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For Chumpy ♥









Prologue


It was a sliding doors moment. The night I met Alex ‘Chumpy’ Pullin, he was walking up the stairs as I was heading down. Neither one of us had planned to be at my friend’s twenty-first; I was nursing a sore heart after the end of my first serious relationship and Chumpy was meant to be on a plane but had changed his flight at the last minute.


A couple of days earlier, we had passed each other on another set of stairs at Warriewood Beach on Sydney’s Northern Beaches. I was running up and down the stairs, doing an impromptu bootcamp with some friends, when Chumpy came down to check out the surf. Chumpy had always been on the periphery of my friendship group. We ran in the same circles, but our worlds had never collided. I knew him as the mysterious snowboarder who travelled a lot and would randomly play music at our parties when he was in town. Chumpy wasn’t from Sydney, but he spent the Australian winter training at a special gym in Narrabeen, where I lived. I didn’t know much about him, except that he was hot and talented, and I wanted to know more.


Chumpy looked beautiful that day at the beach, I swear his skin glowed and his eyes sparkled. Meanwhile, I was red and sweaty from running – and a bit giddy from seeing him. I wanted to say more than hi to him, but in that moment, I couldn’t form complete sentences. Later, Chumpy would tell me he had wanted to talk to me too – and I would feel giddy all over again.


My friend Laura Enever’s twenty-first was onesie-themed. I wore a bright pink pyjama onesie that I had borrowed from a friend, and Chumpy was in a much cooler denim jumpsuit that made him look like a full-on mechanic, but hot. Chumpy had an electric energy about him. People were drawn to him, just like I had been on the beach and how I was at the party. It’s not something that’s easy to pinpoint; it’s the way he walked, his effortlessness, his very presence. I wasn’t the only one who saw it, everyone who met him felt the same. Chumpy was larger than life, I always told him he was beyond this world, he radiated at a higher level like he was from a different dimension to the rest of us. When you looked into his eyes, there was a depth that was other-worldly.


In typical rom-com fashion, the night of the party, our eyes kept meeting across the room and eventually our bodies met in the middle of the dance floor. ‘Wild Ones’ by Flo Rida featuring Sia was playing over the speaker, but all I could hear was the sound of my heart beating. All night, we danced and talked and kissed. Later, my friends would tell me they watched me on the dance floor and saw me fall in love right in front of them.


From our first kiss on that dance floor, it was on. It felt like we were two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that fitted together perfectly. We just clicked. Everything felt right, even the date of our first official meeting was perfect: 10/11/12. I have the date engraved on the gold pendant that my friends had made for me, which I wear around my neck every day. It has an imprint of Chumpy’s fingerprint on the other side.


With Chumpy, there was no playing hard to get or waiting a certain amount of time before writing back to each other. He messaged me on Facebook (as you did in 2012) as soon as he got home from the party, in the early hours of the morning, and we didn’t stop talking. We chatted about the small stuff – his training and my university studies – and the big things – our hopes and dreams for the future. The more I learned about Chumpy, the harder I fell.




Alex Pullin: Really fun hanging out with you tonight. Bummer I’m out of here soon, but have to catch up more next time.


Ellidy Vlug: Yeah me too. Had lots of fun!!!! Would love to catch up again. When do you fly to Austria? Memory is a tad blurry haha xx


Alex Pullin: I’ve just arrived back home on the south coast, then I’m flying to Austria next weekend. What’s your exam schedule like? Pretty hectic for the week I guess? You should maybe just come on tour with me. haha


Ellidy Vlug: Sounds like fun. Busy busy, I woke up 3 am this morning to get a start on the studying. I’m expecting a few fails. Argh!


Alex Pullin: I wish we had been so clever to work this out while I was on the Beaches for six weeks. If only I’d known, I would have worn my onesie out earlier. Haha. I might be back in Sydney for New Years. Either way, whenever we get to meet up again, I’m already looking forward to it. You have had my head spinning since last Saturday.


