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As a professional musical theatre performer, Christine has always been a storyteller. In 2016, she wrote and produced her own one-woman show, Places I Have Been, which premiered to a sold-out audience at the Kew Court House, Melbourne, and inspired her to write her memoir. Christine is currently completing a Master of Arts in Writing and Literature at Deakin University. Her musical theatre credits include the Australian productions of The Sound of Music, The Wizard of Oz and Anything Goes. When Christine isn’t writing, she can usually be found enjoying a coffee at her local cafe, watching K-dramas with her cat, Darcy, by her side or planning her future travels.
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Happiness is not a matter of intensity but of balance and order and rhythm and harmony.

Thomas Merton

One thinks one is going to make a journey, yet soon it’s the journey that makes or unmakes you.

Nicolas Bouvier





Introduction

It was early afternoon in Seoul. The smell of charred meat and stale cigarettes wafted from a restaurant packed for the lunch hour, and a steady thrum of K-pop ballads filtered from the cafe on the corner – the soundtrack of my new life. 

With some time to spare before work, I wound my way through narrow back alleys towards the main street of Gangnam, an area famous for its plush boutiques, high-end department stores and ritzy underground clubs. Dubbed the ‘Beverly Hills of Seoul’, Gangnam is the commercial hub of South Korea’s biggest tech companies and corporate chaebol conglomerates – billion-dollar enterprises run by multiple generations of the one family. With its fast cars, celebrity status and the most exclusive real estate in the country, it was the last place on earth I’d ever expected to find myself living. 

As I rounded the entrance to the subway station, a giant neon billboard flashed over my head, showcasing the latest K-beauty trends and designer brands, and a drone of heavy bass beats blasted through the crowded streets. In the opposite direction, an ancient Buddhist temple founded during the Silla Dynasty, one of the Three Kingdoms of Korea, stood stoic and serene, an oasis of calm and green amidst the urban sprawl of modern-day Seoul. The air was icy fresh, but the snow had recently melted and tight buds of cherry blossom on the trees that lined the boulevard held all the promise of spring. Every season that unfolded before my eyes was a gift of new offerings and unexplored terrain. It was one of the things I loved most about the city – the way the seasons dictated the patterns of life. 

Unlike my hometown of Melbourne, where the weather chops and changes without preamble or warning, each season in South Korea is uniquely defined and steeped in philosophical meaning. According to Korean belief, spring is the beginning of the yang cycle, commonly associated with warmth and light. It is a time of hope and rebirth, when nature bursts forth in all its glory and insects and animals awaken from their slumber. 

In perfect alignment with the burgeoning landscape, I was feeling brighter than I had in ages, a cautious bubble of contentment rising within. Not so long ago, the sheer force of the city had overwhelmed me: the cars that lurched onto the footpath, the stench of sewage that intermittently crossed my path, the frantic pace at which everything moved. But now I found it exhilarating, my spirits revived by the smells and sounds that oozed from the city’s core. 

When I left Melbourne for South Korea in September 2005, life had lost its flavour. All the things that once gave me pleasure no longer held their shiny appeal. Adrenalin surged through my veins day and night, and the crippling weight of grief and self-doubt repeatedly stole the breath from my lungs. In an all-time career low, I’d been driving around the outskirts of the city dressed as a tap-dancing dinosaur, entertaining three- and four-year-old children who were more interested in the contents of their nasal passages than anything I had to offer. 

After countless cringe-worthy renditions of Elvis Presley’s ‘Jailhouse Rock’, adorned in a green lycra bodysuit that clung to my figure in all the wrong places and gave me a permanent wedgie, I was ready to drive my car off a cliff when an unexpected phone call from my agent offered a less drastic alternative. 

‘A theatre company is looking for a Hi-5-style performer,’ she informed me. ‘I think you should go for it!’ 

Hi-5 was the latest craze with kids: a group of all-singing, 
all-dancing, overly bubbly performers formed for a TV series of the same name. 

‘There’s just one thing,’ she added. ‘They’re based in Seoul, South Korea.’

I’d always planned on travelling, but Korea was never a part of the plan. It was simply where I landed.

Now, I wondered if it could be more.





