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For Mel and Jesus (no, not that Jesus)




‘Never be afraid to laugh at yourself. After all, you could be missing out on the joke of the century.’ Dame Edna Everage
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Missing in Action: One Pig


April, 2018


As we trudged up to the vineyard, I wiped sweat out of my eyes. It had been the hottest April on record and even though it was late afternoon it was ridiculously warm. The sky overhead was a blue so crisp you’d swear we were still in summer.


The vines were nearly at the end of their growing season. The grapes had been harvested weeks ago and the branches were clinging onto the last of their leaves to store precious energy before winter arrived. They wouldn’t normally require watering in April but they were confused with the unseasonal heat, continuing to burst into spring-like greenery. Without a cloud in the sky and wide cracks showing in our clay land, it had seemed a great idea to water them while I spent a few hours mowing the dying grass between the rows – but I forgot to turn the water off afterwards so back I went. The irrigation had become manual since the kangaroos kicked out the wiring for the automated system, which we couldn’t afford to replace.


Never do one job at a time, I’d reminded myself, so I had company: the animals needed some exercise.


I ran as fast as I could past the villas and the house because it was the only way to keep my posse by my side. If I didn’t distract them like this at the start they had a tendency to stray, and our paying guests would be likely to find an inquisitive hairy face peering in at their villa windows, or worse: an uninvited guest on their couch if they’d left a door open. Winston the goat is the worst culprit, and once Helga the pig reached adolescence she started to display a mind of her own, too. (Wesley, our youngest goat, is more or less a perfect angel.)


Once clear of the danger zone, I slackened to a walk and we slowly climbed the hill.


If you’d said to me ten years ago that one day I’d be taking two goats and a hefty, headstrong sow for a walk, I would have told you to stop smoking crack.


*


In the distance I could hear the rasp of Jeff’s dropsaw. The wine room on the edge of the dam was coming together nicely. The floor and walls were in place; the roof was on but the windows and doors were only empty spaces. Until we could afford to install them, we promoted it as Enjoy an al fresco wine-tasting overlooking our vast lake. I took a photo of its progress and hoped we could have it finished by the end of winter when my job as part-time labourer would finally come to an end (and without a single argument on site, mind you – after thirteen years together I rarely question Jeff’s wisdom . . . out loud).


I trekked on with my hairy companions. After ten minutes or so we reached the centre of the vineyard and the water taps. As I made my way from tap to tap, Helga ran off to explore. Winston and Wesley couldn’t believe their luck that fresh green leaves were there for the taking, as many as their barrel guts could fit in. They’re not usually allowed there for this very reason but I didn’t mind them nibbling a few so close to the vines becoming dormant. As I turned off the third and final tap I felt a sprinkle on my arm and it was only then that I looked up and saw, off in the distance, a clump of dark clouds. They’d descended from nowhere and were beginning to fill the sky in the west, but it’s rare we ever get rain on our property so I was confident the brewing storm would pass us by.


Tap job done, we made our way down to the dam to inspect Jeff’s handiwork. Winston and Wesley leaned out from the deck to munch on water reeds; Helga had found the carcass of a snake and was chomping on the bones in its tail. My brother Glen is always quick to remind me that a pig will eat you whole and only leave your dentures behind, but I’m the kind of farmer who believes his ‘children’ are faultless and would save my life given half the chance.


‘You’ve done heaps today,’ I said to Jeff, wishing I’d thought to bring us some beers.


‘I didn’t get to do the strapping of the roof yet, but it’s the first thing I’ll do in the morning,’ he said, but to me it hardly seemed important enough to mention.


The rain went from sprinkle to heavier droplets and since it isn’t Wesley and Winston’s favourite thing in the world, they took shelter with us in the rudimentary wine room. Seconds later those heavy black clouds opened, releasing bucketloads of rain and hail, then the wind whipped up, blowing it in through the gaps. As the rain pelted down against the aluminium roof Jeff and I built with our bare hands, Helga galloped up the steps and the five of us moved further inside. The wind was stronger than I’d ever felt before – the rain was being swept in horizontally and, even six metres in where we were cowering against the back wall, we were getting soaked. The rain and cloud was so thick we could no longer see the dam just ten metres away. The animals were scared, edgy. Jeff and I couldn’t believe how quickly things had turned.


‘Woo-hoo!’ I screamed, always partial to a little drama.


‘Where the hell did this come from?’ Jeff shouted over the ferocious noise.


‘Thank god we got the roof on!’ I yelled back.


At my words, there was an almighty gust and the six-metre-square roof peeled back like a Band-Aid and simply disappeared.


What the fuck? Jeff and I exchanged incredulous looks but we were too shocked to speak. Thunder crashed overhead. Lightning forked. The deafening sound was too much for Helga and she bolted toward the bush, disappearing into the grey blur of wind and rain.


‘I’d better go find her!’ I screamed at Jeff. ‘You stay with the boys!’


