuantan seaport, slowly withering away as it accumulated salty sea-spray and barnacles, unless an oil drilling company decided to revive it. I never found out if anyone gave her the ‘kiss of life’.


    I looked into the mirror, preparing for a new kind of war.


    My hair was a shoulder-length mess of blondish locks. It had taken four minutes of applying hair wax to make it look like I’d just woken up. In reality, I had just woken up, so four minutes was a ridiculous amount of time to try to make my messy hair look like it already did.


    I had a natural-looking coral necklace around my neck. It cost $12.99 and was entirely synthetic, made in Thailand.


    Scanning down, I wore a tight, surf-brand T-shirt to show off my guns. Gym work and drinking piss: conflicting lifestyles if ever I’ve seen them.


    My jeans cost $120 and were a surf brand, of course. I’d only been surfing once, and almost stood up on the board before spectacularly wiping out and using my face as a handbrake.


    My vintage ’70s American Converse shoes seemed very cool, especially considering that I’m not American and wasn’t even born back then.


    So there I stood, dressed in the seven shades of irony of my Party Dude Douchebag uniform, ready to fight the War on Sobriety.


    
      FASHION


      Fashion is a global, multi-trillion-dollar industry, constantly manipulated from season to season to ensure that consumers buy the latest and greatest clobber that they really don’t need. Fashion advertisements are designed to create a brand image that suggests that dressing in a certain way and living a certain lifestyle are values to which we should aspire, to promote the warm and fuzzies in the consumer’s sense of self-worth and imply that they belong to a certain subculture.


      This is why yuppies wear suits, emos wear black and bogans wear Bintang singlets.


      This is why new-age, environmental warriors wear brand-name ‘all natural’ hemp clothing, post ‘peace and love’ messages on social media and espouse environmental conservatism, while their own personal purchasing decisions leave a larger carbon footprint on the planet than a yeti in a kids’ sandpit.

    


    The years from 2008 to 2010 were a blur of drunken rebellion.


    Which machine was I raging against? No clue.


    I had no direction in my life, no real point to my existence. In the army, I was part of something bigger than myself, something meaningful. But in the civilian world, I was just going through the motions. I couldn’t find a cause that was worth putting my all into. So instead, I focused on being the village idiot. My sense of identity relied on being the drunkest, for the longest, at whatever Whyalla party was raging at any point in time. It’s good to have goals.


    My nights were filled with loud music, large crowds and an endless supply of Dutch courage. But before long, even shameless partying became tiresome, and I needed to spice the game up. One Saturday night, I’d fed a pineapple into the pokies and pulled out $600, so I was swimming with cash and bravado. I decided that the occasion called for a social experiment. I licked the back of $50 notes and stuck $300 worth on the glass window that separated the dance floor of a Whyalla nightclub from the beer garden. I wanted to observe the behaviour of my fellow patrons. The money was free for anyone who reached out and took it. I stood back, enjoying a beer and a laugh with my mates, and almost forgot about the experiment.


    Twenty minutes later, I was startled to find that no one had taken any money! Hundreds of people had seen it, laughed about it and walked by.


    I tried to explain to passers-by that this money was free, with no strings attached if they would just grab it. But no one did.


    I can’t believe it! I need aggressive sales tactics to give money away.


    I wracked my inebriated brain to figure out how to give this cash away, drawing nothing but blanks.


    Hang on a minute, sex sells!


    I crammed the $50 notes into my jeans zipper and paraded onto the dance floor. At first, there were no takers. So, I stepped up my game. I gyrated my hips, full slinky style, dancing uncomfortably close to groups of girls who were grooving to Pink songs. As I thrust my pelvis into the girl groups, they plucked the money from my fly like it was the last drop of water in the Sahara! I couldn’t believe it!


    
      SOCIAL EXPERIMENT


      Like all the best social experiments in history, this one didn’t really have a point. But the two conclusions were both miraculous and startling:


      
        	Affluent people don’t accept freebies in front of other people, because they don’t want to look like scabs.


        	Doesn’t matter if you look like a seedy fucker: girls stick their hands down your pants if you’re rich.

      

    


    My partying knew no bounds.


    I was making up for all the fun I’d missed during the hundreds of army training exercises and overseas operations in the years previous. The debauchery reached a crescendo in 2009, at my mate’s Gold Coast wedding. Dan, my Baby Medic mate, invited me along to his nuptials. I felt like a bogan at a black-tie ball, but luckily I wasn’t alone – Dan had invited some other military mates. We riff-raff were sat together at the back of the wedding reception, where our boisterous behaviour could go relatively unnoticed.


    I managed to attract the attention of a gorgeous bridesmaid. She was an incredibly upstanding citizen, studying law or accounting or something equally impressive at some prestigious Brisbane university or another. I was batting well above my average with this stunner. We left the wedding reception and continued with the flirting game, fostering one of those drunkenly genuine one-night-stand connections that, oddly, seem more fulfilling than a failed long-term marriage.


    We made our way back to my room for a bit of post-wedding adult fun. The insanely beautiful girl was lying naked on my bed and we started doing the Wild Thing, sweat dripping from each other’s skin, moaning with pleasure . . .


    Wait. What? Uh-oh.


    
      EPISTAXIS


      Epistaxis, or a nosebleed, as it’s more commonly known, occurs for a multitude of reasons. Genetics, nasal deformity and cocaine use are the most common causes. However, the sudden change from a cool climate, such as a Whyalla winter, to a hot and humid environment, such as the Gold Coast, can equally cause epistaxis.


      While the dying seconds of a close AFL grand final or when making a Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech are considered inconvenient times for a nosebleed, the most unfortunate time for epistaxis is undoubtedly mid-coitus.

    


    We both watched in horror as two perfect drops of blood spilt from my nose and splashed onto her navel. I’ve never seen a girl get dressed in such a rush. I raced into the bathroom and stuffed toilet paper up my nostrils, but I couldn’t fathom why this scene wasn’t sexy to her anymore. She was kind enough to kiss me on the cheek as she hastily exited my room, the moment ruined. I cracked a beer from the bar-fridge and sat on the bed, pondering all possible nuances of the notion: being me is a form of contraception.


    I reasoned that the rigs weren’t my long-term answer; I just couldn’t handle the boredom. So I tried my hand at the South Australian mining game. There was a tumultuous period of unemployment where I accrued a metric tonne of qualifications to prove to employers that I could do certain shit. Most of the fancy-looking papers suggested that I was a competent safety advisor, so I did that. It seemed like a natural career progression to go from emergency response into safety – I had the skills that pay the bills, so I jumped into the ghastly world of occupational health and safety.


    I landed a high-paying gig with an engineering and construction company who did some stuff for a mining company. It was a Monday to Friday, nine-to-five, regular job in the Real World.


    
      THE REAL WORLD


      The Real World is a frightening place, occupied by undead zombies known as grown-ups who spend their lives accumulating a spouse, a white picket fence, 2.5 children, and a hundred years of debt for a seventy-five-year lifespan. Marriage only has a fifty per cent chance of survival in the Real World, while seventy per cent of grown-ups hate their jobs. Between a spouse who hates you and a job that you hate, that makes for a very spiteful majority of the waking life for a lot of grown-ups.


      No sun shines in the Real World. The atmosphere is polluted with a thick, dark cloud of dead dreams. Convicts of the Real World lost their will to resist during school, when the invisible shackles of social norms and responsibility wrapped around their ankles.


      The Real World doesn’t need prison guards. No, no, the inner jailers of ‘the voice of reason’ fear and comfort apathy keep inmates permanently confined to their mundane cells.


      Fuck you, Real World.
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    DOMESTIC BLISS


    By some miracle, I met the girl of my dreams in 2009. She was gorgeous, inside and out. I was punching above my weight in every division: aesthetically, morally, developmentally and spiritually. Tara had short blonde hair, a beautiful dial and an amazing body that was surpassed only by her kindness. We met through a friend-of-a-friend sort of caper and quickly fell in love.


    A few weeks into the courtship, we talked about all the stupid shit we’d done when we were drunk. It turns out that Tara had taken a $50 note from my zipper during the social experiment, but we’d both been too shitfaced to remember each other. And, we’d likely already met during our younger years at Port Vincent swimming school. Within months, Tara and I moved in together, a picture of domestic bliss. But although we were boyfriend and girlfriend, the relationship wasn’t official until it was announced on Facebook. This, perhaps, explained the anniversary-date confusion.


    She helped disadvantaged people for a living, and I . . . I sold out with the safety stuff, which didn’t really do much to help people. But we had a mutually supportive and playful dynamic. During the honeymoon year of the relationship, Tara and I played flirtatious games like impromptu food fights or spraying each other with bathroom cleaner during the domestic duties. Our favourite game involved a clothes peg. The sneaky peg would always surface, attached to the victim’s clothes, during a highly embarrassing, typically public moment such as a social outing or public speech. Although we didn’t keep score, and I won many battles, Tara probably won the Peg War when all is said and done.


    This was my first long-term relationship, so it took a while to learn the expectations and responsibilities. On most weekends, I was ushered into alien situations. We’d often go shopping for new kitchen utensils, amid a sea of bright advertising and an utterly ridiculous array of options. How the hell could a red-meat knife and a chicken knife be different things? I had a Spyderco blade that would suffice for neurosurgery and hack through a bank vault; it could do everything. I just didn’t understand.


    
      CONSUMERISM


      Consumerism is a prolific phenomenon in the Western world. It coaxes grown-ups to spend their hard-earned money on junk that allows them to keep up with the Joneses.


      Consumerism is designed to covertly seduce Real World zombies into constantly purchasing new shit – such as little nick-nacks, white goods, and even the family home. The effect of consumerism is so pervasive that it makes grown-ups lose sight of the important things in life, as they trade their most precious asset – their time – for more and more unimportant shit.


      That new high-definition 3D TV didn’t cost you $1500; it cost sixty hours of your life that you can never get back. And that new TV will only function for about five years before you have to buy another one, which will cost the bargain-basement price of another sixty-two hours – adjusted for the disparity between inflation and lagging wage increases.


      The family home didn’t cost $500,000; it cost the majority of your waking life for the next thirty years – your freedom of time, your sense of adventure, any chance of leading an interesting life – and doomed you to the world’s most boring eulogy. And we piss and moan that stamp duty is highway robbery in this transaction!

    


    Shopping for useless shit to feather our nest was an almost weekly ritual. Chopping boards were the next item on the hit list.


    ‘Ooh, this one looks good! It’s really big and stylish. What do you think, Tezz?’ Tara said excitedly.


    Fuck if I know, dude; it’s a lump of wood. There’s a few planks of two-by in the shed. I’ll just sand those bad boys down and we’re laughing.


    I shrugged my shoulders. ‘Get the one you want, babe. I’m easy,’ I said.


    ‘I can’t go shopping with you if you’re not going to contribute!’ Tara exclaimed, pissed at my nonchalance.


    ‘Um, the bigger board can fit more food, but that smaller one looks easier to clean?’ I guessed.


    My sins were forgiven, and boyfriend duty seemed fulfilled. She chose the chopping board she wanted anyway.


    I always felt a sense of urgency and irritability in public, but I was a country boy – so it wasn’t abnormal, was it?


    In our nights of downtime, I thankfully had the upper hand in movie selection. I loved action and thrillers, so rom-coms were kept to a bare minimum. But we were utterly smitten with each other, so the film choice didn’t really matter; just the time spent together.


    As we sat together on the couch, watching the latest Hollywood offering, I would find myself wincing and turning away from the more violent movie scenes.


    That’s weird. Gratuitous violence is my favourite thing.


    Every now and then, I’d go down to the beach for a swim by myself. I really loved the calming, peaceful effects of feeling the sand beneath my toes and the lapping waves swaying me around in the gentle tide.


