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			On 4 August 2021, my eldest child, Katie Margaret Lees, died at the age of thirty-four from vaccine-induced thrombosis with thrombocytopenia syndrome (VITTS) caused by the AstraZeneca COVID vaccine she had received ten days earlier. This is a medical fact documented in Katie’s death certificate, in an official letter from the NSW Health Vaccine Safety Review Board, in her medical records from Royal Prince Alfred Hospital (RPA) in Sydney, and in various conversations with senior clinicians who did all they could to save her life.

			My need to state this so clearly is part of the story. The Australian Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) and others declared that the chance of dying from the AstraZeneca COVID vaccine was ‘one in a million’.i Politicians, health authorities, and most of the population considered death from the AstraZeneca vaccine to be unlikely, or at least statistically irrelevant. Reports of vaccine-related deaths usually mentioned unspecified pre-existing conditions, which implied that this was something that would only happen to others and not to you or me. Katie had no pre-existing conditions.

			This is the foundational fact of this book. But this book is not an analysis of the pandemic response, health policy, or politics. This is my personal story of watching my daughter die from a vaccine that was supposed to preserve her life. This is the story of a father’s pain and grief, which has been met with suspicion, doubt, and outright denial by people in my community and by my government.

			Despite that, I have decided to simply share my personal story. It is a story of grief denied, a father’s anger, and the ongoing struggle not to let my anger congeal into bitterness and instead to somehow start a new life in a world without Katie.

			Our individual and collective experience of life is never clear cut or black and white. There are always grey areas, contradictions, and mystery, because the complexity of reality stubbornly refuses to comply with our drive for clarity and the comfort of certainty.

			During the COVID pandemic, vaccines—especially the AstraZeneca vaccine—saved many lives. However, they also took some lives and disabled others. Both things are true. The comfort and simplicity of percentage calculations of risk were the tools used by those with the difficult job of making decisions for the health of a whole society. They were also used by some to ridicule and diminish others whose experience didn’t fit the neat statistical arguments. Statistics hide the harsh reality of those who died from vaccine injuries, continue to struggle with vaccine injuries, and the suffering of those who love them. It’s not so easy to feel smug about being statistically correct when it is your daughter’s body lying dead in front of you.

			I hope this book will help us all remember that behind every statistic of human death and suffering there is a real, unique person and the people who are left to live without them. People just like me. Like you.

			This book is a work of narrative non-fiction. The conversations with medical professionals, legal professionals, and politicians are narrated as they happened, with a high degree of accuracy. The names of medical and legal professionals have been changed. Other conversations with family and friends presented here also really happened in some form, either in writing or face to face. In some cases, I have made composites of conversations that unfolded in a more fragmentary way over time and have placed them in different contexts to make the story more readable.

			Medical Evidence of the Cause of Death of Katie Margaret Lees.

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Date

						
							
							Source

						
							
							Cause of Death

						
					

					
							
							1 August 2021

						
							
							Royal Prince Alfred Hospital: Medical records of Katie Margaret Lees

						
							
							Vaccine-Induced Thrombosis with Thrombocytopenia Syndrome

						
					

					
							
							1 August 2021

							3 August 2021

						
							
							Senior Intensive Care Unit: Verbal reports of doctors and neurosurgeon 

						
							
							‘Katie died from the AstraZeneca COVID vaccine.’

						
					

					
							
							6 August 2021

						
							
							NSW Vaccine Safety Expert Panel: Review of the death of Katie Margaret Lees

						
							
							Vaccine-Induced Thrombosis with Thrombocytopenia Syndrome

						
					

					
							
							25 August 2021

						
							
							Death certificate of Katie Margaret Lees

						
							
							Vaccine-Induced Thrombosis with Thrombocytopenia Syndrome

						
					

				
			

			 

			induce: verb (CAUSE) to cause something to happen.

