
[image: Cover: Boogie Wonderland, by Kate Halfpenny. A memoir about sea changes, marriage and riding the waves of midlife.]



[image: Boogie Wonderland, by Kate Halfpenny. Affirm Press.]




For all my darlings, especially Maggie.





PROLOGUE

When I was younger, I thought by fifty I’d know everything and everything would be sorted. I wouldn’t be poor. I wouldn’t have skin problems or man problems. I’d have an excellent career, zero internal angst and a cool signature style. I’d go trekking in Morocco with girlfriends.

Ha. Now I’m closer to sixty and more unsettled than ever. It’s like a tiny bomb explodes every couple of months. A fallen parent with broken ribs, a work client ditching my years of experience for AI. A dog getting old. My perimenopause rosacea is still punishing. I struggle to walk in heels when I used to run in them. My daily highlights are handfeeding magpies and wondering how many people today will tell me about their next caravan trip.

I was meant to be living my dream life by the beach now. Loving how we’d ditched the city and made a longed-for sea change. I’d pictured myself wafting about in palazzo pants passing charcuterie platters and murmuring ‘the cheese is local’ to ace chilled-out neighbours.

I was supposed to be recovering from a workplace so bad it made me suicidal.

Instead, I was struggling to figure out why I’d chosen coastal life. Why I’d left behind the convenience and community of the city, the easy access to my family and friends, for a small town that died at 5pm and eyed city refugees with suspicion.

So when my husband Chris casually admitted that he’d been secretly day drinking for months, I didn’t know what it meant for my marriage and dreams of a shiny new life.

The reveal was accidental. We’d been at the local main beach with my dad, Brian. The water was only waist-deep but Dad’s dodgy eighty-three-year-old knees meant when he was knocked off his feet, he couldn’t stand up again. I saw it happen from a distance, the ruthless parade of waves smashing over his head as he turned his face to the sky, mouth gaping like a hooked grouper.

So this is how it happens, I thought. Today I’ve hung out the sheets, slow-roasted Roma tomatoes and seen my dad die.

But hold the bus, my husband was there by Bri’s side, reaching out. Fantastic. Disaster averted.

Yeah, except it wasn’t. Chris was falling over too. He couldn’t get a grip on Dad. They were lurching around together like bears wrestling. And Chris was giggling. Far out, was everyone having a stroke? I tore open my boogie board wrist strap and ran. Got my arms under Bri’s. Hauled.

‘Dad, you have to help me.’ Where are the lifeguards? ‘Stand up. It’s shallow.’

Hauled again. And there he was, up. Arms around each other, we limped back to our pile of stuff. Chris was up and about too, smiling weakly. It was weird when I realised what was wrong with him. Why in the surf he’d looked punch-drunk.

Because he was actually actual drunk.

Mouth like an envelope, I drove us back to ours. Dad stayed for a packet of chips. Then he went home and I went to town on my husband.

Problem was, Chris had form. Both his late parents had problematic relationships with alcohol. In a past single life he’d smash close to twenty ciders in one sitting. He cut back when we got together, but like a lot of us during Covid, booze became a best friend.

Only two weeks before I’d smelt vodka on his breath after he drove us to the beach, and he’d admitted to occasionally day drinking over summer. No biggie.

I’d believed him then. Now I was furious and terrified.

‘How long’s this been going on? Why didn’t you tell me?’

He shrugged but his tone was defensive. ‘Jesus. I’m not fourteen. I don’t have to check with Mum. I felt like a drink at lunchtime. It’s what people on holidays do. You included.’

I like drinking, sure, but it was a way to have fun, not a need. As Chris kept talking – just a warm weather lark, he was in control, why was I trying to stitch him up, la la la – all I heard were alarm bells.

Does it sound bad to say it felt like he was hijacking my recovery time, my time to figure myself out? I currently had the bigger trauma catalogue. For the first time, I wasn’t meant to be looking after him – he was meant to be looking after me. I was an empty-nester stumbling towards menopause, traumatised from the job disaster, miles away from kids and mates, torn between what I wanted my new home to be and what it really was. I was desperate to be happy.

This was the last thing I needed.

But it was about to get worse.





CHAPTER ONE

Most of us have a fantasy about a place we want to be which is miles from where we are now. An isolated farmhouse with a veranda, a new four-bedroom place with a media room in suburbia, a glittering nest above city streets.

You know what yours is, right?