I ran out and immediately went from wet to drenched – and I don’t mean that in a sexy Mr Darcy kind of way; more like a fallen loser on Australian Ninja Warrior. All I could think was Helga will be lost to me forever; I must find my little piggy! I charged toward the bush. The trees were blowing at ridiculous angles; lightning illuminated the greyness and splinters of electricity struck dangerously close to struggling tree limbs.


‘Helga! Helga!’ I yelled desperately into the chaos.


I heard a faint sound and turned around. Winston had come running after me and, some metres behind, a very wet, very unhappy and very scared Wesley followed. I waited for them to catch up to me and reassured them as best I could.


‘Helga!’ I yelled again, but who was I kidding? I could barely hear my own voice and she was nowhere to be seen.


I decided to get the boys out of harm’s way. It made no sense to put all three of their lives in danger. I ran them back to their pen, all the while keeping my eyes desperately peeled for little Helga, frantically calling her name, my heart breaking at the thought of her being lost and terrified.


Just a few years earlier I had been a high-flying marketing executive in Sydney. My career at eBay was going gangbusters and I was living the classic city lifestyle of hard work and even harder play.


One of my ‘executive decisions’ once saved the billion-dollar company from disaster and I had been the poster boy for corporate success. Now I was crashing through the bush in a storm in search of a missing pig.


How the hell did I end up here?





[image: Image]



The Holiday Home from Hell


Net curtains. That’s where our tree-change story really begins. According to Jeff, if you had net curtains on your windows, really, you didn’t deserve to live. And our dingy excuse for a B&B was positively swarming with them. (What’s the collective noun for net curtains, I wonder? A disappointment? A gasp of net curtains?)


It was February 2010 and we were staying in the Barossa Valley in South Australia with our best friends, Melanie and Jesus. (Jesus is Bolivian so when you read his name, imagine it with a Spanish accent – hey-Zeus – otherwise you’ll think I’m talking about the son of God.)


Jesus had organised the weekend away as a surprise for Mel’s birthday. And we came along too, of course. Jeff and I are the guys who crashed the hotel room after midnight on their wedding night to order champagne and pizza, so it shouldn’t have come as a shock to Mel when we showed up at the airport bar back in Sydney. I guess she was so out of her in-control comfort zone that the sight of us rocking up out of the blue made the poor girl burst into tears.


‘Jeez, Mellie, we can head back home if the thought of spending a weekend with us is that depressing . . .’


‘Oh my god you guys, I can’t believe you’re here too,’ she said, wiping away tears.


‘Let’s face it, you weren’t going to be having any fun with just him!’ I pointed to Jesus. ‘Whoop whoop,’ I sounded, and in an instant he was up at the bar ordering us drinks. I’d trained him well.


Poor Mel still had no idea where we were going but that’s the kind of crazy shit you do to make great friendships so memorable, and Mel’s is the kind of friendship that just keeps on giving – after all, she was the reason Jeff and I met.


*


Jeff stalked me. That’s how he got this glittering prize. He and Mel worked together for a cancer charity and Mel often raved about her best friend (i.e. me) at work, which was fair enough. Old sleuth-ball Jeff managed to work out where I lived when Mel mentioned my apartment was in a curved building in Elizabeth Bay (but there aren’t exactly thousands of those, so he isn’t as clever as he makes out). It might amaze you to learn that he and I lived on the same street – but that’s where all the single gays lived in the early 2000s so that wasn’t exactly a miracle either. With minimal further detective work, he gazed up into the windows of that curved building, trying to deduce which apartment was mine. It turned out that a suggestively shaped cactus backlit in the living room window sent a beacon to the world: HERE LIVES MEL’S GAY BEST FRIEND. Who knew?


Jeff didn’t like to socialise with his workmates, but he went to Mel’s thirtieth birthday party in February 2005 because he knew I was to be the MC.


‘What do you think of that guy over there?’ I asked my friend Kirsti at the party.


‘Not really my type,’ she said flatly.


‘Really? I was just talking to him and he seems really nice. You should go and have a chat to him; I reckon he’d be great for you.’


‘Um . . . he’s gay.’


‘No, he’s not. Trust me. I would know.’


‘I think we both know your gaydar has been on the blink for years, my dear. Trust me: he’s gay.’


Next, I sent my friend Andy over to suss Jeff out. Andy’s is the truest, longest male friendship I’ve ever had. He even made sure I wasn’t ripped to shreds the night I decided it was a great idea to visit a death metal club . . . while wearing swimming goggles (for no particular reason).


‘You want me to guess if he’s gay? Oh Toddy, you know I’m shit at that sort of stuff.’ A few minutes later he came back to report his findings. ‘I’m with Kirsti,’ he said, but I was still unconvinced because Jeff just talked and moved and held himself like a straight guy.


At the Iguana Bar later I put Jeff through my never-fail straight-detector. You’re welcome to play this one at home whenever you please.


‘So, Jeff, if you could choose to go home with anyone in this nightclub tonight, who would it be?’ (Clever of me, right?)


‘I don’t get what you mean . . .?’ (Dammit, he was out-testing me!)