Lessons in life and war

‘Do you think that’s Uncle Michael’s plane?’ I asked my mum, neck craned, eyes watering in the glare of the blazing Australian sun. 

I had been sitting on the front steps of our grey-brick colonial-style home in the south-eastern suburbs of Melbourne all morning, hoping, as only an eight-year-old child with an untamed imagination could innocently hope for, to catch a glimpse of my Uncle Michael’s plane as it flew overhead towards Tullamarine Airport. My mother, who always encouraged my whims and fantasies, never once burst my bubble with the truth – that it was highly unlikely that, of all the planes in the sky and all the flight paths, I would spot the one aircraft my uncle happened to be flying. 

‘You never know, darling,’ she replied, with all the enthusiasm and patience that only a mother can summon. ‘It has a red tail, so it might be.’ 

That was all the encouragement I needed. I watched and waited, waited and watched, my neck cramping, my mind growing wild with anticipation, until eventually I grew tired and went back inside, only to return to my post an hour or so later revived by lemon cordial, sliced apple and cheese sticks. 

Uncle Michael, as I referred to him, worked for one of Australia’s leading airlines. Whenever he was in town, he enchanted me with stories of adventures in exotic lands I had only ever set eyes on in my dad’s National Geographic magazines. Every time he went somewhere new he would bring me back a present: a doll wearing national dress. I had these dolls lined up in my mother’s crystal cabinet, safe from the dirty fingers of friends who might soil their delicate outfits. I didn’t play with them like a kid would ordinarily play with dolls; I knew they were not for that purpose. Instead, I sat and examined them from head to toe – their faces, their eyes, the colours of their skin – and imagined what it would be like to visit the countries they came from. There was an Austrian doll dressed in a traditional dirndl, and a Swiss doll with braided hair just like the character Heidi from my nightly bedtime stories. A French doll, waving the national flag, stood between an exact replica of the Queen’s Guard from Buckingham Palace and a German doll sporting a pair of lederhosen. There was an Alaskan Eskimo trimmed in fur, a Hawaiian hula dancer in a grass skirt and a Japanese doll with an exquisite porcelain face and a silk kimono. 

Despite my extensive collection, there was no Korean doll. Growing up in the late 70s and 80s, I don’t think I even knew that Korea – a country known as the Hermit Kingdom until the late 19th century – existed. It was a time before the internet became the obsession of youth, and with only five TV stations including SBS, weekends were spent outdoors building cubby houses, making daisy chains and hunting for ladybugs instead of being glued to a screen. Apart from the dolls in my mother’s cabinet painting a narrow picture of foreign lands, my world was small, revolving around scheduled mealtimes, snacks of grilled cheese and Vegemite sandwiches, bath-time and half an hour of television before bed. Olivia Newton-John and Crowded House dominated the airwaves, and the Neighbours theme song was more familiar to my ears than the national anthem. We never got takeaway, except for fish and chips on a Friday, and if we went out for dinner, it was down the road to Rob’s Restaurant – the height of sophistication in the suburbs. There was no Netflix with the latest K-dramas, no Squid Game, BLACKPINK or BTS, and there were no Korean restaurants – at least not any I knew of. According to the 1981 census, there were fewer than five hundred Koreans living in Victoria. Hallyu – the Korean Wave – had not yet evolved into the cultural phenomenon it is today.

It wasn’t until the Olympic Games in 1988, when I was eleven years old, that Korea emerged for me as more than a pinpoint on a map between China and Japan. At school I learned all about World War II and the Vietnam War, but to my recollection there was no mention of the Korean War, the Australians who served, or the millions of civilians and soldiers who were killed. Also not mentioned were the starvation and torture of innocent citizens or the families torn apart by the division of their homeland – never to be reunited. 

Everything I knew about South Korea, I learned from a quick Google search less than twenty-four hours before putting myself forward for a job there. My limited research informed me that summer months are uncomfortably hot and humid with monsoons bringing torrential rain and strong winds; winter is long and bitterly cold with temperatures dropping to well below freezing; Koreans are famous for their love of kimchi – a fermented cabbage served with every meal; and the capital city of Seoul is situated around 50 kilometres from the North Korean border. Referred to as the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), the strip of land that divides North and South Korea is one of the most heavily armed frontiers in the world and considered highly volatile. Despite the signing of an Armistice Agreement in 1953, which called for a ceasefire after three years of warfare, no final peace settlement was agreed upon. In other words, the Korean War never officially ended, and relations remain hostile. 