    I wish.


    At this point in time, the beach was just another place I could be at. It was just sand and water. Going to the beach was about as enjoyable as a visit to my sock drawer, or to a shady, unlicensed proctologist.


    I was still a junior occupational health and safety (OH&S) professional in the mining/construction industry, and my typical workday was so uninteresting that my mind constantly wandered back to Afghanistan. I’d often have vivid memories about the good and bad times in country. I was thinking about the devastating effects of explosive mortar trauma when I was being paid to think about the super-duper deadly risks of using a soft-bristle paintbrush.


    I generally looked back on Afghanistan fondly, but my perspective, especially with regards to all those Afghan patients who I couldn’t save, had begun a slow decay. The contrast between the mundane goings-on of everyday Australian life and my experiences in Afghan made the transition back to the Real World intolerable. My shift in perspective started working against me. In Australia, it would be unthinkable for people to die from ailments like malnourishment and epilepsy, but in Afghanistan it was par for the course. I kept replaying my treatment of these patients over and over in my mind, trying to find an outcome where I could have saved the day – but, as time passed, I started to forget that the Australian medical standards of treatment didn’t really apply over there. I was looking back on these memories through the lens of modern developed-world medical care, beating myself up because I didn’t do more to help those people in a place that had a medical standard of practically zero.


    Despite – or perhaps because of – my feigned interest in everyday dilemmas, a subversive undercurrent affected my relationship with Tara, but it was so very sneaky and unspoken.


    I bought Tara a puppy for her 2010 Christmas present. The puppy was a neurotic border collie girl who we named Sasha. She was a gorgeous pup, with limitless energy and a loveable mischievous streak, which she inherited from me. I had grown up in a cat family, but seeing the unconditional companionship of Razz the heroic explosive-detection dog had turned me into a dog convert. I loved our new dog. Sasha liked nothing more than chewing the bejesus out of anything within her reach. Shoes, underwear, furniture, the drywall: it was all fair game. Sasha was the glue that held our disintegrating relationship together.


    Even though we were now responsible for a baby fur midget, Tara was a social butterfly, so we’d often leave the dog to her own devices and socialise with Tara’s friends on the weekends. Tara loved parading me around as the ‘idea’ of a model boyfriend, but I was less than impressive in the role. We’d often go to one of Tara’s friend’s social gatherings, but I couldn’t sit still.


    One night, I sat around with a group of people as they heartily discussed the finer points of pre-workout potions, and coordinating the curtains with the lounge-room colour scheme.


    Who gives a flying fuck? Is your life so dreary that fitness fads and curtain coordination have become passionate topics of discussion?


    I desperately wanted to fit in, but just couldn’t bring myself to care about this everyday horse shit. So instead, I moved my chair back from the group and stared into space.


    
      THE THOUSAND-YARD STARE


      The thousand-yard stare is portrayed in the movies as a war veteran’s staunch, steely gaze into oblivion. The subtle implication is that veterans are reliving their wartime memories with an air of fragility amid the indomitable strength of the human spirit.


      In contrast to popular portrayal, the thousand-yard stare does not involve veterans reliving gruesome wartime experiences. No, the most gruesome picture that a veteran contemplates is the shallowness and infinite black hole of boredom that consumes grown-ups in the Real World. Veterans just can’t relate anymore.


      The thousand-yard stare is usually the result of veterans imagining exactly how empty a Real World zombie’s life must be to talk about such superficial bullshit.

    


    ‘Hey, babe, you’re doing that thing again. Where did you go?’ Tara asked, gently stroking my face.


    Her question jolted me from the reverie. ‘Oh, nowhere, babe. Just off with the fairies again,’ I said, faking a smile. The truth was too rude to share.


    I felt uncomfortable in this social setting; I was jittery. So the next ten beers slid down my neck within the hour. ‘Let’s get after it, bitches!’ I yelled, drowning the jitters.


    ‘Yeeeeew!’ the party patrons yelled, seemingly on my side.


    The partygoers were always keen to get fucked up and do some good old-fashioned dumb shit, but I couldn’t help being the drunkest person at the party and making a fool of myself once the tequila came out.


    One shot, two shots, thr . . .


    Oh fuck. Where am I?


    I woke up the next morning with a satanic hangover. I looked around the room. I was thankfully in my own bed, but I couldn’t remember how I got there. It felt like there was a violent prison riot going down inside my skull.


    My sweet Tara. She’ll love me and make the pain go away.


    I rolled over and met Tara’s gaze – a glare that made my testes shrivel.


    
      GUILT


      Guilt is an emotion that mercilessly stalks the human psyche, manifested in the form of soul-crushing pain inside the minds of hungover victims, whose blacked-out drunken antics have upset the socially condoned rules.


      Additionally, guilt can be masterfully implanted into one being by another through the disapproving glare of an executioner girlfriend whose personal sense of morality has been defiled by the defendant’s boyfriend’s skull-duggerous buffoonery.


      The purpose of guilt is to prevent recurrence of said morally questionable behaviour, although punishment is often afforded in magnitudes disproportionate to the alleged offences.


      Fuck you, guilt.

    


    Apparently, getting homeless-bum drunk, tripping down stairs and vomiting on yourself was not an attractive look. Who knew?


    Given that I wasn’t in the running for ‘boyfriend of the year’ anymore, I spent the next week trying to make amends. Moments like these led to the realisation that ‘domestic bliss’ is an oxymoron.


    Despite an overwhelming sense of guilt after each infraction, my public drunkenness showed no sign of stopping. My rapscallion behaviour became a regrettable theme in our relationship. Over the next few months of 2011, I couldn’t seem to handle my piss anymore; I kept having these mini-meltdowns. So I thought it better to avoid socialising and just stay home, drinking by myself. The last thing I wanted was for Tara to have to suffer through the embarrassment of my antics. With me staying home, Tara was immune to my drunken stupidity but I wasn’t much fun to be around. It seemed like a fair trade-off.


    But my willpower to resist getting fucked up with my boys was a finite resource. After a few months, I had another epic public drunken bender and Tara reached wits’ end. She sat me down in the lounge room. Strikes two and three had already happened. This was the end. She explained that she couldn’t sit back and watch me destroy myself anymore. I felt that she was being more than a tad melodramatic, but we had an open and honest chat – probably the most candid talk of our entire two-year relationship. Our differences were irreconcilable by that point; the little things had festered into untreatable wounds.


    Tara packed some clothes and stayed with a friend.


    I looked down at Sasha, the pup, as Tara let the front door close behind her. Sasha looked up at me, panting, tongue hanging out the side of her mouth as she let loose a half-whimper, half-yelp. She looked confused, trying to figure out what was going on, begging me for answers.


    But the break-up didn’t make sense to me either. We’d had a ‘meet cute’ story, we’d moved in together and we’d adopted a pet. We had a European holiday planned for the following year, where I was going to romantically pop the question. According to pop culture and romance movies, the ‘happily ever after’ story was locked in.


    I knew I should have been devastated at losing such an amazing girl. But I felt nothing.


    Oh well, I guess it’s time to get drunk.


    I hit the bottle, hard.


    Sasha was the most important part of my life, so I treated her like a princess. I fed her like a royal garbage disposal and played with her in the backyard for hours on end, between mouthfuls of whisky and cigarettes. This went on for months.


    Tara found a permanent house and moved out all the gear we’d bought from our adrenaline-surging shopping conquests. I even helped her move. Sasha had been my gift to Tara, so she had to leave too. I stood on the front porch, watching Tara reverse out of the driveway with tears streaming down her face. Sasha was on the passenger seat, completely unfazed by the sadness of the moment as she excitedly licked her long-lost Mum’s face. Judas.


    The expression on my face was as blank as my emotions as I stood on the porch. I knew I should have felt something; but I had nothing. I just raised my hand in farewell as my girls the girls reversed out the driveway.


    I went back inside. The lounge room was deathly quiet. The hallway was scattered with remnants of Sasha’s chew toys, but there was no life left in this place. The silence was deafening, so I turned on the TV for some ambient noise.


    Oh well, I guess it’s time to get drunk; really drunk.


    I hit the bottle, harder.


    There was nothing left to care about, so I just kicked back and enjoyed the slide.


    As I sat on the back porch, going through the motions, a harm­less, neutral fog crept from beyond the back fence. Its tendrils snaked through the overgrown weeds towards me. I inhaled the poison as it enveloped me in the darkness. I always did; no point fighting it. It was neither for me nor against me – it just was. I tipped the bottle and lit another cigarette, seduced by the creeping nothingness as the mist snaked into my nostrils.


    Vivid memories of the people I couldn’t save in Afghanistan seeped through the cracks of my fractured psyche. As a glorious momentary relief from the emptiness, a huge wave of guilt cascaded over me. But before the tears dripped down my face, the merciful, empty fog closed back in to fill the void.


    I sat at the Bar of Blackness every night. I didn’t feel good, but I didn’t feel bad either, just utterly indifferent. Not heaven, nor hell, this was purgatory: somewhere in between. In the Real World, my behaviour was considered unbalanced, uncouth and disappointing. At least here, no one judged. So I became best mates with my demons; they were easy riders. Every night, we drank together at the bar where good times never rolled and closing time never came.


    This was my life. For six long months, this was it. Ninety-eight per cent nothing; two per cent crushing guilt.


    I was never happy with half-measures, so I isolated myself from the people who loved me. It’s not like I would have been much fun to hang with, anyway. I was a card-carrying loser, lower than the week-old dregs at the bottom of a discarded beer bottle. I was one step away from being a clichéd washed-up army recluse.


    My only boundary was work. I worked in the mining industry, where everyone was breath-tested every morning. And I was a safety advisor, so blowing numbers would have been very unbecoming. So I planned out my alcohol consumption each night. I could usually have ten or twelve standard drinks without blowing over the next morning. Never let it be said that I was an irrespon­sible alcoholic.


    The drinking, luckily, wasn’t a full-blown substance addiction but self-medication against my Armageddon sense of self-loathing and subconscious anxiety, which was yet to fully rise to the surface. As a bonus, the booze helped me pass out so I could at least get a few hours of sleep, sometimes. It saved me from spending another whole night staring at the ceiling, counting the passing cars as their headlights danced across my bedroom curtain. Silver lining.


    Despite the numbness, buying a new gadget or toy always gave me a little buzz. I liked the post-purchase euphoria of playing around with a new TV or testing the features of a new laptop computer.


    I fucking wish.


    There was nothing. I’d just set up the new gadgets and put them to the side.


    Whatever.


    Tasty, gourmet food was just bland sustenance. During the very infrequent catch-ups with my mates, I might as well have been an alien on another planet. Sleep, when I could get some, was just another way to pass the time.


    Nothing, dude. There’s only so many ways I can think of to describe nothingness – the absolute absence of emotion. At this point, I would have enjoyed feeling bad – at least it would’ve been a fucking feeling, something different.


    After six months of emptiness, I saw a post on Facebook that made me shudder. One of my best mates, Dan (from Baby Medic school and the wedding), shared that he was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and had been admitted to a psychiatric ward for treatment.


    Fuckness.


    I rang Dan that night. He sounded like a ghost when he answered the phone. He was drugged up to the eyeballs with antidepressants. I felt horrible for being on the other side of the country and unable to go and see him.


    After the phone call, a thought troubled my mind like an annoying prickle in my sock.


    If it can happen to Dan, it can happen to anyone.


    Any remaining bravado washed away as the veil of denial lifted. I looked in the mirror. It wasn’t a cursory glance but a deep assessment.


    My cheeks were gaunt. I’d lost a lot of weight from malnourishment.


    No shit, Sherlock. You haven’t been eating properly, Tezz. Whatever. Fair enough.