‘I mean,’ – time for less subtlety – ‘if you could choose any one of those girls on the dance floor to take home tonight, which one would it be?’


Give her half a second and Kirsti will tell you that she is always right. Well, on this particular occasion it turned out she actually was.


‘I bet you live in that one up there,’ Jeff pointed to my window a bit later that evening, after we’d placed an unsubtle bet about who had the best view. From that night on I couldn’t get rid of him – and trust me, I wasn’t about to make it easy to be in love with the likes of me. Despite stalking me, he did fail the first hurdle of remembering my name the next day, but I decided to give him another chance.


‘What are you doing this morning?’ he asked before heading off.


‘Just reading the papers,’ I said with a shrug. It was dangerous territory, I certainly wasn’t about to suggest doing something together.


‘Why don’t you grab them and bring them over to mine? I’ll make us a cup of tea.’


I couldn’t believe my ears: he’d asked me on a second date the Morning After, only unlike the movie of the same name I wasn’t as glamorous as Jane Fonda, nor was there a corpse in my bed (far from it). But that’s just how it was with us from the outset – no games, no second-guessing.


‘I’ve been invited to a wedding in two weeks,’ I mentioned in passing.


‘I’ll come as your plus-one,’ he said without flinching or waiting to be asked.


‘I invited my friends over for dinner next week,’ he said. ‘You should come.’


And I’ll be honest, being the disastrous dater that I was, I wanted to grab a hold of him and shake him! ‘Jeff! That’s ten whole days away! Ten more days of . . . this . . . and you’re still committing to seeing me!’ But of course that was all kept internalised and on the surface I was the supremely confident sex god he clearly thought I was.


‘Shyness is no aphrodisiac,’ he said to me one night, and he’s been suffering for it ever since.


Four months into our relationship I had to go to the US for work for a couple of weeks and I felt sure this would be the time Jeff chose to stray.


‘Great!’ he said enthusiastically. ‘I’ll move into your flat and renovate it!’


Because I was in a rental and hadn’t seen any of Jeff’s handiwork I flew out to the US fearing I’d be evicted and return both homeless and single. He assured me he had lots of experience and two weeks later I returned to a fresh and lovely makeover, and a new flatmate. It was the middle of 2005 and less than six months later we’d purchased our first apartment together overlooking Rushcutters Bay – so then we both had the same view.


Mel, Jeff and I made a nice little threesome for a year or two, hanging out together in Elizabeth Bay. Somehow I knew Mel was about to meet the right guy.


The Athena Starwoman in me got it right.


When you love someone as much as I love that beautiful woman, you want her to be loved by someone special too. I was always nervous about meeting any boyfriend of Mel’s because there wasn’t a hope in hell anyone would be good enough for her, in my humble opinion. And there was also a bit of me that was scared some boofhead was going to come along and queer-bash me behind my back. But that was underestimating Mel; she isn’t into meatheads.


The night Jeff and I met Jesus mid-2007, he said, ‘I bet you didn’t think I was going to be so black.’


‘I bet you didn’t think I was going to be so straight,’ I replied, and from that moment our fate was sealed. In marrying Mel, Jesus adopted two more brothers – only I was suddenly the best-looking in his family, if not the most modest.


Jeff has seven sisters back in England (Well, yes, but seven!) and at the time my brothers were either overseas or off procreating in suburbia, so Jesus became like a big brother (a much, much older big brother) to both of us. He is always taking the piss out of us and saying and doing inappropriate things. I really couldn’t have chosen a more perfect guy to come into my life. I suppose he’s a pretty good catch for Mel too.


*


It wasn’t until the plane landed that Mel realised where she was.


‘Adelaide? You brought me to bloody Adelaide for my birthday?’


‘Ease up on the gratitude, Mellie,’ I reassured her. ‘Don’t worry, we’re off to the Barossa!’


Dammit if that wasn’t one of the nicest weekends of our lives. It was real Hollywood stuff: a sophisticated foursome exploring beautiful vineyards and great restaurants without a worry in the world. I’m sure I heard a bit of Enya on the soundtrack, and an incredibly handsome and muscular leading man was playing the role of Todd.


The sun was shining as we drove along winding country roads. Clear blue skies overhead, beautifully manicured gardens wherever we turned – you get the picture. And the rigid uniformity of vineyards really appealed to the Rain Man in Jeff. It was such a shame we’d only thought to book two nights, because we all wanted to stay longer in that little bubble of happiness and relaxation where no one seemed to have a worry in the world and everyone we met looked so bloody content. Maybe it was all just a show, part of that Hollywood film, but I didn’t care – I was hooked and never wanted it to end.


I have all of Maggie Beer’s cookbooks, love her warm, gentle personality and am incredibly inspired by her story, so one of the must-sees on my list was Maggie’s farm in Nuriootpa. There’s just something familiar and welcoming from the moment you arrive – beautifully kept groves and orchards, hundreds of pheasant fattening up for harvest, a quaint little shop where you can buy anything Maggie’s ever made (it seems) and a lovely large dam at the centre teeming with ducks and other birds. It’s all a million miles from anywhere in a haze of peaceful perfection. We had a picnic lunch by the dam watching ducks frolic to more Enya songs in my head.


