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For my kids, Olive, Edith and Ari you will always be the best thing I’ve ever made.





PROLOGUE

Hi, I’m Bron Lewis. Some of you may know me from stand-up comedy, or various telly shows, or from when I was a run-of-the-mill high school teacher, burnt out and under-appreciated. But the lucky ones will know me from when I lost my mind.

If you have come here for my comedy, congratulations, there are many funny bits if I do say so myself. I would be lying if I said every chapter was funny, though. I have tried to sugarcoat some of the most painfully horrible moments of my life, but sometimes there just isn’t enough sugar in the world.

This book that you find yourself reading is the book I wanted to read when I was mad. My first baby, Olive, screamed bloody murder for the first six months of her life and, to drown out the screaming, I would walk the freezing streets of Brunswick, Melbourne. Olive was rugged up within an inch of her life while I listened to Clare Bowditch’s song ‘You Make Me Happy’ on repeat, hoping it would rub off on me and my miserable baby girl.

One particularly frigid day I saw an Italian nonna storming towards me, no doubt armed with a lecture about having a baby outside in winter, which is, from what I can gather after all my years in Brunswick, a nonna’s favourite thing to berate a tired new mum about. Fearful that I was at the end of my tether and I would meet her scolding with a tirade of my own, I escaped into a quaint little bookshop. I filled its peaceful silence with Olive’s unbridled wailing and my incessant apologies about having the world’s most unhappy baby.

I caught my reflection in the mirror behind a pile of bright books with thunderous fonts and didn’t recognise myself. My skin was grey, my chapped lips were thinner than ever and the bags under my eyes were sinking towards my chin. I hadn’t dyed my hair in a couple of months, so the mousy brown regrowth was now a prominent strip down the centre of my scalp, and the red hair was dull and drab, like a scrappy garage-sale poster left in the elements. I reminded myself of the kind of lady I would have avoided eye contact with in case our fleeting human connection made her grab my hands and ugly-cry about how she was once the prettiest girl in Year 10 and now she was completely invisible. Maybe I was that woman. I mean, I wasn’t the prettiest girl in Year 10 – not a single boy had offered to pash me – but, aside from being accosted by Brunswick nonnas, I may as well have been invisible.

‘Why am I so shit at this?’ I thought. ‘What have I got so wrong?’

Fighting back tears, I searched for a book that had some answers, something I found myself doing countless times in moments of desperation. Unfortunately, books on parenting are almost always written by self-righteous twats who are either too militant or too whimsical for my taste. I picked them up, read their blurbs and put them back, like a shoe that didn’t fit. Olive’s crying ramped up, so I quickly grabbed a book, paid for it and squeezed my eyes shut, hoping that it would, please, for the love of Christmas, solve everything.

I did read that book and, SURPRISE, it did not save me. It was about a single mother who was struggling so badly that she left her baby in the apartment all day to scream while she tried to piece together the life she’d had before she became a mother. I hated that book. It was visceral and unrelatable: I wouldn’t have been able to leave my baby in an apartment by herself when I found it nearly impossible to go to a different room.

I have had three beautiful children and, not coincidentally, I have gone mad three times – all different flavours of mad. Each time I searched for a book that I could relate to, and each time I failed to find it. We tell women that motherhood is glorious, and yet we all know deep down that there are days, weeks, months, sometimes years when you’re in a living hell, and not necessarily because of your children (well, sometimes), but because of your hormonal brain, which tells you you’re fucking everything up (and, yes, sometimes you are – whoopsie-daisy).

It is wild to me that such a universal experience of motherhood can be muzzled the way it is. We consume sugar-coated versions of it from movies, literature and mummy influencers, so when we do venture into motherhood ourselves, the cold snap of reality feels like an unforgivable betrayal of all those who neglected to warn us. If we admit we find motherhood hard, we risk being the only voice out there doing so, so we say nothing but words of gratitude. ‘I’m the luckiest woman alive,’ ‘I can’t believe I waited so long to have her’ and ‘I wouldn’t see any point in my life without him.’ Do we mean that? Yeah, annoyingly we do, but these, like all thoughts, are fleeting, just like the negative ones. We are banned from saying, ‘I miss my old life,’ ‘I wish I waited a while longer before I had them’ or ‘This is genuinely the most fucked thing I’ve ever done’ because if these thoughts are uttered aloud, we risk being shunned entirely. Motherhood is supposed to be smothered in gratitude, so we grit our teeth, smile, rock our screaming babies and wait for the part when it gets easier.