We think if we can just move to this personal vision of utopia, everything in our life will be better. No more boring relationships, challenging children, terrifying credit card statements, half-hearted orgasms. No more shit jobs or bosses, and actually, maybe no job at all. Just surfing, hiking, crafting, reading. Because this new life somehow doesn’t require much money to fund it.

For a long time, my own real estate heaven was beach houses. Mid-century originals with craptastic kitchens and pink tiled bathrooms were my weakness, but I loved anything with giant windows and great light and a garden where Passiona would be served in those anodised cups from childhood. Buying one of those coastal places represented a bit of wriggle room from financial pressures, a new adventure, space and a life with much less stress.

And my husband Chris and I actually did it, in late 2020. We ditched the city for coastal Ocean Grove, a twenty-minute drive down country roads outside Geelong on Victoria’s Bellarine Peninsula.

Truth is, we loved Melbourne until we didn’t. Actually, that’s not even true. We never stopped loving it. It just stopped feeling like what it was offering was what we needed.

It was probably partly a kneejerk reaction to the pandemic and its madnesses. But before that, more and more often the old, ‘Is this all there is?’ thought was stuck in my head while I was stuck at lights in peak hour or crossing the street to dodge another inner-city meth head ranting that I was a cunt and he was going to smash me and all the other cunts etc.

The philosophical internal stuff was one thing, which I’ll come back to later. It’s a big part of what happened then and is still happening, a big part of the midlife experience. For now, the key thing to know is it seemed that what was at the heart of the hunt for an escape button was the most boring of boring old chestnuts.

Money problems.

Yeah, I want to stab myself in the eyes with a blunt pencil just saying it. Even now, when I’m far enough along the road to know finances were really just the tip of the iceberg of my reasons for wanting to reset and reinvent.

In the city, we had all the trappings of middle-class life. A three-level warehouse conversion in Collingwood, the epicentre of Melbourne’s cool inner suburbs. A European car (well, an ageing Golf), loads of Le Creuset cookware, good luggage, a collection of 1970s Italian glassware, Dior ankle boots, passports that were stamped at least once a year.

We also had my vanity and that was costly. I pretend I can’t care less what I look like and it’s true I don’t know how to put on makeup or use hair tools. But inside me is a kid who was tubby for most of her teens. At parties, while everyone else was pashing in corners, I’d be wandering around in my Advance Australia jumper with a bad fringe, singing the words of Adrian Gurvitz’s ‘Classic’ to myself. Coming from Tassie, I was two years ahead in schooling but light-years behind in style.

I’d never even heard of the Hoodoo Gurus until I saw the name written on Lynda Smethurst’s pencil case in Year Twelve. It took moving out of suburbia and the passing of a couple of decades for me to get fit, learn how to dress, and understand the value of a good cut and colour. Then the clunky kid inside me faded away so much that I will confess here that I love checking myself out in shop windows.

But whenever I get stressed, the unsure teenager comes out. And my insecurity is best dealt with by getting out the credit card. If my chakras went wonky in Collingwood, I’d calm myself by looking at shoes on Net-A-Porter. Maybe buy a pair. Or four. My self-medicating was – and still is – slipping into second-hand shop Goodbyes to nab a $70 Alberta Ferretti 1990s leather skirt or Marni silk shirt to prove that yes, Kate, you still fit into small clothes.

Maintaining all the stuff you buy, the optics you buy into, is expensive. You buy things then have to insure them, then have to insure yourself so if you get sick or die you can pay for all your goods. Our insurances seemed on par with the GDP of a small African nation. What a rat trap.

So. We were living a life we couldn’t really afford. Our mortgage was stonking, a touch above $800,000 – I think the repayments were around $6000 a month – which was kind of killing us behind the scenes.

When we’d bought the place in 2014 we still had two kids at home who needed housing, and one who drifted in and out from travels looking for a bed and a feed. We couldn’t magic up a downsize. I couldn’t see us all taking turns in one bathroom, playing hands of Uno before turning in at night in our bunk room. Neither could we magically shake off our internal expectations of what comes with being middle-aged and ostensibly middle class.

Our quicksand situation wasn’t fully a case of us being caught out keeping up with the Joneses. There were circumstances and life twists.

One was that I made the biggest professional mistake of my almost-forty-year career and unexpectedly found myself facing life without a job. Tough for a woman of a certain age working in the cutthroat, often ageist world of media. More on that later. In the middle of that disaster, a coach I knew gave me a tip that changed how I saw things.