    I couldn’t remember the last time I’d enjoyed anything. Everything infuriated me. I always felt rushed, especially in public.


    No shit, everything sucks. Fair enough. Whatever.


    I almost walked away from the mirror, deluded into thinking all was sweet. But then I caught the smallest glimpse of my eyes and did a double-take. My eyes were dead. I’d seen this look before, on Harry and Jake in Afghan: I’d tapped out. I was spent. I couldn’t even see a glimmer of mischief in my reflection anymore.


    Then, I really looked into the mirror.


    I fucking hated myself. I was somehow responsible for all the evil in the world: poverty, global warming, communism, reality TV. It was all my fault. In that instant, I realised that my fundamental, genetic predisposition for idiocy had cost me dearly.


    It was so obvious. How could I have been so fucking stupid?


    If I’d seen these symptoms in anyone else, I would’ve twigged immediately. This was PTSD!


    
      POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER


      Post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD for short, is a psychological condition that occurs after a person is exposed to an experience that they perceive to be abnormally traumatic. PTSD is characterised by severe bouts of depression, anxiety and incredibly vivid recurring dreams or memories of the traumatic experience. It can cause waking and sleeping flashbacks, a relentless sense of being in mortal danger (although no danger is present), insomnia, agoraphobia, and a laundry list of associated physical and psychological problems.


      It is an empty, melancholy, seemingly insurmountable obstacle that saps the very enjoyment out of life.


      Actually, no, that doesn’t quite cover it. PTSD sucks on the infected, prolapsed anus of an unhygienic irritable bowel syndrome sufferer who lives on a diet of greasy junk food and only changes their undies once a month.
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    FUCK MY LIFE


    Okay, settle, Tezz. So you’ve got PTSD. It’s not the end of the world. You know the score.


    With the illusion of wellness behind me, and the enemy now defined, I wracked my brain for a solution.


    I felt hopeful.


    Question One


    [image: ]


    The answer is d) I am fucked.


    Question Two


    I am waiting at the PTSD station to catch the Fucked Train. The Fucked Train is 74 km away, travelling at 4.2 km per second faster than the speed of time.

    



    When will the Fucked Train reach me?

    



    a) 17.61 seconds


    b) Minus 17.61 seconds


    c) Sometime in the not too distant past or future


    d) I’m already on the Fucked Train

    



    The answer is d) I’m already on the Fucked Train.


    Question Three


    If cog 1 turns in the direction indicated, will cog 4 turn up or down?
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    The answer is b) I am fucked.


    Question Four


    
      
        
          	Solve the following equation:

          

          Cx = AD + a – (t + c)

          

          Where:

          C: Care factor = 0

          x: My degree of okayness = ?

          AD: Anxiety & depression = 9 113 621

          a: Alcohol = 0.62308

          t: Terry = 0.18

          c: Character = 0.13154

          	Therefore:

          0x = 9 113 621 + 0.62308 – (0.18 + 0.13154)

          

          0x = 9 113 621.62308 – 0.31154

          

          0x = 9 113 621.31154

          

          x = 9 113 621.31154

          

          Thus:

          I am fucked.
        

      

    


    I no longer felt hopeful.

    



    I understood enough about the dreaded PTSD to be humbled. My pride had to take a back seat. I didn’t have the know­ledge, skills and characteristics to beat this on my own – I needed reinforce­ments. I called the Vietnam Veterans’ Counselling Service (VVCS) hotline and was given the soft third-degree by the operator.


    No I’m not suicidal, but if you keep this shit up, I might be by the end of this deeply embarrassing phone call!


    The operator said that they’d arrange a counsellor to call me the following day. I didn’t drink that night – not because I didn’t want to, but because I finally realised that I shouldn’t.


    Later on, I sat up in bed unable to sleep. I googled PTSD and soaked in all the info. This was one of those times that too much information can be an extremely devastating thing. I read the most common signs and symptoms and couldn’t believe how closely they mirrored my state of mind. One common symptom was a vague feeling of a shortened, or pointless life – like the rest of your life would be so shitty that you questioned why the fuck you even bothered being alive.


    That wasn’t just a feeling. I’d actually been planning to work like a slave on a 10:2 roster in dangerous sub-Saharan Africa because I felt that the rest of my personal life wasn’t even worth living.


    As I read that symptom on the computer screen, I realised how fucking crazy it sounded.


    If that’s my approximation of a rational thought, just how many other insane thoughts have infiltrated my mind?


    All of a sudden, I didn’t trust myself anymore. I knew that this mental illness claimed a boat-load of victims through suicide.


    I haven’t had suicidal thoughts, yet, but what if I do? Whatever protective mechanism is supposed to warn me that suicide is a bad idea might not trigger! I might think it’s a good idea and go through with it!


    In retrospect, I think too much.


    My senses instantly heightened. They perceived a massive threat. I could see everything in my bedroom, even though it was dark. I could see the technicolour contrasts of a piece of art hanging on the wall, even though the room was black. I could hear microscopic specks of dirt move in the shag of the carpet. I was in full fight-or-flight mode. I felt that I was in mortal danger.


    Don’t worry about all these sounds around the house; you’re the only one who can cause yourself any harm, Tezz.


    That thought was the straw that broke the camel’s back. You just can’t fight or take flight from yourself.


    Full nervous breakdown.


    I paced up and down the hallway like a Looney Tune, chain-smoking between laps. It was only 3 a.m., still hours before daylight. So I just wore holes in the floorboards with my pacing.


    As soon as the sun peeked over the horizon, I drove to my parents’ house.


    It’s funny; I’d spent my life trying to prove that I was my own man and could stand on my own two feet, but every time life went sideways, I’d always scamper straight back to Mum and Dad with my tail between my legs. And although they didn’t always agree with my lifestyle choices, they always helped – without hesitation or judgement. Parents are amazing creatures, none more so than mine.


    They answered the door, still half-asleep. I’d woken them up, and I proceeded to explain my plight. Mum looked shattered, but she held it together. Dad launched into an angry tirade about the government’s lack of care for returned soldiers. The worried looks on their faces would have broken my heart, if I’d had the capacity to feel anything. But after the initial shock wore off, the most amazing thing happened.


    Mum and Dad cowboyed up.


    At a time when I couldn’t.


    Ma and Pa wore their Superman undies on the outside that day.


    We sat down together, looked at the facts and developed a plan. I’d stay at their house for the immediate future, so that they could keep an eye on me (i.e. suicide watch, because I was anxious about it – although I was way too fond of myself to go through with it). Then, we’d wait and see how the therapy played out and just roll with the punches from there.


    The call from VVCS came that afternoon, and I was scheduled for an appointment in Adelaide that week. I felt that I should see my mates and explain my absenteeism, which I did later that evening. Again, the deflated looks on my boys’ faces as I explained that I had PTSD would’ve been shattering if I’d had the capacity to feel anything. Bodz, my Filipino mate from high school, had had me pencilled in to be a groomsman at his impending wedding, but had demoted me to a bench-warmer because I wasn’t much of a friend at the time. Totally understandable, but he felt incredibly guilty about it – which in turn made me feel even more guilty for the fact that my misery had caused him to feel guilty.


    Next on the hit list was Tara. I told her about the situation and apologised profusely. The news hit her the hardest. She was an incredibly kind and selfless person, so she felt like she was ‘that chick’ who dumped her veteran boyfriend in his time of need. I had no animosity towards her because I knew she’d made the right decision, for herself, with the information at hand. The worst thing imaginable would have been dragging someone else down with me. But she still felt guilty, which in turn made me feel more guilty for the fact that my bullshit had caused her to feel guilty.


    Later that week, I drove to Adelaide for the psych appointment. I expected the worst. I thought the psych was going to run some Jedi mind tricks and reduce me to a blubbering mess. But the session was surprisingly chilled. It was all about assessing symptoms, diagnosis and education. We discussed the idea of spending time in an intensive, one-month PTSD program, but we both settled on just seeing how I went with the counselling. I walked away feeling less horrified about my fate.


    A week later, in the following session, the psych formally diagnosed me with PTSD and offered antidepressants and the paperwork for a VVCS benefit card – which would subsidise psych and medical costs – but I didn’t want them. It seemed like another step towards a kind-of permanency; an acknowledgement that I was fucked in the head. I refused to accept that I was a lost cause; I didn’t want their charity: I wanted a cure. But luckily, the psych didn’t push the subject and pandered to my ego; he thought I was responding well enough to the education to keep those measures in the back pocket. I was still bent out of shape, but something held me back from the complete downward spiral.


    The next appointment was a group session for fellow sufferers. I’d never felt more at home with a room full of strangers. We knew what each other was going through. But as we went around the group, talking about our individual struggles, I couldn’t help but feel that I was the odd one out. Most other lads had their girlfriends or wives by their side.


    Great. I’ll just add that to the laundry list of reasons why I’m the biggest fucking loser on the face of the planet. I couldn’t even keep my perfect girlfriend onside.


    On the flipside, I realised that I had no right to piss and moan about my plight. One bloke was so wired that he couldn’t leave his house without carrying a knife for safety, because he thought everyone was out to get him. He wasn’t a violent person, or a risk to public safety, but he couldn’t face the masses without the security of having a weapon. Another dude, a Vietnam veteran, hadn’t left his house much in decades – he’d become agoraphobic. It was a courageous effort for him to even attend this group session.


    I was encouraged by the fact that I hadn’t hit rock bottom yet, not like some others had. There seemed to be an imaginary barrier preventing me from experiencing the whole Rocky Horror Show. I’d fallen as far as I was willing to go. There was still another level of devastation and desperation that I hadn’t discovered yet. The weakest ember of character still smouldered.


    I put in a token effort to try the practical tips that the psychs advised. They worked, kind of, but I was still a train wreck. My recovery was missing a vital ingredient: motivation. The depressive aspect of PTSD snuffed out any sparks of energy and motivation before they could grow into a healthy flame – getting motivated was like trying to start a fire with wet tinder. The endless anarchy of thoughts crashing through my mind was like reading a book with no commas or full stops, twenty-two hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. I just couldn’t switch off.


    Over the next few months, I moved back to my own house – it was time to regain some semblance of a normal life. I drank a whole lot less, but I was still off-kilter. So I just went through the motions.


    Focus. Focus on the number. Three, three, threeeee.


    Thwack!


    Fffff-fucking cock-sucking shit cunt, dickhead douchebag fuckwit ball. Why won’t you do what you’re told?


    The ball sliced away from the fairway and landed in the scrub.


    Golf, believe it or not, was a form of meditation for me. It helped me regain control of my rampant mind. But it’s a frustrating game at the best of times. Imagine playing when you’re more amped than a crack addict in an off week.


    I poked around in the scrub, looking for the ball. The fairway was lush, and punters on the adjacent green looked like they were having a great time.


    What the fuck are you staring at, grass? I hope you know that you’re grown from the town’s sewage – a breeding ground for bacteria, you diseased McFuck.


    Oh, it looks like the sun is shining brightly and wants to weigh in on our argument. Fuck you, you sunny son-of-a-bitch. Thanks for melanoma, dickhead.


    Wow, I guess the chirping birds are hell-bent on ruining my day too! I hope some rich, fat fuck catches you and puts your ass on a plate in a fancy restaurant. I know those weird fuckers love eating that kind of shit.


    Oh, there’s the ball. Probably a seven iron from here.


    This golf shit is fucked what the fuck am I even doing here oh I’m playing by myself again why because I’m such a fucking loser and I don’t have mates anymore because I’m such a miserable Focus fucker and they’re all off living their own lives but here I am fucking about in the Focus scrub like a shit cunt who systematically destroyed every relationship Focus I’ve ever had and that pretty much sums up my entire life. Focus. Focus. Three, three, three.


    Thwack!