			E.g.: Pills for seasickness often induce drowsiness. (Cambridge Dictionary)

			“It (AstraZeneca) is a vaccine that is available. It’s a safe vaccine.” (NSW Health Minister, Brad Hazzard, 4 August 2021)

			“Don’t be fussy on the vaccine you’re offered.” (NSW Premier Gladys Berejiklian, 1 September 2021)
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							Date

						
							
							Global/Australia/NSW

						
							
							Event, action, or announcement

						
					

					
							
							September 2019 to March 2020

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Severe bushfires heavily impacted many regions of Australia.

						
					

					
							
							December 2019 to January 2020

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							Most severe period of bush fires engulfs the Blue Mountains west of Sydney, Australia, burning more than 60% of the Blue Mountains heritage area.

						
					

					
							
							Late 2019

						
							
							Global

						
							
							First reports of COVID-19 breakout in Wuhan, China.

						
					

					
							
							25 January 2020

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							First case of COVID-19 in Australia confirmed.

						
					

					
							
							10 February 2020

						
							
							Global

						
							
							Worldwide deaths from COVID-19 reach 11,000.

						
					

					
							
							23 February 2020

						
							
							Global

						
							
							Italy becomes a COVID-19 hotspot. Italian government institutes urgent measures to contain and manage the virus.

						
					

					
							
							25 February 2020

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Applications opened for grant funding to support COVID-19 vaccine development.

						
					

					
							
							11 March 2020

						
							
							Global

						
							
							The World Health Organization declares COVID-19 a global pandemic.

						
					

					
							
							20 March 2020

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Australia’s borders close to all non-citizens and non-residents.

						
					

					
							
							22 March 2020

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							National Cabinet agrees to implement Stage 1 restrictions on social gatherings, including at restaurants, cafes, sporting venues, cinemas, and places of worship; Government recommends against all non-essential travel within Australia.

						
					

					
							
							30 March 2020

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							$130 billion economic package (including Job Keeper) announced.

						
					

					
							
							31 March 2020

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							First lockdown.

						
					

					
							
							10 April 2020

						
							
							Global

						
							
							USA reports 500k confirmed cases of COVID-19 and 18,600 deaths from the virus.

						
					

					
							
							July 2020

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							Easing of first lockdown.

						
					

					
							
							18 September 2020

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Government committed to having Australians stranded overseas home by Christmas 2020.

						
					

					
							
							15 February 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							AstraZeneca COVID vaccine given provisional approval by the TGA.

						
					

					
							
							15 March 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							First dose of the AstraZeneca vaccine administered in Australia.

						
					

					
							
							Mid-March 2021

						
							
							Global

						
							
							Some countries including Germany, Denmark, and Norway temporarily suspend the use of the AstraZeneca vaccine due to deaths and adverse reactions. Use is resumed but concerns continue to grow.

						
					

					
							
							19 March 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							The cruise liner the Ruby Princess docks in Sydney, releasing COVID-infected passengers into the community.

						
					

					
							
							1 April 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							First reported case in Australia of person developing a clotting disorder following vaccination with the AstraZeneca vaccine.

						
					

					
							
							8 April 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							ATAGI advice changes the recommended lowest age for the AstraZeneca vaccine from 60 to 50 years of age.

						
					

					
							
							14 April 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Prime Minister requests National Cabinet meet twice per week to ‘tackle head-on’ challenges in the vaccine rollout; Prime Minister suggests that ‘mass vaccination options’ done in partnership with the states and territories will become a part of Australia’s vaccine strategy.

						
					

					
							
							15 April 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							First death from VITTS caused by the AstraZeneca Vaccine: 48-year-old woman.

						
					

					
							
							31 May 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Australian government announces ad campaign to urge people under 40 to get vaccinated.

						
					

					
							
							17 June 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							ATAGI advice changes the recommended lowest age for the AstraZeneca Vaccine back to 60 years of age, after more deaths from the AstraZeneca vaccine.

						
					

					
							
							June 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							‘Get the jab’ marketing campaign starts.

						
					

					
							
							June 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							NSW Government introduces extensive lockdown on 26 June.

						
					

					
							
							28 June 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Australian Prime Minister urges people between the ages of 18 and 60 to take the AstraZeneca COVID vaccine, contradicting then-current advice from ATAGI.