‘We all spend our lives thinking about saving and spending money. It obsesses us,’ he said. ‘And we’ve got it wrong. What’s much more precious is time.’

Knowing how to use time boils down to accepting you can’t have what you want until you know what you want, the coach said. He told me to write down what my dream life looked like. No detail too big or small. No self-editing.

At the time it felt dicky. Like I was thirteen again, trying to manifest some apricot jeans and a boy to rollerskate with by writing in my diary with a pink glitter pen. But I was clutching at any lifeline.

One of the art diaries I stick recipes in had blank pages. I found a pen that worked and was off. Sandwiched between ‘baked cheesecake’ and ‘chicken and sausage cassoulet’, the three pages that poured out are now so precious that they’d be my most prized exhibit if I had a personal Smithsonian museum.

Amid the non-earth-shattering bits about possibly never wearing heels again and learning to drum, the recurring theme was how much I wanted power over how I spent my time.

Before then, I’d been happier having it broken up into blocks for me by inbuilt obligations. I’d been an employee since 1986 because I like security and superannuation. I’d had a mortgage since 1990 because it was enforced savings. I’d been a wife and mother for twenty-eight years because it meant everything and was who I was.

Yeah, not so much anymore according to my dream life inner planner. I’d had enough.

Goodbye banks, bosses and maternal responsibilities. Hello, creativity.

Even my daily 5.37am workout wake-up call was getting cancelled. I wanted to sleep according to my body clock, not my alarm clock.

Among my dreams: live in a light-filled small house on the coast. Have savings. Not have to answer to fuckwits. See my parents more. Create a business where I could work anywhere, anytime, and be good at it. Spend two hours a day reading, painting, exercising for pleasure. Cook what I want to eat. Be less responsive to my husband’s morning churlishness. Help people going through divorce. Be more in nature. Be a foster parent or support young mothers.

The last line: be in charge of my own life for the first time in decades while staying married.

The coach didn’t even want to know what I’d written. He had just one question.

‘Now that you know what you want, why aren’t you doing it?’





CHAPTER TWO

Barwon Heads is famous for being the backdrop for the original SeaChange TV show. If you’ve never watched it, the plot saw a city lawyer with two kids hotfoot it from Melbourne to the coast, escaping a soured marriage and high-pressure career.

Laura, played by Sigrid Thornton, overcame the obligatory rocky start – kooky misunderstandings, suspicion about the townie newbies, culture shocks – to become beloved by locals and love her new home. It was charming, it was smart and it spawned a dream for 1990s families to up sticks and move to the sticks.

It made the phrase ‘sea change’ something we all talked about at dinner parties and wondered about privately: surely it couldn’t be as good as it looked on telly? Was it the answer to suburban ennui? Could coastal towns really be the mother lode of handsome, articulate, urbane-in-a-beachy-way available men?

Chris and I were about to find out.

God love him so much, knowing my lifelong obsession with seaside living meant he was on board immediately when I said I wanted to speed up our plan and leave Melbourne.

‘Fantastic idea. Let’s start house shopping.’

Making a snap sea change hardly made us revolutionaries during the pandemic. Suddenly it was possible for anyone slogging through a life malaise or anyone who’d ever had a vision of moving out of the city to their dream spot to do it. Working from home changed everything. Gave us that unprecedented flexibility to conduct business from anywhere and create work around life, not the other way round.

So much so that Covid and what was called the new normal – plus fears about what could still lie ahead – prompted about 146,000 people from Sydney and Melbourne alone to move to the regions. It was the new Australian dream, replacing the old quarter-acre-block vision we grew up with.

Something about the nostalgia of the Australian Crawl lyric about young lovers living down the coast always spoke to me. Made me feel eighteen again with tons of possibilities ahead.

Chris and I were about a hundred years past being young lovers but our bruising 2020 made me obsessed with the idea of living away from routines and getting some peace and quiet, getting in nature. Made me want to get rid of things like expensive real estate that no longer served us.

Our Collingwood place was on Easey Street. Yeah, we heard tons of gags about living on Easey Street. When life first started to become harder there amid the money squeeze, our plans were pretty shapeless. We talked about riding it out for five to ten years until we retired, then selling up and maybe living short term in a ton of different places so that our life was always evolving.

But now that it was maybe go time, the idea of schlepping our stuff around all the time in the interests of keeping things fresh seemed exhausting. I wanted a safe little bolthole where I could rebuild myself.