Ellidy Vlug: Sucks so much our timing hasn’t worked out! I’ll be in New York in February and back in L.A. in May, then Vegas for my 21st. Hopefully you can show me around.


I wanna kiss you again!!


Alex Pullin: I’ll happily kiss you again in any of those places around the world. But preferably right now.





On a night out a week later, I was reading through the messages with my friends – as you do when you’re young and crushed-up – and they were gushing about how perfect Chumpy was, how special he was for being so in touch with his emotions and how good we were together.


Chumpy had flown to Victoria after the party and was in Melbourne, preparing to head overseas for the snow season. I was complaining to my friends that he only had a couple of days left in the country when two of them made an executive decision. Maia and Mel hijacked my phone and booked me a flight to Melbourne for the next afternoon.


‘You have to be with this guy,’ Maia said. ‘You are amazing together and if you don’t see him before he goes, you’ll regret it.’


The next day, when my friends drove me to the airport, I did regret one thing: how many drinks we’d had the night before.


‘What kind of weirdo books a flight interstate to see a guy she’s met once?’ I thought. ‘Will it be awkward? What if I’ve built up this pen pal relationship into something it’s not?’ I had never been more nervous.


I didn’t tell my mum or my other friends what I was doing in case they thought I was mad. I was twenty and a grown-up, but I still felt like I was doing something sneaky.


When my friends dropped me off at the departures terminal, I was like a little kid on her first day of school, full of anxiety, excitement and butterflies. I felt like a wreck after a night of dancing, and I remember spending the flight putting in eye drops to try to look semi-presentable.


As soon as I saw Chumpy waiting for me at the airport gate, all my fears disappeared. Well, almost. When we hugged, I was still shaking with nerves. But he was too! Chumpy held me until we both stopped rattling in our boots. It felt like we already knew each other because we’d been talking constantly, but being in his presence took it to a whole other level.


Then he took me back to his airport hotel room, and we didn’t leave it for the next twenty-four hours. Chumpy sat on the bed and played the guitar, serenading me with songs he’d written. It could’ve been cheesy, but it wasn’t. It felt natural. I smiled so much my face hurt. We ordered enough room service to feed a family of four and sat side by side, eating and chatting. I wanted time to stop so I could stay under the crisp white sheets with Chumpy forever.


Unfortunately, I don’t have the power to warp time. The sun rose the next morning and Chumpy boarded his flight to the other side of the world for a month-long trip. Of course I was sad but, more than anything, I was blissfully happy. The connection I had with Chumpy was real and no matter the distance between us, I knew we’d be together. I felt it in my bones, in my heart and in my fingertips, which had somehow always managed to find Chumpy’s hand when we were together. If I wasn’t so loved up, I would have rolled my eyes at how smitten I was.


I hadn’t grown up with a shining example of true love. My parents, Pete, a police sergeant turned actor and model, and Karen, also a police officer who became a seamstress and fashion designer, separated when I was one and my brother, Dave, was three. I’m glad I was too little to remember that time, because it was volatile. My brother and I lived with our mum in Narrabeen and stayed with our dad every second weekend at his house in nearby Warriewood. It was so close, I could finish dinner at one house and run to the other for dessert.


When I was eight, Mum met my stepdad. That was hard because I was so used to just Mum and Dad in my life. My stepdad and I were very different.


As a kid, you think everyone’s family is the same. You assume everyone orders their cutlery drawer with the knives on the left, forks on the right and spoons in the middle because that’s how your mum does it. You figure all people call swimwear swimmers because you’ve never heard them called togs or bathers or cossies. In the same way, I thought having divorced parents, a stepdad and a sometimes tense household was normal.


I’d never really seen true love, so how could I have known it existed?
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Chumpy’s version of how we met was several years before the onesie party, at the Mona Vale Hotel. Back then – before it became the bourgeois Park House, with exposed brickwork, indoor plants and barrel-aged cocktails – the Mona (as us locals called it) was a classic pub with a boisterous beer garden, sleazy sports bar and sweaty dance floor. It was where me and my friends spent all of our Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights (using fake IDs to get in and going to school hungover on Fridays). Our drink of choice was this sickly sweet cocktail slushie called the Purple Sneaker. It was there, at the Mona, where Chumpy told me he first saw me.


