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Ricky Megee has settled in Dubai, to where he was drawn in early 2008, with his wife, Kate. No longer the guy who survived seventy-one days eating frogs and lizards, Rick is managing a construction team on one of the world’s new industrial frontiers. While still surviving in the desert of sorts, Rick is enjoying the opportunity to be recognised for what he does and not who he is.

Greg McLean literally fell into journalism twelve years ago. Since then his career has taken him from Turkey to Tasmania and many interesting places in between. He now lives in Darwin with his partner, Bec, and spends his days mucking around with film and television projects, cheering on the mighty St George Dragons and enjoying a quiet beer with friends and strangers.
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Look the stars for guidance,

Look the stars for light,

Look the stars in times of need,

Their calm will make it right.

Gary Ronald McLean (1971–1994)
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RICKY MEGEE’S DESERT MENU

PICTURE SECTION


INTRODUCTION

By Greg McLean

I first met Ricky Megee in early April 2006, in my role as a journalist for the Northern Territory News. His first words to me were along the lines of ‘You’re the last arsehole I’d talk to’.

Earlier that day the newspaper I worked for had published on its front page the first exclusive article about this mystery man who had been found in the desert. Questions were being asked about who he was and how he had survived for so long under such harsh conditions.

My friend and colleague, Emma Gumbleton, did a really good job in picking up the original story at a Cattlemen’s Association conference, but neither the police nor the health department, the two authorities that should have been able to substantiate Rick’s survival, could provide any identifying details about him. There were mixed messages being sent through official channels that clouded the picture.

But one thing was for sure—whoever this guy was, he’d done something pretty spectacular.

Our editors sat on it for a few days, trying to get information confirmed, and then they chose to run the story because it was so incredible. A guy living in a humpy for months, eating frogs and lizards, is a story bound to burn a hole in the pocket of even the most patient of newsroom bosses, no matter how difficult it is to verify.

Rick had agreed to talk to us on the morning our first article was published, but then he changed his mind after taking offence at a few things in the original story. The headline announced, ‘Mystery Man Survives Three Months Lost in Desert’. When I first talked to him on the phone, I let him vent his anger over being labelled a mystery man, explained how our story had been researched and verified, and left it at that. A couple of days later I called him again and he agreed to meet me for lunch at a local café.

He wasn’t hard to identify sitting outside the Fannie Bay Cool Spot. There aren’t many adult men I meet who are skinnier than me—I’m six-foot-four and weigh less than 70 kilograms, but this guy beat me hands down. With his beard shaved off, he didn’t look as old as in the photos I’d seen; but the compression bandages covering his calf muscles gave him away as he sat outside overlooking the oceanic panorama of nearby East Point. A plate of chips and a strawberry milkshake and we were on our way.

Ricky seemed very genuine and we struck up a friendship pretty well immediately, catching up as regularly as we could after that. He didn’t say much about it, but I thought he might be doing it pretty hard emotionally during this period. It’s not every day someone tries to kill you, and that was only the start of it for him. Physically, in those first few weeks, I could see his ankles were far from all right and watched on as he underwent the saga of an unsuccessful operation.

Above all, I found him to be a really decent bloke who was in a jam and I offered to help him out in any way I could.

He’s certainly never had a problem with his appetite since I’ve known him. It was phenomenal to watch him pile on the kilos every week. We ended up living together for six months and formed a friendship based on trust and respect that I’m sure will endure longer than most.

In working with him on this book, but more importantly as a friend, I’ve listened for many hours to Rick’s accounts of what happened in the desert. My conclusion is he’s one tough bastard. He would never take a backward step from any challenge.

Now that I know him so well, it comes as no surprise to realise that Ricky Megee survived what no other Westerner has since Australia’s desert interior was first penetrated by our nation’s white pioneers almost 200 years ago. Except they had horses, donkeys, camels, Aboriginal trackers, Afghan cameleers, provisions, a map, compass, water—all the help you rely on for an expedition into some of the most inhospitable territory on the planet.

What Rick lived through is nothing short of horrific. He is one of the first people I’d choose to have standing by my side if I was facing danger. Not because he survived 71 days in the desert but because that’s the type of bloke he is. A friend of the first order, who sticks to his guns regardless of the adversity.