It took me years to write this book. I’m referring not just to the physical side – bashing my fingers on a keyboard for countless hours and yelling down the hallway, ‘ASK YOUR FATHER, MUMMY’S WRITING A BOOK!’ – but also to the mental side. That took a while. I knew that if I needed a book about going mad, other women probably wanted one, too, but for a long time I was too overwhelmed to even brush my hair, let alone write a book. Plus, I was far too close to the flames of hell to find the words to describe it, so, like sleep, this book needed to wait until I had enough space and forgiveness to pull it off. I’m not entirely sure I’ve reached a healthy dose of either of these things, but I don’t know if anyone ever does. So here is the book I needed to read when I felt like I was failing at the most important job I would ever have. The book I longed for when I felt like I was completely alone. The book I needed when I was mad.

The longer I live, the more convinced I am that we expect women to go mad. I bet you couldn’t find an honest person who didn’t say their mother was a bit loopy, and frankly it makes sense that us women do lose our footing at some point in our lives. Under the weight of the ever-growing mental load, the constant and sometimes violent hormonal shifts, the expectation of looking a certain way, fostering a career to prove to everyone that women are capable of doing it all while keeping everyone in the family alive, it would make sense the old mental health would fray. We cope with watching our mothers lose their minds by creating a common ground where we can laugh at our collective experience. If we laugh together, it’s an acceptable joke, right?

Most of us have memories of our bewildered mothers being dragged through menopause, kicking and screaming like a toddler being forcibly removed from the zoo gift shop.

I am brutally honest about my mother in this book. Don’t worry yourselves sick about it: Helen has read the chapters about her and given me her blessing. The night before I submitted the manuscript to the publisher, we sat in my backyard with a bottle of white wine and I gave her one last chance to change her mind. She smiled and said, ‘It’s all true, so I’m happy for you to publish it. I’m sorry you had to live through that, darling.’ She took a long drag from her cigarette. ‘But could you please take out any reference to me being a smoker? Some people think I’ve quit.’ I lied and said I would. (As if anyone on the face of this planet thinks Hels will ever give up her beloved ciggies.) It wasn’t easy to write about Mum’s mental break. Her battle with menopause almost broke her, and it changed not only how we saw her, but how she saw herself.

We expect women to go mad, but we don’t give them the tools to manage it. We think we’re getting better at it, but I don’t think we are even close to where we should be. In the 16th century, women who acted out of character were accused of being witches and burnt at the stake. (They were usually women who had recently become mothers or women who were experiencing ‘the change’ – coincidence?) It doesn’t surprise me at all that the highest suicide rate for females is in the age range of 45–49, and the second highest is 50–54, meaning the menopausal years for a lot of women are, statistically speaking, unliveable. We may not be burning women alive anymore, but we are burying them under a pile of their own raging hormones and undeserving shame.

To be a woman is to have secrets, and I, like everyone, come from a long line of secretive women. My mother, grandmothers and great-grandmothers probably had a million secrets stuffed deep inside them, weighed down by instant mashed potato (yum) and guilt (ew). From a young age we learn that when we become mothers ourselves we will disappoint our children somehow, and only some of us will be lucky enough to redeem ourselves. It’s in our nature to show our best face, even when we are completely bonkers, screaming into the void with our tits swinging in the wind. You know, normal stuff.

Most people die with their secrets, but I will not. I will die with a belly full of instant mashed potato and the knowledge that I have upset the apple cart unapologetically. I’ll die knowing that I tried my very best as a mother to three beautiful children and, despite this, failed them and myself countless times. I’ll die having forgiven my mother and hoping that she forgave herself along the way. I’ll die having forgiven myself. I am not there yet, but hopefully I won’t die any time soon.

My wish is that this book might shine a tiny light on the darkest parts of being a woman and perhaps allow us to laugh at those parts, or just acknowledge that they exist. Whether it makes you hold a mirror up to yourself or allows you to see your mother, sister or daughter differently, I hope you do so with kindness. I hope my humiliating anecdotes, small wins and catastrophic near misses bring you light in a dark moment. But mostly I hope this book brings you some solace from some of the cruellest memories your brain has latched on to. We all deserve at least that.