‘I really could live here,’ I said with a sigh. ‘I think I would like to be Maggie Beer.’


‘I’m not sure her husband, Colin, would be too happy about that,’ Jesus said dryly.


That’s how our daytime hours in the Barossa were spent – living idyllically with no schedule, meetings or other mundane chores holding us back. But after tasting delicious wines, spending too much on lunches and visiting cellar doors of exquisite beauty, every evening the dream crashed back to grim reality: we’d somehow managed to pay a shedload of cash to stay in a dreary backyard on a suburban street. Advertised as a ‘villa’, there was no disguising the fact we were sleeping in a garage converted into two bedrooms, and while maybe all we needed were beds and a roof over our head, this little garage was just awful.


The felt carpets were filthy, their flower patterns faded and frayed. The thin fibro walls were beige, but we couldn’t tell if they were painted that colour or were just filmed over with years of other people’s grime. The beds were rock-hard; the sheets were see-through, and they felt and smelled like a weeks-old scourer that had sat in the kitchen sink, too disgusting for anyone to contemplate throwing in the bin until Dad cracked the shits and took the fall for everyone. The advertised ‘generous breakfast provisions’ comprised, per person per day: one rasher of bacon, one egg, 125 millilitres of orange fruit drink, two capsules of milk and one small box of Sultana Bran (the one from the variety pack wanted by no kid, ever).


‘I reckon we could do a better job than this,’ Jeff said to me the first morning.


‘I reckon my nan could do a better job than this – and Jeff, she’s been dead for ten years,’ I agreed.


‘I mean, come on people, it’s not hard,’ Jeff continued. ‘Net curtains have no place in the world – anywhere! And don’t get me started on the choice of cushions. It’s not that hard to find a lovely cushion to lift things a little.’ Jeff never really acts all that gay, but get him started on soft furnishings and he turns into Mr Humphries from Are You Being Served . . . ‘I’m free!’


Before going out to dinner, we decided to make full use of the amenities and walked to the covered carport to partake in a little hot spa action.


‘Ooohhh,’ Mel, the first one to climb in, cooed, ‘this is sooo nice.’


I stepped in next, turning up my nose against the strange chemical smell that singed a few of my nostril hairs on the way in. As my body sank beneath the surface of the water, my skin felt like it was coated in Vaseline.


‘Oh boys, wait till you get in,’ I joined my partner in crime. ‘It’s perfect!


‘You’re such a bitch,’ I whispered to Mel.


‘You didn’t think I was going to suffer this alone, did you?’


‘You two are a pair of shunts,’ Jeff said, leaping straight back out again. ‘That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever done.’ I knew he’d done worse but decided to save that challenge for another day.


Within a minute we’d all evacuated the chemical spill and were towelling ourselves with delightfully threadbare cotton, scrubbing away at our contaminated skin as if we were all Meryl Streep in Silkwood.


That night at dinner, Jesus said, ‘I looked at our host’s website and she’s fully booked every weekend for the next few months.’


‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Jeff said dismissively. ‘I’ve stayed in better hostels than that, and for just twenty pounds a night.’


‘And at least there you got a few complimentary extras from some of the other guests.’


‘Supply and demand,’ Mel said, ignoring all the smut, as she so often has to. ‘She’s got the location and that’s all most people care about when they book.’


‘And remember: we do have Jeff to thank for choosing such luxury.’


‘Piss off! I’m sure she didn’t advertise the fact she’s hung net curtains on every bloody window . . .’


‘We’re so missing out on something here,’ I said as the mains arrived. ‘If she can make that much money from a dirty rundown shithole, imagine what the four of us could do if we put our heads together. I mean, even with Jesus weighing us down . . . heavily.’


‘You wanker!’


‘I’d get to open my chocolate shop . . .’ Mel looked like she’d transported herself there already.


For the rest of the meal I kept daydreaming about a different kind of life. I imagined how freeing it would be to call up work and tell them I was never coming back. We could just stay right there in the Barossa and forge a new path. The funny thing was, I hadn’t even been conscious of my dissatisfaction with our Sydney life until the Barossa showed me that Sydney wasn’t the only place on the planet I could be happy.


‘Hey Knob, can I try some of your pink bits?’ Jeff motioned to Jesus’s rare quail.


‘Only if you let me pack some of your fudge for dessert.’


‘Oh my god you two, stop!’ Mel cried.


‘Inappropriate!’ I called. ‘Mel, can I try one of your bearded clams?’


‘Enough!’ And she was right: they were mussels, not clams.


*


Later back at the ‘villa’, I said to Jeff: ‘We should talk more seriously about doing something like this.’


‘Yeah, we should,’ he said, but I wasn’t sure just how much his heart was in it. And anyway, for the time being we had much bigger fish to fry.
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Desperately Seeking: Cushions and Cookbooks


We returned from the Barossa to our house in Annandale, knowing that we were about to launch into a full-scale renovation. No wall or window in the house was to remain untouched.