None of this inspired me when it came to the thought of living and working there, but as far as I was concerned, nothing could have been worse than staying where I was. Career-wise, I was a singer, dancer and actor who had experimented with all the usual part-time jobs in between gigs. One particularly miserable afternoon I had found myself stranded on the side of a road, a pair of dinosaur wings squashed between the car seat and my spine, waiting for a thunderstorm to pass before treating a kindergarten full of unruly children to another dazzling dinosaur dance routine. 

As the rain pelted my windscreen, I slumped behind the steering wheel and cried so hard that I gasped for breath. Every bit of determination and grit I once prided myself on had faded. I felt thoroughly defeated and consumed by loneliness, the type of loneliness that comes from the belief that no one has ever felt as lost and confused as you do in that moment, and from the fear that if you admitted your true feelings to anyone, even those closest to you, you would be regarded as ungrateful for all the obvious blessings you have in your life. 

 Two years prior to this, my life had been on track – everything was going according to plan. I was pursuing the career of my dreams and had a clear vision for my future. For the better part of my twenties, I had enjoyed reasonable success performing in some of the biggest musicals of the decade. While I wasn’t exactly on the path to fame, I was doing what I loved more than anything else in the world – treading the boards in some of Australia’s most magnificent and historic theatres, where the likes of Marlene Dietrich, Carol Channing, June Bronhill and even Topol himself had once graced the stage. I’d also grown accustomed to enjoying a certain lifestyle which included five-star serviced apartments and opening night parties with a surplus of champagne and celebrities. I knew exactly who I was and what I wanted. My career defined me, and I was happy for it to be that way. Then, bit by bit, it all started to unravel. 

It began with my father’s death. His passing shouldn’t have come as a surprise; he had been unwell for as long as I could remember. I was five years old when I first asked my mum if my dad was going to die. I don’t recall the actual conversation – Mum told me about it later – but I do remember the exact moment she received the phone call that changed the way I looked at the world. It was the middle of winter, and I was home from school with tonsillitis. Earlier that morning, my dad, a part-time musician by night and sales manager by day, had gone to work as usual. A few hours later, he had a massive heart attack while sitting at his desk. He was in a coma, and not expected to live. He was only forty-four. 

I don’t remember what was said, or the exact events that took place, but I remember how I felt – all the physical sensations associated with fear. I remember the tension that ran through my body like an electric shock every time the phone rang, and the lump that formed in my throat when my mum wasn’t home to tuck me in at night. I remember the heat rising in my cheeks every time she left me with a neighbour or a friend, and I remember not being able to sleep until I heard the front door lock and the sound of her footsteps in the hall. When my dad miraculously came home from hospital, I remember feeling like I had to tiptoe around the house, that I couldn’t be too loud or naughty in case it caused him stress and triggered another attack. But most of all, I remember the heavy weight of dread, the knowledge that in one split second something bad could happen and everything would change. 

My mum, the closest thing to a saint you ever could meet, took on the role of my dad’s carer and guardian angel. She nursed him through a coma, broken ribs, memory loss and every subsequent illness with unwavering commitment and grace. It was because of her dedication and unconditional love that my father defied the odds and lived for another twenty years, eighteen more than the initial expiry date given by his doctors. He rarely complained and stoically survived every harsh blow life dealt him until December 2002, when pneumonia hit on Christmas Eve, and he passed away the day after New Year’s Day. 

For twenty years, our little family lived on borrowed time, and I grew up with a heightened awareness that life was fragile. This fragility, and the learned behaviour of walking on eggshells, followed me into adulthood, coming and going depending on the circumstances. It returned with a vengeance in the months after his death and I hadn’t been able to shake it since. 

When my agent called about the gig in South Korea, it had been a little over two years since Dad died. I was three months shy of my twenty-eighth birthday and on the brink of a nervous breakdown. Sleep deprived and constantly on edge, I was looking for a way out and, suddenly, there it was – the perfect antidote to a life and career that no longer felt like my own. 





