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OPEN DOORS

This was my ten minutes of fame.  I’d discovered the Holy Grail of Teenage Behaviour. It hadn’t happened by accident but with passion, dedication and resilience. I gazed at the sea of faces in front of me. A few were unfamiliar, others I’d known for some time. There were politicians, the Commissioner of Police, Heads of Government and department leaders of community groups. Serendipity had made this event occur. Closing The Gap was officially launched at Queensland Parliament House to help parents better understand their teenagers. In my mind I saw pictures of hundreds of parents rush to purchase the book. Teenage behaviour beat at my soul. I’d discovered a solution to their problems. Over the past three years my obsession had been to find a way for parents to communicate effectively with their adolescents.

Twenty years I served as a Police Officer in the Queensland Police Service in various ranks as a detective and uniform officer. Teenagers who ran away from home compelled me to find a solution. Why did they do it? I studied communication. It opened my mind and I resolved to find answers.  

During three years of mediating with parents and their children about reasons for running away from home, I discovered that both parties lacked important verbal skills. They couldn’t talk to each other. It was as if talking was taboo and expressions of their innermost feelings and thoughts didn’t exist. Tears flowed whenever these verbal barriers were finally broken. When both parent and child hugged and kissed it provided the breakthrough I needed. 

At the same time when Closing The Gap was launched to the public I established Crimestoppers. I thought all my dreams had come true overnight. I’d climbed Mount Everest and reached the top. How could this have happened to me? Later when I looked back to that moment and recalled the excitement, euphoria and expectations it sent shivers down my spine. How fortunate to personally experience such an event in my life.

Three weeks after these events took place my world crumbled. At 42 years

of age the electronic node in my heart slowly deteriorated. My heart rate decreased from seventy to seventeen beats per minute. If I’d gone to sleep instead of visiting 

the doctor that night I would have died.

Within three days I had an operation to implant a pacemaker. Unfortunately I could no longer serve as a police officer. It was too dangerous. After twenty years of service to the Queensland community I retired on medical grounds.

When one door closes another opens. I needed to find that other door in the maze of life. One morning not long after my operation I walked from the bedroom and into the kitchen when my mind shut down to total darkness. At the time I thought, I have a heart condition. I know now what occurred but at the time I didn’t realize I’d fallen into a deep black hole of depression. I sat idle in a lounge chair and gazed into space for three days.

The next two years was spent living in a huge dark abyss. One day I hoped to escape. After my experience of climbing Mount Everest in my mind, I couldn’t understand how cruel life could be by allowing me to fall from the top and hit rock bottom. There was only one way to go now and that was up, but how? I needed to find a solution. 

Now that my career as a police officer was over I had to focus on what to do next. I answered an advertisement for the position of an Alcohol and Drug Counsellor with Queensland Health and was granted an interview. There the panel showed me a copy of the book Closing the Gap. To my astonishment the book was used in their counselling sessions. It was an exciting moment.

Life at times had so many twists and turns it was difficult to know what to expect. Another reason, apart from the book, that I started work as an Alcohol and Drug Counsellor was because I am an alcoholic. I’d walked a mile in the shoes of an alcoholic and understood the journey. Although it was difficult to erase the many feelings and anxieties of my experiences as a police officer, counselling became my new life. Several clients had lived a similar lifestyle to myself with a father who’d arrived home intoxicated after a day at the hotel. They wanted to know how I had suddenly stopped drinking. My wife Olga had given me an ultimatum. She threatened to leave me and take my children. I told them without shame how I always remembered that morning in 1977. It was the turning point. 

Often I had wondered why my mother never left my father but to speak in her defence she probably had nowhere to go. And she loved my father with all her heart. She always made excuses for his behaviour. Fortunately for me my wife wasn’t co-dependent and would have carried out her threat. Although I stopped drinking she never again trusted me and thought I would revert to my destructive habits. I couldn’t blame her and promised not to drink alcohol again. I’ve kept my word. I haven’t drunk alcohol since 13th January 1977. 

How I lifted myself out of depression was due to a remarkable event. One night when I worked at the Detoxification Unit a young man came to the unit and wanted to sit underneath the awning to keep out of the rain. He’d been discharged earlier that morning. He felt safe. The following morning I went to see him and saw him slumped over. I thought he was asleep. When I shook him I discovered he was dead. Nurses rushed to revive him but he was pronounced dead on arrival at the hospital. Bedlam erupted. Staff who had worked the previous night was blamed. 

My experience as a detective impelled me to take immediate action. I conducted the investigation as if I’d stepped back in time. It was easy. That morning when I drove home after completing the inquiry I no longer lived in that big black hole. My mind had clarity for the first time since my pacemaker operation. The sky was clear and blue again. I’d won the battle over depression. I felt useful and looked forward to a future. I was on top of the world. 