						
					

					
							
							15 July 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Greater Melbourne and parts of Victoria declared COVID-19 hotspots; Victoria announces 5-day lockdown for parts of state.

						
					

					
							
							22 July 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							Katie Lees receives her first does of the AstraZeneca COVID vaccine.

						
					

					
							
							27 July 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							Katie Lees consults a GP about an oval rash on the arm she had the vaccine in. The GP makes no connection with the AstraZeneca vaccination and prescribes antibiotics for cellulitis.

						
					

					
							
							27–31 July 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							Katie Lees mentions that she has headaches, and some days has to sleep all day.

						
					

					
							
							1 August 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							Katie Lees wakes up with severe head and neck pain and vomiting. She quickly becomes incoherent. Taken by ambulance to Royal Prince Alfred Hospital (RPA), Sydney.

						
					

					
							
							2 August 2021

						
							
							Australia

						
							
							Queensland Chief Medical Officer states she will not recommend AstraZeneca to younger people.

						
					

					
							
							4 August 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							Katie Lees dies from VITTS caused by the AstraZeneca vaccine.

						
					

					
							
							4 August 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							NSW Health Minster declares AstraZeneca COVID vaccine a safe vaccine.

						
					

					
							
							1 September 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							NSW Premier tells citizens to not be fussy about the COVID vaccine they get.

						
					

					
							
							October 2021

						
							
							NSW

						
							
							NSW lockdown gradually lifted.
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			Finally, my darling daughter Katie, for you, and I hope you like it.
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			I watch as the Intensive Care Unit nurse extracts the ventilator tubes from my daughter’s lungs, throat, and mouth. Gathered around Katie’s ICU bed is my wife Penny, Katie’s mother, her younger sister Annika, her brother Jono, her youngest brother Hamish, and me. We have spent the previous three-and-a-half days sitting beside her in neurological ICU. Katie is deeply unconscious, an indent in her head where the doctors have removed a piece of her skull to relieve the pressure in her brain. Now, the moment of last goodbye is here. I have triggered the end of my daughter’s life with a gentle nod to the ICU nurse. The nurse carefully completes her work, and my daughter lies there still, with the rising and falling of her chest now stopped. Our eldest child, Katie Margaret Lees, is dead. It is the 4th of August 2021. Katie is thirty-four.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Temporary
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			‘Instructions for living a life: Pay Attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.’

			—Mary Oliver

			The bell was ringing. The audience was milling towards their seats. We were already seated. I scanned around the theatre as it filled to capacity. There was a simple set on the stage. An office desk with one of those ergonomic-ball seats that were a thing for a while. A kitchen cabinet and a small bench with a cereal bowl on it. Above this, a sign you often see in office kitchens; it declared: YOUR MOTHER DOESN’T WORK HERE! Further along the front row of the audience, off in the corner, I saw a young woman sitting alone with her head down. Something about her seemed familiar. The house lights started to dim, and the stage lights came up. The shadowy figure of the young woman came to life and came on stage. It was my eldest child, Katie Lees, and this was her one-woman show. It had five characters, all played or conjured into being by Katie. The show was off and running. It was the story of an office temp working reception at a company called Ergonomica. The main character was Amy, who tried her hardest to hold it together in the face of all the craziness that groups of human beings seem so capable of throwing up. It was a witty and physical comedy that soon had the audience laughing loudly, cringe-sighing at situations they had lived themselves, and then falling into silence as the deeper human themes bubbled up through the action.

			I was also laughing out loud. I’d worked in offices all my life, so there was plenty for me to cringe at. I found myself feeling the futility and pointlessness of it all, then smiling at the warmth and friendship that also arose and that Katie captured in the relationships between the characters. She shifted body and voice to become some of them; some we never saw or heard, but we still felt like they were there.

			Katie played out the final scene and the stage lights faded. The audience unleashed a flood of applause, cheering, and foot stomping. Katie came back on stage to take the curtain call. I was on my feet now, with tears of joy and pride running down my face. I wanted to yell out, ‘Hey everyone, this is my little girl who created this! Isn’t she a freakin’ genius!!!’ I clapped and cheered some more and then some more again. We milled out into the foyer. People were chatting excitedly. A blokey relative of ours uncharacteristically opened up about how the play really touched him and reminded him of a shitty workplace he had experienced recently. A friend stood pondering in silence, then said, ‘She really nailed the zeitgeist.’