    The ball scudded along the ground, coming to rest at the base of a nearby tree. Three metres away.


    Ffffuck!


    I gripped the seven iron tightly and raced towards the ball. I wanted to bash the club against the tree until it magically decided to play a decent shot.


    Mid-stride, I burst out laughing and my arms relaxed. This whole golf caper was so ridiculous! I was getting all bent around the axles because I couldn’t hit this poxy white ball with a long, skinny stick. I couldn’t believe that I’d worked myself into such a frenzy that I was about to launch into a murderous rampage on my trusty seven iron.


    Relax. Focus. Three, three, three.


    Thwack.


    The ball landed on the dance floor, a few feet from the pin.


    Well, that was easy. Why didn’t I just do that the first time?


    I managed to drag my ass out of the house for the 2011 Whyalla footy grand final. North Whyalla, my club, won the flag, and a massive party ensued back at the clubrooms. A mate and I went to a local pub to kick on halfway through the festivities. But the pub had a 1 a.m. lock-out. We arrived at 1.02 a.m. The bouncer abruptly and rudely refused us entry, despite the fact that we’d sprinted the last kilometre to the pub. My mate caught a cab home, but I wasn’t done yet.


    Two minutes late. No brownie points for effort or hardship, and you feel the need to be a power-abusing bag of douchness?


    Game on, fuckface.


    The ember of character grew hotter.


    I sneaked around the back of the three-storey hotel. There was, maybe, a tough climbing route up the side of the pub. I got amongst it. Once on the first storey, I looked for the next pitch. It was a two-storey epic adventure to reach the false roof from there. I jammed my back against the brick wall and feet against the kitchen smoke-stack in an unprotected chimney climb to the roof. I just managed to cling to the gutter, and it sagged to hold my weight as I pulled myself onto the tiled roof. I was almost there. I carefully walked across the roof tiles and observed the outdoor beer garden. There didn’t seem to be a lot of activity, aside from a few punters having a smoke. I called out to one chick, asking her to keep watch if the bouncers came outside.


    But she ratted me out.


    In an instant, bouncers and police flooded the beer garden and shone their torches at me. ‘Get down from there, right now!’ they yelled.


    ‘I’m stuck,’ I replied, faking helplessness.


    They scrambled around like ants before a thunderstorm, trying to figure out how to get me down from the three-storey roof.


    Meanwhile, I slunk towards the back of the roof like a burglar and jumped down the different pitches of the climb, commando rolling as I hit the ground. I stood up and looked around, dusting the dirt out of my hair. They had no clue how I’d got on the roof. I was free and clear!


    That was pretty fucking ninja!


    I casually strolled down the back streets towards my house, knowing that these adult authority figures had no chance of catching me. But then, I had a brainwave.


    The footy club will still be rocking!


    I changed direction and walked past the pub en route to the Northies footy club, but one of the bouncers pinged me. Before I knew it, I was handcuffed and thrown in the back of a paddy-wagon. The cops seemed genuinely surprised when my drug test returned a negative result. Nevertheless, we all laughed at my stupidity for walking back past the pub. They agreed that I’d initially got away scot-free, and they let me off with a warning for the sheer ballsiness of the escapade. I only served two weeks of the six-month ban from the pub because my friend put in a good word for me. You’ve got to love how life imitates art – apparently, Spider-Man (whose alter ego Peter Parker mysteriously never gets questioned by the police about why he is the only fucker who can ever get a photo of the vigilante) really is immune to legal consequences!


    The pub-climbing incident had been a bit of a wake-up call, so I put in a renewed effort towards recovery over the next few months. I was functional-ish, but still in a very dark place. I dragged my ass out of the house again for the 31 December 2011 New Year’s Eve celebrations with my boys at one of our infamous backyard barbecue shindigs. I had a few beers with the lads, and we mercilessly hung shit on each other, which was normal in our dynamic. But then, one of the lads’ girlfriends said something that changed my life.


    ‘Leave Terry alone. He’s been through enough,’ she said.


    The boys relented and turned their taunts towards someone else.


    I was extremely pissed.


    That comment had isolated me from the group, just when I’d started to feel normal again. But there was something else about it that bugged me, which I couldn’t put my finger on. The rest of the night continued as normal: fireworks, Happy New Year wishes, checking social media – which was awash with fitness vows and online peacocking about how dreary each Real World zombie’s life had been over the preceding year.


    Later that night, we went out to the pub. I couldn’t really get into the groove of the celebration, so I had a quiet night, by my own lofty New Year’s drunken stupor standards.


    The next day, my mind kept wandering, obsessing about my mate’s girlfriend’s comment.


    That fucking comment. What was it – exactly – that pissed me off?


    Then, it dawned on me.


    Since when have I become the guy who needs someone to stick up for him? Uuggh.


    I was so disgusted with myself. That shoe just didn’t fit.


    I’m the guy who helps people, not the guy who needs help.


    In that moment, anger cascaded through my veins. It wasn’t a fleeting annoyance but a prolonged dose of fire and brimstone.


    
      SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY


      The concept of the self-fulfilling prophecy was introduced by a prominent sociologist in the mid-1900s. The theory suggests that simply thinking in a certain way, regardless of how inaccurate or delusional the thought might be, incites the behavioural patterns that will ultimately result in that thought becoming a reality.


      However, scholars are only now realising the true potential of this theory. A recent study has found that believing stress is harmful has a ninety per cent chance of leading to stress-related death, whereas believing that stress is good for you only has a ten per cent chance.


      Simply thinking that something is bad for you makes it bad for you. Your perspective on an issue can literally kill you!


      So, in contrast to my previous convictions about PTSD, it is not a harrowing and insurmountable affliction. PTSD is nothing. It’s a piece of piss. PTSD can suck on my wrinkly, unmanscaped left nut, two times.

    


    The ember lit the fuck up.


    On a whim, I launched into a punishing gym session that lasted three hours. Afterwards, I was still amped, so I went to the supermarket and bought a trolley-load of nutritious food. I was still angered when I got home, so I went on a brutal twenty-five-kilometre run. I felt that I’d turned a corner after the jog. My mind was temporarily clear, so I sat down and devised a cunning plan, with a new sense of perspective.


    My brain just won’t play the game, so I’ll attack it from a different angle. Healthy body, healthy mind. Reverse physiology.


    I had chronic insomnia, malnutrition and the occasional hangover – so my mind was in no state to make considered decisions. I knew I needed sleep, nutrition and an alcohol-free head to beat this thing, so I resolved to wear myself down, physically, until my brain fell into line. I’d once read that it took two weeks to form a habit, so that became my goal.


    Two weeks of torture and I’ll have formed a fitness habit. Four hours of intense training per day for two weeks.


    Seemed legit.


    The gym sessions were a struggle. I ground through the torture, minute by minute, moment by moment. I kept myself motivated by musing that my muscles had become weaker than Muppet arms. The daily twenty-five-kilometre runs were worse. It was a constant battle to subdue that inner voice that told me I’d done enough, halfway through the run.


    Fuck that. I said I was going to do twenty-five kilometres, not a metre more or less. So suck it up, Tezz, you whiny little bitch.


    I walked the tightrope line between mercilessly taunting myself (risking another crushing episode of depression) and overly congratulating myself (risking giving myself too much slack, becoming stagnant and succumbing to the anxiety). One small slip and I was proper fucked.


    Getting to the gym or getting ready for a run was the hardest part. If I sat on the couch for even one minute, it was over; that path led straight to the bottom of a bottle. So I took my gym shoes out into the backyard and sat on the painful gravel while I tied the laces, just so I couldn’t get comfortable.


    Eating dinner while suffering from anxiety was a ball-breaker. Imagine you’re stepping onto the street, on your way to make a public speech, but you’ve forgotten to wear pants, and all of a sudden a car screeches to a halt in front of you, millimetres from ending your life. Feel hungry?


    No, neither did I.


    The relentless waves of anxiety decimated my appetite. I had to guess how much food I should eat, based upon the amount of training I was doing. I had to reheat one meal four times in two hours, just so I could stomach it. But I kept picking away and dropping it down my neck. Not because I wanted to, but because I knew I should.


    When supplies ran low, I braved the supermarkets, which were a major source of anxiety for me. After plucking my wares from the aisles, there still remained the grisly task of waiting in the checkout line. My forehead became sweaty and my hands trembled with adrenaline. The subconscious lessons from Afghan were null and void in Australia, but my brain couldn’t tell the difference; it picked out non-existent threats left, right and centre.


    By my own definition, anxiety was a fear response. But what was I scared about? Was the sweet old granny going to fuck me up with nunchucks? Could the little boy holding his mother’s hand gaze into my soul and judge me for all the wrongs I’d ever done?


    I deliberately stood in the longest queues, to teach myself that there was nothing to be scared about. The checkout chick from the express lane would sometimes call me over, but I always refused (looking like a fully-fledged weirdo in the process). I’d stand in these lines literally trembling with fear. But after I fought through it a few times, the fear disappeared.


    This whole PTSD thing was ridiculous, so irrational. I always had a little chuckle to myself in these moments, which seemed to take the sting out of the situation.


    The bittersweet irony of PTSD wasn’t lost on me. I’d gone out into the big bad world intending to do so much good, to do the best I could and have some fun and adventure along the way. But I ended up fucking hating myself for my sheer inability to deliver on my intentions. My sense of humour was buckled and twisted but, even so, I couldn’t help but appreciate the lighter side of how my best-laid plans had turned against me.


    After eight days of all-out assault on the Big Bad PTSD, my mind was finally beaten into submission. I lay on the couch, eyes gently closing on a nondescript night-time TV show. My muscles and bones ached with a pain I’d never felt before. I hadn’t slept properly in an age, so my thoughts were scatterbrained and my body wasn’t repairing itself. Forced nutrition helped, but not much. I enjoyed a few micro-sleeps on the couch before I realised I was tired.


    The vague, delirious concoction of feelings tumbling through my mind resembled a Road Runner versus Wile E. Coyote cartoon, mixed with a Freddy Krueger nightmare, spliced with the NeverEnding Story movie and topped off with a Current Affair hatchet job, where I was unfairly singled out as the bad guy.


    Okay, I jus nee t ge o bed, an sh swee.


    I got up from the couch, in a state of insomnia-induced delirium. My face crashed into the bedroom doorframe. But the pain and dripping blood didn’t register. I flopped into bed and enjoyed the most magical five hours of sleep.


    I woke up in the early hours of the next morning, feeling more sane. My face was stuck to the pillow from my bleeding eyebrow. I ripped the pillow away like a Band-Aid, tearing off the scab and sending blood trickling into my eyes. These few hours of kip had worked wonders for my psyche, but I still had hours to kill before sunlight.


    Oh, well. I guess I’ll go for my run in the dark.


    The next six days were easy. I was back in the game. My appetite returned with a vengeance, and sleep was more abundant than a noxious weed. The two-week habit-forming spiel I’d told myself was probably a load of bullshit, but I believed it, so it became true for me.


    Now that the symptoms had subsided, my mind-state was much more balanced and I could start addressing the underlying cause of my issues.


    Guilt was my poison.


    I struggled with being unable to save so many people.


    What if I’d just had equipment A to save person B? They’d still be alive.


    What if I’d prioritised patient C over patient D? They’d both still be alive.


    Playing the ‘what if’ game was literally killing me. I needed to accept that I didn’t live in a perfect world, and that I’d made the best possible decisions with the information I had at the time. I’d done my best, but my best just wasn’t good enough. Innocent people died on my watch.


    Ouch. Accepting that truth bit me, hard.


    But I managed to wrap my head around it, and just accept my shortcomings.


    Wallowing in my own self-pity isn’t doing anyone any good. I just need to keep on keeping on.