MUM’S PARENTING STYLE

I always knew my mum was a bit different to most mums. She had five kids (four of whom were solely her responsibility), a business she ran from our dining-room table and a tendency to go mad. It makes sense to me that she would sometimes go mad – who wouldn’t with that much on their plate? Most of us would drop the ball with only one of those burdens mistakes hobbies responsibilities.

With five kids, it’s no surprise that she wasn’t a helicopter mum. She was more of a hot air balloon mum – she’d just float about aimlessly hoping for the best, sometimes bursting into flames.

I know now, having three kids, that your ‘trust’ in them to do things for themselves kicks in younger the more kids you have. I was like a pit bull with my first, a labrador with my second and a ‘missing dog’ sign with my third. Kids are resilient, and parenting is exhausting, so this trust is a survival technique. If you are the third-born, or, god help you, the fourth or fifth, chances are your parents raised you with a combination of devon, telly and hope.

If you are the third-, fourth- or fifth-born, don’t resent your parents – look at you now! You can read! (Unless, of course, you’re listening to this on an audiobook and, if so, well done on getting this far in life. Avoiding literacy is a skill far more impressive than reading.) If you are, in fact, reading this, it certainly wasn’t your parents who taught you – you just survived long enough to teach yourself, so this parenting technique works. Be #grateful that you are #literate or #pretendingtobeliterate.

As the third-born, I could get away with a lot of things. It was a crying shame that I wasn’t a particularly rebellious kid: the lack of supervision was wasted on me. I did get away with Mum never reading my report card, because she had given up on caring about them. I was a pretty good kid and, as far as she could tell, I could read (again, not her handiwork), so I was fine.

I was a dreadful student, though, so it wouldn’t have hurt for her to read the report cards. I rarely handed anything in, and if I did it was very late. For almost every assignment, I wrote a note that said Bron needs an extension on this project as we have had a family emergency, and I would sign it with a signature that kind of looked like my stepdad’s. I made it up in Year 7, and continued this identity theft until the end of Year 12. It was like I knew in Year 7 that I was going to be the worst student ever, which was probably the only thing I got right at school.

I also skipped class more often than I attended. On the last day of Year 10, awards were handed out – ‘Best athlete’, ‘Best musician’, ‘Most likely to be Prime Minister’, et cetera – and I was given an award I worked really hard on: ‘Wagged the most classes’. My terrible attendance and dreadful output would have been in my school reports, but we’ll never know for sure. On the day they were handed out, I would exit the classroom and unashamedly throw my report in the bin. Kids would gasp, but I just assured them that my mum wasn’t like their mums, because she wasn’t. She was eclectic and busy and distracted and on a slippery slope to madness. My report card was the least of her worries.

Mum’s trust that I would do the right thing and keep myself safe was pushed to the limits a few times. When I was fifteen, she let me travel to China to visit my big brother, Hamish, who had moved there to teach English when he was seventeen. So I guess she used the ‘third-child approach’ for all her kids. By this stage, Hamish was eighteen and we travelled through China with almost no money. We had many close calls on this trip, and many moments that were well outside what was appropriate for our age bracket. One night we stayed in what we thought was a really cheap hotel, but was actually a very seedy brothel. When we realised what the place was, we locked ourselves in our revolting room and ate Pringles for dinner.

Mum laughed her head off when we told her about this, and when she laughed, so did we. Her blasé attitude was contagious, and when she chose the funny side of things, we followed. She was our hot air balloon after all.

It was my first trip overseas, and I figured all travelling experiences were riddled with extreme risk. Still, when I finished school (thank fucking Christ), I increased the hours at my three shitty hospitality jobs to save enough money to travel the world. Mum didn’t ask where I was planning on going, she just knew that I was going, and that was enough information for her. I decided to get an around-the-world ticket, and if you’ve gathered anything about my application to study, you’ll know that purchasing this ticket was all the preparation I needed.

The year I decided to travel was 2005 – the year of the idiots. In Australia, we had the Cronulla riots, the Bali Nine and Schapelle Corby. Idiots. It was a great year for me, though. I had recently turned eighteen and, like every single eighteen-year-old, I was given a gift on my birthday: the ability to know everything. And, boy oh boy, did I know everything. I mean, I was allowed to drive, drink, smoke, vote, have a credit card with a $5000 limit and go to internet cafes unsupervised. Not only was I all-knowing, but I was also instantly worldly. I may have spent my whole life in suburban Canberra, with school holidays at my nan’s house on the outskirts of Wagga Wagga, but I studied International Literature for a term in Year 11 so, yeah, I was worldly. I didn’t hand in any assignments, but I had read Kafka’s The Metamorphosis and understood some of it. I knew everything.