So the coast was the go.

Part of the pull towards the sea was that I’d done a sea change as a kid and had the best time ever.

In 1975, when I was eight, my parents bought the Silver Sands Hotel Motel in Bicheno, a tiny fishing village on Tasmania’s east coast, and moved our family from Melbourne. Funnily enough, the pandemic pushed up prices in the town so much the median house price is now higher than Hobart’s.

Back then, Bicheno was sleepy AF. Nobody had heard of it. Dogs wandered slowly up streets, sidestepping slow tumbleweeds. The population was in the low hundreds. There was a servo, a hardware shop, a school with about twenty-seven kids. And rusted-on locals who sailed off in their commercial fishing boats by morning and propped up our bar at night, often still in their big white fishing gumboots.

The most exciting thing that happened in my time was when the Leyland Brothers set up their projector and did a talk at the local hall. Oh, and one of the famous woodchopping Fosters from northern Tassie brained everyone in the woodchop at the school fête.

Rounding out the top three: when we first moved, Dad decided his city clobber including purple leather platform shoes and matching flares had no place in his new role as coastal mine host. He took everything in a suitcase to the local tip. Next day, the hotel handyman Alvin clocked on in Dad’s platforms and statement dacks.

As a kid, coastal life was unreal. So much freedom. Mum and Dad were working almost around the clock and my sisters, Louise and Jane, were at boarding school in Launceston. Me and my brother, Sammy – seventeen months younger than me and my lifelong best friend – had the run of the joint to make our own fun.

Mornings, we delivered continental breakfasts through the hutches in the motel rooms. Walked next door to school then came home for lunch, usually local trevalla and chips from the counter meal menu. After school, we fanged around on Honda 50s, hunted for cowries in rock pools, learned how to hold flapping crayfish. Played a ton of Scalextric in our upstairs playroom. It had sweeping views of the Pacific. The 1972 hit The Poseidon Adventure had put the frighteners on me and I stood regular vigils, staring out at the sea for a killer ‘tidal wave’.

But while for kids Bicheno was an unlikely paradise, Mum and Dad got burnout from running a motel in a place where anyone from the ‘mainland’ was an outsider to be suspicious of. In 1982, my parents were early adopters of the reverse sea change.

We moved back to Melbourne’s eastern suburbs. Its landlocked blandness was a prison after Tassie, so predictable and dull, everyone locked in their houses or seeing driving to Chadstone Shopping Centre for the day as a good use of time. I hated suburbia. It represented the loss of my beach paradise. From the age of sixteen, I wanted to find a way back to coastal life.

It took a while, but in 1994, with one baby in a pram and another in my tummy, my then-husband Jay and I paid $172,250 for an unrenovated Victorian house one block back from the sea in Williamstown.

Yes, it was a suburb of Melbourne but it had a country-town feel. Big wide streets, no traffic lights, local lacrosse and footy clubs, a great little beach. The nearest thing to coastal living you could get less than 15 kilometres from the city.

For three months a year, we also parked our 1970s caravan at a site at the caravan park at Barwon Heads, across the bridge from Ocean Grove. So fun. The kids learned to surf. They’d find bikes at the local tip and ride without helmets up to the bakery for pies or the IGA for lemon slice. It was pretty cruisy.

It was where I discovered late-in-life boogie boarding. Far out, it was so fun. And there’s nothing to it. You just jump on a wave, lie down and nature takes you for a ride. It was a cool little rush, from the cold water to the satisfaction of not stuffing up the timing. My yellow Toobs board became one of my ‘must grab in case of fire’ belongings.

The kids started to call me ‘Toobs’. They’d fall about laughing at my technique, which involved staying about 2 metres offshore. I’m 5 foot flat in the old terminology and freak out about not being able to get on the board and also getting my head underwater if I’m out of my depth.

‘Mum, you look like you’re at Pissweak World. Come out the back with us.’ Yeah, nah. I’m good in the shallows. Always like to be touching solid ground.

In 2020 it was more than memories pulling me towards a sea change. In a lovely symmetry, my brother Sammy had just had the guts to leave behind a national retail career to become an apprentice electrician at the age of fifty-two, with three daughters still at school.

He’d wanted to be a tradie since Year Ten but ended up in business for national and global companies. He simultaneously was good at it while hating it. Post-Covid, he wanted to do what he’d always wanted to do: be in hi-vis on the tools.