    I refashioned my thinking into something more palatable. Fuck right or wrong, fuck good or bad. My decisions were what they were. I am what I am. Delete unhelpful perspective. Insert helpful perspective. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat, until it sticks. It was as simple as that.


    For example, my negative thoughts would look something like this: I’m such a shit cunt because I couldn’t save all those people who depended on me.


    That thought changed to: I did what I could, but not everyone can be saved – that’s war.


    After a few months of repetition, the guilt disappeared – easy!


    What was all my pissing and moaning about?


    Every now and then, I’d suddenly wake up with night sweats and a vague memory of my dreams – it was always some weird, abstract representation of my guilt. But as the weeks and months rolled on, and I continued reframing my perspective, the anxiety, depression, guilt and nightmares eventually receded into nothingness.


    I popped in for a few follow-up sessions with the psych, but he thought I was back on track and didn’t need therapy anymore. He downgraded my initial diagnosis of PTSD to PTS. I still had post-traumatic stress symptoms, but they were no longer impairing my lifestyle, so there was no disorder. Although I’d come to enjoy the therapeutic value of venting my problems to a perfect stranger, I had to agree that I was ready to face the world on my own. I was big enough and ugly enough to tackle life’s challenges by myself, once again.


    The counsellors and psychs and others of their ilk are the real unsung heroes in the War on Mental Illness. They tend to get a bum rap in the media because their hands are tied by the organisational strictures. But they deal with an endless procession of pessimistic, glass-half-empty people, day in, day out, which has got to take a personal toll. Yet they never fail to deliver optimistic, stoic advice that saves more lives than the stats could ever show. I owe the VVCS a debt of thanks that words alone could never express.


    By some stroke of luck, I’d dodged the proverbial bullet and was on my way to making a complete recovery. For many of my mates, this condition was something that they had to manage on a daily basis for the rest of their lives. But my problems completely disappeared over time. Somehow, I’d managed to escape the dreaded PTSD like a mongrel mangy mutt adopted from a rescue shelter, coming out of the experience in better shape than I’d gone in.


    I’d just had my mid-life crisis in my twenties, decades ahead of the bell curve.
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    THE BOREDOM RETURNS


    I went from strength to strength over the next few months of 2012. I decided to test my new-found resilience by buying my first house, which is supposedly the most stressful thing a person can do.


    Too easy.


    So, I tested the limitations of my new stress threshold. I took an intensive job to set up the safety systems for a new mine, which involved fifteen-hour days and an immense amount of stress. But I was one of those sick puppies who feel less stressed under more pressure. In a matter of months, I’d gone from being unable to handle the anxiety of answering an email to dealing with an insurmountable amount of work and responsibility, with no hassles whatsoever.


    I was fit as a fiddle, and even managed to secure a regular spot in the North Whyalla footy A-grade side. Over the next few months, my level of emotion and stimulation returned to what I can only guess resembled the everyday ups and downs of regular folk. I’d even discovered a brand of emotion that I hadn’t encountered in an age: I was proud of myself again. PTSD certainly wasn’t easy, but, as sick as this might sound, I enjoyed the challenge. I hadn’t encountered any adversity in the Real World since my army days, so recovering from PTSD was a very empower­ing feeling.


    The company I worked for had just acquired a new mine from another player, so my job was to work with the transition team to open the new mine for business. The brief that I was given for this assignment was simple.


    ‘Set up the new safety systems. Choose your own roster. I don’t care how you do it, or how much it costs – just get it done. Let me know if you need more resources.’


    The perfect job.


    I was given one word of warning. Apparently, the new mine manager was a tad eccentric and didn’t give a shit about safety, or anything else for that matter. I approached him with a closed-minded level of trepidation. But, after a few weeks, I ate my words. The new mine manager, who always signed his emails as ‘A’, was a fucking weapon. He’d graduated university nine times. He was a one-man mine. He could do everything from digging, to engineering, to accounting – and he still had time left over for legalities. He had millions of dollars’ worth of personal assets, so he didn’t need to be there – he just wanted the challenge.


    ‘A’ never preached, but he was one of the most inspirational people you could hope to meet. He was the first person I’d ever met who was happy in an alternative lifestyle – he didn’t buy into the bullshit of the Real World. The reason that people thought he was a bit off-colour was that he was a genius. All of ‘A’s’ management principles were based upon pure, unfiltered logic and reason – most people were too emotionally biased to accept his brazen brand of thinking. He didn’t give a fuck about the corporate political games that outsiders expected him to play. When the politics became too ridiculous, ‘A’ jumped in his car and drove for over twenty-four hours straight, surviving on a diet of Coke Zero and jazz music, to demand an audience with the new CEO, unannounced. He was given an audience – immediately – and the political bullshit stopped.


    Under ‘A’s’ leadership, our small transition team collectively slayed some big dragons. The new mine was opened up under budget and ahead of schedule – and I honestly don’t know anyone else who could’ve pulled off such a feat with such a small team.


    Towards the end of 2012, ‘A’ organised a Christmas party for the gang. He was, above all else, a lad. He literally wore cowboy boots to work. He booked out an entire local hotel and bought a rich man’s bounty of seafood and alcohol to celebrate our achievement. The best Christmas party ever.


    That night, some sparks flew between myself and a new admin chick, Rhi. She was absolutely stunning, so, once again, I was batting above my average. Rhi and I spent a dirty night together and rocked up to the recovery session the next day, a few moments apart (to quell the rumours). Sensing the heat between us, ‘A’ bought us a room for the next night as a Christmas present, on his personal credit card. So instead of a one-night stand, Rhi and I got an extra night of overtime, which led into a long-distance relationship that never really went anywhere. But I always loved ‘A’ for the sentiment.


    After the new mine was up and running, I went back to work in Whyalla on a new assignment. The work was plentiful, but the interest: non-existent. I struggled to get out of bed of a morning, having to psych myself up to face another day of cruel and unusual punishment in the safety salt mines. It was a constant battle to pacify my negativity and choose to see the positives in my stiflingly ‘average Joe’ lifestyle.


    No, I shouldn’t think badly about my job: I’m making good money; people would kill to have this job; I’ve got nice things; I’m fit and healthy; it’s a gorgeous day; I got laid on the weekend; I get to catch up with my family and friends on the reg; there are a lot of people who have it worse than me – I should be grateful for what I’ve got; this is the good life.


    This societal culture of positivity was the crutch that helped me limp through the workweek, just barely making it through to the weekends. I would alter my consciousness in the obligatory Saturday night pub session, trying to permanently delete the week’s drudgery from memory. Then, it was time to reload and repeat the process again.


    When I’d started out in the OH&S game, I’d naively bought into its shtick that modern workplace safety was a worthwhile cause. Over time, though, I’d started to question whether it really helped people or was just a bureaucratic embuggerance. After much soul-searching, I concluded that OH&S was just a new-age form of legislated sodomy.


    I obviously hated my job, but I enjoyed having some semblance of career progression as I climbed the corporate ladder. Most days were filled with solving mysteries, such as ‘the curious case of the dude who broke his thumb with a hammer’. My incident report read: he was supposed to have both hands free for this task, but the poor fucker broke his thumb because he was carrying two folders’ worth of legally mandated safety shit in his free hand while he was trying to hammer some other shit. Thus, instead of breaking a pointless rule and losing his job, he decided to just break his thumb instead.


    The latter observation was edited out of the final report, and the big bosses always met their safety bonus targets by blaming the injured bloke and downgrading the unseemly injury statistic.


    Seemed illegit.


    This sums up the role of a safety dude: I was never thanked for my efforts, except when a big boss personally benefited from good safety performance, or when I transported blokes to hospital after they’d been injured. This typifies my experiences as a safety advisor: I realised that no one gives a fuck if they cop a few cuts and scrapes at work, they only care about being permanently maimed or killed. But the OH&S legislation, and disingenuous corporate citizenship culture, maintains that every injury is avoidable – so, to your typical red-blooded Australian worker, the safety rules are insultingly condescending, George Orwell–style overbearing and confusingly complicated to follow. Australian OH&S legislation is one of the many reasons why Australian business struggles to compete on the global stage, because it evokes so many operational inefficiencies that a rival nation’s business doesn’t have to contend with.


    I’d become a mid-level safety-advising sell-out, so was often afforded the opportunity to express my lowly pleb opinion at high-level management meetings. I was utterly mortified at what I observed. I’d always assumed that these high-level gatherings were like a meeting of Nobel Peace Prize–winning minds, but realised that it was more like a bunch of kindy kids trying to manipulate each other into surrendering their juice boxes.


    The grown-ups at these meetings wore their ulterior motives on their sleeves like a wristwatch. I didn’t know why they bothered trying to hide their selfish intent; it was so obvious. Jargon and buzz words were thrown around the room, I guess to try to make each person’s position look as important as possible. I’d used the same ploy to reinforce my standing during my rig-medic interview, using big words such as ‘thoracentesis’ (jamming a tube in someone’s chest) and ‘cricothyroidotomy’ (jamming a tube in someone’s throat). Baffle them with bullshit.


    But, by far, the biggest issues in these meetings were the ones not discussed. I’m surprised we could fit everyone into the meeting room alongside all the elephants. Political correctness was rife.


    
      POLITICAL CORRECTNESS


      Political correctness is a phenomenon born from the need for one political party to protect its unpopular decisions against the criticism of an opposing party, to ensure that they’ll be re-elected in the next term. Despite its name, however, political correctness has metastasised from the political realm to infiltrate everyday life, including business meetings, the media, and friendly backyard barbecues. It tries to keep everyone happy while pussy-footing around the real issue.


      In modern times, here is how a politically correct meeting about clubbing baby-fur seals with the ivory tusk of an endangered species of elephant would pan out: We should consider the gender equality of both male and female seal clubbers; both share an equal stake in the extinction of these majestic beasts. And, most importantly, the religious beliefs of seal clubbers should be the utmost consideration, allowing everyone sufficient time to pray to their respective deities between seal-murdering episodes to apologise to Jesus (or an equivalent) for all the fucked-up shit they just did. But then again, we wouldn’t want the children to be exposed to such a graphic term as ‘seal clubbing’, so we should call the practice ‘seal population control’.


      Political correctness makes people feel that they should temper their experiences, thoughts and opinions all the time, in every setting. Have you seen how politicians behave? Sniffing seats, under-the-table business dealings and turning on each other like a bunch of hyenas.


      Of all the weird and wonderful forms of correctness on the market, since when is political correctness the brand that we, as a society, choose to use?

    


    Dealing with political correctness and other forms of mid-level management madness was sucking the life force from my very soul. I’d started to become so brainwashed that my sense of self-worth hinged upon my perpetual forward career motion and declining injury-frequency rates. But, no one is going to talk about your one hundred per cent KPI success rate at your funeral. The fact that you landed the Fisher Account isn’t going to be chiselled on your tombstone. That sort of stuff is just a frivolously unimportant waste of life, although I hadn’t quite realised it yet.


    Before my brain was irreparably addled with Real World zombie bullshit, my mate Marty came to the rescue. He’d spent many colourful years in Papua New Guinea (PNG) and invited me to come along for a Kokoda Track expedition. I was keen as mustard, but wanted my Big Bro to come along for the adventure as well – he’d never been outside Australia before. Luckily, Big Bro was keen, so we gave the mission a green light.
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    FLAT WALKER


    I stood in line to clear PNG customs at the Port Moresby airport, 2013. The walls were painted with bright, technicolour murals. The airport didn’t exactly scream decadence, but it was by no means the dodgiest airport I’d ever visited either. All traces of the little, niggling worries and concerns of life in the Real World washed away. I felt completely at peace, right at home – in a country I’d never set foot in before. The customs official looked me in the eye for an awkward moment, and then stamped my passport without even looking at it and waved me through.