‘You were wearing a blue velvet jacket,’ he’d say. My mum had made me that jacket and I wore it everywhere in my late teens, running amok with my friends, young and dancing like nobody was watching. Chumpy told me he spotted me through the crowd one night when he’d just started coming to the Northern Beaches to train at his gym. Apparently he tried to talk to me at the bar – and I gave him nothing. I would have been totally oblivious, too busy having fun with my friends, being a brat and not caring about boys.


It still makes my heart flutter to think of Chumpy sliding up next to me at the bar and brushing up against my velvet jacket, and that he remembered the moment all those years before so clearly. We’d both known of each other before we’d properly met, but I’d had no idea Chumpy was as aware of me as I was of him.


If you believe in the universe having a plan, it’s easy to think our orbits were always meant to collide. We came close so many times before the night we crashed into one another and didn’t let go.


Chumpy learned to love from his parents, Chris and Sally, who simply adore and cherish each other. I’d never met a couple so together until I met Chumpy’s parents in 2013, at their home in Eden on the New South Wales south coast. Suddenly, all of Chumpy’s passion and devotion made complete sense. He looked at me the same way his dad looked at his mum. He wanted to know every inch of my soul in the same way his mum knew the intricate details of his dad’s mind, the calluses on his palms and the frown lines on his forehead.


We came from starkly different backgrounds. Chumpy spent the Christmas of 2013 with his family in Eden, and I stayed on the Northern Beaches in Sydney. I imagined the four of them – Chris, Sal, Chump and his sister, Emma – carefully opening their presents and reading their cards from each other. Meanwhile, I spent the day with my dad, eating Hungry Jack’s for Christmas lunch. Dave was working so Dad and I took him a Whopper meal. I know that Christmas was very different to many other people’s, but I loved that day with Dad. I didn’t tell Chumpy about it for years because I was embarrassed about how low-key our Christmas was compared to his.


As close as Chump was with his parents, he was even closer to Emma. They played music together, wrote lyrics and shared a secret sibling language of raised eyebrows and stifled smiles. The Pullins’ sense of family was like nothing I’d ever known.


Chumpy grew up above a ski hire shop in Mansfield, near Mount Buller. The family didn’t have much, but they had each other. Chris and Sally would work hard through the snow season in the hopes of being able to afford a family holiday sailing during the summer. Chumpy loved the snow, but he also loved the sea. As a kid, he was more fish than human. He pretty much learned to swim before he walked, and grew up rowing, sailing and steering boats. Em called him ‘Brother Fish’, which seems ironic now. If only Chumpy could have breathed underwater.


Chris and Sally did everything for their kids and encouraged Chumpy’s love of snowboarding, even when times were tough and money was tight. They were never short of time or love for their kids, and that shone through Chumpy. He inherited his dad’s curiosity, sense of adventure and love of the ocean and his mum’s love of music and native birds. From both of them he learned a connection to nature and how to love deeply.


He saw the way his parents loved each other unconditionally, and he in turn learned to love unconditionally. Chumpy’s parents taught him how to treat a partner: with care, honesty and generosity. They weren’t rules written down on a blackboard; they were traits taught through actions.


Chumpy loved with his whole heart. And I still can’t believe I’m the girl his heart chose.


Whether we met on a set of stairs at a warehouse party or at the bar of the Mona Vale Hotel, we were drawn together for a reason. And whether I was wearing a borrowed pink onesie or the blue velvet jacket my mum made me, it was love at first sight when I saw Chumpy and he saw me.


I still have the jacket. I don’t have Chumpy.









Introduction




‘If we could breathe underwater
We could travel by land
Round the whole world’


— Alex ‘Chumpy’ Pullin lyrics, 2016





On a clear day, you can see the line where the ocean hits the horizon from our bedroom window. Chumpy was standing at the window, examining that line, when I woke up on the day the world stopped.