A guy I went to high school with, who was also recently eighteen and all-knowing, suggested we use this newly acquired intelligence to travel to Senegal in West Africa. I mean, Africa seemed cool, and we’d both watched Madagascar, so we were sold. By the way, this guy doesn’t come off very well in this story, so let’s call him Lenny, because as much as I want to write his actual name, he’s the kind of weasel who would sue me for defamation even though I should be suing him for ever talking to me.

Mum found out I was going to Africa, and she uncharacteristically stopped in her tracks. She told me to look up the crime rates in Senegal and, as with most homework, I pretended I did it. She had heard from one of her friends that Senegal was actually really dangerous for tourists, especially young white women, but I’d stayed in a Chinese brothel when I was fifteen and nothing bad happened, so I ignored her. She tried to put her foot down but, after eighteen years of never putting her foot down with me, there was nowhere for her foot to land. I was going to Senegal whether she liked it or not.

Lenny and I were just as confident in our new-found adulthood, which would have been unbearable for actual adults to witness. Sure, I still hadn’t figured out how to pluck my eyebrows the same size and, sure, Lenny still had acne on his back so severe that it bled through his shirt, BUT WE WERE OFFICIALLY ADULTS, DAMMIT!

On the plane to Senegal, Lenny explained that it would be safer and easier for us to pretend we were married – people would take us more seriously and, as eighteen-year-olds, that was all we wanted. So, just like that, 10,000 metres above the planet, I was pretend-married to a boy pretending to be a man who had chronic backne. Cool.

Walking around the chaotic streets of Dakar, we both hid how overwhelmed we were. Three grown men with Snoop Dogg shirts and thick golden necklaces started following us, so we spoke loudly of our wedding in Canberra as if that would make them disappear. It didn’t. They approached us, and explained that we could relax because they were ‘artists’. Lenny was immediately relieved, which irked me to no end. His mum had a small collection of art in her hallway, so naturally Lenny knew everything about art – in fact, because of this, he was sure he was an artist.

The golden-chained men asked us to go see their art. I said, ‘No thanks!’ and Lenny said, ‘My wife means yes please!’ And I didn’t mean yes please, not even a little bit. Lenny said that he was going with or without me, so, as I looked around the busy street full of strangers, I begrudgingly agreed to go with.

All I could see was my mum’s face asking me to be careful, words I wasn’t used to her saying, so I didn’t know how to action. There were nine of us piled into a tiny hatchback that drove two hours to a tiny dusty village on the coast with no electricity or running water. I was terrified, and Lenny was insufferable. He kept wrapping his sweaty arm around my shoulder and talking loudly and confidently about his art collection.

The men would nod and smile at each other, which was not a good sign.

We waited all afternoon for them to show us the art they promised to show us, but they would just smile and take us to a new part of their village for people to gawk at us. We were like prize pigs, or worse: a punchline to a sinister joke we didn’t understand yet. The day turned to night and the art was still nowhere to be seen, so when they suggested a walk on the beach under the stars, we said yes because it wasn’t really a question – we were 100 per cent their hostages at this point. I knew it, but Lenny still acted like everything was really normal, which irked me to no end. We obediently followed them to the beach and hoped with all our might that there would be a tiny gallery on the shore where we would laugh and then return safely to our hotel. It will surprise no one to learn that there was no gallery, just a big, dark, empty beach and the cold realisation we were never going to see any art, maybe ever again. Lenny refused to look at me because deep down he knew this wasn’t right. He cheerfully tried to keep the conversations with the men alive, but they had become quite silent all of a sudden. One of the blokes lit up a joint and puffed on it furiously. This wasn’t unusual – he had been smoking them all day – but what was unusual was how everyone stopped to silently watch him, as if waiting for something to happen.

Out of the darkness a man emerged in an ill-fitting police uniform, thongs and a plastic badge. He stormed towards us, yelling, ‘No drugs!’ He tackled the man who was smoking the joint, and proceeded to kick him over and over and over in the head. It was the most violence I had ever seen in real life, and I was scared shitless. All of the other men screamed and wailed, and Lenny, for the first time in his entire life, was speechless.

Through a blood-soaked mouth, the man on the ground said to me, ‘Unless you want to go to jail for the rest of your life, you have to give him five thousand dollars.’