			Yes, she was my little girl, but she was not a little girl anymore. This was not some school play. This was a work of art by a professional who had worked hard to embody this hilarious and touching dimension of our human experience. Katie performed the show in the Sydney, Adelaide, and Melbourne Fringe Festivals, picking up 4/5 reviews from some tough arts editors.

			Katie’s one-woman show was called Temporary. It was a story about the experience of doing temp jobs in Australia and the United Kingdom, the career path for so many actors, performers, writers, and artists. In classic Katie style, she started writing the play when she was working reception at a consulting company. She was so tuned in to social dynamics; she worked out that—in this company—typing away on a keyboard, staring at a computer screen, and not talking to other people was the mark of a productive employee. What you were typing didn’t seem to matter all that much, just as long as you looked focused and your keyboard was rattling away. Which is what Katie realised she would look like, even if she was writing the script of her play. Her temp jobs not only provided the experience and the characters but sometimes provided the equipment to help an artist work. At the time, the title Temporary made sense. What I didn’t know then was just how ironic it would become.

			When we go to a show, most of us don’t give a lot of thought to what it has taken to get the show in front of us. Often, the more polished the performance, the easier it seems. I saw Katie’s show six times. Whenever I saw it, I felt like Katie had been working on this all her life. Our Katie had been putting on shows since she was about three years old. More siblings meant more performers but mostly more stagehands and audience members. Katie did drama in year twelve and, after trying to do anything but be an actor, she completed a Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Performing Arts degree. With her show Temporary, it wasn’t just the performance and artistic aspects that struck people; there was something in the soulfulness of it all. All the characters had their wackiness, but there was something deeply human about each of them. Even Amy’s try-hard, pretentious, micro-managing boss (who was of course also played by Katie) came across as a human trying to do their best, even though it was an awful way to try. Katie was always empathetic, and I couldn’t help feeling this humanity, even in the characters’ worst moments. Her empathy flowed into the creation of these fictional characters. There were plenty of people in Katie’s life who wanted her time and attention. Her empathy had the power to draw her into their psychic pain. And they loved her for it. Sometimes she would unload to me about various people who were driving her crazy. I’d join in complaining about how demanding and draining these people were, and she would turn on me and remind me of the struggles this person was facing or the pain they were dealing with. Katie always seemed to be tuned to them as whole people, even at their worst.

			Art and performance are not all about technique. In Katie’s play Temporary and the stand-up comedy that followed, there were lots of laughs, but they were laughs that carried the weight and wonder of the experience of being human. Katie never made fun of people, real or imaginary. Her way of seeing and feeling meant she could only ever experience other people as the full expression of all that made them human. We found out later that it was Katie’s heart that literally hundreds of people across the world experienced and found themselves nurtured and inspired by. For these people—some of them friends, some just brief acquaintances—it was Katie’s heart and fulness of life that led them to break out and to take the risk to live fully as the person they truly are. The brilliant, engaging, and empathetic performer had been forged through many tough experiences and years of trying to conform to expectations, only to be unable to sustain the facade and to invariably break out into a more ‘Katie’ version of Katie. What was this ‘Katie-ness’? What was so irrepressible about this ‘Katie-ness’? For starters, Katie was spontaneous. At her freest and best, she was a spark of life in the moment. If she felt the urge to plunge into the ocean, she just did. When she was about seven years old, we were on one of our many family holidays at South West Rocks, a beautiful beach village about 500 kilometres north of Sydney. Late one afternoon, Katie and I went for a walk on Trial Bay beach. At the start of this beach is a headland, and about fifty metres further along the beach are the rocks from which the town gets its name. They are southwest if you are sailing a sailing ship northbound. The waves between the headland and the rocks were quite rough. While I was gazing out to sea, seven-year-old Katie spontaneously launched herself into the surf between the headland and the rocks. My attention was drawn back to the squeals of delight as Katie splashed around in the breaking waves. I panicked and started yelling, ‘Katie! Katie! Come here! Katie!’