I hope you appreciate his remarkable story.


PROLOGUE

I was lying in a hole. Under something. A tarp, maybe. It was a dugout. Like a shallow grave that hadn’t been filled in yet. My grave. I’d been dumped alive in a hole and left for dead.

Something was spread over my face. Sand. I wiggled my toes. No shoes. I struggled to move, felt my pockets for my lighter. Nothing. Cigarettes—gone.

Where was I? I had no clue. Something was pushing through the tarp. The sound of sniffing. Dogs, maybe.

I wriggled and pushed myself up, forcing back the cover. Into daylight. And heat. Now I was face to face with a pack of dogs. Dingoes, ready to sit down to dinner.

I pushed my way out of the hole, shooing the dingoes away in the process. They didn’t go quietly, growling viciously as they retreated. I aimed a few rocks at the sniffing bastards to scatter them. I wasn’t exactly a small bloke, tipping the scales at 105 kilograms, with a hulking physique that was more muscle than fat. I felt more than capable of wrestling a pack of wild dingoes if it came down to that.

With the dingoes sorted, I looked around. I was in the middle of nowhere. Nothing but dirt, rocks, the odd clump of grass and a few scattered trees. No sign of where I came from and no one to share my growing misery with.

Bloody stony country. Where are my shoes? I turned back to look inside the hole I’d crawled out of and sifted through the sand, but there was no sign of my boots. They were long gone.

How the hell had I ended up with rocks and dingoes and not much else for company? I knew I had to find a way out quick smart. But it only took me my first few steps over the pin-sharp contours of the rocky outcrop that surrounded me for it to really sink in. With no boots, I was in a bad way. The jagged edges hidden beneath the sandy surface dug into my tender soles. The pain was crippling, magnified by the trauma of having to bear my full weight on my mangled right ankle. I’d badly injured it in a work accident and now here I was walking without a leg brace for the first time in two years.

It struck me that I had a vehicle somewhere. I definitely had wheels when I’d started this trip. But the car was nowhere to be seen either.

No shoes, no vehicle, no food, no water and no idea. I’d always been one of those blokes ragging on people who found themselves lost in the desert, putting shit on them for being so stupid. Now I was one of those people.

It was harsh, desolate country for a man all alone in bare feet. Tough country. But I started to walk. And walk. The more I walked, I figured, the less distance I’d have to travel to get found.

It was faulty logic, but it was the best I could come up with.
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RICKY JOHN MEGEE

I was born Ricky John Megee at Leongatha Hospital on 4 June 1970. My parents, Wendy and Peter, had a dairy farm about 50 kilometres out of a small Victorian town in the Gippsland region. This is where I spent my first five years living in a kid’s paradise with my younger sisters, Tracey, Tina and Vicki, usually trailing close behind.

In those very early years I was my dad’s shadow, helping him milk the cows, going with him for a ride on the motorbike around the paddocks or hunting for rabbits in the hills until all hours. I loved the farm and I loved my dad and he loved me.

He was an angry little bloke of Irish descent not much more than five foot tall—a hard man, a short man, and I wanted to be just like him. People who knew him would say he had a big chip on little shoulders which I inherited. Except for my height—I’m over six foot—which is a legacy from my mother.

The son of a strict Catholic family, my dad met Mum when she was just seventeen. He soon won her heart with his charming sense of humour and commitment, and before too long they were happily married and planning a family of their own.

They had a loving relationship in those days, apparently. But they both began to tire of the hours required to make a go of the farm. Before I even reached kindergarten they sold up, with plans to return to Melbourne and live an easier life in the suburbs.

Dad landed a job with the gas company CIG and we moved into a three-bedroom flat in the outer suburb of Sunshine, a place not at all like it sounds. Because Dad was doing shiftwork, he began spending a lot of time at the pub afterwards to have some kind of social interaction.

That was when he hit his bad patch. The more he drank, the more frustrated Mum became by his behaviour, and the arguments grew more heated and more frequent.

After about a year of the drinking and fighting, Mum had had enough and packed us kids up and moved out to a nearby suburb. Dad took the break-up real hard and sank even further into the black hole that had consumed him in a wash of grog and despair. He still saw us kids when he could arrange it and was especially close to me, but he seemed lost without his family.