Sammy’s self-belief and determination to create a life that he actually wanted inspired me so much. If he backed himself to support his family on a teenager’s wage and convince an employer to take on a middle-aged man with no electrical experience, surely I could reinvent my reality with bold action?

I reckoned I’d earned the right to be selfish with my days and dreams. I’d worked since I was fifteen, paid stacks of tax, never troubled the public purse with education or schooling or the cops. Had bought my parents a house, didn’t text and drive, had only once had a wee in public (and nobody saw).

My friend Kate Christie is a time management specialist who’s worked with Deloitte, L’Oréal and the European Union. The author of five books on living for yourself, Kate’s mission is to move everyone from a time-management to a time-investment lens. And to invest your time in things you really want to do while you’re young enough to do them. One day when she dropped over, Kate had almost the same message as the coach.

‘Time is the great equaliser. You have the same amount of time as any billionaire, so you have to treat it as you do money – an enormously precious limited resource to be invested for the greatest return… Stop sitting in the passenger seat waiting for opportunity to tap you on the shoulder.’

Climbing into the driver’s seat, I called an inner-city real estate agent. We sold Easey Street in less than two weeks and amped up our search for a new place.

Our two non-negotiables were related to our Groodle dog Maggie, who was then eleven. Because of her arthritis, our new house had to be single storey. And it had to have a deck off the master bedroom so Mags had independence to take herself in and out at night.

One place gave me an instant tingle of recognition even just seeing it online. The listing hit me immediately when I found it a couple of hours after it went live. A sunlit renovated Californian bungalow with a wide front veranda, concrete benches, storage space galore, a home office, and curtains of greenery seen from every room.

The clincher was the ensuite. The couple who’d bought and renovated the place as young marrieds decided the adults should have the bath and the bigger glamorous space, and the kids and guests could make do with a double walk-in shower.

Trouble was, we Melburnians were still in lockdown and Ocean Grove was outside the government’s infamous ‘ring of steel’ dividing the city from the regions. It was due to be lifted the following Monday, but I was freaking out that it would be too late.

This wasn’t just I Must Have It paranoia. It was a time of madness when coastal houses were being snapped up unseen by people like us the day they were listed.

Solution: our daughter Sadie’s uni life in Geelong meant she was close to Ocean Grove. Then ploughing through a double degree in architecture and construction management, Sades had the skills to check the quality of the build and design as much as the aesthetics. She was roped in to go to the house’s first open for inspection that weekend.

My instructions were simple: ‘If you love it, I will too. Tell the agent we want it and not to sell it to anyone else until we can get there.’

Ten minutes after the inspection, Sades was on the blower. ‘Yay! Mum, it’s very you. This is it.’

Two days later, when the ring of steel was lifted, Chris and I took our first pandemic days off work. The drive down felt like Christmas after endless months of city lockdowns.

Chris looked over at me. ‘I’ve got a good feeling about this house.’

Okay. Pull up outside. Triple-fronted dark-grey timber fence lined with a towering hedge of pittosporums. Up a path between two velvety slabs of lawn. A white house with timber windows and a fantastic heavy timber door.

First impressions: immaculate, open, heaven.

Chris grabbed my hand when we’d taken maybe four steps inside. ‘It’s incredible. We’re putting in an offer.’

Three days later, the house was ours.

We weren’t even a tiny bit leery of committing to the first place we saw. Almost 700 square metres of garden and a three-bedroom house for $882,000. Whacko! Just over half of what Easey Street sold for.

Goodbye giant punishing mortgage, hello tiny one.

Freeing up our financial situation felt fabulous and Ocean Grove (population 17,714 in 2021) was a panacea after grimy, aspirational Collingwood.

OG is much more down-to-earth. I loved that it was more bogan than bougie Barwon Heads, which bristles with homewares stores and gourmet provedores. That lack of pretension made it more like Bicheno. It had bakeries that had never heard of brioche but made excellent neenish tarts. There were still original beach houses and a classic shopping strip – bookshop, couple of jewellers, newsagent – lined with Norfolk pines.

There was something lovely about leaving behind inner-city sensibilities and the pressure of keeping up with the Joneses for something more authentic and daggy.

I still hadn’t seen my parents since lockdown. They live in Drysdale, 15 minutes’ drive up back roads from Ocean Grove. They knew we’d been toying with the idea of moving but not that we’d fast-tracked our plans.