			Her response? Katie laughed at my ranting. When she was done playing in the surf and I was hoarse from calling out, she finally came back out to the sand, still laughing. Hereafter and to this day, that small part of the beach is referred to as ‘Daddy Yelling beach.’ Katie had fun, and she was fine.

			This spontaneity was backed up with strong values, especially that each individual should be allowed to give free expression to who they are and how they wanted to live. Katie was drawn to people who were different and not part of the mainstream. When she was about five years old, one of Katie’s favourite books was called Millicent, by Jeannie Baker. It’s the story of an old lady who spent her days feeding the pigeons in Hyde Park in Sydney. The story was based on a real person. One day we were in Hyde Park with Katie.

			‘There’s Millicent,’ said Katie.

			‘Yes dear, I’m sure it’s just an old lady. Millicent probably isn’t her real name.’ I said, missing the whole point of the moment.

			Katie picked a flower from one of the gardens and took it over to Millicent. I stood at a distance while Katie had her chat. You’d have thought she was meeting a rock star, for Katie never had a thought about the social conventions of going up to random pigeon-feeding old ladies in Hyde Park. For Katie, in that moment, Millicent stood out from the stream of sensible people, and that made Millicent so attractive to her.

			Another dimension of ‘Katie-ness’ was her demand for purpose and meaning. Katie always demanded a meaningful reason for the rules and social conventions that she was required to follow. ‘But why?’ was the never-ending refrain, and probably why she didn’t go so well in groups with fixed ideas in her early teens.

			Following the success of Temporary, in 2019 Katie decided to focus her career on comedy writing and performance. She launched into stand-up comedy, performing at venues around the inner west of Sydney to packed houses full of laughter and energy. She and her friend Grace Rouvray launched a two-woman stand-up comedy show called The Hour of Power. The reports were that the show played to full houses, and the chemistry between Grace and Katie created an electric and hilarious atmosphere as they bounced off each other, exploring the highs and lows of living as thirty-something women in a twenty-first century inner city. I was so proud and so excited. Just before their premiere in August 2019, I got a phone call from Katie.

			‘I really appreciate all the support you guys give me, but with the content of this show, well, you might want to sit it out,’ she said.

			‘Okay, sure. Thanks for the heads up,’ I replied.

			It seems that Katie felt the show might have given her parents a bit too much information about their daughter’s thirty-something lifestyle. We understood and appreciated her concern.

			‘We can always go to an Hour of Power show later on,’ I said to Penny.

			I had a strong sense that Katie was on the cusp of making her mark, and her career was about to blossom. I felt such joy and pride at the determination she had shown and the work she had poured into her life and career as a writer and performer. Katie had always said that she would come into her own in her thirties. It seemed she was about to be proven right.

			As 2020 arrived, Australia was already in a state of emergency. Bushfires were raging all over the country. In the end, 17 million hectares of land would be burnt.ii Thirty-four people died directly from the fire, over 400 hundred died indirectly from respiratory failure, and more than three billion animals were killed. In the Blue Mountains, the Gospers Mountain fire destroyed 1,071,740 hectares of bush after five large fires merged to form what some refer to Australia’s first ‘mega-fire.’ The Gospers Mountain fire spread from the Hunter Valley north of Sydney to the Blue Mountains in the south and Gosford in the east and Lithgow in the west. In the Blue Mountains we waited for the merciless wall of flames to land on us. Even the centre of Sydney was shrouded in smoke from the fires to the north, west, and south. City people complained about the air quality. Everything felt out of control. The fires were more intense than usual, leaving nothing but skinny, black tree stumps and the smoking remains of thousands of native animals. The first horseman of the apocalypse had arrived, it seemed. 
Just when the fires were finally being put out, a thing called ‘novel coronavirus’ being to spot throughout the world and in Australia. The second horseman of the apocalypse. Fire. Pestilence. Governments, emergency services, and society were already hyper-vigilant, and we were about to go into overdrive. The world was about to enter another crisis, one that would shake many people’s lives to the core. For Katie, it would be an experience from which she would never emerge.