After this event a transfer to the local Community Health Centre near to where I lived and worked meant I was the only Alcohol and Drug Counsellor for the area. I was elated. Despite my elation this period of my life was not only difficult for me but also for my wife and children. Olga, who worked as a nurse in an aged person’s home, also trained and raced harness-racing horses at our racing stables. Harness racing became our lifeblood over the next decade. Training horses wasn’t new for her as she’d inherited a love of horses from her father who’d been a drover for most of his life. Her experience shone through to illuminate how gifted she was with animals.  She not only personally trained her own horses but drove them in races against her male counterparts and gained respect from many of her peers.

After retiring from the Queensland Police Force I found it difficult to erase the many memories of each investigation I’d carried out when I was a detective. Each time a news story about a murder, rape or armed hold-up appeared on television I’d immediately think of a similar one I’d investigated. For many years I recounted in detail the actual procedure of how the case was solved and it haunted me. I never wanted to become one of those lost police officers who couldn’t move on with their lives. But it was tough not to become one of them.

Another issue I had difficulty working through was the death rate of retired police officers. It astounded me. To my knowledge a police officer after he or she retires may only have up to two years before they either contact cancer or die of a heart attack. I remembered the officers I once worked with and there were too many who had died. I didn’t want to join their ranks.


The role as an Alcohol and Drug Counsellor was gratifying and I continued

to study a variety of causes of drinking behaviour. I discovered the reason why I had drunk alcohol. It was something I learned earlier in my childhood. Armed with this knowledge I knew I could unlearn this behaviour. It opened up a Pandora’s box of demons. I was a rescuer. I wanted to rescue everyone but in turn there was no one to save me. With hard work and determination I finally threw the shackles of a rescuer off my shoulders forever.

Within weeks I applied this newly found Learned Behaviour Programme

on to the many clients who presented themselves to me for counselling. The results 

were immediate. Clients at last knew of a pathway to follow to release them of the

shackles of alcoholism and live a normal life. It was wonderful to walk beside my

clients rather than redeem them.

One morning while I was helping Olga with her horses she asked me about an irritation on her left shoulder. I looked but couldn’t see anything of concern. ‘If you’re so worried about it why don’t you go to the doctor?’ Tests showed she had melanoma Category Three. We were devastated. On my fifty-fourth birthday she had surgery to remove thirteen melanomas from lymph nodes beneath her left arm. Before she went into the operating theatre another melanoma appeared on her lip. She quickly recovered from surgery and endured a course of chemotherapy and radiation to kill

off the cancer but without success.  Our doctor informed me she had nine months to live. My life was shattered. I immediately retired from work to care for her fulltime. We spent the following nine months together, every hour, minute and second.

Olga had always wanted to live on a farm. We sold our Harness Racing Training Complex and bought a farm at Brooloo near Gympie. We didn’t move to 

the property after we sold our complex but often travelled there to plan our retirement. She understood she was dying. We planned and organized together. She designed our new home and selected curtains, carpets and colours. One month before it was completed she lost her fight with cancer. I sat beside her at that final moment of her life. It was as if a candle flame had been blown out. She was cremated and rests in peace in a rose garden in front of the house. She was a wonderful person and I loved her so much.

Life became tough after my wife died but I was lucky to have two wonderful children who cared for me. I retired to the farm at Brooloo to spend time and grieve. After thirty-one years of marriage I didn’t know what to do. I always wanted to write a book about the Learned Behaviour Programme I created when I was an Alcohol and Drug Counsellor, so I did. Confessions Of An Alcoholic was launched at the Imbil Library. It was my life story of alcoholism and how I discovered a way to help others recover.

Two years passed and it was time for me to move on with my life whatever that meant. When I look back on what happened to me over those two years I’m truly amazed at how lonely and lost I’d become. I had no idea what was around the corner. Each Friday morning at eleven o’clock I visited the local coffee shop at Imbil to have a cup of coffee and a chat with the owner. I was a newcomer in their town and needed to meet people. It was difficult to relate to another woman because over the past thirty years the only woman I’d totally opened up to was my wife. On one of my visits the owner of the coffee shop told me about a friend who worked with her. She had suddenly lost her husband who’d died of a heart attack. My heart went out to this friend. I didn’t know her but understood exactly how she felt. ‘Can I help?’  These were the only words I could find to say.

At times I wonder why throughout our lives we meet people and remain friends for life. When I review the struggles I had with alcoholism and the love I received from numerous people who helped me, I know some events were meant to happen. Is there a giant hand in our universe with fingers that guide us through the tapestry of life? Before I settled at Brooloo I’d never heard of the town. Did Olga have

a premonition of what was to happen to me after she died? After her death I didn’t have any intentions of meeting anyone or ever think I would fall in love again. But I did. 

The owner of the coffee shop’s friend who lost her husband became my closest friend. Gwen and I shared the loss of our long time partners, our grief and sorrows. And we fell in love. Today I am the luckiest person in the world. Another door has opened. My life is now complete.
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