    Thank God he didn’t find the documents implicating me in JFK’s assassination, and the stash of weapons, narcotics and dismembered body parts concealed in my luggage.


    We met with a few other members of our Kokoda Track group at a predetermined rally point in the airport. The group was made up of mining workers, fitness freaks, entrepreneurs and the family of an uber-successful internet company magnate. Under the direction of our super-chilled and experienced trek leader, Pete, we made our way to the awaiting bus. The wave of tropical heat and humidity was so heavy that you could hold the thick air in the palm of your hand.


    Marty, my mate who’d invited me for the trip, had arrived a week earlier and was dropped off at the airport by his girlfriend. Marty was a grey-haired ex–chopper pilot in his fifties who had a fascinating worldly quality about him. Port Moresby is not a safe place, especially for white folk. But Marty had spent many years in PNG, so he knew a lot of local people and possessed what I’ll refer to as ‘dynamic safety’ – he knew the Port Moresby culture, so he could stroll down the dangerous streets without a care. Most whities just can’t do that.


    The main reason that Moresby is unsafe is the Little Rascals. Despite their name, the Rascals do not commit light-hearted, Dennis the Menace pranks on cranky neighbours. They are notorious for their brutal and primitive brand of violence. In my two weeks in PNG, the local papers reported that the Rascals gang-raped a woman and slit her throat with a box cutter, brutally bashed rival gang members with metal rebar and decapitated a Japanese couple who ran a small convenience store for the minuscule amount of cash in the shop’s till. But, by far, the most heinous Rascals crime, and the incident that was given the most publicity in the Moresby papers, was that they vandalised the outer fence of a multinational mining company. Brutes.


    I had my bus window tightly closed as we rolled past the Moresby markets, a known Rascals stronghold.


    The bus trundled through the more populated areas of Moresby, making its way up into the hills. The streets were lined with makeshift stalls selling fruit and nick-nacks, the stall owners trying to eke out some sort of living as best they could amid oppressive unemployment. The whole joint had that unmistakably third-world smell about it: burning rubbish mixed with substandard sanitation, rotting vegetation and stale sewage. But as the bus negotiated its way out of the Moresby suburbs, the scenery and the smells dramatically changed. Higher up in the mountains, the region was breathtaking. Thick, dense jungle replaced poverty-stricken slums as magical waterfalls cascaded down steep rock faces into the picturesque valleys below.


    The roads were in a state of dangerous disrepair. The tight, winding, single-lane routes into the mountains were gouged with potholes. Do you think this stopped our bus driver from negotiating the tight turns like a rally-car driver? Did it fuck. Despite the vehicle’s Boeing 737–like turning circle and shrill, mechanical, whining protests, the maniac drove that bus like he’d stolen it.


    He narrowly avoided wiping out an entire family travelling in the opposite direction as we rounded a blind corner, swerving faster than the speed of a hit-and-run crime to avoid the collision. He only slowed, marginally, to traverse a dodgy bridge that looked like it was made of balsa wood before accelerating into the next blind bend and cursing angrily at a stray dog that was unlucky enough to find itself in the kill-zone of the homicidal bus.


    I fell out of the bus and kissed the terra firma when we arrived at our destination, Sogeri Lodge. That night, we soaked up the last few luxuries of civilisation, enjoying a proper bed, tasty food and porcelain shitter.


    The next morning, we stepped off for the nine-day, 96-kilometre trek. During the Pacific War, Kokoda was of strategic importance to both the Australians and the Japanese, who were trying to use PNG as a staging point to invade The Land Down Under (or so it was rumoured). The Kokoda Track was the main highway through the PNG jungle, inaccessible to vehicles and machinery, so foot-mounted warfare was the tactic of the day. Kokoda was the scene of prolonged, violent and brutal conflict between the Japs and the Aussies, and stands as one of the most historically significant wars in Australia’s history. In modern times, walking the Kokoda Track has become an almost spiritual pilgrimage for Australians; an essential experience on the bucket list.


    We met our army of local PNG porters for the trek at Ower’s Corner. One of the fitness freaks, Big Bro, Marty and I were the only ones who opted to carry our own packs. Everyone else hired a porter. Hiring a porter is by no means a sign of weakness – it actually enhances the enjoyment of the trek and pumps precious funds into the local economy – but I just couldn’t bear the embarrassment of letting someone else carry my shit for me. The long journey started with a single step, and our expedition slowly put one foot in front of the other as the adventure kicked off.


    The forty-person group proceeded in a single line along the extraordinarily muddy track. The first few hours were spent battling gravity, trying to keep our feet as we made our way down the steep jungle path into a deep valley. This mud wasn’t normal mud; it was made from dishwashing detergent, slippery glacial ice and petroleum-based lubricant. I lost balance too many times to count, looking like an ungraceful Benny Hill slapstick routine before unconvincingly regaining my footing.


    An hour into the trek, my mind wandered, and I started to romanticise about how much I was enjoying this adventure. In that moment, with my wanderlust concentration focused elsewhere, both feet slipped out from underneath me and I landed flat on my ass. As I tried to stand up, the heavy weight of my pack wasn’t centred over my body, so I slipped again in the mud and landed straight back in the same position. In this Astroglide type of mud, your default position was flat on your back if you weren’t constantly mindful of your centre of gravity. Leaning just one inch forwards or backwards of centre was enough to put you on your ass. Big Bro helped me up and I continued down the track. The butt region of my tan-coloured pants looked like I was the victim of explosive diarrhoea. As a saving grace, most people slipped over at least twenty times in the first hour. We looked like a bunch of toddlers learning to walk for the very first time.


    After a few hours of slick stepping through the jungle, we arrived at a clearing with a few small wooden huts adorning the grassy knoll and a gorgeous flowing river bending around the village. This place was known as Imita Base Camp, our destination for morning tea. While we trekkers sat around drinking tea and chowing down on biscuits, an advanced party of porters stepped off for the next leg of the journey. All of a sudden, a porter raced back to the village urgently yelling something in pidgin. Pete, the trek leader, raced off into the jungle. We had no clue what was happening. One of the elderly porters in the group had dropped dead from a massive heart attack about seventy metres up the track. Pete did CPR for a few minutes, but he couldn’t re-establish a pulse. Not that it would have been much good if he did get a pulse back; we were about three hours into the jungle, with no means of extraction. It would have taken about five hours to get the porter back to a hospital that was equipped to deal with this medical emergency. He was dead.


    Pete informed us of the tragedy, and the mood around the group, trekkers and porters alike, fell sombre. There would be no more walking that day out of respect for the fallen, so Imita Base Camp became our default night position. About an hour later, the porters had fashioned a makeshift stretcher from pure resourcefulness and ingenuity, and they carried the deceased porter’s body through the camp back to Ower’s Corner, where we’d started. The body was mostly wrapped in a tarpaulin, but I could still see the exposed feet and toes bounce around lifelessly as the stretcher-bearers moved the corpse back down the track.


    The next day, some of the porters ventured out into the jungle and scrounged some bright, multicoloured flowers and palm fronds to erect a temporary memorial at the spot where the porter had died. I don’t often use the word ‘blessed’ because I think it’s one of the most overused words in the English language and its meaning has been cheapened, but in this instance it’s the only word I can find that fits. I felt truly blessed to witness the ceremony at the porter’s memorial, a privilege reserved for only a lucky few. His mates sang traditional songs to honour the memory of their fallen comrade, not by mourning his death, but by celebrating his life. A genuine once-in-a-lifetime experience.


    But the show must roll on. We had some extra kilometres to cover to make up for the time we’d lost, so the next few days were early starts and late finishes to get back on schedule. We trudged our way up a steep hill to Imita Ridge, a significant locale in the Kokoda conflict, and dipped down into a deep valley, where we crossed the Ua’Ule Creek before travelling upwards again to Ioribaiwa.


    While the trekkers were still learning how to walk in this undulating, muddy environment, the local porters made it look like child’s play. Many porters didn’t wear shoes, because their feet had become genetically designed to thrive in these mountainous conditions. Their feet were naturally widened, with insanely flexible ankle joints that gave them a greater surface area for stability, and super-flexi ligaments to accommodate sudden changes in direction. While the rest of us were slipping and sliding down the track, the porters could sprint past us (carrying a twenty-kilo­gram pack) without any fear of falling over. More than that, I noticed that the porters always kept one constant pace, regardless of whether they were going uphill or downhill, and they never seemed to break a sweat. By contrast, we tended to try to steam up the mountains and puffed ourselves out, which slowed our pace. Then, we’d try to catch up to the porters on the downhills, further exhausting our energy. We Australians simply didn’t know how to walk in the mountains; this is why the PNG porter legends referred to us as Flat Walkers. After thirty-odd years of putting one foot in front of the other, I realised I’d never even learnt how to walk.


    We continued along the see-sawing track. After fighting up a steep hill, it felt demoralising to drop down into the adjacent valley and lose all that hard-earned altitude, only to be faced with another painful incline. There were no flats on Kokoda, just inclines and declines. We traipsed into the next village, Maguli Range, and stopped for some rest and a drink. One of the trekkers was really struggling with the terrain, and he’d been in the hurt locker for the last day or so. A chopper was arranged to pick him up and take him back to civilisation – there was no way known to man that he’d be able to finish the trek. In spite of his uncompleted attempt, he resolved that he’d come back and try again, when he was in better shape. I haven’t spoken to him since, but I have no doubt that he did exactly that.


    As we sat around sipping from our drink bottles, one of the local villagers appeared from the jungle, to a hysterical Hollywood superstar’s welcome from the local kids. Over one shoulder, he carried a rifle. Over the other shoulder, he carried a dead cassowary. That Big Bird would feed the entire village for at least a few days. Kids swarmed around the village hero, cheering as he held the bird up in triumph and posed for his Hunter’s Monthly Magazine cover shoot.


    After that Kodak moment, we pressed on. The jungle on either side of the track was dense. The foliage ranged from light, fluorescent-highlighter green to deep, dark envy. Even in the midday sun, the jungle canopy gave the UV rays the unambiguous middle finger, and light never reached the jungle floor, scared of being photosynthesised and trapped forever in the thick, dark undergrowth. Every now and then, a bright, electric-blue flash of colour caught my eye.


    What in the name of Eywa was that? Was that a fucking avatar?


    The flash of brilliance wasn’t an animated movie character; it was a butterfly. But it was no ordinary butterfly. It was as bright as a magnificent blue neon sign, as big as a dinner plate. When these spectacular, gigantic jungle butterflies flew within a ten-kilometre radius of my head, it sounded like an attack from an angry, dive-bombing, asshole magpie.


    As they have a nasty tendency to do, the days continued ticking over. We traversed down the steep terrain, waded through the valley rivers and inched across the makeshift log bridges suspended above the flowing waters. Then, we marched up the next arduous hill, before repeating the process again. On day five, we stopped at a village for lunch, greeted by the extraordinarily friendly villagers before continuing on to our next night camp at Menari.


    Little did we know, the villagers had followed us along the six-hour trek to our camp. As we settled in for the night, they caught up and serenaded us with an impromptu sing-sing – a traditional musical slice of PNG culture, a welcoming tradition. The sing-sing was mind-blowing. The melody and harmony: angelic. We trekkers gave the villagers every spare dollar we had stashed away in gratitude for the amazing experience, before they turned back down the track for the six-hour walk home – in the dark.
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    SHE GONE PROPER BUGGER UP


    Up until this point, Kokoda hadn’t been as hard as I’d anticipated. The countless hours I’d spent humping a pack around in the army more than accounted for that. While I enjoyed the PNG culture and sense of adventure, the difficulty level of the trek just wasn’t challenging enough to give me that euphoric sense of achievement when I reached the finish line. But that soon changed. Given my egotistical hubris, irony and karma decided to serve me a tag-team-style roasting.