Jail? I mean, this was 2005, the year of the idiots. I suddenly realised: I was the next Schapelle Corby. I imagined my mum crying, and the rest of Australia shaking their heads at the dumb girl from Canberra who thought she was capable of travelling to Africa. This was not going to happen. I needed my hot air balloon more than ever.

Realising I had to pretend I was the adult I needed to be, I got up and went to the ATM with two sniffling men and withdrew all the money the bank had lent me. I thought about whether I would tell Mum about this, or just throw the memory in the bin along with my report cards.

I’d left Lenny behind with the wailing man and policeman, and wondered if it was safe being without him. But then I realised nothing he’d done had made me safe, so the bigger question was whether that fucking idiot was safe without me. When we got back to the beach, Lenny was no longer with the others, and my whole body froze. ‘Shit,’ I thought, ‘they’ve killed him.’ And as I looked to the golden-chained men for an explanation, one of them said in broken English, ‘Your husband is over there.’

Fortunately, Lenny wasn’t dead, but unfortunately he was still Lenny. Instead of checking if I was okay, he was just sulking in the sand – you know, like an adult would.

We left Senegal knowing full well that we’d been swindled by those guys, but Lenny never admitted it. I lost $5000 of the bank’s money, and Lenny lost his pretend wife. On the bright side I didn’t become the next Schapelle Corby and, more importantly, I learnt to never again trust an eighteen-year-old boy with my life.

I can’t say for sure I knew something bad was going to happen on that trip. I think I left to show everyone how brave and independent I was, but I was leaving my childhood home where Mum’s menopausal storm was in full force, and nothing felt scarier than to be trapped there. Watching someone you need unravel in front of you is unbelievably confronting. I like to think I travelled to an incredibly dangerous corner of the world because I had something to prove, but really I just needed to get as far away from her as possible.

Do I regret going? Of course I do. I’m not one of those people who says ‘I have no regrets, just life experiences.’ I have heaps of regrets. One of them is going to Africa with dumb-fuck Lenny, and another is punishing my mother for her mental breakdown, even though, at the time, I didn’t know that’s what I was doing. Perhaps I went there to remind her that I needed her still, even though I felt like she’d been gone for years. She may have always been a ‘hands-off’ kind of mum, but ever since her brain starting losing the battle with her hormones, she’d evolved into a giant cockroach and I was the apple lodged in her back (I told you I’d read Kafka). I can’t speak for my siblings, but when Mum hit menopause, she became unrecognisable to me and we became her burdens. I guess it’s hard to value your own life when the person who gave it to you makes you feel like an inconvenience.

I know that will hurt her heart to read that, but her heart has hurt for a long time and none of this is news to her. I’ve never thought that I was the biggest victim of mum’s unravelling; nor were my siblings. The person she hurt the most was herself, and she continues to punish herself for something she couldn’t control.

We can punish our mums for a long time, whether consciously or not. I used to be cross with my mum for a lot of things, even (if you can believe it) for not knowing I got report cards. It may have seemed like an act of rebellion at the time, but in hindsight, I think I just wanted to show my friends how little my mum noticed me. I was publicly shaming her for being too busy for me when she could barely keep her head above the rising tide of her shitty mental health. We both let each other down, and I know we both feel regret like bruises that won’t heal.

Some would consider Mum’s parenting style to be unsafe and irresponsible. Hell, I’d raise an eyebrow if I saw another mum like her and I would definitely scold a mate if she let her eighteen-year-old daughter go to Africa with her shit-stain friend, but at the end of the day I am who I am because of her parenting. I don’t know if Mum’s parenting was the ‘right’ parenting, but it’s the only parenting I was offered, and I’m grateful for it. I am still alive, I know how to read and, because she gave me the freedom to travel with Lenny, I now know a dickhead when I meet one. I can’t get cross with her because I’m alive with the best life I could have imagined. So unless you want a hot air balloon ride, jog on.





BLACK AND WHITE TILES

Mum met Jurek when we four kids were aged five to eleven. It blew everyone’s minds that a man with only one kid would want to get involved with a woman with four small kids. He was a Polish carpenter with blue eyes, a cheeky grin and a rusty vintage station wagon with bullet-hole stickers on the back of it. We thought he was the duck’s nuts because he really loved us kids but, more importantly, he made Mum laugh like crazy. It wasn’t long before he had moved in with us and we met his perfect twelve-year old daughter from his first marriage. Huge news for Spence Primary – the Lewis kids had a stepsister living in Lismore and, no, we did not know where Lismore was.