About six months after we moved out I came home from school one day and Mum told me that Dad had died in a car accident. I was gobsmacked; I didn’t really know what to say or how to react. What could I say—my dad was my hero and now all of a sudden Mum was telling me he was dead.

I largely kept my shattered feelings to myself, carrying on as normally as possible to protect my family from dealing with my sadness when they needed me most. It wasn’t until the following weekend, when we went up to Mum’s parents’ place at Sunshine, that I learned what really happened.

My grandparents liked a drink but didn’t really seem to get on with each other, unless they were both throwing insults blind rotten drunk. In their happier drunk moments, one of them might smash a pool cue over the other one’s head. This would be followed up with a healthy dose of verbal abuse that continued until the ambulance arrived. It could be that kind of place.

But while my grandparents were volatile towards each other, they were harmless when it came to us grandkids. They still fussed over us and made us feel welcome, they just weren’t very good at playing the doting grandparents because they struggled so hard at keeping themselves sober.

That weekend I was helping my grandma prepare a Sunday roast when she blurted out that my dad didn’t die in a car accident. The banging plates and dropped pots suggested she’d had a few drinks already, but she told me straight-faced that Dad had shot himself.

Her admission came as a big blow, and I didn’t know whether to believe her or not. She was clearly pissed and had always ragged on my dad, so it might just have been another lie he couldn’t defend. But I told Mum what was said and she confirmed it was the truth.

For the rest of the day Mum and my grandma screamed tirelessly at each other; Mum was fuming and my grandma was always up for a good slanging match, so it was bound to go on for a few hours. As I’d assumed the role of the man of the house already, my first priority was to make sure my little sisters were out of earshot and away from all the mudslinging.

Having that responsibility at such a young age was something I took very seriously, especially with Mum having to do shiftwork as a factory machinist to put food on the table for all of us. Although only seven years old, I held up my end of the arrangement by making the girls’ lunches and getting them off to school in clean clothes each day.

I also picked up a paper run before school that earned the family another $24 a week. To add to the tally, I used to pinch the odd loaf of bread or carton of milk from people’s doorsteps—never enough to leave a family short at the breakfast table, just a bit extra to help feed mine. Sometimes I’d pocket little cakes from the corner store for my sisters’ playlunch when the shopkeeper wasn’t looking so Mum didn’t have to worry about it, but I’d hardly call that thieving.

School was all right in the first few years—I breezed through primary without having to put in too much effort, but by the time I hit high school I felt like I was twelve going on twenty and didn’t enjoy that bossy environment anymore. Outside of school my world revolved around adults—they were who I talked to and related to and I was mostly treated like one myself.

I was also no longer prepared to tolerate fools. Being at the bottom of the food chain again meant that all of a sudden it wasn’t just teachers telling me what to do, but other, older kids who thought they were that much bigger and tougher than me. They’d soon learn otherwise.

Dealing with the men in Mum’s life had become another headache entirely. Mum started dating again about six months after Dad died—I think she missed the companionship and wanted some stability in her life. It was a whole new experience for her as my dad had been the first and only man in her life up until then, so she didn’t really know where to begin on the singles scene.

Most of the blokes she brought home couldn’t handle me; I thought they were trying to muscle in on our family and made it as uncomfortable as possible for them. I considered myself the man of the house and didn’t take too kindly to strangers trying to impose themselves on us.

A few came and went, but eventually Mum met Jim. She was introduced to him at a social function she attended with another guy. Her date ended up being good friends with Jim, who wasted no time turning up the heat on my mum. He did his mate out of a girlfriend and cemented himself in our lives in one fell swoop.

Mum was pretty naive when it came to men and what they wanted from her. I think she was looking to fill that nurturing void in her life when Jim appeared on the scene with all his charm and swagger. He was all right to us kids in the beginning and bought a house in the neighbourhood we all shared. But before too long his true colours came shining through.

Besides constantly making demands on Mum—ordering her about like she was the maid—he came with a set of annoying house rules. Rules such as what time us kids had to be in bed and how he expected us to treat him didn’t take into account the fact that we’d managed quite well on our own for two years before he turned up.