When we’d moved to Annandale in 2007, we were among the first of our friends to make the change from the smart but expensive Eastern Suburbs to the cheaper and more spacious Inner West. We’d thought we’d always live in apartments but by the time we sold the one overlooking Rushcutters Bay, I was tired of living in such close proximity with others and fed up with our old angry neighbours telling us our music was too loud (believe me, I just don’t do loud music) or that our dinner parties (dinner parties!) were too raucous.


When we decided to put the Rushcutters Bay apartment on the market early in 2007, it became the scene of our one and only barney to date. I mean, Jeff and I never argue, not even about small things, but like most couples we chose a monumental, universal topic as the catalyst for our near-divorce: chicken balls.


Jeff is incredibly well endowed: his more than adequate proboscis affords him hypersensitive olfactory abilities. Before deciding the Inner West was the place for us, we had gone looking for bigger, more private apartments around Elizabeth Bay, but often he would walk out shaking his head in disgust: ‘Could you smell the . . .?’ and every time the apparent stench was completely lost on me. Foot odour on a sock at the bottom of the laundry basket? Really? Guinea pig urine from the pet of a kid who’d lived in the apartment in the 1970s? No? A glass that three weeks earlier had been filled with a Barossa Shiraz and hadn’t been allowed to dry in the heat of the dishwasher properly? Nope, didn’t get that either. But days-old cooking fat was the one that got Jeff’s goat the most.


When it came time to sell our apartment, Jeff wanted everything to be ‘Jeff-perfect’. Nick, a local real estate agent, was my man for the job. In time he would go on to star in that Nestlé commercial wearing nothing more than an apron and condensed milk smeared all over his body. Perhaps I was an early appreciator of his star quality, sensing it would appeal to the largely gay and single female audience we were marketing our apartment to.


With our apartment on the market, Jeff would have liked to place me inside a plastic bubble – and he really did put plastic sheeting over the new cream carpet beneath Mel’s chair one dinner party. Sure enough, as was her habit, within minutes she’d knocked over her glass of wine.


‘I’d like to invite my friend Keith over for drinks, show him the results of all of our hard work,’ he said one day, and I quickly agreed it would be a lovely thing to do. Keith is someone whose opinion Jeff values more than most because he’s quite fastidious in his own home and enjoys the finer things in life.


‘I’ll make some nice hors d’oeuvres,’ I offered. ‘Make it a special occasion.’


In my opinion, what followed was not exactly the grandest surprise in the history of the world. Clue One: I immediately began perusing a finger food cookbook. Clue Two: I read my proposed menu to Jeff, including the dish ‘chicken balls’. Clue Three: we went shopping and I sent Jeff off to find two litres of vegetable oil. Two litres! Clue Four: come the day of the get-together, I was in the kitchen rolling said chicken balls and on the stovetop was a large frying pan filled with said oil. Jeff went up the road to get some forgotten beers and when he came back I was frying my last batch of chicken balls. There was Clue Five.


‘What are you doing?’ Jeff asked with agitation. Clearly the clues weren’t landing with Mr Perceptive.


To say I was mildly surprised would be a tad of an understatement. ‘I’m making the . . . um . . . chicken balls?’ I said, sure this was some kind of joke.


‘I could smell that oil in the hallway downstairs,’ he said. ‘After everything I told you about oil, I can’t believe you’re frying when we have an open house in four days’ time . . .’ and on and on and on he went, but I’d stopped listening.


With greasy tongs in hand, I yelled at him mid-sentence, ‘Fuck! Off!’


I stormed into the bedroom and slammed the door. Jeff blared Mary J Blige (what would the neighbours think?) and set about eradicating the apartment of the world’s worst smell, and the thought of him faffing about covering up my crime made me angrier and angrier. (As if Mary’s voice were not grating enough! I mean, she was no Cyndi Lauper.)


Jeff’s version of events is somewhat different . . .


In time, the chicken ball fiasco passed into our folklore and it never fails to make us laugh. To make but a wee final point, the auction of our property smashed the building’s sales record despite the alleged faintly lingering scent of chicken balls.


*


Though we’d made decent money on the apartment it seemed that the only ones we could now afford in the east were shoeboxes with no views. I kept widening our internet searches, prompting Jeff to consider leaving the only area of Sydney he’d ever lived in.


Almost from the moment his stalking plan had come to fruition, way back at the start of ‘us’, Jeff and I worked out that we share a similar view on life: neither of us believes in the concept of ‘forever’. This applies to practically everything – relationships, homes, jobs, dreams, scowls from moronic neighbours . . . we believe in enjoying things in the moment rather than fixating on what everything might look and feel like at some imagined point in the future. So while Annandale was never going to be our ‘forever’ home, we both knew we would be living there for a few years at least. And after that, who knew?