At this stage, we were living in a tiny government house in Spence, where seven human beings were jammed into a very modest three-bedroom home – the same home mum ran her business from, and where my older sister Amy punched me in the face and called me a ‘lesbian pervert’ for walking into our shared bedroom when she was changing into her pyjamas. She was so mean when we were young. Now she is the most glorious, loyal woman and spectacular mother you could find; still, she punched me square in the nose when I was ten, and that deserves to be acknowledged for the rest of time. Could that be the reason I wrote this book? Probably. Justice comes in all shapes and sizes, bitch.

Mum thought Jurek would run for the hills the first time he saw our miniature house, but he didn’t. It was very obviously commission housing; while each city in Australia has a slightly different style for its commission houses, the Canberran ones built in the 1970s had to be the ugliest (no offence if you live in one, I’m sure yours is the exception). These houses were a far cry from those designed by esteemed architects, and whoever did the heating in them was a dumb dog. It was so freezing that we could see our breath inside during winter, and after our baths we would sprint naked to the solitary electric heater in the lounge room and get so close we’d burn our bare bums on it. These freezing houses had either grey or light sandy-coloured bricks and the roof tiles only just reached the top of the bricks, so they looked like a kid who had accidentally given himself a zero-guard buzz cut. The windows looked like an oversight, as if they’d built the house without them, then, deciding even poor people needed light, knocked down some of the bricks and shoved in a mission-brown aluminium-framed window, which shook noisily in the wind. Mum tried her best to keep the house clean, but it was like pushing shit uphill: the tiles in the kitchen were brown and always looked dirty, even when they weren’t. Mum hated those kitchen tiles.

In primary school I used to be proud of our tiny Spence house because it was one of the nicest houses on the street, and all my friends lived in similar ones. Mum had painted the front door a deep maroon and you could tell that whoever lived there was really proud of it. I knew it wasn’t a mansion – I wasn’t a bloody idiot – but compared to most of the other houses on our street, which had collections of broken cars on the front lawn and ripped curtains in the windows, it was pretty glorious.

I would walk up the driveway each afternoon with my tartan backpack and Ren and Stimpy hat and admire the garden Mum had worked so hard on. She’d almost broken her back making that garden beautiful, with roses and a pergola, where she’d sit and smoke. The bathroom window backed onto the pergola, and when my brother Simon was four and I was six, we overheard Mum sitting at the back table talking while we were in the bath. Curious, we climbed our slippery little bodies up onto the bathroom vanity, carefully slid open the rusty window and looked down at her to see who she was talking to. There she was, in her nursing home uniform with the top buttons undone and a tortoiseshell clip shoved into her short hair, talking to… no one. Uh-oh. Mum, our only present parent, had lost it. We checked and checked again, but there was definitely no one there for her to talk to, so eventually we called out to her. ‘Mum? Who are you talking to?’ She looked up at us and burst out laughing, covering her face with her hands and howling. Doubled over, with tears streaming down her face, she laughed and laughed and laughed and Simon and I slowly slid the window shut and climbed back into the warm bath, feeling uneasy with confusion, but also relief to see her that free with joy.

It wasn’t until years later that she told us she wasn’t speaking to herself. She was actually practising for a university presentation that she was really nervous about. I treasure that memory: my beautiful mother falling to bits with laughter as Simon and I huddled in a window above her. Sure, she was single-handedly juggling four kids, a full-time job and a uni degree, but these were simpler times for us as a family. Just us four kids and our incredible mum. We had the least money at that point, but I dare say it was the happiest we ever were together.

Jurek moved into our humble Spence ‘govvy’, and within three years, our little sister Rosie was born: the greatest gift our family has ever received. We were all besotted with this perfect blonde baby girl, but none of us more so than Jurek. He would strap her to his back and go for long bushwalks to look for fairies. When they returned, the baby carrier was decorated with so much bright yellow wattle that Rosie looked ready for an Anne Geddes shoot.