It was a winter’s day – Wednesday 8 July 2020 – but no-one told the sun that. It beat down on the perfectly still sea. The ocean was like glass, and it called to Chumpy. He excitedly got ready to go spearfishing while I soaked up the morning sunshine from our bed.


Chumpy almost went surfing, but decided to spearfish instead. It was his latest obsession. He’d spend hours out at the Palm Beach Reef near our house on the Gold Coast, catching flathead and kingfish that we’d turn into fish tacos for dinner.


Chumpy was meticulous, and he approached spearfishing with the same dedication he put into everything else he did. He’d practise meditating in our lap pool and hold his breath with my brother at the kitchen table while I sat bored for three or so minutes.


Every time Chumpy went for a dive, I’d say, ‘Love you, watch out for sharks.’ He wasn’t afraid of sharks. In fact, a week earlier, when his parents were visiting us on the Gold Coast, Chumpy had said as much to his dad while showing him his diving gear. Sharks weren’t the worry, he said. They saw sharks all the time at Palm Beach. The hidden danger was actually shallow water blackouts. These happen when the body blacks out at the end of a breath-hold dive, and the victim either takes in water and drowns or simply loses the ability to breathe.


I was never afraid for Chumpy when he was in the water because I knew how long he could hold his breath for, I knew how careful he was, and I knew how fit he was. Chumpy was a professional athlete, for god’s sake; he knew the limits of his body like the freckles on the back of his hands. He grew up in the water and he loved nothing more than being in it. The ocean gave him life, and I didn’t think for a second that it would take that same life away.


The weather planned the morning for us. Chumpy was going to go for a dive to catch dinner for the friends we had visiting from Sydney that night, I was going to walk our kelpie, Rummi, and we were going to meet up after for brunch at one of our favourite cafés. We left home at the same time. Chumpy was reversing the van out of our driveway and I was standing at the garage door. We locked eyes and I made a motion with my hands, asking if he was going to shut the garage door or if he wanted me to. Instead of answering, Chumpy kept staring at me from the driver’s seat of the van.


I threw my hands up in the air, feigning frustration.


Chumpy jumped out of the van and walked towards me. ‘What are you going on about with those hands of yours?’ he said, pulling me in to a big hug.


I melted into him one last time and then said quickly, ‘Alright, have fun. See you in a bit.’


When we eventually parted, we both left the house with smiles on our faces, Chumpy headed down to the beach, me and Rummi going the other way, towards the park. I can’t remember who ended up closing the garage door.


When I think back on our last interaction, my mind is blurry. No matter how many times I replay that morning in my head, it never gets clearer. I search and I search, but I never find new details hidden in the background. I pray and I pray, but I can’t go back in time and never let Chumpy out of my arms.


There is one bolt of clarity in the fogginess of my memories. On my walk home from the park with Rummi, I had a sudden stabbing pain in my chest. I’d never felt anything like it before. The sharpness stopped me in my tracks, knocking the wind out of me and almost forcing me to my knees.


I clenched my heart and Rummi looked up at me as if to say, ‘What the hell, Mum! Are you okay?’ After thirty seconds, I was. I brushed the pain off as anxiety – maybe I needed more sleep, or some vitamins or a massage – and kept walking.


By the time I got home twenty minutes later, I’d forgotten all about it. My mum was at the house when we got back. I’d called her when we were at the park to ask if she could come over and help me clean the place before our friends arrived. Mum was upstairs tackling the bathroom and I went to start vacuuming. It was a perfectly boring Wednesday morning.


Until it wasn’t.
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I was cutting the fringe tassels from the rug in the lounge room when there was a knock at the front door. I poked my head around the corner and saw our neighbour Belinda standing there. That wasn’t unusual. We were always chatting over the fence and popping by to each other’s places. What was unusual was the tone of Belinda’s voice; it sounded serious, dripping with worry.