In the circumstances I made it pretty easy for him for the next three years, putting up with his insults without retaliating. But finally his physical assaults pushed me over the edge. I just snapped one day when he was having a go at me. Reaching for the kitchen drawer on impulse, I pulled out a knife and pushed it towards him.

As I stared daggers at him, Jim knew that while I was only thirteen, I’d go through with it if he didn’t pull his head in. By now Mum was frantically trying to calm us both down but it wasn’t much use, I was going off my nut.

Jim backed down, and I put the knife back in the kitchen drawer. But not before giving him a few solemn words of advice. If he ever touched me or my family again, I’d stab him while he was asleep.

After that it was a case of either he went or I did. So Mum packed up our bags and we left Jim; we moved to the outer Melbourne suburb of Dandenong.

Once the turmoil with Jim had settled down, Mum started going out to the pub again for an occasional drink and a giggle with her girlfriends, which is how she met her second husband, Rob. They seemed to hit it off almost immediately, enabling him to quietly slip into our lives under the guise of a shining knight in protective armour.

Rob was a tradesman who had custody of two kids of his own about our age; at first he appeared to be a good influence on the family. As is often the case though, you can’t judge a book by its cover. This especially applied to Rob, as the cover looked good but the book was full of shit.

When he started coming around home all us kids thought he was pretty cool; he seemed to enjoy mucking around with us and made it clear he didn’t want to play the role of our dad. Quite often he’d take us all out to the pub for a counter meal, letting us order whatever we wanted and sneaking us in to have a game on the pokies when the barman wasn’t looking. When things became more serious between him and Mum, they found a house we could all live in. We were the modern-day Brady Bunch—six young kids with different parents all living under the one roof.

As well as changing address I joined a new high school up the road, the Dandenong North Technical College for Boys. It was one of those rough all-boys schools where you needed a timetable to work out which fights you wanted to watch during the lunch break, like a fight club training ground for adolescents.

I was a pretty placid sort of kid normally and wasn’t into fighting much, but you didn’t get a choice at this place. My reluctance to join in the brawling made me a prime target for regular beatings, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.

On the home front Rob was fraying at the edges as the burden of being a closet alcoholic brought him undone. We wouldn’t learn about his alcoholism until years later, but it transformed him into an unpleasant person to have around.

No one really thought much about the fact he had a few beers at home after work every day—after all, everyone’s entitled to a few beers after work. But, as his workmates would later reveal to our family, those few beers at home were on top of the six to ten he’d already consumed on the company clock.

Because Rob worked for a big utilities company and was good at his job he could do enough in the first few hours to keep the boss happy. Then he’d spend the rest of the working day getting plastered, without anyone caring too much about where he was. It certainly explained why he was always so chirpy when he arrived home from work. He looked happy to have been sweating it out all day, keen to sink his teeth into a cold beer.

Around this time I was enrolled at Syndal High School, another unhappy arrangement for everyone involved. Once again I stuck out in the playground like a sore thumb. Pretty quickly the alpha males singled me out for refusing to join the cool kids in their bullying ways.

The three kids who supposedly ran the tough element of the class didn’t appreciate my rejection of them and their shallow displays of intimidation. In retaliation my three tormentors were forever hassling me, calling me names or pushing me around a little when they had strength in numbers. But it all came to a shuddering halt in home economics class one afternoon, when one of the toughs persisted in flicking me with a tea-towel.

I told him several times there would be trouble if he kept going, but he ignored me. After warning him one final time, I promptly pulled a big knife from the drawer and swung around with just enough venom for him to think I would do a lot more than simply threaten him with it.

‘Don’t fuck with me, buddy!’ It was a very simple message, but one I delivered with the utmost sincerity.

This show of resistance earned me an eight-week suspension, which didn’t really bother me. It was a shitty school anyway. From then on I vowed to get in first if ever I felt threatened—I’d never take shit from anyone; I’d throw the first punch and not stop swinging until everyone else had.

Mum and Rob were happily married and the news of my latest indiscretion didn’t go down so well around the kitchen table. They were worried I was becoming uncontrollable and decided a permanent change of scenery might help settle me down, whether I liked it or not.

Rob had a block of land out in the country at St Arnaud which they thought could be the tonic, so we packed up and moved our Brady Bunch out of the suburbs. St Arnaud was a decent enough town and I managed to scrape through Year 10 without pulling a knife on anyone.