It wasn’t until Mum sent me to a posh high school that I became ashamed of our little house. The concept of class spilled into my life and it was confronting to realise I was dangling down the bottom end of it. I came to understand I had the shittest house out of all my friends by a country mile. One of my friends had a tennis court and a fridge with two vertical doors on it like you see in the movies. I liked going to other people’s houses because if I was there, they couldn’t see just how different my house was; all I needed to do was pretend their house wasn’t blowing my tiny mind. Once, Jurek picked me up from the tennis-court house and mistakenly parked our Tarago on the strip of lush grass next to their driveway. The dad pulled up behind Jurek in his fancy BMW and held the horn down until he moved the car. I know now that this was the act of a fucking arsehole, but at the time, as a thirteen-year-old desperate to fit into a different class – or at the very least be secretly poor – I was just so embarrassed. I sat in the very back row of the Tarago on the way home and let my body fill with resentment towards Jurek, the man who intentionally humiliated me by damaging my rich friend’s grass – also known as the bloke who was kind enough to pick me up and accidentally park on sacred grass, resulting in him being abused by some flog who thought he were better than him. Poor bastard.

I was fourteen when we moved to the big house in Queanbeyan, just outside of Canberra. Jurek built it himself – it took him about a decade to complete. For years we pored over the blueprints, dreaming about the day we’d get to move in, and when we did I was beside myself. Finally we lived like all the rich kids. We had a double-storey house with two lounge rooms and two bathrooms! The kitchen was by far the best bit, though – it was rustic, with black and white tiles that looked like they were out of a Better Homes and Gardens magazine. Mum was most proud of those tiles, and she joked that if she didn’t get them, she wouldn’t move in. She was right: they did look spectacular against the rich wooden cabinetry and fancy new fridge (embarrassingly with only one door). I can only speculate, but I think Mum thought those black and white tiles would erase all of the mistakes she had made and might prove to everyone she was actually a huge success. She didn’t know it at the time, but there isn’t a tile in the world that can withstand that much weight.

Goodbye, Porpoise Spence! I had made it! I wouldn’t be the girl at school with the shittest house anymore, and I was over the fucking moon about it. I mean, it was a shame we had to move to Queanbe-hole for me to shake that title, but nothing in life is perfect. Shout out to Queanbeyan: may it burn to the ground.

Hamish, my oldest brother, only lived with us for a month or two after we moved in, which was devastating for me because he was my closest ally. He was seventeen, and originally I thought he was mental for wanting to bail on this class upgrade for a shitty share house in Canberra. It wasn’t long before I understood the vibe in our new house was completely miserable, which took us all by surprise. So almost as soon as we had moved in, it was just Amy, sixteen, me, fourteen, Simon, twelve, Rosie, four, Jurek, forty-seven, and Mum, forty-five. The ages seem silly to list, but it’s important for you to see that there were two teenage girls, an almost teenage boy, a tiny little girl and two grown-ups at peak ‘midlife crisis’ age. It was a recipe for disaster and, cooking the shit out of that disastrous recipe, we slopped mess all over Mum’s precious black and white tiles.

The tiles became a symbol of Mum’s struggles. She would obsess over them; we often found her scrubbing them on her hands and knees, muttering to herself about how useless everyone was. She would take it personally when anyone spilled anything on them, which, with four gross kids, happened often.

‘Who walked through the kitchen with grubby shoes on?!’ Mum would scream.

This became one of Mum’s catchcries, a signal that she was at her wits’ end, which seemed to be her favourite place to be in this phase of her life. She was in the thick fog that we now know to be menopause; at the time we just thought she was a stranger. And she was. We couldn’t recognise this furious, chronically depressed woman who screamed at us like a banshee with red-wine lips. The fights between Jurek and Mum escalated and the dream house we’d waited so long to move into became the most awful place for anyone to be.

Jurek responded poorly to Mum’s mental snap by doing things that intentionally pissed her off. Like going for a bushwalk with Rosie and then walking his muddy shoes all the way through the house, including over her black and white tiles. Mum, who was always on the brink of crumbling and often propped herself up with Nescafé and curt apologies for her atrocious behaviour the night before, saw these muddy footprints as a personal attack. She screamed and screamed and screamed, and we pushed ourselves back into darker corners of the house, waiting for her to run out of steam. Jurek would rise to the challenge and scream back, but we kids knew better than to get involved. There was no way of stopping their fights, so we would just have to wait quietly until she was silent – still furious, of course, but silent fury is just that tiny bit easier to live with.

I missed Hamish wildly, but tried to focus on how great the new house was aesthetically. I dreamed of the day I could bring high school friends over and act like our built-in deep fryer was no big deal and that we definitely didn’t squeal with delight for days when we learnt about it. Surely now that I was in this house, the worst of my issues were over – I could finally feel like I belonged at that school. But I never did. The house may have looked lovely, but Mum and Jurek, who’d both worked so hard to make it happen, had never been more miserable. It made no sense to us kids. It took a while for me to realise I had no control over Mum’s moods, but I wanted to show my friends I mattered now, so at the ripe old age of fourteen, I ran a risk and invited two of them for a sleepover.