I rang Helene. ‘Hey Ma, are you free tomorrow? We want to see you. We’ve found a house that looks good. Come through with us.’

Walking through the house again knowing it was ours was ace. We all oohed over the split-level deck (‘you could put a big table here for Christmas and Easter’) before I steered Helene and Brian to a dappled patch of grass under the apple tree.

‘Mama, what do you think?’

‘Kate, it’s beautiful. The linen cupboard. All the cupboards. Are you interested?’

‘Yeah. We are. We love it. So much that we bought it yesterday.’

Hugging my mum after our long separation in a garden that was now mine, I sobbed as if I was emoting in a second-tier panto. Imagine watching Bridge to Terabithia and that Jennifer Aniston movie about the dog on a split screen and you’re on the right track.

We rang the kids, rang friends, surprised some people.

‘The Duchess of Collingwood is off to the backwoods of Geelong?’ said one. ‘You’ll hate it.’

Another: ‘How unreal. You’re a beach girl at heart. Perfect.’

A third: ‘Darl, what about all your shoes? You won’t be wearing them down at the Grove. If you’re getting rid of the patent Jimmy Choos – yeah, the courts – I’m putting my hand up.’

The Choos were coming with. Even though I couldn’t see myself cranking them out in Ocean Grove, I wasn’t in permanent exile from Melbourne. I’d need my city stuff for when I nipped up for the day on the train.

Funny old world, but as an aside, I’d sat next to Sigrid Thornton, aka SeaChange’s Laura, at a Nine lunch when the show was rebooted in 2019. I told Sigrid how during my entire time in Collingwood, my Toobs boogie board was kept in the boot of the Golf as a sign of faith I’d one day be back at the coast.

‘Really? How wonderful. Can I tell the writers that? Maybe Laura can take up boogie boarding.’





CHAPTER THREE

Nobody thought to even take a backward look at Easey Street as we drove away for the last time on 11 January 2021. So much so that the guy doing the professional exit clean found half a case of champagne left over from Christmas in the downstairs wardrobe.

He rang. Did we want to turn around and pick it up?

Nah. We were on a new path now. Keep the booze, my friend, or stick it out the front of the apartments. Someone will take it in about ten seconds.

Sades had moved out a month or so earlier when lockdowns started to lift, but came back for moving day. She and I were squashed in the Golf between bags and boxes, following Chris and Maggie in the Skoda. They were following the two removalist trucks. The drive down was frustrating. There were roadworks on the West Gate Freeway, and because it was the hottest day of the summer, nudging 38 degrees, everyone was trying to get to the coast.

My dream was to pull up at Ocean Grove as a synchronised team. ‘Nobody can get there before anybody else.’ Chris wasn’t on my convoy wavelength. He kept trying to burn us off as if he were eleven and desperate to beat his BMX gang to the fish and chip shop.

At the first traffic lights coming in to Geelong, we managed to draw level. Did the wind down the window signal. He was smiling and waving, delighted to see us.

‘Fucking stop driving so fast!’

Chris laughed. ‘I just want to get there. This is so exciting.’

Past Sexyland, past the old Ford factory, the train station. Ha – we’d lost the trucks for a while but there they were, rocking along with our life inside them. Yes. And then the first sign to Ocean Grove. I started crying for the millionth time since we bought the house, relieved and terrified and super happy.

Sweet Betty White in a nine-man canoe. This was happening.

Sades blasted ‘Standing on the Outside’ when we turned off the highway onto our long street. We belted the chorus, winding down the road among gum trees and pony paddocks for 5 kilometres.

Our house. Home.

And action stations.

It was already after 3pm and the removalist boys had been going since 7am in the heat. There was no time to imprint Insta-worthy first memories. We’d imagined Maggie would be thrilled by her flat house with garden on three sides. But she was discombobulated. She squeezed nervously through the towers of cardboard boxes, looking for us.

Our son Felix took a couple of days off work to help with the move. I’d hated it when he’d left home just before the pandemic, taking not just his energy and his bristling affection but his handyman skills. Now he was in our new place, Makita drill charged to build nine IKEA Billy bookcases in three different rooms. Sades was busy on the tools too, zapping beds and kitchen stools together. Mum and Dad unpacked the kitchen, our friends Leigh and Nikki Henningham tackled the linen cupboard.