    A year earlier, I’d been doing some interval sprint training when I felt the ‘twang of death’ in my right calf muscle – the Old Man’s Injury. After a few weeks of physio, I tried to return to playing sport too early, and tore the calf muscle again. It had never been the same since.


    So, after climbing up the steep Kokoda mountains for a few days, my calf started talking back to me – it felt like it was about to rip again. One of the fitness freaks, who was also a sports trainer, strapped my calf from knee to ankle. An hour into that day’s walk, the strapping tape cut off the blood supply to my toes, as my calf muscle swelled with blood. I stopped and cut some slits into the tape, which allowed the blood to flow, but also felt excruciating if I flexed the muscle enough that it might tear, which was a good protective mechanism. My lower right leg was pretty much splinted, so my left leg had to assume the lion’s share of effort. It didn’t take long before my left leg blew out from fatigue, and my right leg was unusable so I had to substitute with my trekking pole. This kind of hardship was exactly the type of challenge I was after.


    I looked and felt ridiculous. I developed this weird, limping, twisting motion that alternated between my left leg and right trekking pole. I looked like a hunched-over, haggard senior citizen trying to get to the bank on pension-pay-cheque Thursday. Within a few hours, Kokoda had gone from piss easy to excruciatingly painful. I’d have to earn the right to reach that finish line – gold. Tapping out never crossed my mind.


    PNG is not a technologically advanced country. So when a piece of tech or machinery breaks down, the locals say that ‘she gone proper bugger up’. They haven’t yet discovered the virtues of maintenance. Instead of trying to fix it, they discard it and get a new one. This is precisely how I felt about my leg – I wanted to return it to the manufacturer and get a new one.


    Most of the places we passed through held some sort of military significance in the context of the Kokoda campaign. Pete described the battles that had taken place at each village, pointing out Aussie positions in relation to the Jap enemy. Most of the Aussie fire trenches had been reclaimed by the jungle, but you could still make out the square shape of the pits because the straight edges contrasted with the natural jungle growth. I tried to relate my experiences in Afghan to the Kokoda battles, but I just couldn’t – they were incomparable. Afghan was a cake-walk compared to the hellish Kokoda conditions.


    Kokoda soldiers were hard as fuck. I needed every ounce of concentration just to keep myself upright along the muddy track, but those soldiers had to shoulder a weapon and maintain tactical awareness in an environment where the enemy could be sitting a metre away in the jungle, and they’d never know. They had to sprint up near-vertical mountain faces to take Jap gun positions under intense fire. They had to carry their wounded mates for countless kilometres back to some semblance of basic medical care. My minuscule medical complaints, and any other problem I would ever experience later in life, suddenly seemed petty and invalid.


    Towards the end of the trek, we arrived at the Isurava Mem­orial. The joint had a series of monoliths dedicated to Aussies who’d given their lives for their country in the decades previous. On Isurava Ridge, the Aussies had fought an intense battle against the Japs on the adjacent mountain range – only a few hundred metres away. This place had a strange and profound energy about it: it was the scene of a massacre – and it just felt like some serious smack had gone down here.


    After settling in to my tent for the night, I woke up a few hours later for a piss. But as I ventured outside, I smelt a familiar aroma.


    It was weed. Was it weed?


    It was 2 a.m., but the porters were still awake, sitting in a circle and talking shit.


    The Kokoda experience was drawing to a close, so I wanted to soak up every remaining drop of juice. The porters moved aside as I tactfully sat down in their circle, offering them cigarettes. I tried to converse in my broken pidgin English, but the lads pointed at me and laughed uncontrollably at my feeble attempts. They tried to teach me some new pidgin words, but my chops were so pathetic that the boys rocked backwards and slapped the ground with laughter, man-hugging me when I came close to blurting out a phrase that made sense. Their hilarity was so contagious that I couldn’t help rolling around on the ground, laughing hysterically at my own shortcomings.


    A few long-rolled tobacco cigarettes were passed around the gang throughout the night. I deeply breathed in the fully taxed and perfectly legal tobacco when it was my turn to inhale. PNG tobacco seemed a little bit funny though; it made me laugh uncontrollably, smelt sickly sweet and gave me the munchies. Weird tobacco, dude.


    A few hours before daylight, I made my way back to my tent. We were high up in the mountain ranges, so the moisture of the passing clouds gently kissed my skin, offering temporary relief from the heat and humidity. I don’t know if it was the PNG tobacco or the ambience of Isurava, but I sensed a strange and supernatural energy in this place. That brief moment was a profound, almost spiritual experience.


    We moved down to Deniki for our last night and were treated to a decadent jungle feast. Most of the food looked and smelt incredible. The baked bananas looked like the most delicious treat on the table, so I loaded my plate up. But those PNG cooks must be the only people on the planet who can skilfully remove any and all flavour from a banana. The baked banana tasted like a mixture of plain porridge and soil. And I’m not talking about flavoursome, uranium-rich soil either; this shit tasted like bland, tofu-flavoured dirt.


    The next morning, we hooked into the last few kilometres of the adventure. Big Bro had struggled through the last few days of the trek. He was extremely gym fit, but he’d never faced tropical jungle hardship before. His decaying trench-feet and heat rash had started to take a toll on his mindset. The weight of his pack was stifling, so he started to give all his gear away to the locals at each village he passed to reduce the weight. But Marty was, by far, the biggest philanthropist. His fifty-year-old knees were killing him. By the end of the trek, Marty had given every personal belonging away to the locals. When he finally crossed the Kokoda finish line, he only had a plastic bag with his passport and wallet inside.


    After nine long days and ninety-six kilometres of jungle madness, we made it to the famous Kokoda arches. A lot of emotion bounced around the group. For some, this accomplishment was a life-affirming moment. For me, it marked something different entirely, although I hadn’t realised it yet: I’d rediscovered adventure.


    We spent the morning perusing a Kokoda museum, waiting for our flight back to Moresby. The clouds closed in around the township of Kokoda, so our flight prospects were sketchy at best due to poor visibility. A small window of opportunity emerged and we boarded the tiny, single-prop plane. I stared out the window at the duct tape flapping in the wind, seemingly holding the wing together. Unbelievably, we made it back to Moresby, without crashing to our flaming death aboard the Highway to Hell Pty Ltd flight. We had a few cheeky beers back at Sogeri Lodge before our return flights to Australia the following morning. Unfortunately, our return flights were all cancelled because the PNG cabin crew simply decided not to show up. Par for the course in PNG, I’m afraid.


    With the flights cancelled, we got an extra night in a popular Moresby hotel and I got talking to Pete, the trek leader. He was a card-carrying jet. He ran a successful farm in central Victoria, so he spent some of his time on the upkeep. He was a pilot. He loved university study, not because he needed the qualifications to land a good career, but because he enjoyed learning. He volunteered for the Kokoda unrecovered war-veteran association and chose to help struggling PNG villages whenever he could. He regularly travelled to Europe, not because he’d saved up decades of annual leave, but because it was a Tuesday. He spent a few hours of each day trading shares on the stock exchange, which is how he made his millions to bank-roll the things he’d rather be doing with his time.


    Pete had life in a squirrel grip. His time was spent completely on his own terms. No one taught him how to do that; he figured it out for himself. That being said, it would be remiss of me to paint Pete’s life as a picture of perfection. After all, he wasn’t completely immune to the stark reality of life in the Real World. We all live in a world of compromises, and these were Pete’s:


    What should I do today? Something that interests me, something that I enjoy, or something that I love?


    Tough life.


    Just as I boarded the plane from Moresby back to Brisbane, Pete shook my hand in farewell. ‘Don’t let that rat race get to you, Tezz,’ he said.


    Pete had planted the seed.


    The night I returned from PNG, I caught up with some mates for a few brewskies at the pub, back home in Whyalla. At one point in the evening, everyone was glued to smartphones, texting, tweeting and twatting their lives away. Most were tapping on their screens to share with the world that they were out having beers with mates.


    I was dumbfounded.


    Succumbing to the awkwardness of being the only person not looking at my phone, I scrolled down my own social-media newsfeed. One small glance at my Facebook page made me want to exfoliate my retinas with a house brick. It wasn’t the photos of people’s daily meals that ground my gears. The narcissistic gym-selfie photos were most certainly a point of contention, but they’re not what got my knickers in a knot. I could even handle the Robo-Mums who posted three thousand identical photos of their baby within the hour; once upon a time, embarrassing baby photos were reserved for twenty-first-birthday parties, but they’d seemingly become the most valuable form of social currency in the new world order.


    By far, the phenomenon that most made me want to climb a bell tower with an automatic weapon was the Facebook philosophers.


    
      FACEBOOK PHILOSOPHERS


      Facebook philosophers are a unique breed of . . . creature. Their lives are so devoid of anything that even vaguely resembles real inspiration that they ‘share’ or ‘like’ a post that they deem to be deep and meaningful, while the rest of society – who have an IQ above legally deceased – tend to perceive it as common sense.


      The meaning of life is for life to have meaning. Like if you agree.


      I’m so crazy! I pay my bills, my kids always make it to school on time, I constantly pluck the weeds from my backyard, and I have a shot of tequila at least once a year. If you can’t keep up with my berserk brand of insanity, then you don’t deserve to be in my circle of friends. Share if you agree.


      Responsible dog owners don’t sucker punch newborn puppies in the ribcage. An adorable Labrador pup will die a slow and painful death if you don’t share this post.


      That’s some deep smack, Facebook philosophers. Mong deep.

    


    I’d officially rejoined the Real World – and I hated it. Back at work the next day, I looked around the office. Co-workers rushed about the place, trying to square a balance sheet, red-marking an engineering drawing or recovering a wayward construction contract. They all looked stressed. We were all masters of the mundane in our own small domain, connoisseurs of a life of compromise.


    Somewhere, out there in the world, Keith Richards was sniffing another line of cocaine off a Victoria’s Secret model’s tits, Kobe Bryant was hitting the match-winning shot, and Richard Branson had just sealed another billion-dollar deal – lighting his celebratory cigar with a burning hundred-dollar note.


    I stared blankly at my computer screen.


    [image: ]


    Fuck, yes, I want to report this issue.


    This kind of Diet Coke, homogenised, pasteurised, zero-sugar, zero-flavour style of existence just wasn’t rock’n’roll. Kokoda had re-awoken my addiction to adventure. I was still applying anti-fungal cream to my jungle-rotted ball-sack from the last fix of excitement, and already sweating and trembling after forty-eight hours of withdrawal. Meeting ‘A’ and Pete, the two living legends who weren’t afraid to stray from the pack, made me realise that it was possible to strive for a better life away from the Real World. That ugly pattern of my life was repeating itself again; I was settling for second best.


    As I sat there, staring straight through my computer screen, I took stock of the barren wasteland of an existence I’d come to call my life. I wondered what all my wins and losses, peaks and troughs amounted to, when all was said and done.


    My account balance read $7562: barely enough to support my dirty addiction to electricity, water and other ‘essential’ services for more than a few months. I’d landed an outrageously high-paying career, that I hated. Every single moment wasted in that job conjured the compulsion to eat a big boy’s serving of cyanide.


    Mild hearing loss plagued my ears, because wearing earmuffs in a gunfight is more lame than opening an AC/DC rock show with a speech about moderation. Judging by my lengthening hangovers, my liver and I were no longer on speaking terms – the alcohol abuse had undoubtedly upset that poor little drama queen’s feelings.