I put the scissors down and walked to the front door, where Belinda told me that she’d just seen a Facebook post on the local community diving page about an unconscious man being pulled from the water at Palm Beach. It was awful news, but not totally out of the ordinary when you live by the beach. A week or two earlier, an older man had had a heart attack on the beach, and I imagined something similar had happened.


‘How sad,’ I thought, thanking Belinda for letting me know and going back to the very important task of trimming the rug.


Five minutes later, it hit me. Holy shit, it was Chump.


The realisation brought me to my feet. ‘Mum, get in the car! We’ve got to go!’ I screamed upstairs. Mum hadn’t heard Belinda stop by, so she had no idea what was going on until I tried to explain things in the car on the four-minute drive down to 19th Avenue, the cul-de-sac that led down to the beach where Chumpy went diving.


‘Belinda came over and said someone had been pulled out of the water at Palm Beach,’ I told Mum. ‘It wouldn’t be Chumpy, would it? Chumpy would be the one saving the guy, wouldn’t he? It wouldn’t be him, would it?’ I kept asking the same question over and over. Mum kept saying she didn’t know. She was eerily serious, as though she went into autopilot and her police training took over.


Mum’s calmness felt like a stark contrast to the commotion we drove into. There was a crowd at 19th Avenue, including paramedics, police and firefighters. Mum didn’t bother to park the car. She stopped in the middle of the street and started running down to the beach. I couldn’t get my legs to work. It felt like I was wading through toffee.


I slowly walked towards the scene unfolding in front of me. Every muscle in my body screamed at me to turn around and walk away, but I kept taking small, slow steps forward.


I could see a group of people on the beach a fair way back from the water’s edge, and I immediately looked away. Whatever was happening down there, I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t see it. I refused.


I started making up a narrative in my head. I told myself that even if it was Chump lying on the sand, he’d be okay. Maybe his hand had been bitten off by a shark, or maybe he was unconscious and had to spend a few days in hospital. He might be hurt, but he’d be okay. He was always okay. He had to be okay.


A police officer was standing on his own near his car at the end of the cul-de-sac.


‘Hey, what’s happening?’ I asked him, not really wanting to know the answer. ‘My partner is diving out there, so we’ve come down because we heard something happened.’


‘Does your partner have any tattoos?’ the police officer asked.


I didn’t want to answer him. ‘Yeah, he’s got some tattoos on his arms,’ I said, taking a beat to remember he’d just gotten a new one. ‘And an axe on his ribs.’


The police officer didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. The look in his eyes told me everything. He turned away from me and refused to meet my gaze again. I turned to face the beach and saw my mum coming towards me, her face white and her eyes wide. Her steps were rigid and the stiffness of her body told me the same story the police officer told me with his eyes.


She didn’t say the words out loud, but she nodded and I knew.


It was Chumpy.


Mum held on to me and led me back to her car. The police had told her to park at the surf club next door and meet them there. It must have only taken a minute, but it felt like a lifetime. We drove in silence, but my mind was screaming. The thoughts weren’t rational.


I remember thinking, ‘This is bullshit. We’re busy today. Chump has a meeting this afternoon and I’ve got acupuncture. He knows that. We’ve got things to do. This is really inconvenient. Chumpy needs to stop whatever this nonsense is and get on with the day.’


The surf club has a big balcony that overlooks the beach. I didn’t dare go near it; I didn’t want to see what was happening. Instead, I sat down inside as far away from the windows as I could. Two police officers asked me a list of questions – Where do you live? What does your partner do? Where does he usually go spearfishing? How old is he? How old are you? What did you two do this morning? – and I answered them as if we were having a completely normal conversation.


I had my own questions, but I refused to ask them. I didn’t want to know what had happened or where Chumpy was or if he was okay. I certainly didn’t want to know if he was dead. I was hanging onto the hope of the things unsaid. If I didn’t ask – and no-one told me – maybe it wouldn’t be true.


I couldn’t tell you how long I sat in the surf club for. My body was there, but I wasn’t. I was in a state of shock and total disbelief. I wasn’t distraught or hysterical; I was completely still in the midst of the mayhem. Eventually, a police officer came up to me and it was like I woke up.