We’re not in Kansas anymore

I had just finished a six-month run of a show when my darling dad took his last breath. I was unemployed with no prospects on the horizon. This is the harsh reality of a career in musical theatre – one minute you’re basking in rapturous applause and by the time you’ve walked off stage, you’re officially unemployed and only as good as your next gig. 

The show was the 2002 Australian production of The Wizard of Oz, starring the late great television icon Bert Newton as the Wizard, Patti Newton as Glinda, and Canadian-Australian actor Pamela Rabe – more recently famous for her role in the TV show Wentworth – as the Wicked Witch of the West. One minute I was singing and dancing my heart out in the ‘Merry Old Land of Oz’, beneath the glittering gates of the Emerald City; the next I was planning a funeral. 

Former president of the United States Dwight D Eisenhower once said: ‘In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.’ Planning my dad’s funeral was something I was completely unprepared for. I’d spent my entire life preparing myself for his death, but when the time came, I felt completely useless. I wasn’t prepared to think about what type of wood we should choose for his coffin, whether it should be cedar, camphor or pine, if it should have a pearl or matte finish, or what type of flowers should adorn the top, and I wasn’t prepared for how much the funeral would cost. I wasn’t prepared to watch my mum counting her pennies when that was the last thing she should have been doing. Wasn’t the loss of her one and only love enough? 

My mother was born in North Fitzroy, an area once referred to as ‘the slums’, now boasting real estate worth around $1.5 million. Her family of seven lived in a two-bedroom house where she slept head to toe with her eldest sister in a single bed. As a child she queued, coupons in hand, for rations of tea, meat and butter during World War II. When relatives and soldiers on leave from the war came to stay, she slept on a stretcher on the front veranda with only a hot-water bottle for warmth – even in winter. She left school at fourteen to work at the historic Georges department store in the city, where she was paid two pounds, eighteen shillings and sixpence (less than $6, or $300 in current terms) a week to sell the finest crystal and china to Melbourne’s elite. She met my dad, her first and only boyfriend, when they played together in a charity variety show for returned servicemen at the Heidelberg Repatriation Hospital. Mum was the pianist and my father was the guest artist. Musically, there was nothing, according to Mum, Dad couldn’t turn his hand to – the violin, organ, piano accordion, banjo and guitar. He played them all by ear, not a sheet of music in sight. 

It was their love of music and a desire to share that love with others that brought my parents together. Even though their marriage was delayed by the death of Mum’s father, and then my dad’s mother, they only ever had eyes for each other. They fought tooth and nail for the life they built together. After Dad’s death Mum was right back where she started, scrimping and scraping for every cent. 

Watching my mum count her pennies was the moment I realised how dire our circumstances really were. I’d always known we didn’t have a lot of money, at least not as much as other people we knew, but we had got by, and I never wanted for anything I needed to flourish. Mum always found a way to pay for my ballet lessons, the ridiculously overpriced shoes and costumes, and every acting class I felt certain would facilitate my big break and set me on the path to fame. She did this until I turned seventeen and finished high school. As soon I was released from my final exams, I got a part-time job in the shoe department at Myer and from that point on I paid my own way – including through full-time dance training, which pretty much took all the money I had. By the time my dad passed away, I’d been performing professionally for several years, but I was a chorus girl on a beginner’s salary and living off my savings in between gigs. 

It was also while planning my dad’s funeral that it hit me: there was no one else – no brothers or sisters, and no aunties, uncles or cousins – that I was close to. It was just me and my mum, no back-up, no safety net, should something happen to either of us. It was as if our lives had been held together all those years by a delicate thread. Now my dad was gone, the thread was broken, and I was convinced it would all keep unravelling until the fragments were scattered so far and wide it would be impossible to piece them back together. 

The thing about Type A personalities is that not only do they like to plan, they also like to fix things. When something is broken, they fix it, and when something is out of place, they refuse to rest until it has been returned to its rightful spot. 

