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Introduction

‘I love every minute of renovating and can’t wait to do it again,’ said no-one, ever.

I’ve been with my partner, Jeff, for nineteen years and six months and, delightfully, we’ve been renovating for nineteen years and four months. Believe me, this is not how I imagined my life turning out.

Over our nearly twenty years together, Jeff and I have purchased a total of six properties. In case you hadn’t guessed, this isn’t a property mogul’s success story about buying a portfolio of cheap turnkey homes to rent out for as much money as possible. No, Jeff and I purchased on the blind promise of ‘potential’. Each one started out as a Bette Davis–proclaimed dump. Except perhaps where we live now, though that would depend on whether you prize a flushing toilet. We intentionally looked for shitholes possessing that certain je ne sais quoi. You know on all those TV shows where house-hunters say they want to ‘feel’ something? To us it was more of a smell – usually the aroma of dead people or cats’ piss. Either one of those and you’re on to a winner. A place that, with a bit of imagination, every cent you have and back-breaking work, you might eventually say, ‘Well, we could live here … if we had to.’

At first, we relied on builders to execute our renovation plans, but over time (and usually when the money ran out) we took on more of the work ourselves, with Jeff leading the build and design. I suppose he’d chalked up some relevant experience – he’d been redesigning rooms since he was eight, when he’d painted everything in his Birmingham bedroom battleship grey, then added black geometric lines all over it. To say he was ahead of his time … would be an outright lie.

For my part, I can name every Best Actress Oscar nominee of the 1980s and have been known to whip up a fairly mean white chocolate mud cake. When we first started renovating in 2005, I thought a jigsaw was just something your nanna begged you to do on a rainy day, which meant becoming Jeff’s builder’s labourer was a tall order for my dainty city-boy hands. If you put them next to fluffy bunnies in a blindfolded test, you’d be hard-pressed to tell the difference. (I’ve seen Jeff sand raw wood with his; those cracks and callouses have all the roughness he needs.) But Jeff’s enthusiasm can be infectious, so I agreed to help, wrongly assuming he’d quickly realise I was more of a hindrance and just do it on his own. His all-time favourite movie, after all, is The Money Pit, the eighties classic starring Tom Hanks and Shelley Long about a couple who buy the world’s worst house and try to do it up on a measly budget. It’s a comedy of errors. Had Jeff told me this on our first date I definitely wouldn’t have agreed to the eighth cocktail.

In 2007 we got some renovation runs on the board when we sold our first Sydney apartment after doing it up. Lulled into a false sense of ‘We’re amazing at this’, we then bought a falling-down hovel and threw every cent we had (plus a huge chunk of money from the bank) at its total rebuild. We’d borrowed even more money to purchase an investment property, another doer upper. But by 2010, despite pretty solid careers, both of us found ourselves hungry for something … more. Tired of working in finance, Jeff wanted to make a living using his hands; I was hoping for early retirement and sunset cocktails by the cabana – but I was prepared to compromise.

‘What about a move to the country?’ I asked him one morning as we walked the same route to our office jobs. I couldn’t help feeling I was done with the whole inner-city living thing and a tree change was something I’d always imagined myself doing, even before we’d met.

‘Well, I’m never going to do that!’ Jeff said with a scoff. He’d been living in cities for every one of his forty years and, that aside, he really hates spiders.

Over the next two years, as more of our friends had babies, moved further away from the city or left Australia altogether, and as our once cushy jobs became more stressful, the thought of throwing in the city towel began to sound more appealing to Jeff. My constant nagging may have also helped with his change of heart.

As tree-change novices, we settled on something manageable. An overgrown, rundown Hunter Valley property the size of the Vatican with more than twelve thousand grapevines and the added bonus of one thousand olive trees. But that was okay, we had a Holden Barina to help with some of the heavier lifting. Our dream was to build our own accommodation for holiday-makers and over several years we managed to open five little cottages, plus grow our ‘family’. At its peak, our menagerie consisted of one cat, eight goats, two sheep, six ducks, fourteen peafowl, six chooks … and a pig called Helga.

But the older we got, the more we worried about our financial future. Like a lot of our friends, we were tired of seeing our professionally managed super dwindle month after month thanks to huge account-keeping fees, and despite choosing apparently high-paying investments, we’d seen better returns on an empty Fanta bottle in South Australia. That’s why we decided to self-manage our funds. You may know of it as SMSF, an acronym we soon came to learn means ‘Shrinking Money, Stupid Fools’.