Although I really wanted to become a pilot, it felt more urgent to join the workforce and finally gain my own independence. To achieve this, I left school and picked up a job with an electrician Rob knew in the area.

I didn’t really like the electrical trade but I stuck it out in St Arnaud for a few years before moving to Adelaide, which was completely foreign to me. I didn’t know anyone and that was part of the attraction.

Finding work was easy enough, but the city itself didn’t gel with me and after six months I packed up again and moved to Gympie in Queensland. I landed a job at the local timber mill there, where the money was good. I was also able to get my tickets, allowing me to operate the different types of heavy machinery there, and that made it worthwhile.

The town itself was full of blokes whose greatest aim in life was to get pissed at the pub and try and root anything that moved. A funny place to meet your wife, but this was the case for me with Alison.
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LOST LOVE

I met Alison at the pub in Gympie and managed to snap her up pretty easily. Most of the other guys in town were boofheads so she appreciated a guy actually talking to her.

Alison was very attractive and what you’d call a bloke’s girl. The kind of woman who would stand up and piss next to you in the trough just for a laugh. She was a lot of fun most of the time and physically stunning, but also a handful.

Her parents were very well-off, so all she had to worry about was her next hair appointment. That scenario soon grew tiresome for both of us and to escape the fishbowl of her home town we moved to Brisbane, where I landed a job as an assistant warehouse manager.

She was a bit hard to handle in the big city after never having to work a day in her life. I’m sure that was part of the reason her parents were glad for me to take her off their hands.

We partied hard for the first year or so in Brisbane. I was making enough money to buy us a new car, and to put a deposit on a three-bedroom brick veneer house in Springwood to complete the picture.

Alison was starting to talk about having kids, so with this in mind I took on a new job as a carpet salesman for the extra money offered.

Who would’ve ever thought I’d make it as a carpet salesman? They were throwing the cash at me by the square metre. Before too long I was managing two stores, putting in 80-hour working weeks to get us ahead. Alison even found a part-time job for the first time in her life, to put some extra dollars in the bank.

After almost three years together, we got married and seemed to have a comfortable future ahead of us. But within three months of walking down the aisle we split. It just didn’t work out.

I moved to Townsville in north Queensland on my own and got a job on a prawn trawler. I spent a couple of seasons out at sea working as a deckhand, and it was one of the most trouble-free periods of my life. The work was hard, but there is nothing else to do out on a prawn boat except to slave away and then go to sleep. You just roll up your sleeves and get on with it. Whenever I returned to shore, I would get into the piss and smoke pot without a worry in the world. It was a simple life that caused no harm to anyone.

Eighteen months later I returned to Brisbane with enough money saved up to start my own landscaping business. I was soon earning a living, but managing a business ended up being more of a commitment than I was prepared to give at that time. The satisfaction of owning my own business was soon overshadowed by the attraction of a bigger pay packet for regular hours.

I decided to get rid of the landscaping business and go back to sales jobs for the easy money and convenience. To pick up some extra cash on the side, I did security work in clubs at nights.

Once again the money was good, but being a bouncer didn’t really agree with me. The meatheads who dominated the industry were a bit much to cope with. But it gave me a good insight into how the nightclub industry operated, and who the major players were.

Through introductions and word of mouth, I met a couple of guys who ran the Valley nightclub district. Soon enough I picked up work from them as a freelance debt collector. I was big and strong and took shit from no one.

That job worked well for me and, in the two years I chased up their debts, I never once missed out on a collect. While I never killed or maimed anyone, there were certain measures that had to be taken. Anyone who had to cough up knew the consequences were severe if they didn’t do the right thing.

I only ever used any form of violence as a last resort and it was rare for it to come to that. There are other methods to get what you want from people, ones that don’t involve your fists. If that meant grabbing the keys of a new BMW and driving off in it to settle a debt, then that was how it was. If they wanted to stop me, they only had to say so; if not, then the debt was paid. I was very good at my job and that earned me a name in certain circles.

My effectiveness as a freelancer didn’t sit too well with the bikies who used to do the debt collecting for this particular group. The cops had also cottoned on to who I was and kept pretty close tabs on me because of the people I worked for. But they could never pin me for anything because 99 per cent of the time I wasn’t doing anything wrong.

