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      I came to the coast to get away from Afghanistan.

      After my time there I was done. I never wanted to see another kid with their head blown off again.

      Never wanted to wake up in the dark hearing that awful rasping sound as a body pumped out its final breath through a throat that no longer had anything above it, only to realise the sound was coming from me. My own throat, raw and aching in the silent room.

      Over and over and over.

      I wasn't the only one waking up in barracks making noises at the top of my lungs. We had any number of counsellors and headshrinkers to patch us up again so we could go out and be camo heroes for the politicians and headlines back home.

      Twenty years I gave them. Sergeant Molly Freytag, exemplary service record, three tours, a chestful of citations that meant bugger all when I was lying in my rack at oh-dark-hundred listening to my own screams echo off the walls.

      In the end, they decided I was too broken to be profitable on the military balance sheet. and I got a medical discharge. All the counselling sessions I wanted, you know, but what kind of life is that, handing some poor sucker my load of horrors, making them listen to why I woke up with my throat raw and that rasping sound still echoing in my flat? It felt like forcing someone else to carry my pack. The weight doesn't disappear, you just shift it onto their shoulders. I'd carried worse. I'd rather carry my own.

      "Sea change," one of the shrinks said during our final session. Her eyes were kind but tired. She'd heard too many stories like mine. "Find somewhere nice, Molly. Sit under a tree, look out at the waves. Maybe go surfing. Think about positive things. Make a new life."

      Surfing. Right. At forty-something with the wobbles and a head full of ghosts.

      Still, the idea stuck. A tree. Waves. Somewhere far away from the flightpath and the traffic and the noise that never stopped. I was living in a shitbox brick flat in Sydney where jumbo jets screamed overhead every three minutes and car alarms shrieked in the night like incoming mortars. I couldn't sleep. Couldn't think. Couldn't breathe.

      I found an online real estate site, plugged in my search terms starting with how much money I had – not a huge amount – and browsed over what came up.

      Most of it was rubbish. Caravans on blocks. Fibro nightmares. Places so far inland I'd never smell salt air. Then I saw it: a shack on the edge of a coastal village a long way north of Sydney. The photos looked good.  Rustic charm, they called it. A million-dollar view for less than the price of a second-hand ute.

      I didn't need much and I didn't want much. I've always enjoyed the military life – apart from the bombs and bullets – of simple, spartan accommodation. A taut hootchie under a tree, a place to hang my pack, a level pitch for my sleeping bag, and a rock or stump to sit on while my tea brewed.

      Anything more than that would be heaven on a stick, right?
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        * * *

      

      It was cold, wet, and windy when I inspected the place after hours of driving. Rain whipped in from the sea, plastering my hair to my face and soaking through my jacket before I'd even made it to the front door. The agent – a bloke in his fifties with a comb-over and an apologetic smile – was already dripping.

      "Bit of weather today," he said, like that wasn't bloody obvious.

      Shops and hotels and a boat harbour on the other side of a bushy headland, and on my side nothing much but national park with a kilometre-long beach.

      An old wooden shack, tin roof (rusted), windows wedged in poorly-fitting frames, dry floorboards that creaked and moved underfoot. There was a lock that might slow someone down if they didn’t have a screwdriver. Or a rock. It had character and patina and a midden that went back decades.

      “There’s a heritage order on it, you know?” the agent said.

      No, I didn’t know. Maybe it was in the fine print.

      “Last of the beach shacks from the Depression camp. You can’t add to it, you can’t tear it down, you can’t modernise it. The headland is some sort of sacred site as well. So there’s a few restrictions but if all you want to do is have a view of the beach, this is it.”

      The verandah at the back under a fig spreading wide branches and roots that were lifting a corner of the shack.

      I walked out onto the boards – these ones didn't creak quite as badly – and looked.

      Oh.

      Oh, bloody hell.

      The view was glorious. A wide sweep of sand curving away to a headland on one side and a line of rocky outcrops on the other. The ocean was grey and wild under the storm clouds, waves roaring in and smashing themselves to foam on the shore. The rain was easing now, just a light mist, and I could see the three wind-bent trees clinging to the top of the headland like sentries.

      No houses. No people. Just the beach, the trees, and the blue, roaring Pacific.

      I heard the shrink's voice in my head. Sit under a tree. Look out at the waves.

      The thought of driving back to Sydney – to the flightpath and the screaming and the sweat-soaked sheets – was suddenly too much. I couldn't do it. Not one more night in that flat.

      The shack was a fixer-upper I wasn't allowed to fix properly. The roof leaked. The windows didn't seal. The floorboards were a bloody fire hazard. But none of that mattered, did it? Not when I could sit here every morning with a cup of tea and watch the sun rise over the ocean. Not when the only sound would be the waves and the wind in the fig tree.

      “When can I move in?”

      “It will take a couple of weeks to arrange settlement but I can rent the place out on a casual basis. We can go back to the office, get the paperwork done, take your deposit … ?”

      “Yeah, I can do that. Is there a bank in town?”

      As it turned out there was.  The village on the other side of the headland – Snapper Rocks, the sign said – had a bank, a post office, a couple of pubs, and a row of shops along the beachfront. Tourist town. Surf club at one end, boat harbour at the other. Norfolk Island pines lining the beachside park, their branches full of screeching rainbow lorikeets.

      It would do.

      We did the paperwork in the agent's cramped office above a real estate shopfront. I signed where he told me to sign, handed over a deposit that made my bank account wince, and took the keys.
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        * * *

      

      Two keys on a thin metal ring. That was it. That was my new life.

      I drove back to the shack as the rain stopped and the clouds began to break apart, shafts of late-afternoon sunlight slanting down onto the water. The road rose up to the headland, then currved around to a patch of sandy, cleared ground in front of the shack.

      My front yard, apparently.

      I sat in the car for a moment, engine ticking as it cooled, and looked at the place. It seemed even more derelict now that it was mine. The tin roof looked like it was ready for the dump. One of the verandah posts leaned at an angle. A gutter hung loose, dripping the last of the rainwater onto the ground.

      What the hell had I done?

      I got out, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. The floorboards moaned their greeting. The air smelled of damp wood and salt and something faintly sweet – maybe the fig tree. The light was dim, filtering through the dirty windows, and the place felt cold. Empty.

      I stood there, duffel bag in one hand, keys in the other, and felt the weight of it all pressing down on me. The years. The screaming. The kids with their heads blown off. The nights I'd woken up thinking I was back in Kandahar, the mortars incoming, the world on fire.

      Then I looked out the back window.

      The sun had broken through properly now, turning the ocean from grey to silver to a deep, perfect blue. The waves rolled in, white-capped and steady. The wind bent the trees on the headland and sent spray flying up from the rocks.

      It was beautiful.

      It was quiet.

      I set my bag down, walked out onto the back verandah, and breathed.

      For the first time in a long time, I breathed.

      I moved in that arvo. Sleeping bag in the car, scrounged a few things from the opportunity shop in Snapper Rocks – plates, mismatched glasses, a pot for cooking on the old electric range, a kettle for my tea – and with a couple of bags of groceries from the supermarket and a six-pack from the pub, I was set.
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