We settled on a rundown terrace on a one-way alley, which we planned to renovate and turn into our dream home. To celebrate, Jesus – who creates stunning jewellery in his spare time (he designed and made Mel’s beyond-fabulous engagement ring) – gave us each a shiny new key ring as a housewarming present. They were stainless steel and shaped like a J on one side and a T on the other.


The beauty of the key ring contrasted nicely with the state of the house. The walls cried when it rained (we had buckets in the bedroom to catch drops), the floors were uneven and see-through in places (there were about eight different levels inside the house), windows were broken and the outdoor sewage pump had a habit of overflowing. None of this daunted us – but then we never looked too far into the future, as if what we might find there would scare the fuck out of us.


For the remainder of 2007 and through to the end of 2008, the house was a revolving door of visitors. Dinner parties, barbecues, cooking for friends, celebrations, drinks, huge bashes, me and Andy’s girlfriend Ali on the banister doing impressions of Cher on a cannon singing ‘If I Could Turn Back Time’ at the top of our lungs (I’d always wanted to live in a house with stairs and now finally I had some), very fashionable Nintendo Wii parties, weekly dinners with Andy and Ali, who were now living nearby . . . the list went on. It was as if the house’s state of near-dereliction put people at ease and while once we’d feared that becoming Inner Westies would keep people away, that didn’t seem to be the case.


For our first Annandale Christmas we had an ‘open gate’ policy – we spread the word that anyone and everyone was welcome to walk through our gate on the street and join us whenever their family get-togethers made them cross-eyed with boredom and/or anger. By the end of the evening we had an eclectic and energetic mix of friends and we partied until the early hours.


Then our friends started falling pregnant, or moving further out to more affordable suburbs with bigger gardens for the children. That was cool; inevitable really, even for those friends who said they were never having kids. It wasn’t until our second open gate Christmas, in 2008, that Jeff and I realised we were not quite the drawcards we thought we were. Not a single person walked through the gate, and we sat in the courtyard with wine in our glasses and huge platters of food, excited by the sound of every approaching car but quickly disappointed when no footsteps followed.


‘Merry Fucking Christmas!’ I said.


Luckily we still enjoyed each other’s company because it sure as hell looked like that was all we were going to get.


For Christmas 2009, Jeff’s sister Lovain and niece Hayley visited us from the UK and kindly never complained when they were forced to sleep in a room with holes in the ceiling and inch-thick holes in the window frame that let in an endless torrent of mosquitoes and spiders.


Finally we launched into the full-blown renovation in April 2010, which saw us living in one room upstairs with an open air toilet that could be seen from the street. This resulted in a year out from entertaining, and by the time the house was finished, we could count our childless friends on one hand.


‘The same thing happened to me,’ our friend Cheryl said one night. We’d developed a routine of having dinner weekly at her place in Petersham – our one social outing now that everyone else was playing happy families. ‘All my friends went off and had babies and then when the kids grew up they all came back again. You just have to wait fifteen years or so.’


‘So we’re in friend prison for a crime we didn’t commit?’ I asked gloomily.


‘To some degree, yes. Unless you’re happy spending your Saturdays at birthday parties full of screaming children?’


‘See, that’s when it’s likely I’d commit a crime,’ Jeff muttered.


‘I had one birthday party as a kid – my twelfth – and look how incredibly well adjusted I turned out to be. I don’t have an addictive personality,’ – I gulped some more wine – ‘or anything. These kids of today are going to want Happy Meals and ice-cream cakes every birthday for the rest of their lives.’


‘Spoilt rotten the lot of them,’ Cheryl agreed. ‘Now get up and make me a cup of tea in my new glass stovetop kettle, please. Caffeine-free black tea with that organic Manuka honey in the cupboard. Could you only put one and one-third of a teaspoon of honey in it? Thank you.’


After I’d delivered her tea, Cheryl put her feet up on the couch and picked up George and John Brown to place them on her lap. Those two white dogs are everything to her and picking them up usually means only one thing. I glanced at my phone and saw that it was 9.32pm.


‘Oh well,’ I said with a stretch, ‘we should probably be going – it’s way past your bedtime.’ Home yet again before the witching hour of 9.40pm. As much as we absolutely loved our evenings with Cheryl, they were a far cry from being splashed by vomiting patrons at the now-demolished Baron’s Bar in Kings Cross . . . but then maybe that was a good thing.


*


Our situation was actually quite different from the grave one Cheryl had prophesised because we do have kids, though they’re not with us full time. Luckily for Jeff and me, I had donated my sperm to a loving couple in Brisbane who wanted their two children to be genetically related and know who their father is. And luckily for them, my donation turned out to be bounteous – in fact, it was one of the most impressive the staff at the clinic had ever seen. Needless to say, I still have a swagger in my step over that. But whenever any of our friends moan about the challenges of parenting I say smugly, ‘Well, you should have outsourced it to a pair of lesbians in a different state, shouldn’t you?’