After the funeral, I set about trying to fix everything I deemed ‘broken’ before it was too late. I wanted to be the reliable, stable daughter I thought my mum deserved, not the financially strapped, unemployed, second-rate actor I saw in the mirror. My mum never saw me that way: I was the one who decided I was solely responsible for everything that happened to us from that moment on. In many ways, it was easier to forge straight ahead than to stop and let the grief take over; but grief wears many hats and, when ignored, it has a habit of popping up cleverly disguised as anxiety, or its evil twin, depression. In my case it was anxiety and depression, coupled with unrelenting self-doubt. 

Firstly, I ran straight back into the arms of my ex-boyfriend. We’d been on and off for years, longer than I would care to admit. He was the perfect cliche of tall, dark, handsome and broody, and for all those reasons he had a magnetic hold on me. I had been a late bloomer, never really having much success with boys. I simply wasn’t on their radar. I was the ripe old age of twenty-two when I met Dan, and he was my first boyfriend. Most of my friends had been dating since high school, and some were even engaged, so I desperately wanted him to be ‘the one’. I wanted to skip over the years of uncomfortable dates and broken hearts and lock my future down: tick one thing off my list. 

When grief pulled me back into his orbit at lightning speed, Dan welcomed me back into his life, and his bed, with open arms, failing to tell me he was seeing two other women at the same time. I hadn’t asked and he didn’t think it worth mentioning until guilt got the better of him. The heartbreak only fuelled me, making me even more determined to drive down my destined path, foot planted firmly on the accelerator, gearshift stuck in overdrive. I proceeded to chase after every part in every upcoming show, whether I was right for it or not. I twisted myself inside out trying to look and sound however I needed to win the role, putting the cost of every haircut and outfit that would help me stand out from the hundreds of hopefuls on my already maxed-out credit card. I took all my sadness, every sacrifice my mum had ever made, every unpaid bill and all my future ambitions into every audition room with me. Nothing puts a director off more than desperation, and I reeked of it. 

After months of heartbreaking rejections, I thought my luck had finally turned when I auditioned for a musical that was scheduled to open at the State Theatre in Melbourne. After two callbacks, I was put ‘on hold’ for the leading role. For once I fitted the part – I looked young for my age, could credibly pass as a teenager, and, as a soprano, I had the right vocal range to reach all the high notes. Being put on hold after an audition means you’re being considered very seriously for the role and should contact the producers before accepting any conflicting engagements. Translation: you’re the best of everyone they auditioned, but they’re going to see if they can find someone more experienced. And that’s exactly what they did. Two weeks later, I was ‘released’ from hold. That was the beginning of a downward spiral that culminated in me sitting in my car on the side of the road, completely paralysed and gasping for breath, nothing left to offer the hundreds of children who were waiting with unbridled excitement to be entertained by Tappy the tap-dancing dinosaur.

At first, I didn’t know what it was; I didn’t have a name for the constant feeling of dread that seized my chest and held me hostage, nor did I understand the feeling of sadness and defeat that masqueraded as physical exhaustion. Initially, I put it all down to nerves. After Dad’s funeral I was desperate for work, so I thought the pressure was getting to me, but the more these feelings intensified, the more I struggled to contain them. Before every audition, I could feel the tension rising, twisting itself around my torso like a boa constrictor suffocating its prey. The harder I fought, the tighter it gripped, squeezing the oxygen out of every cell until my lungs were completely starved of air. Breathing is the foundation of singing. Lose control of your breath, and you lose control of your voice. I was screwed! Every time I opened my mouth to sing, I choked. Void of colour and life, my voice floated aimlessly into the atmosphere, a distant, unrecognisable sound, completely detached from my body. Irrational tears flowed without warning, and I could no longer trust myself to be the consummate professional I had always strived to be.

Eventually, this lack of control filtered into every aspect of my daily life. At first, I was able to go through the motions as if nothing had changed – talking, smiling, laughing on cue, forcing myself to swallow each mouthful of food; but there was a growing divide between me and everyone else in the room, until eventually, my old life hovered just out of reach. I became angry and resentful of how easy it was for everyone else, how simple and effortless their lives looked compared to mine. In the depths of despair we see things not as they are, but rather as they feel. 

