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FOR MY DAUGHTER ASHA

who provided me with hope and life

when I needed it most
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Who the F***
is Hamish?

There are many mornings where I’ve had to jumpstart my body with caffeine before I can even think about being a contributing member of society. However, I can confidently say that Tuesday, 11 July 2017, was not one of them. My alarm buzzed at 6 am like usual. Typically a gratuitous snoozer, I uncharacteristically sprung out of bed like a gazelle who’d just been told she can live happily ever after in a predator-free plain with endless grass to munch on. Why the sudden elation, energy and sense of ease? For the first time in what felt like years, I woke up feeling fulfilled in every life area. Family – tick, career – tick, personal growth – tick, health – tick, relationship – double tick. Could this be the elusive ‘contentment’ I’d heard so many speak of?

After I pulled on a hoodie, I walked into my lounge room, cranked up the heater and opened the blinds. Even though the sun wouldn’t rise for another hour, I like to passively people-watch the early morning walkers, runners, surfers and cafe coffee drinkers as they make their way to Freshwater Beach. If it had been one of my rare kid-free days, I would have joined them. Instead, I made a cup of tea and sat at my kitchen bench to double-check the morning’s itinerary. It was school holidays so I was on duty to drive my seven-year-old daughter, Asha, and my friend’s two kids to gymnastics camp before heading to work at eBay’s Sydney office. When I picked up my phone to let my friend know my ETA, I saw a text from a name that still managed to make my stomach flip after almost eighteen months of dating: Max.


Max: Work work work xx



He sent the message at 1.37 am. Odd. For how much freedom Max had as a Bondi-based investment executive, one of the downsides was needing to action trades when the New York and/or London and/or Japanese stock exchanges were open. Thankfully, both of us had managed to avoid all work during our escape to Byron Bay that we’d recently returned home from. This little pocket of paradise had become such a frequent holiday destination that we’d actually met with a real estate agent to inspect a cottage on our most recent trip. Often used as the backdrop in influencer #notsponsored posts and major fashion campaigns, it was fully renovated, a five-minute walk from both Main and Tallow beaches and had the type of interior that would make Miranda Kerr’s interior designer weep with envy. Basically, it was what $3 million beach home dreams were made of, and exactly where I imagined hosting family on holidays and friends seeking refuge from the Sydney rat race.

Before I had the chance to text back a few words of sympathy for his late-night work session, I heard Asha’s feet making their way down her bunk bed ladder and into the kitchen. It was officially time to clock on. In the flurry of chaos that we like to call our morning routine, Asha ate her standard breakfast of Weet-Bix and Vegemite toast, while I searched high and low for not a leotard but the leotard, had a brief argument about a bump in her hair that I honestly couldn’t see, filled up water bottles, packed lunches and managed to squeeze in a chat with our neighbour before hopping in the car. Fifteen minutes later, I pulled into my friend’s driveway and noticed I had missed a call from Max.

Assuming he needed to debrief after a doozy of a work night, I flicked him a quick text.


Tracy: Oh babe, what happened? I’m just picking up three kids. Will call later x.



Within seconds, I had not one but three seven-year-olds to serve and was quickly discovering just how many renditions of ‘Despacito’ could happen at the same time inside an unassuming VW Golf. Once I unloaded the kids into the hands of gymnastics instructors (who absolutely deserve medals both on and off the mat), I took advantage of the soothing silence that made up the rest of my commute. Work would be every bit as overstimulating, so it was crucial to get into the right mindset before walking through my office doors.

As suspected, I was under the pump all day going from meeting to meeting, followed by agency presentations, emails, phone calls and staff one-on-ones. I don’t think I even had time to go to the toilet. At some point, I sought sustenance from an expired protein bar in my top drawer but other than that, it was go, go, go! My first chance to think about anything other than marketing campaigns and deadlines came when I’d zipped up my work bag and headed to grab my car from the parking station. I shot a quick text to my friend letting her know I’d get Asha at 7 pm before ringing Max. No answer. He also hadn’t responded to my earlier text so I quickly sent another before getting in my car.


Tracy: You ok, babe? Worried about you. x



My evening commute is one of my most sacred times. Unlike in the mornings when I’m visualising important conversations, workshopping solutions to problems or just transitioning from mum to marketing executive, I like to spend the drive home catching up on my personal life. Depending on my energy levels, I’ll call friends and family for a good chinwag or decompress by listening to a podcast. On this particular drive, I was swapping between Triple J Hack, The Squiz and my internal soundtrack of anxious thoughts about why Max wasn’t answering my calls or texts. Did the Byron Bay house inspection give him cold feet? Was my enthusiasm too much? Or is he still getting slammed with work?

That evening while Asha was having a shower and getting ready for me to read to her in bed, I tried ringing Max again to no avail. At 8.14 pm, I sent another text.


Tracy: Please tell me you’re ok.



I know my multiple calls and texts may be screaming ‘Stage 5 Clinger’ right now, but here’s the thing: Max was a creature of habit. Aside from the odd middle-of-the-night trading demand, he was always fast asleep by 9 pm and sipping a ristretto by 4 am. Yes, his coffee choice is as pretentious as it sounds and one I admit I had to google to understand, but I digress … Next, he’d either go for a run or surf, only returning once the sun was high in the sky and its warmth deep within his skin. From there, it was time to check the markets in Australia, Asia, the US and Europe via the bank of monitors in his home office. The reason I knew this was because Max usually gave me a play-by-play of his actions (as well as pithy commentary on the ongoings of international finance affairs) via text and photos each day. Seeing as I hadn’t heard any predictions about France’s new president, clearly something was wrong.