			In early 2020, Australia watched as the novel coronavirus sent one country after another into lockdown. Social isolation was the only response governments could mount to defend their citizens from a virus for which there was no natural immunity, no vaccine, and no cure. Now it was Sydney’s turn. The 31st of March 2020 was the day the COVID-19 outbreak finally got so bad that the New South Wales government locked Sydney down. I was with my youngest son Hamish, who was living in the inner city in an informal ‘commune’ with a large group of friends in their mid-twenties. We both knew what this meant for Katie: the end of her opportunity to perform comedy to live audiences, and the end of her job as a guide on the Sydney BridgeClimb, where she led groups of tourists up to the top of the Harbour Bridge for the best view of Sydney Harbour you can get. Her clerical job at the Butterfly Foundation would now be done alone from her flat. Hamish and I drove to a rooftop carpark near the Sydney University in Darlington that looked across the inner-city suburbs of Redfern and Ultimo to the high-rise office towers of the Central Business District (CBD), now shrouded in dusk.

			‘It feels like the apocalypse,’ said Hamish. We gazed across to the city as the light began to fade. He messaged Katie. She was heading back from work.

			‘Beers and chips at Camperdown Park it is,’ said Hamish.

			We met Katie and a couple of her friends at Camperdown Park, one of Katie’s favourite places. Camperdown Park is about five kilometres west of the Sydney CBD. It is an open space on a slight rise surrounded by packed together single- and double-story terrace houses. It’s an oasis of green in the jam-packed inner western suburbs. Other groups of people were starting to gather. We were waiting . . .  but we were not sure what for. As we now know, our lives had changed dramatically. A simple moment with friends in a park would soon become a breach of health orders enforced by the police, who patrolled the streets and parks, moving on people who happened to be with other people. The COVID death toll began to rise. Governments and whole societies around the world were thrown into the unknown.

			Katie loved being with people, the more the better. When my wife Penny and I would catch up with her, she would often say, ‘I’m so tired, but I don’t know why.’

			‘Oh, you poor thing,’ we would say in a tone of parental caring. We’d work through the range of possible medical conditions that might be afflicting her.

			‘I’ve been working every day for the past six days and then out with friends for dinner and then catching up with another group of friends after dinner,’ she’d reply.

			We got exhausted just listening to what she had been up to. Katie just didn’t sit in a room with people, she showed up in all her fulness and engaged with everyone in the room. She was fun to be with, and she had a million friends, or so it seemed. Her jobs at the Sydney BridgeClimb and the not-for-profit Butterfly Foundation, which works to support people with anorexia nervosa, were full-on people jobs. When that was done, there was her life in the performing arts to crack on with.

			So, what kind of impact does a lockdown have on someone like Katie? For her, it wasn’t just that she couldn’t see other people; she was profoundly concerned for their mental health and well-being. And she was connected to a lot of people. Later, we found a text message she had sent a work colleague whom she hardly knew, checking in on how he was doing during lockdown.

			Katie had always been acutely aware of fairness and equity. She and I were often engaged in drawn out debates about the fairness of a whole lot of things, including the allocation of lollies, how long people got to watch their TV shows and—one of the big ones—why it was compulsory for kids to go to school. We had that one about five minutes before school was due to start on many school days. One of the famous sayings of Katie’s childhood was: ‘It’s not fair!’

			This emerging moral concern for justice was not always easy to handle in a four-year-old, a ten-year-old, or a thirteen-year-old. But it blossomed into a deep and active concern for fairness and equity as Katie grew into an adult. I watched as her deep empathy, combined with her sense of fairness and equity, drove her concern for the impact of COVID lockdowns on the mental health of individuals and the cohesiveness of community.