This invitation was huge for me. I hadn’t had anyone round for a sleepover since primary school. I was so keen to show my high school friends just how magnificent our new home was. We slept downstairs in the big lounge room because I was still sharing a room with my bully/sister Amy, and I wanted to be as far away from Mum and Jurek as possible just in case they missed the memo that I was pretending to live in a normal, happy household. I proudly showed my friends around and they were polite enough to not point out my feigned nonchalance. We had a great time… until we didn’t.

It was a dangerous move to invite my friends over during this time, but I thought Mum and Jurek would be able to see just how important this night was for me. At the start, it was excellent – Mum was viscerally happy and kept throwing her arms around my friends, telling them how beautiful they were. She was magnetic and funny, and my friends gushed about how lucky I was to have such a fun mum. Jurek was also in fine form – he ordered pizzas and made Mum laugh until she was holding on to the kitchen bench to stay upright. I was ecstatic! If this is what it took to bring some happy vibes into our house, I would have sleepovers every night! After their first few drinks disappeared, Mum and Jurek decided to take themselves to the Roo’s Club, which made my stomach do a nervous flip. You’d never know how they’d return after a boozy visit to the Kangaroo’s Club, but I held on to my optimism like a kid on the last rung of the monkey bars. I figured if they had been so good so far, surely they could keep the ruse up for twelve more hours. Surely!

We were woken at 2am to the sound of Mum and Jurek screaming. My whole body tightened and filled with icy dread. I squeezed my eyes shut, pretending I was asleep, hoping I was the only person who could hear them. Then I heard my friends whispering to each other about whether they should call their parents to pick them up, and I wanted to die.

Mum and Jurek yelled at each other for hours, slamming doors and storming noisily across the floorboards above us. They’d fucked it and I had never hated them more in my life. I tried to tell my friends that this never usually happens and they would go to bed soon, but they once again made a liar out of me. For hours I made jokes to distract my friends, and they giggled through their worry, making mental notes to never come back to this house again. And I didn’t blame them for that. I certainly didn’t want to be there.

Once the screaming faded, we finally went back to sleep. A few hours later, I woke with a knot in my stomach to the sound of my mum scrubbing the black and white tiles. She wasn’t muttering furiously this time; she must have run out of hateful words after the night of screaming. But those hateful words rang in our ears as we packed up our makeshift beds and talked quietly about what to make for breakfast. I seethed at how Mum was tending to those tiles when the real mess – me – was downstairs, fighting back angry tears as she tried to make her friends laugh.

My friends never did come over for another sleepover. I never asked them to. The damage was done, the lesson learnt: the sleepovers were over.

We know now that our sinking ship was caused by Mum’s menopause, and it was exacerbated by how ill-equipped we all were to handle it. Menopause was cruel to my mother and, as a result, it was cruel to the whole family. We lived with a woman we didn’t recognise – an angry, bitter, miserable woman who’d replaced our kind, joyous warm mum, and we missed her ferociously. We all responded differently to this new woman – Jurek antagonised her, Hamish ran from her, Amy avoided her, Simon defended her, Rosie held her and I hated her with my whole being. How dare she take my mum away when I needed her so much? Was this the price we had to pay for this fancy new home? If so, it was a shit deal.

For a long time I’d thought all I wanted was a nice house like my posh friends had, but it turned out that all I really wanted was my mum. I can’t even imagine how scary that time was for her – to be in a mind and body she no longer understood. Part of me wishes I could go back in time, hug her and tell her that it was all temporary, but at the same time, I never want to see that woman again.

Mum did come back to us – not entirely, but mostly. Menopause chipped something sparkly out of her and left her incomplete and remorseful. I wonder if it would have been different if she’d known what was happening to her, if we all knew it wasn’t actually about the fucking black and white tiles. The secrecy that surrounded menopause, especially back then, destroyed so many women’s lives and imploded entire families – so many disasters that could have been prevented with a little bit of awareness.

Mum sold our house recently, after twenty-two years. While it was definitely a gorgeous house, it was the keeper of some of the worst years of my life and I won’t miss a single thing about it, not even the deep fryer.
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