Instead of blissfully dreaming about beach homes, I spent the entire night worrying that Max had gotten hurt or died in a surfing or car accident. Thinking a shark or Bondi Beach death would certainly be newsworthy, I frantically began searching online:


Max Tavita Shark Attack

Bondi Beach Shark Attack

Surfer Death Bondi Beach

Max Tavita Surfing Accident

Shark Sighting Bondi Beach



Zero hits. I placed my phone back on my bedside table and wondered who Max had as his emergency contact. It hadn’t occurred to me to update mine from my family to him so I doubt he’d listed me. That night, there were microsleeps here and there, but by 5.17 am I was beside myself with worry. I sent one final text pleading for him to respond.


Tracy: I’m so worried hon, I don’t have anyone’s phone numbers to check you’re ok. Please just text back or call and let me know you’re ok.



With my lounge room shades still closed, I opened my laptop and started searching for anyone I thought might know something about Max. First, I tried to find his brother-in-law Chris on LinkedIn. I didn’t see him there but remembered he was a sports coach in Canberra. Feeling desperate, I contacted the number listed on the website and left a message. While waiting for a reply, I started looking for a guy on Facebook that Max told me he surfed with most mornings. I didn’t know his surname, but how many people named Sage could there be in Bondi? (Now that I think about it, probably a lot!) I knew my desperation was really peaking when I googled the name of the company that Max’s childhood foster family owned. Anything. I was clutching on to anything.

As images of Max’s body washing up on a beach continued to dramatically flash in my mind, I called Bondi Police and asked if they could do a wellness check. The officer on the phone asked me about Max’s mental state. No, he didn’t have a history of mental illness, and no, he didn’t seem like he could be a danger to himself … it was just so unlike him to not be in contact. The officer asked if I could go and check on him. Already feeling stretched thin, I explained my situation – Northern Beaches single mum with a full-time job in the CBD to get to. Sympathetic, the officer said someone from Bondi Police would go check and call me back. Just as I was thanking them, Asha appeared in the kitchen which reminded me that I needed to do gymnastics carpooling before heading to work again. With virtually no sleep, I used pure adrenaline to replicate yesterday’s morning routine of whipping up breakfast, packing lunches and ensuring I didn’t ruin Asha’s life by suggesting she wear a and not the leotard.

In the process of becoming the packhorse I need to be to get out the door, my phone started ringing. Hoping it was Max, I figuratively dropped everything as well as literally my work bag, car keys and Asha’s gym bag in an effort to answer it. It wasn’t Max but it was someone I was relieved to hear from. Without saying a proper hello, I found myself panic-telling my friend Cath that I hadn’t heard from Max in over twenty-four hours and was worried that he had died or hit his head while out surfing. When I finally gave Cath the opportunity to speak, she calmly said, ‘Trace, I’m going to send you a link to a news article and then I want you to call me back straight away.’

Instantly, my hands were shaking and I felt dizzy. He’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead, swirled in my head. I checked to see that Asha was in her room before clicking on the link. Within seconds, I was watching a video of an unidentified man being arrested outside an apartment I knew very well. The media did their best to blur his identity, but there was no hiding the fact that this man was, without a doubt, Max Tavita.

‘Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,’ seemed to be the only words I could mutter when I got back on the phone with Cath. Okay, so Max wasn’t dead. He was arrested. But why?

Cath, a woman who could no doubt run the world, told me she was looking into it and would call me back as soon as she knew more. As my eyes tried to compute the images of Max being led to a police car, I could feel my chest tightening, my stomach twisting and my brain entering overdrive. Pretty quickly, I concluded that no amount of mindfulness could stop the tidal wave of shock, fear and pain from washing over me. Even though I could have earned an Oscar for my performance of the Calm and Happy Mum while doing the gymnastics run, these feelings got heavier and heavier on my drive into the city. With work being the last thing on my mind, I called anyone and everyone I could think of to learn more about Max. It was only when I called the Bondi Police to say they no longer needed to do a wellness check on Max because he’d been arrested that the weight of my feelings nearly broke me.

Right before I hung up, the officer stopped me. ‘Just so you know, the name of the person you gave us – as well as his DOB – doesn’t match the person who lives there.’

My mind instantly replayed the video of the man being escorted in handcuffs. Hair like Khaleesi from Game of Thrones, eyes like a Disney prince and skin like a Real Housewives cast member … it was definitely Max.

Baffled, I asked, ‘What’s his name?’

‘Unfortunately, I can’t tell you. You’ll need to speak to a detective from Manly Police. They’re leading the investigation.’

Struggling for words, I thanked the officer for their help and hung up. When I parked my car, I became paralysed by the endless stream of questions racing through my mind. What’s Max’s real name? Why was he arrested? What could he have possibly done? Why was Manly Police investigating him? Was this something to do with his investments? Surely this is a mistake? And then a question came that caused me to nearly keel over: What about my money?

The potential that my life savings could be at risk was too terrifying to consider, so I buried that final question and focused on getting the feeling back in my body. With an important meeting starting in an hour, it wasn’t the time to have an emotional breakdown. I grabbed my bag, locked my car and got in a lift. When I stepped into the lobby, my phone dinged letting me know I’d missed a call from an unknown number. Then, another ping. The same caller had sent a text message.


Unknown: Tracy – please call me back urgently on this number. – Chris (Hamish’s brother-in-law)



Instead of turning right to head to my office like usual, I went left, burst through the front doors and immediately called the number back. The morning sounds of buses, birds and business-as-usual all disappeared when Chris answered the phone. The only thing I could hear myself asking was one of the few questions that had definitely not been running through my mind that morning.

‘Chris, who the fuck is Hamish?’
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