By seven thirty, it was just us and the two kids. Almost like the olden days, when they were growing up and being a hands-on mother wasn’t just my job but the best thing that ever happened to me. Almost perfect, except my oldest child, Jack, was stuck in the city at work. I was in our bedroom, trying to Tetris my clothes in the wardrobe, when someone came up behind me.

Jack. Laughing. Arms open. ‘As if I’d miss it. Sorry I’m late, Ma.’

I cried again. Hopeless. All my darlings, all together on this much-dreamed-about first day. We sat out the front with beers and pizza, the sky smudging to indigo around the edges. Slept brilliantly. The first night.

From the start, the house felt like ours. Small, spectacular. Every room jewelled with light all day. Waking to the apple tree exploding with lorikeets. The firepit with benches handmade by Felix and his girlfriend, Pip. But while every detail – the timber work, concrete benches, double- hung windows – was absolutely our taste, it was the vision of the previous owners, Jocelyn and Matt.

When we signed the contract for the house, I sent Jocelyn flowers, champagne and a card saying I knew the experience of selling a family place could be bittersweet, with a promise to look after and love her home.

Three days before we moved in, Sadie and I drove down for the pre-settlement inspection. Jocelyn and her family were there, packing. Meeting the outgoing owners in person was unexpected, maybe weird, but ultimately fantastic. Jocelyn was in the kitchen and we actually ran into a hug as if we were magnetised.

It was really emotional. I appreciated that my delight in the house, my vision for what it represented, meant this gorgeous mother of two was losing something precious.

When they moved out, Jocelyn and Matt left us a handmade custom chopping board for the kitchen and a remarkable compendium for the property, starting with the real estate brochure from when they bought it and documenting every step of its renovation a couple of years earlier.

Paint colours, cabinetry details, appliance warranties, the brand of oil used on the timber windows and doors, what to wash the floor with. What a resource.

Jocelyn also handwrote a three-page letter which took us beyond the practical decisions she and Matt had made in the home and into the emotional heft it had for their family.

She shared they bought ‘the little blue and yellow shack down by the river’ just after they were married. A lemon tree they were given for their engagement was planted in the front garden (it still bears tons of fruit).

Their renovation plans were put on hold when Jocelyn’s dad died.

‘My dad’s name was Chris. Shortly after my dad passed, new neighbours moved in next door. His name was Chris. I then saw on your contract that a Chris had purchased the home. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I knew you were both the right people for our home. Dad was sending me a sign that it was okay to move on to the next chapter.’

The couple demolished the house themselves, and all of the trades who worked on the house were close friends. ‘This is just how things are done here. Everyone has grown up down here and we all pitch in together and help one another to get ahead.’

As Jocelyn wrote, they put their money into doing a quality build they connected with emotionally: ‘The house is not grand. It isn’t big and it isn’t necessarily amazing compared to some of the houses in the area. But it is warm, cosy, inviting.’

She advised putting a bird feeder in the apple tree for parrots and cockatoos. Said there’s a family of friendly ringtail possums who can be hand fed. Told us how to find a hidden track over the road to get onto the golf course to walk the dog and watch sunsets.

Jocelyn signed off: ‘May our home bring you lots of love and amazing memories. I just wanted you to know it has been a happy home and it was loved.’

Reading that reinforced for us the vibe that we’d had about our new place being the complete opposite in quality and legacy to the one we’d just left.

We’d been gifted the story of a couple, their life in Ocean Grove, their community and the house at the centre of it all. Pretty rare, I reckon, to have a joyous, detailed history of where you live.

This new house was built for love, not profit. It was the dream of a family, not a project for a developer. It was thoughtful. It was built properly and to last. It had seen Christmas Eves, parents falling asleep reading one last kids’ book, first days of school. It had history and soul and we loved it immediately.

Less than forty-eight hours after we moved in, all the boxes were unpacked and we were kicking back on the outdoor couch on the back deck, toasting our sea change master stroke. We had everything we wanted. Or so I thought. Which was why when things imploded so spectacularly in the not-so-distant future, I wasn’t ready. I was a deer in the headlights, not sure which way to jump to save myself.





CHAPTER FOUR

One tradition Chris and I kicked off during our first full summer in Ocean Grove was a boogie board every day. We’d check the tides on an app every morning, aim to stop whatever we were doing about an hour before high tide and hit the waves.

So there I was one afternoon, in the sea with my husband, just as I’d dreamed.