The morning after I’d met Jeff I said to him, ‘If you plan on sticking around you need to know you’ll soon be a daddy.’ I figured day two was as good as any to break the news. Jane was three months pregnant with what would eventually turn into our daughter, Lucy, and I was already slotted in for a visit with her partner, Vicky, at the end of the year for what would become our son, Charlie. Hello, I’d like to make a sizable deposit, please. Weirdly, prospective fatherhood didn’t seem to faze Jeff and after settling in Annandale we also adopted a ‘child’ of our own.


Mid-renovation we’d inherited a black cat named Leroy from the daughter of our neighbour. We’d taken to her other daughter’s cat that we’d named Florence after she’d moved into our empty house while we were on holiday in Italy.


Flo used to sleep between my legs (insert predictable pussy joke here) and came running to us whenever we sang a particular harmony, but a car crushed her spine a few months after we’d formally adopted her. Knowing how much we loved her, when our neighbour’s other daughter needed to offload her cat, it was Jeff and I who received a pleading note in our letterbox: No pressure at all but if you do not take Leroy we will be forced to leave him with the Cat Protection Society. There was an altogether too adorable photo of him attached, a pitch-black feline with a lovely red collar. In a bizarre coincidence, I’d included a black dog named Leroy in my first novel, Pictures of Us, and it just felt right that we should have him, mid-renovation and all.


Leroy the cat had attacked one of our neighbour’s grandkids so we knew from the outset that he had behavioural problems, but I’d also taken on Jeff so another family member with issues didn’t daunt me. Although most of the time he was the sweetest cat ever, over the years he did attack us and some of our friends . . . more than we’d care to number. A couple ended up on antibiotics. It was as if something switched in him: his eyes went big, black and vacant and he just ripped into flesh, prompting my idea for a horror film called Claws – but that’s probably been done before.


In Annandale he quickly became the king of the street. As soon as he moved in with us he set about firmly cementing his position at the very top of the feline ladder.


One day a neighbour said, ‘Is that Leroy? He broke my cat’s tail and it cost me a bomb to get him fixed up.’


Another neighbour: ‘Is his name Leroy? I woke up in the middle of the night a few weeks ago and he was sitting at the end of my bed, just staring at me.’


And yet another: ‘Leroy’s an absolute legend. We love him! He chases my wife around the house whenever she wears her fluffy slippers and we can’t get enough of it. He’s always so gentle and loving.’


And finally (overheard): ‘Oh look, isn’t that cat cute? She must be very heavily pregnant.’


Post-renovation, the pristine, sterile and mostly white house straight out of the pages of Home Beautiful where an unpredictably vicious cat lived was not exactly a comfortable environment for any parent visiting with young children. In hindsight, it wasn’t a comfortable environment for anyone, so perhaps that’s why friends stayed away in droves from our Annandale designer home.


The three-month renovation stretched on to eleven months but it sure gave us something to focus on other than our respective jobs. For Jeff, there were always fixtures and fittings to shop for, new instructions to give to the builders, daily inspections of the work and our fast-dwindling savings to obsess over. I suppose the chaos we were living in also gave us something to bond over – the lack of running water, privacy and security; frustration over the neighbours’ junk filling up our skip bin. Because we had no shower, we were running into work to shower there every weekday. We avoided going home to our one room if we could and, whenever we did, the only thing that dulled the stresses of an over-time, over-budget renovation was eating fast food and drinking too much booze. It was a gruelling (yet exciting!) eleven months, but then, when it was all over, it suddenly felt like we had nothing to look forward to and dammit if we weren’t plain bored. Our feets was gettin’ real itchy.


‘Where are you going?’ I asked Jeff as he got his bike ready one day.


‘I can’t just sit around here all day; I need to get out.’


‘Get out where? Am I that repulsive?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m going to buy some cushions.’


‘More cushions? For where? It’s because I’m fat and ugly and you don’t love me any more, isn’t it? Isn’t it, Jibbuz?’ (Jibbuz is a nickname I’d invented for him; just as ‘Leroy’ changed to Roy to Roybert to Bert to Bertram to Bertie to Bertolucci so ‘Jeff’ went to Jeffy to Jiffy to Jibby to Jibbuz . . .)


He ignored me, and rightfully so.


‘I just need to get out,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Wanna come?’


Finding more cushions to squash into the house wasn’t exactly my idea of fun. Did cushions really need to appear on every chair? On every bed? On top of bookcases? Any available space on the hardwood floor was already piled with cushions. Fuck me if those things weren’t breeding while we slept and now he wanted to go and buy some more? I let him go out shopping alone and stayed at home to . . . fester.


We may have had the perfect house and the perfect relationship but my blinding love affair with my job at eBay was on the wane. I had traded my love of the customer and the core idea behind the product for a desire to earn more and take on more responsibility but that ended up making me feel like a soulless sell-out. Some people thrive on becoming a part of the management team, but clearly I wasn’t one of them.