One day in the late 1990s one of the feds pulled me aside in a suburban McDonald’s car park, and gave me the option of coming to work for them to infiltrate some of the organisations I worked for, otherwise I would end up dead or in jail. I chose Option D, which was to go straight home and pack my bags. I knew it was time to leave town quietly, and without question. My then girlfriend, Petra, didn’t hesitate in joining me and we were on the next plane as swift as an avalanche—to Perth, about as far away from Brisbane as I could think of and no looking back.

We’d been in Perth for about five weeks when our plan for a peaceful existence turned pear-shaped, all because of a stupid mistake of mine. I’d been at home for most of the day, drinking scotch, when a mate who lived locally but who I knew from Queensland called me up wanting a ride into town.

I told him I was too pissed to drive, but to come over for a drink anyway. After a few more Scotches, he convinced me to drive him in to meet another guy for a night on the town with the boys. Just like the old days, he reckoned. With that much Scotch in me, I didn’t need my arm twisted very far.

The three of us hit the nightclubs in the city but got rejected from most of them because my mate only had runners on. As we were walking through the park, feeling a bit dejected from our half-arsed night, we were approached by six deadshits my mate’s mate had had a prior run-in with.

They made it pretty clear they were going to belt us up, for the simple fact we were with this other guy. Simple as that. But me and my mate had other ideas and chopped into four of them in a matter of seconds. Then we chased the other two down as they ran across the park and gave them what-for as well.

The guy the fight was over ended up without a scratch on him and me and my mate felt all right, so we decided to try a few more clubs before calling it a night. Stupidly, my mate grabbed a pair of shoes from one of the bashed blokes so he could get into the nightclubs easier, and that’s where our trouble started.

As we made our way back into town, a patrol car picked up the two guys we had chased down on the riverbank. They told them that we’d beaten the six of them up in an unprovoked attack and stolen their shoes.

The next thing we knew, the sirens were wailing from all directions and me and my mate were cornered and thrown into jail, charged with robbery with violence. It didn’t matter to the cops that the six people we beat up actually started the fight, or that it was one pair of shoes we pinched from them.

After four months on remand, I was sentenced to a maximum of three years jail with eight months minimum to serve in maximum security at Casuarina prison.

Jail wasn’t that bad—I got a job as a cook so there was always plenty of food around, which was my main priority. I kept out of trouble because I could get on well with all the competing groups inside. If there were ever any issues to deal with, I could look after myself well enough.

I actually had the pleasure of spending an extra week in jail because, seven days short of completing my sentence, the parole board informed me that, due to the nature of my charge, I had to complete a two-week anger management course before I could be released. Apparently, they’d forgotten to enrol me before my parole date. It was great news to hear before heading off to an anger management course!

Due to a contact I met in jail, as a free man I landed a job working as a gardener at the casino. I don’t know if it was because of the time I had spent locked up or not, but slowly Petra became more of a best friend than a girlfriend to me. I loved her deeply but there was no longer a spark between us, and I could see no hope of me being the one to re-ignite it.

That’s what made it so hard when I met Misha out at a club in Perth one night and we fell madly in love with each other; the electricity between us outweighed any negatives. We connected on just about every level and moved in together almost as soon as we met, happy and completely in love.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling karma was about to catch up with me. Right on cue, I fucked up again when I ran into some old connections who asked me to do a couple of debt collecting jobs for them around town. I thought that would be fine—a bit of pocket money cleaning up a few jobs for the boys. But soon enough these odd jobs became my main source of income and my courier business became the odd job.

Although I wasn’t caught doing anything illegal, I again came to the attention of the local police. I realised the heat was rising and, to get out of the kitchen, I convinced Misha to move to Sydney with me; to start afresh without the temptation of collecting debts hovering over us.

We landed on our feet almost immediately when I picked up a job operating excavators; we found a nice place of our own near the water at Rose Bay. Our neighbourhood was one of those stuffy suburbs filled with old money, but it was close to the city and the beach and a few shops.

Sadly, Sydney didn’t gel with Misha and its attractions weren’t as strong as the pull of her family. She moved back home to Perth after a few months, a sad but predictable end to our impulsive love affair.