			When the lockdown hit, I easily moved my leadership coaching business online and was kind of enjoying the sense of disruption to the established routines of work and life. Three of our four children lived in inner Sydney and one up in the Blue Mountains, where Penny and I still live. Our town, Springwood, is one of a series of small towns strung out along the railway line leading west. We had been in ‘the mountains’ for forty years. We were happy to make the trade off: a one-and-a-half-hour commute to the city to come home to the sandstone gorges, eucalyptus forests, blue distances, and crisp air. This was a boon during lockdown. Everyone was legally restricted to their Local Government Areas (LGA), but our LGA was so huge there were plenty of places we could go. Bush walks amid spectacular natural scenery were within easy reach. It was tougher in the crowded inner-west where Katie and Hamish lived, and the inner-east where our other daughter, Annika, lived with her husband Tristan and their toddler Lottie.

			Katie had had enough of shared houses and had moved into a studio in Newtown and was living by herself. ‘I am constantly with people, so it might be nice to come home to quiet and some alone time,’ she said.

			It was not great timing. The lockdowns meant Katie’s usual flood of people, contact, and interaction all day—and often chunks of the night—was gone, to be replaced with carefully planned exercise walks with one close friend at a time. For Katie, it was like slowly strangling one of the main sources of life.

			The world felt off centre. The tapestry of the lives we assumed we were entitled to was starting to fray at the edges. It would probably hold together . . . but it might not. People talked a lot about getting things ‘back to normal.’ As if what was normal was obvious to everyone and that normal had been great for all. We tried to jolly each other along, but it was hard to shake the feeling of uncertainty and impending doom . . . the folding-in of the world on itself.

			The first lockdown in Sydney lasted for ninety-one days. By early July 2020, COVID infections had started to decline, and it was looking like it all might pass soon enough. Hope timidly raised its head again. In August, our family headed to South West Rocks on the mid-north coast of New South Wales for a week’s holiday together. We had been going to South West Rocks for family holidays since 1993. It is one of only two north-facing beach towns in New South Wales. This north facing aspect means you see the coastline and the mountains of the hinterland in one view. The village of South West Rocks has a population of 5500. The pub and shops sit behind the small beach called Horseshoe Bay, lined with a stand of high, old pine trees. Looking east from the headland above Horseshoe Bay is the crescent of Trial Bay Beach, the old Trial Bay Gaol, and the mountains of Smoky Cape. It was, and still is, as close as we get to a sacred site. We must have walked the three kilometres of Trial Bay Beach a hundred times, sometimes together and sometimes in solitude. It was the place we felt our history and connection with each other. We had made so many memories there. Katie was in tune with the place. She had loved water and the ocean from when she was a very small child and would spend hours in the swimming spots around South West Rocks.

			With COVID restrictions lifted, we drifted towards the end of 2020. It felt like the worst was over. Summer arrived and perhaps things were back to normal after all. We planned a smaller-than-usual family Christmas at our place in the Blue Mountains with just me, Penny, Katie, Annika, Tristan, and Lottie (our first grandchild), our son Jono and his wife Becs, our youngest, Hamish, and my sister Liz. It was a relaxing day together. We were used to much bigger affairs, with extended family sometimes reaching up to thirty people. This smaller Christmas seemed to fit our mood after the COVID year and the death of Penny’s mother, Margaret, in July. It was our first Christmas without her, and it brought sadness with it. Margaret had been an important part of our Christmas time, especially since her husband, Larry, died in 2014. She was the last of our parents to die, and I remember feeling like we were into a new phase of our family life. Penny and I were now the older generation and now grandparents.

			Katie loved her family, and she loved Christmas time and birthdays. She loved the celebration, the eating and drinking, but mostly just the sense of having plenty of time to hang out with all her family. For Katie, spending large chunks of time together with family and close friends was really the ultimate point of life: connection, conversation, fun, laughter, and more fun. Katie and a party were well acquainted. Her sister Annika tells the story of Katie inviting her to a gathering of a few friends. When she arrived at Camperdown Park, there were about a hundred people clustered in groups of twenty to thirty. These were groups of friends from the various parts of Katie’s life. Katie waved her arms around the clusters and told Annika to go mingle. It turned out there was a smaller group there who had only become part of Katie’s friend group in the last thirty minutes. They were already set up at the park
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