This day Chris was laughing a lot. Kinda fishy. He’s usually more an Easter Island statue than a Luna Park clown. I love how hard it is to make him smile. My daily challenge. Much tougher than Wordle, and more rewarding.

One fantastic wave caught us both and hoiked us onto the sand in the shallows. Boards touching, salty and happy, we hammed it up. Shared a cheesy smack of a kiss. And I smelt and tasted it, transferred from his mouth to mine. Vodka?

It was so out of context. We were at the beach, not a bar. It was maybe 3pm. Chris had driven us there, through holiday traffic and clumps of unpredictable tourists in the car park. Why was he drinking and driving? Why was he drinking and swimming? Even assuming it was a one-off, if he’d had a few drinks that day, why hadn’t I seen him do it or been offered a drink?

Actually, wait. A couple of times before I’d caught a whiff of spirits about him around lunchtime. Just the lightest zephyr. Hard to confirm its origins.

‘Darling, are you drinking?’ Said as a semi-joke because as if he was on the gas alone and early. I trod lightly so as not to scare the horses or appear like a controlling arsehole, but I wanted to know.

‘Am I drinking? What? No. Why?’

‘Because I can smell something.’

‘It’s Diet Coke. I just had one. Do you know where the sunscreen is? I’m going to put the boards in the car.’

A couple of days later when I asked for a second time, he raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you projecting something here?’ Maybe I was. Catastrophising. Not sexy. Still, I was suspicious and not even sure why.

But this time, after the boogie board pash, I knew I was right. On both counts – the lying and the weird boozing.

I’m not sure how anyone else has felt in those situations where you find out someone you live with or are close to has a secret that could potentially implode your life. My world felt upended. Sure, knowing I hadn’t been imagining things was validating but I also felt pretty worried about what it all meant.

Meanwhile, the man himself was all shrugs. Very Bart Simpson, ‘I didn’t do anything.’ No biggie, nothing to see, lady.

My gut was telling me something was very wrong, but marriage is all about trust, right? At the kitchen table, losing the afternoon light, we thrashed out a deal.

No more day drinking.

No more secret drinking.

No drinking and driving.

No drinking alone unless passing a kidney stone and needing quick anaesthesia.

He said yes to all of it.

Which is why what happened with Dad’s near-drowning two weeks later was so brutal.

My problem? Yeah, Chris’s backstory. There was that past single life, where he drank like the world was ending. The fact that during Covid he hit it hard again and had trouble stopping. It created problems for us. He felt defiant. I felt defeated.

During the pandemic he was insistent he was fine and that I was freaking out unnecessarily. The world would open back up and the ship would eventually right itself, he said. Psych appointments were almost impossible to get at that stage, with everyone losing it during the pandemic, and he knew his own demons inside out anyway.

For ages, I wanted to believe him. After all, his drinking seemed to stabilise to what passes in Australia for normal. A couple of voddies or wines on weeknights, binges on weekends. You know the drill. Drinking that makes you feel wonderfully blurry but has the audience thinking, ‘like, what?’ without quite ringing klaxon alarms.

Like when Chris was so drunk he took off his pesky jeans and strolled about, beaming glassily, to the surprise of guests. The night he went to the bathroom in a pub and was so disoriented he couldn’t find his way back. I texted when he didn’t show up. ‘Where are you?’ ‘Not telling.’ It was actually kind of funny and became an in-joke for a while but, truth was, he wasn’t not telling—he had no clue where he was.

The day I spent fifteen hours in hospital with Mum after she had a fall. Came home to a house with no porch light on, no dinner cooked, Chris smashed and beyond talking. Exhausted, eating Nutella from the jar, I fielded calls about Helene from family while filling out our household’s 2021 Census form. I’d banked on Chris doing it while I was away but he couldn’t even tell me his job title.

The nights I’d want conversation or sex but was derailed by my husband being slumped on the couch, consciousness flickering like the TV in front of him. His morning ritual of hangover-busting coffee and Nurofen. All dismissed as nothing to worry about.

So when Bri drove away from our place after his brush with death, Chris defaulted to lying – it had served him well before. Then he decided to go on the front foot and have a crack at a denial.

‘Fuck me. This again. It’s like I’m living with Inspector Clouseau.’ Rubbing his fists into his eyes. Not quite meeting mine.

‘Can you not? What happened today was terrifying, seeing Dad’s face going under like that. You were so wobbly and you were laughing like it was hilarious. I’m not an idiot, I’m not blind, I
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