‘You need to call his family,’ the police officer said. ‘It’s going to be on the news within the next couple of hours. You need to tell them.’


‘What am I telling them? What happened? Is Chumpy … not alive?’ I said, unable to say the word ‘dead’ out loud.


I clutched my phone to my chest, pushing myself to dial Chumpy’s parents’ number. They didn’t answer. I tried his sister. She didn’t answer. Randomly, they were on the phone to each other at that exact moment, oblivious to what was happening on the sand at Palm Beach.


When they each got missed call messages from me, they hung up on their conversation. Chumpy’s parents called me back.


‘Something bad has happened,’ I said. ‘It’s Chumpy.’


They asked me what had happened, but I couldn’t tell them. ‘I don’t know. I think he’s hurt,’ I managed to say before I handed my phone over to the police officer to say what I couldn’t.


I was crouched down on the surf club tiles when my brother arrived. Chump was like a brother to him. Dave squatted down next to me and held me tighter than I’ve ever been held. We both fell to the floor, but he didn’t let go. I was shaking in his arms. When Mum grabbed Dave and took him downstairs, I stayed where I was. I didn’t want to know what was happening downstairs. Mum told me later – much later – that they’d both said goodbye to Chumpy in the back of the ambulance. Mum hugged him and kissed him and told him how much we all loved him.
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After the surf club, I only remember the logistics. Mum drove us back to my house in her car, and Dave found our van that Chumpy had driven to the beach and brought it back. Chumpy had left his wallet and phone inside it. There were missed calls on his phone from me and a bunch of his friends who’d somehow heard a tragic rumour that turned out to be true. My phone was blowing up with messages and calls too, so much so that my brother took it off me.


I needed to do something with my hands. Like a total zombie, I went back to cutting the tassels on the rug. The fucking tassels!


When Dave handed me my phone back later, I messaged my two closest friends on the Gold Coast, Chloe and Lizzo, who was like a little sister to Chump. I wrote out a message – Chumpy died – then deleted it. Rewrote it – Chumpy died – then deleted it again.


Type, backspace, type, backspace. I couldn’t say what was happening. It felt wrong, rude even. I couldn’t call them because speaking the words felt too real. In the end, I wrote, Chumpy passed away this morning. It still didn’t feel right. ‘Passing away’ was something old people did in their sleep, not something that happened to young, fit men who left home in the morning to go spearfishing and didn’t come back; not something that happened to Chumpy.


At first, I think Chloe and Lizzo must have thought I was playing some sick prank. When they realised I wasn’t, they both rushed over to my house. The noise Lizzo made when she hugged me was animalistic. She didn’t just cry, she howled. It shook me to my core. I still hadn’t been able to shed a tear. The shock was overriding the unimaginable sadness. Lizzo’s wailing made things real. I didn’t have to keep asking what had happened anymore. I knew for certain Chumpy was gone – he wasn’t coming back – and we’d never find out exactly what happened out at Palm Beach Reef on that stunning winter’s morning.


From what I’ve been able to piece together, a surfer spotted Chumpy’s diving buoy bobbing above the water in an unusual way and paddled over, where he saw a body under the water, still weighed down with his diving belt, lifeless. The surfer dragged him back to the beach and called for help. The local lifesavers and then the paramedics spent forty-five minutes doing CPR on him, but it was no use. Chumpy was pronounced dead by the paramedics at 11.15 am. His death certificate lists the cause of death as drowning. I like to think that he simply went to sleep under the water. He didn’t struggle or fight for air or choke with panic; he simply closed his eyes and didn’t open them again.


I remind myself that Chumpy died doing something that he loved in the place he loved the most: the ocean. It’s cold comfort, but it’s something.


The speargun, fins and weight-belt Chumpy was wearing that day are sitting in our garage. They had to cut his wetsuit off, so I didn’t want it back. That’s not something I could have faced seeing, knowing it was the last thing that touched his skin.