For me, the decision to remain in Sydney was about making money while enjoying the good life a big city offers. With this in mind, I started up my own home improvements business around 2002; I employed a licensed builder and a few labourers with the aim of targeting the smaller jobs that paid better.

Instead of spending four or five months building a house, we concentrated on constructing patios and pergolas and sheds and decks that could be done for a greater profit margin. We also took on the dangerous jobs, like erecting balconies over cliff faces, which other builders would put in the too-hard basket; the rewards were handsome.

After two years this business was making buckets of money and I was relishing the challenge of going to work every day. Then one morning it all turned to shit in a split second. Swinging over the edge of a cliff at one of those big plush properties overlooking Sydney’s northern beaches, while building a fancy patio, I somehow slipped and fell 7 metres onto the rocks below. The shuddering impact of landing on my feet left me sprawled on the rocks, with my tibia and fibula bones snapped in half and two broken ankles.

The terrain prevented paramedics from accessing the accident site from the ground and they had to call in a rescue chopper to winch me to safety. All I hoped for was that they had a good supply of painkillers.

What followed was twelve months in and out of hospitals in a bid to avoid the amputation of my right foot, among other medical adventures. I spent the first three weeks in St George Hospital dosed up on drugs, as my ankles were still too swollen for surgeons to operate. Finally the swelling went down and they put me under the knife, inserting enough steel in my legs during the operations to manufacture a small car.

Another two and a half months in rehabilitation followed before I could check myself out of hospital, with two broken ankles in plaster. I couldn’t really do anything for myself around the house; I was virtually incapacitated. After a couple of frustrating weeks fumbling to look after myself, I accepted an offer from my sister, Tina, to fly to Brisbane and recover at her place.

Soon after I arrived in Brisbane, I went to hospital for a check-up, to sort out why there was pus oozing from my ankle like lava from an erupting volcano. The doctor there took one look at it and wanted to operate within hours, suspecting I’d picked up a staph infection that was eating the bone of my ankle away. They dosed me up with enough painkillers to knock out an angry rhino. I wouldn’t have felt a wrecking ball hit me in the face.

The first exploratory operation to survey the damage showed that a big chunk of my ankle had already turned to mush. The prognosis sounded beyond ordinary. My surgeon’s opinion was I had a 90 per cent chance of losing my foot and he wanted me to sign a consent form allowing him to amputate if he deemed it necessary.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. After going to hospital for what I thought was a routine check-up on my progress, I was now being asked for permission to chop my foot off to cover someone else’s incompetence. I told the surgeon in no uncertain terms that under no circumstances would I ever consent to him or anyone else amputating my foot. The only way to achieve that was over my dead body. As far as I was concerned, my life was over if I lost my foot and I wasn’t going to simply roll over and let that happen for any old reason.

The only other option, he explained, was to undergo an operation every second day for sixteen days. That way the surgeons could slowly blast away the infected bone and pull out the dead bits of meat while flushing out the joints.

It was considered an extremely risky procedure as most people can’t handle going under full anaesthetic so regularly. Different people react differently and in the absolute worst case the consequences could kill me.

For me it was a no-brainer, so I told them to get to work. They could saw into me with all the surgical tools in their kit bag if it meant my foot stayed intact.

Drifting in and out of consciousness for the next two weeks, in between the procession of scalpels, the pain felt savage but my resolve to see the procedure through never wavered. The doctors were amazed my body could tolerate such constant high doses of anaesthetic and still be responsive on the ward when they required. But in my eyes that had to be my attitude. How else was I to respond?

When the doc sucked out the last of the previous hospital’s poison, to signal the beginning of my next round of reconstructive surgery, he left behind a hole measuring 15 centimetres by 8 centimetres where my ankle used to be. To repair the damage, surgeons had to cut a length of muscle from my groin about 25 centimetres long to pack into the side of my foot. They then took a skin graft off my other thigh to attach it all together.

The surgeon told me there was still a good chance his prolonged experiment wouldn’t work and they’d have to amputate my foot anyway. Even if the muscle did manage to fuse there was no way I’d regain any use of my ankle, the doc reassured me. It was all just cosmetic improvement.

Full of nothing but bad news he was; I used his words as inspiration.
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