It ate away at my energy levels and by the time the weekend rolled around I was mentally exhausted and therefore quite content to sit at home in our large empty house fuelling my own new addiction: I just couldn’t stop buying cookbooks. I flicked through most of them only once and rarely cooked from any, but gee they sure did look pretty in colour-coded order on the shelves in our unused dining room. Having a separate dining room had long been a dream of mine as I’d envisaged scores of friends night after night being served amazing morsels from my sparkling white kitchen, with the help of my brand-new KitchenAid mixer, Smeg oven, and five-hundred-dollar Japanese knives. But though Chez Todd was definitely open for business, the bookings were few and far between. I suppose cookbooks became my way of imagining what might have been if I lived in a world where all our friends were available for extravagant dinner parties that lasted until the wee hours of the morning, and I had the energy to host them.


I had been promoted to a stupidly paid director position at eBay and was being groomed as the 2IC but I wasn’t able to give the company the half of my soul it demanded. Perhaps a part of me had been left behind in the Barossa earlier in the year and was refusing to join the rest of me in my corporate life. It was toward the end of 2010 that I realised something had to give.


‘I don’t think I can do this any more,’ I said to Jeff one evening as we cracked open the second bottle of wine.


‘So quit,’ he said, deadpan.


‘Are you mental? And do what?’


‘Whatever you want to do.’


‘I’m shit-scared . . .’


‘Of what?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What’s the worst thing that could happen?’


‘We lose everything . . .’


‘Exactly! But as long as we have each other, we’ll be okay. So quit. Go on, I dare you.’


A few weeks later, I took up his dare. It was a slap to the face my boss hadn’t been expecting. Bless her, she refused to accept my resignation and asked me to give her a few days to think things over. Eventually she came back with a proposal – I could choose how many hours per week I wanted to work, and base myself anywhere.


Working Tuesday to Thursday meant I found myself with a four-day weekend. It was utter bliss and for the first time in about twenty years I felt I had the time to do something for myself. I spent my time running, writing, reading, walking and preparing amazing meals for Jeff. We adjusted to the fall in income by spending less money on eating out and other frivolous expenses and this, coupled with my newfound clarity of mind, prompted us to stop drinking. At the end of 2010 we simply went cold turkey.


So if pristine perfection was keeping friends away, then our newfound sobriety with its quiet meals (and no more Cher impressions and the like) and hosts ready for bed by 9:30pm (just like Cheryl!) didn’t help attract many visitors either.


My mind turned again to that feeling we’d shared in the Barossa. I drooled over South Australian properties on the internet, showing Jeff the most interesting ones. At that point I wasn’t all that serious about giving our whole life away; I suppose I just wanted to be back on that holiday with three of the people I loved most in the world. But maybe lurking in the back of my mind was the gradual realisation that whatever Jeff and I had imagined our quaint little life together would be like, it was starting to throw us a few curveballs. You can’t be a childless gay couple in suburbia and not see your straight friends’ lives heading off in a different direction.


But with me working part-time and the standing offer to work from anywhere in the country, suddenly the prospect of a tree change didn’t seem so beyond our reach, and our searches for the perfect property intensified. My boss had granted me the ideal stepping-stone between the corporate world and one far, far away.
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Maybe Jeff Needs a Change, Too


While I kept showing Jeff potential properties to buy for our tree change, I needed to make sure he was as excited by the prospect as I was. During the renovation, I’d seen a spark in Jeff I’d never seen before. He genuinely loved speaking with the builders, talking them through his ideas and ensuring each came to realisation as accurately as possible. Then after they’d left us to do the finishing touches, day after day Jeff painted every raw plaster wall in the house four times over. If you ask me, painting walls is what they give you as punishment in hell, but Jeff loved transforming the building into our home. He designed the interiors and spent hours scouring the internet and local shops for pieces that would take a run-down terrace and turn it into a thing of beauty. We flew his mum, Millie, out from England to inspect our handiwork and she couldn’t believe the transformation – no one could.


I imagine it’s like being an actor at the end of a film, after they call ‘it’s a wrap!’ and the party is over and everyone goes on to the next stage of their life. There was an emptiness in the house that distracted Jeff, and to add to his dissatisfaction the company he worked for was becoming more corporate and Jeff increasingly felt like a fish out of water, ill-versed in the new language and the rules of the game.


After the renovation ended and there was no longer that seemingly endless to-do list, it felt as if our lives had no meaningful purpose, so Jeff did what any reasonable man would do – he transformed into Forrest Gump. If Jeff wasn’t buying yet more cushions, he was off running. (Saturdays were running days; Sundays were for cushion shopping.) His little legs carried him on and on and on. We’d do the Bay Run, a nearby harbourside track, ‘together’ and as I plodded along on my I’m-not-a-runner legs, he’d disappear into the distance, lapping me well before I was even close to my seven-kilometre goal. It was as if Jeff ran on a turbo diesel engine and I had to rely on crappy rechargeable AAs that barely worked. Jeff set himself the challenge of finishing a marathon and, unlike normal people who’d just be content to run forty-two fucking kilometres in whatever time it took, he insisted on getting it done in under three and a half hours. My own goal during that time was to make ten kilometres without vomiting, dying or shitting myself.
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