    I’d met some amazing people and forged iron-clad friendships through shared adversity and shenanigans. Some were closer than family – brothers and sisters by choice, not bloodline. But going out and meeting up with people had degenerated into an unfamiliar pattern of pseudo-socialising. Having a few beers with the boys was tainted with this weird, virtual-reality dynamic. I was never quite sure whether the lads were at the pub with me or floating through cyber space when they whipped out their smartphones during half-finished conversations. Apparently, you needed to be fluent in binary and html programming to converse in the modern tongue, but that software hadn’t been uploaded to my hard drive, so I always felt a little disconnected from the net.


    I’d loved and lost, discovering that I was a contender for the title of world’s shittiest boyfriend in the process. I now survived on an emotional diet of the occasional meaningless one-night stand, using the ‘awkward morning is better than another night spent alone’ clichéd logic to make my scally-swag, man-whore behaviour seem a little less cunty.


    I’d experienced war – I’d seen the best and worst of humanity, all wrapped into a neat, six-month Afghan package. I’d earned a hard-won perspective that only war can reveal; I could see through all the trappings of modern life. The theory that I was ‘ten feet tall and bulletproof’ had been debunked, in the most unseemly of fashions. But I’d also learnt that I was big enough and ugly enough to take the abuse.


    But what did it all amount to? If it all boiled down to one enduring life lesson, what would it be?


    The value of misery.


    The new wave of positive-thinking, psycho-babble bullshit that had infiltrated social consciousness, and my mind, saw me trying to live, love and laugh through a lifestyle that just wasn’t meant for me. Happiness, or the illusion that it could be attained in any meaningful quantity while living in the Real World, was a mental mediaeval torture device that chained me to my mundane prison cell.


    I finally understood that perpetual unhappiness had always been my gift, not my curse. It motivated me. Boredom and misery had been the driving forces behind anything positive I’d ever done with my life. Why change a winning formula? So, instead of trying to trick my mind with positivity, I let my boredom and misery run their course. I welcomed the motivational magic.


    After a few days, I felt a familiar emotion. I was utterly miserable, rolling a stage-five, head-fuck level of boredom. But best of all, I was pissed off – just pissed enough to take action, but not too unhinged to lose my shit; the perfect level of pissiness.


    As I sat there at my work desk, wallowing in negativity and pessimism, a sly, mischievous grin spread across my face. I was instantly happy – optimistic even. I knew I’d just fostered the perfect conditions for more cool shit to happen.


    I was ready for another adventure, or seven.

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    My life’s journey up until this point had been spent in folly, trying to become a grown-up – a Man. But in the Real World, being a grown-up was synonymous with being fucking boring. After a lot of soul-searching, I realised that this kind of life was utter insanity. Of all the amazing and exciting possibilities out there in the world, why the hell would anyone want to choose this lifestyle? I didn’t want to be a grown-up anymore. Fuck that noise. But somewhere along the line I’d forgotten how to use my brain, and I couldn’t seem to find an escape route. I logged in hundreds of hours in my quiet backyard ‘thinking spot’ trying to figure out how to break free.


    All of a sudden, it hit me. The answer was staring me right in the face the whole time. I remembered that once upon a time, I’d known how to think properly – when anything was still possible; before my mind had been rotted with all the delusional constraints of the Real World: when I was a child! At that moment, my childish spirit took hold; the imaginary shackles released from my ankles and the illusionary prison walls came crumbling down. I was finally free!


    The world outside, the real Real World, looked amazing – it was a playground, not an office cubicle.


    But what is an imaginative, mischievous and adventurous Man-child to do with their new-found freedom?


    Everest!


    Hell, while I’m at it – why not roll all the Seven Summits!


    The crisp, freezing air stung the back of my throat as my lungs slowly caught up with the oxygen deficit in my body. The 360-degree panorama around me was a stunning, rugged assortment of ice- and snow-covered peaks that looked like they’d been haphazardly slapped together by a city planner who was tripping balls on acid. I was in the middle of the Mount Cook national park, New Zealand, on a mountaineering training course in 2014. This was the first waypoint on the road to climbing Everest, and the rest of the Seven Summits. And I’d just made my first successful summit attempt; I’d conquered Rum Doodle. She wasn’t the biggest of girls, but the training group celebrated the accomplishment by taking casual photos on the summit peak – we didn’t want to look like overzealous fuckwits in the photos because Rum Doodle wasn’t exactly a mammoth mountain, in terms of altitude or difficulty.


    But a big, intensifying wave of snow storms was closing in fast, so we couldn’t stay on the summit for long. It was getting very close to decision time. On the one hand, if we rocked and rolled back down the mountain in quick time, we could make it back to camp and ride the first of the nasty storms out. On the other hand, if we miscalculated, we’d have a pretty rough night bivouacking on the mountain. This is why we paid Mal, our super-experienced mountaineering instructor, the big bucks.


    Mal was confident that we could make it back to camp in time. Reaching the summit was one thing, but getting back down was another matter – the afternoon sun had melted the snow into slush. Our crampon spikes screeched against the smooth rock of a nearby outcrop as we leant over and surveyed the scene below. There was a perilously steep snow slope in our path. The snow slope in itself wasn’t lethal – but there was a hundred-metre sheer cliff face at the bottom of it that spelt certain death. This was one of those sections where keeping your footing was the only chance of survival – one small fuck-up would earn you a one-way ticket to the morgue.


    Mal wedged a snow stake between two rocks and attached a rope, unfurling the loose end down the slope – the safety line. I was the first cab off the rank. Mal schooled me about the ‘forward facing Sherpa rappel’. This manoeuvre was done completely unclipped. I wrapped the rope around my forearm, twice. It was all about friction and forward momentum. I needed to maintain the friction on the rope around my arm through smooth and seamless forward motion. I nervously stared down the steep snow slope, taking my first few steps. I jolted a few times before I fully committed to the rappel, but I quickly realised that momentum was my friend, so I picked up the pace.


    Well, this isn’t so hard. This is fun. What was I nervous about?


    I was cruising, picking up the pace as my confidence grew.


    Just at that moment, my foot punched through the slushy, icy crust into a shallow crevasse. My forward momentum had been interrupted.


    The rope came free from my forearm as I violently rag-dolled down the slope.


    I’d just fucked up. I was already dead.


    As it always does in these life-or-death situations, my perception of time dilated. Milliseconds felt like seconds, and I had a few extra panicked moments to think.


    I frantically clawed and scraped at the snow to right my ungraceful tumble so I was on my guts – facing up the slope, crampons in the air, sliding backwards towards oblivion: the textbook self-arrest position. But the velocity of my slide kept accelerating.


    Stop panicking. Think, motherfucker, think . . . My ice axe!


    But my ice axe was tucked into the shoulder strap of my pack. No way I could reach it in time. The slide was beyond terminal velocity now.


    The snow and ice whizzed past my face at light speed.


    If there was any skerrick of hope before, it was certainly gone now. I accepted that this is how my story would end.


    Like fuck, Tezz. Never give up.


    I threw my hand out for one last, desperate Hail Mary . . .


    The direction of my ferocious slide had put me just in reach of the coiled tail of the safety rope. I stretched as far as I could, just catching it with my fingertips as my hand clenched closed like a vice. My grip strength from all those years as a bachelor was paying dividends now. The slack in the rope snapped tight as it shock-loaded and took my weight. Above me, the snow stake anchor flexed and dislodged; the quick-thinking Mal slammed his crampon-clad boot down on the snow stake – a split second before it could completely dislodge and fling after me like a deadly slingshot projectile.


    I used the rope to pull myself onto my knees and dug my crampons into the ice, spitting a chunk of snow from my mouth, panting like a dehydrated dog. I looked down to the edge of the sheer cliff face; it was only five metres away, or another split second of sliding, however you want to measure it.


    Fuckness! Oh well, no point dwelling on it. So I just stood up, wrapped the rope around my forearm and got straight back to business.

  


  
    MILITARY ABBREVIATIONS


    The military loves a challenge, so it enjoys overcomplicating straightforward concepts with acronyms. For those non-military readers who are unfamiliar with the terrain, here’s a guide to help navigate the jargon in this book.


    
      
        
          	1RAR

          	1st Royal Australian Regiment
        


        
          	4RAR

          	4th Royal Australian Regiment
        


        
          	16AD

          	16th Air Defence Regiment
        


        
          	3CSSB

          	3rd Combat Service Support Battalion
        


        
          	CASEVAC

          	casualty evacuation
        


        
          	ER

          	emergency room
        


        
          	FFI

          	free from infection
        


        
          	FOB

          	forward operating base
        


        
          	FSB

          	forward surgical base
        


        
          	IED

          	improvised explosive device
        


        
          	LRPV

          	long-range patrol vehicle
        


        
          	LUP

          	lay-up point
        


        
          	LZ

          	landing zone
        


        
          	MinDef

          	Minister of Defence
        


        
          	NVGs

          	night-vision goggles
        


        
          	PT

          	physical training
        


        
          	PTSD

          	post-traumatic stress disorder
        


        
          	RAP

          	regimental aid post
        


        
          	SCMA

          	Soldier Career Management Agency
        


        
          	SOTG 4

          	Special Operations Task Group IV
        


        
          	SSM

          	squadron sergeant major
        


        
          	terp

          	interpreter
        


        
          	UM

          	underwater medic
        


        
          	VVCS

          	Vietnam Veterans’ Counselling Service
        

      

    

  


  
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR


    Terry Ledgard is a former SAS medic, a mountaineer, an aspiring entrepreneur and a writer.

  


  MICHAEL JOSEPH


  
    UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia


    India | New Zealand | South Africa | China


    Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies


    whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.


    [image: ]


    First published by Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd, 2016


    Text copyright © Terry Ledgard 2016


    The moral right of the author has been asserted.


    The views of the author do not reflect those of Defence or government policy and the military response is not necessarily a true and accurate reflection of current or previous Defence procedures. The author ceased to be a Defence member several years ago and within that time the organisation has gone through a number of cultural changes.


    All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.


    Cover design by Alex Ross © Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd


    Text design by Samantha Jayaweera © Penguin Random House Australia Pty Ltd


    Front cover image by Australian Government Department of Defence; back cover image


    and Afghanistan images in insert by Terry Ledgard © Commonwealth of Australia/Department


    of Defence; all other images © Terry Ledgard


    penguin.com.au


    ISBN: 978-1-76014-276-6

  


  

  
    [image: Penguin logo]

  


  
    [image: Penguin logo]

  


  THE BEGINNING


  Let the conversation begin...


  Follow the Penguin Twitter


  Keep up-to-date with all our stories YouTube


  Pin ‘Penguin Books’ to your Pinterest


  Like ‘Penguin Books’ on Facebook


  Find out more about the author and

  discover more stories like this at penguin.com.au

OEBPS/Images/003b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/197.jpg
Foxe:o il





OEBPS/Images/007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo_small.jpg





OEBPS/Images/008b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/002b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/001b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.png
Penguin
Random House
Australia





OEBPS/Images/004b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/007b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ANO-HOLDS-BARRED ACCOUNT OF LIFE AS AN
AUSTRALIAN SAS MEDIC DURING THE WAR IN AFGHANISTAN






OEBPS/Images/001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/006b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/239.jpg
Your computer's virus screening program
has detected a system error.

1. You don't want to be here.

2. You don’t need to be here.

3. So what the fuck are you still doing here?

Please contact your systems administrator if you want to
report this issue.






OEBPS/Images/002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
TH

MEDICINE

ANO-HOLDS-BARRED ACCOUNT OF LIFE AS AN
AUSTRALIAN SAS MEDIC DURING THE WAR IN AFGHANISTAN

TERRY LEDGARD






OEBPS/Images/005b.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ebooklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random House
Australia





OEBPS/Images/logo_small_mono.jpg





OEBPS/Images/196.jpg
pka"a" |

What is the
next pattern
in this
sequence?

d






OEBPS/Images/008.jpg