It wasn’t until I read an article in a women’s health and wellness magazine that I began to understand what was happening: why my body and mind refused to cooperate. The article explained the fight-or-flight response – a series of physiological changes that occur in the body when humans are faced with danger. While there are several parts of the brain involved in fear and anxiety, it all begins in the teeny tiny amygdala – the emotional centre of the brain. When the amygdala registers danger, it sends a distress signal to the hypothalamus, releasing the adrenalin we need to either stay and fight, or run from the perceived threat. 

Under normal circumstances, once the threat has passed, the body calms itself down and returns to a state of rest, but after abnormally long periods of stress, the amygdala becomes overly active, triggering symptoms associated with anxiety, even when there’s no current reason to feel anxious or afraid. I’d been experiencing most of these symptoms for months, even years, including increased heart rate, difficulty breathing, sweating, muscle tension, disturbed sleep and chronic pain. In simple terms, when our stress response is repeatedly activated through real or imagined danger, anxiety becomes an unwelcome presence in daily life. 

This information may seem like old news now, but when my dad passed away, it was January 2003, a few years before social media lifted the curtain on the private lives of ordinary human beings and the topic of mental health was finally openly discussed. I knew I was struggling, seriously struggling, but it never occurred to me that my obsessive worrying and constant ruminating might be anxiety – at least not until this article helped me piece it all together. I realised I had been in fight-or-flight for most of my life. 

Being able to name what I was feeling helped, but it didn’t solve anything. This kind of learned behaviour pattern can be difficult to break later in life. Neuroscience tells us trauma leaves an imprint on the brain. We might not remember why we are afraid – we may not even need to be afraid at all – but the ways we respond to new experiences are directly informed by our past. Our brains, or more accurately our pesky little amygdalae, remember the feeling of fear and our bodies respond accordingly. 

What makes the most sense, out of everything I have ever read about anxiety, is that this reaction is automatic, meaning the body prepares for danger before the cerebral cortex, the ‘thinking’ part of the brain, has time to respond. This is what anxiety has always felt like to me – my body reacting before my brain has time to intercept. There is no warning, no opportunity to press pause. 

The good news is, even after years of prolonged stress, it’s entirely possible for new, positive experiences to replace the fear-based memories; but until you develop the tools to challenge your way of thinking, it can feel almost impossible to move forwards. In my case, I was only just beginning to understand what was happening, so I had no idea how to fight the beast. I also didn’t regard this revelation as any kind of excuse. I told myself that lots of people go through hard times, and lots of kids grow up with sick parents. Instead of cutting myself a break, I pushed harder, becoming trapped in a vicious cycle of self-doubt and loathing, hating my body for letting me down, and blaming myself for not being able to control it. 

Nothing is more destructive in an audition than self-doubt, and nothing fuels doubt more than constant rejection. When I wasn’t facing rejection, I was incapable of celebrating the wins. I had myself convinced that any potential success was because everyone felt sorry for me. There was no relief from this distorted state of being and no joy in such an existence. I felt like a fraud, an imposter in my own life. 

As the day of my Korea audition crept around, and Tappy the dinosaur chipped away at my will to live, my anxiety shifted into full gear. I made up my mind not to go. I couldn’t face a waiting room full of performers, most likely far more talented than me, all vying for the same job. And I couldn’t handle another rejection. What’s more, moving to South Korea was starting to seem like a ridiculous plan. I couldn’t speak a word of Korean, and this was well before the fermented food craze took the Western world by storm, so I had never eaten kimchi in my life. What could possibly go wrong?

But then I thought about how mad my agent would be if I didn’t show, and how I’d be forced to sign up for another six months of green Lycra and shuffle steps to pay my bills, at which point I changed my mind.





Carnivores galore

‘What do you know about Korea?’ asked the drawn-looking gentleman sitting opposite me at a makeshift desk. His figure was so thin that the flesh around his eyes hung loosely from the sockets and his cheekbones threatened to pierce through the sides of his face.

‘The capital city of Seoul is divided by the Han River and surrounded by mountains,’ I recited, my last-minute research fresh in my mind. 

The chairman surveyed my application form, the same form I’d hurriedly filled out that morning on my way to the audition. ‘Do you eat carcass?’ he replied, not looking up from the page in front of him. 