This is the story I tell of that day. I don’t remember anything else about it beyond this story. I can’t remember if Chumpy made me a morning coffee like he usually did, or if I listened to a podcast on my walk with Rummi, or the exact time I said goodbye to my soulmate forever. The police couldn’t tell us an exact time of death, but it would have had to have been around the time I was walking home from the park with Rummi, around the time I felt that sharp pain in my chest that stopped me in my tracks. Looking back, I think that was the moment Chumpy left this Earth – the moment my heart shattered.


On a different stretch of coast, hundreds of kilometres south of Palm Beach, on Victoria’s Mornington Peninsula, Chumpy’s best friend, Cam Bolton, had his own emergency in the ocean on the morning of 8 July. He’d been out surfing with a young mate for a few hours when the sixteen-year-old cut his head open on the reef. The blood rushed out of the wound and turned the water red. When they got to the shore, Cam applied pressure to the young bloke’s head and loaded him into the car to take him to hospital. It was only when he got into the driver’s seat and grabbed his phone to find the quickest route to hospital that he saw he had sixty missed calls and a hundred messages. On another beach far away, Cam’s best friend had died.


On his way home from the hospital after making sure the young bloke was alright, Cam had to pull over. He couldn’t see the road for the tears in his eyes. He was an absolute wreck. By the power of tears, not by design, Cam had pulled up at the beach as the sun was setting. That’s where he called me.


I don’t remember what we said to each other. There were no words. He had lost his best friend and I had lost my love.


We all have a story from that day. One of our friends was in a convenience store in Bali when she got a message with the news. She screamed so loud that people outside the shop thought a horrific crime was being committed. She screamed. I was silent.


I’ve told my story of the day over and over again, but it still doesn’t feel real. Most of my memories of this day are gone, the details have faded out of my reach. All I have left is this story. This stupid story I wish I didn’t have to tell.


This is the story I tell of that day, but the story of Chumpy is so much more. To tell it, we need to go back to the beginning. We need to go back to The Before.









PART ONE


The Before




‘I don’t care wherever you are,
so far will never be too far’


– Alex ‘Chumpy’ Pullin and Emma Pullin
‘Banksia’, lyrics by Love Charli, 2003












CHAPTER ONE


About A Girl


There’s a well-known rule for surfers at Narrabeen Beach: locals only. Tourists aren’t welcome, including surfers from the surrounding suburbs, even if they’re from nearby Warriewood to the north or Collaroy to the south. The lines are clear, and they shouldn’t be crossed. That’s how people get their heads kicked in.


Dave and I were allowed to surf there because we lived in Narrabeen, but our dad, who lived just down the road in Warriewood, would’ve been given a hard time. He wasn’t a ‘real’ local, even though his house was almost as close to the beach as ours.


My childhood was marked by these divided lines in the sand. Mum lived in Narrabeen, Dad lived in Warriewood, and we met at a community centre in Dee Why every fortnight for Mum to hand us over for Dad’s scheduled weekend visit. We had to meet on neutral ground. Borderlines shouldn’t be crossed. If we were with Dad we didn’t dare talk about Mum, and if we were with Mum we wouldn’t talk about Dad. It was sad and I wish it wasn’t that way, but it was.


Mum and Dad’s relationship was tumultuous, at times they couldn’t be in the same room, let alone have a civilised conversation. Dad remembers the day Mum left him, like a scene out of a movie. She packed us kids into the car – my little feet would have been dangling out of my car seat – and drove away without a word. Dad chased the car down the street throwing out questions, ‘Where are you going? What are you doing?’


The separation was bound to happen. They were so different, it’s hard to see how they were ever together in the first place. Chump would often say to me, ‘Wow, I just can’t believe those two ever even dated.’ Mum was perfectly put together and once they had kids she was committed to raising a family, while Dad was a renegade rogue who wasn’t a fan of routine, especially if it got in the way of an adventure. When they were together, Mum must have felt like she had three kids to look after. She would get calls from friends, saying, ‘Um, I think I’ve just seen your two little kids sitting on the sand alone while Pete’s out in the surf. You might want to come and get them.’
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