‘Do I eat carcass?’ I hoped if I repeated his words back to him, he would realise how absurd his question sounded. 

My response was met with silence. 

‘He means are you a vegetarian,’ intervened a bald Caucasian man sitting to my right. 

‘Oh … no … not a vegetarian!’ 

‘Good. It is impossible to survive in Korea if you don’t eat meat.’ 

The chairman appeared to be satisfied. Apparently, my credibility did not lie in my skills as a singer or a dancer, or in my knowledge of his native country, but in my willingness to eat the remains of dead animals. 

‘What else do you know about Korea?’ he asked, as if to make sure I’d filled out the form myself and not had a friend do it for me. 

‘Koreans are famous for their love of kimchi!’ 

The chairman glanced at me gravely over his thickly framed glasses. 

‘Do you eat pork?’ 

‘Yes, I eat pork.’

The day of my audition was a good day. They occasionally happened, but they were rare, the passage of time between each stretching so long I could barely remember the last time I felt okay. The fact that the audition was for a bright, bubbly and energetic performer worked to my advantage by giving me somewhere to channel all my nervous energy. The audition room was large and mostly empty, making me feel at ease. The more distance between me and my judging panel the better. The further away they were, the easier it was to pretend they weren’t there. I had chosen a relatively easy song to sing, ‘I Will Survive’ by Gloria Gaynor, and delivered it with gusto and a whole lot of bravado. My interview also went well. Auditions don’t usually involve interviews, but given the travel involved, and the cultural implications, they needed to know who they were hiring. 

Even on my worst days, I’m a confident speaker. Speaking doesn’t require the same level of breath control as singing, or the same physical strength as dancing, so there’s less chance the bottom will fall out. In interviews I sell myself well. I’m good at telling people what they want to hear, and I want them to like me, even if I don’t like them, even if I don’t want the job. On this occasion, I liked the people, even though I’d only just met them, and my goal was to impress. I heard myself saying all sorts of things, like how I’d be ‘perfect’ for the job, and how ‘versatile’ and ‘reliable’ and ‘patient’ I was – things even I didn’t believe. It was as if my words belonged to someone else: someone who wasn’t tied to a rock and sinking rapidly towards the bottom of the ocean. 

They smiled. I smiled. I was confident I had sealed the deal. 

Admittedly, I hadn’t been at the top of my game in recent months, but from what I could tell, the gig was simple and straightforward, and, apart from the overseas travel bit, it was nothing I hadn’t done before. 

Prior to my stint as Tappy the dinosaur, I’d been doing kids’ shows for years and was well versed in all the predictable tricks of the trade. As the regular host of your favourite animated TV series from the 90s and noughties brought to life, I was accustomed to learning my lines by rote and busting out a few overly familiar tunes with my old pals Noddy and Big Ears, Raggs and Razzles, Strawberry Shortcake, a Rugrat or two and a few rogue Teletubbies. Most shows played out the same way, with me pretending I couldn’t find Noddy or Razzles or Dipsy, even though he or she was right behind me, while an audience of exasperated children screamed their lungs out, wondering how on earth I could be so utterly dense. 

Children’s theatre can be done extremely well, and at the beginning of my career I had worked for a few companies that rose to the challenge. It can also be deplorable and, based on recent experiences, my expectations were low. But a move to South Korea meant I could finally bid farewell to my archnemesis, Tappy, and I hoped, if nothing else, it would buy me some time until I figured out my next move. 

Not the most original idea – I know! Airports are full of people in crisis, and I certainly wasn’t the first twenty-eight-year-old to board a plane hoping a little distance would relieve her of all her worries. I was, however, willing to give it a go. 

By the time my Korean Air Boeing 787 descended across the Yellow Sea after a sleepless fourteen-hour flight, my knowledge of the country that was about to become my home for twelve months had broadened beyond the basics of weather and kimchi to include every infectious disease and environmental hazard listed in the back of my Lonely Planet. I’d also managed to memorise a few key words and phrases in Korean, including ‘Thank you’, ‘How much does this cost?’ and ‘Is there a toilet?’ Unsurprisingly, none of these things proved useful while waiting to clear customs at Incheon Airport, where standing in line appeared to be optional and people kept cutting
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