Some friends of ours had used their self-managed super to buy an investment property and, with not much money and no spare time, we hoped to do something similar. We planned to get a mortgage on a beautiful, ready-to-rent property then watch that super account grow faster than my middle-aged waistline. Only, we hadn’t factored in one tiny detail: as Jeff and I had been self-employed for the past five years and as our holiday accommodation business was barely breaking even, we’d not been able to pay ourselves any super. At all. Our business made us look like a pair of losers in the eyes of any lender. And we expected a bank to give money to a pair of chumps like us?

‘I think we should just cut our losses and let a professional mob keep gambling with our super,’ I said to Jeff.

‘No way,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to burn what little we have left to pay more fees. We have two hundred and fifty grand to spend – surely that’ll be enough to get us a house somewhere?’

‘Yeah, in Outer Mongolia.’

‘You’ll see.’

Our only option was therefore to look for something that needed ‘a bit of work’. It would be the culmination of all our renovation experiences up to that point, all the lessons we had learned and all the skills ‘we’ had acquired. This super-funded cottage would provide the opportunity to do it all with little or no help, die trying … or at least give us a few extra things to talk about during lengthy therapy sessions.

Jeff began to search the internet for any property in the entire country under two hundred and fifty grand including stamp duty, legal and other fees, and the cost of renovations. From Broome to Broken Hill and back, from Dampier to Darwin. Well, maybe not Darwin. By then it was 2017, long before the crazy real estate boom of 2020, but it still looked as though the most we could hope for was vacant land or a studio flat in a town we’d never heard of.

While Jeff studied his preferred real estate site, I pored over share prices. We could get Apple shares, but they had definitely peaked, right? (A little future-note to naïve Todd: today they would be worth about AU$1.6 million. So perhaps this book should be called Why You Should Invest in Apple.) No, our plan was to buy property because we had proven to be relatively good at adding value to it, so we were going to stick to that no matter what. And when you set Jeff a challenge the only thing that’s going to get in his way is death. That’s my assumption anyway as he hasn’t failed to meet a challenge yet.

After six months of searching the same real estate site on a daily basis, Jeff decided to look on a different site. There he found a property in our budget in a local town just fifteen minutes down the road from where we lived.

A house in our local area within our minuscule budget?

It was almost too good to be true.




One

I Reckon We’ll Be Done by Christmas

BRANXTON (WONNARUA COUNTRY), 2017

Branxton is a town divided into three. You’ve got the posh estate on the east side of the main street – mostly large acreages with sprawling country homes and a smattering of decaying cesspits. On the west side is the brand-new estate known as Huntlee with the drawcard of a shopping centre, childcare centres, and, best of all, a drive-through chicken frying factory. The supermarket is a Coles so you have to be careful not to mix up the first letters of Huntlee Coles, although it’s a spoonerism us locals enjoy.

In 2017, Huntlee was booming, spreading faster than a whisper of infidelity through a small American Baptist town. The housing estate consists of a mix of modern cookie-cutter homes crammed in together so closely your morning alarm helpfully wakes up six of your neighbours, and larger Hamptons-style houses whose trendiness will soon be lost as the fad of grey weatherboard and white windows becomes the next casualty of ‘in’ design. Every few weeks enormous machines come in to flatten another sprawling area of dense bushland so there’s no longer a single tree in sight. For as far as the eye can see it’s Colorbond roofs and the SUVs and tradie utes of the people who live there. All this and you’d be hard-pressed to find a squat three-bedder on three hundred square metres of land for under a million bucks.

In the middle of Branxton, you have the third and oldest part of town – where the rundown fibro and weatherboard cottages are. It’s also where you’ll find the local pub, the post office and a golf club that hasn’t been spruced up since the day it was built. It looks a little like the first Pizza Hut restaurant opened in Uzbekistan.

Nobody really wanted to live in old Branxton even if that was all you could afford.

If you do a search for the worst real estate listing in history you’ll see a shoddy photo of the fibro shack in old Branxton that got Jeff’s design feathers aflutter. When I saw the listing I thought it was part abandoned psych ward and part haunted house. The photos looked like they were taken on a Polaroid in 1962, by a serial killer. They were just clear enough to make out thick mould blooms on the ceilings, unidentifiable splatter patterns on the carpet and countless smashed windows. The ‘cottage’ (as the rose-tinted-glasses-wearing Jeff preferred to call it) was worth little more than the land it sat upon. And that land was at the end of the worst street in the worst part of town.

Being locals, we knew the street well. It’s the part of town you feel compelled to warn people about. The road has potholes so deep entire families have disappeared in them for years.

At the end of the street is an East German–era concrete wall littered with monotone graffiti by the artistically challenged. It was built to keep out of view the two-hundred-metre-long coal trains which run past every minute of every day. Never fear, if you need reminding they’re there, each passing one measures nine on the Richter scale and leaves a fine black dust in its wake, covering everything in carcinogenic soot. If you like action films set on locomotives you will love the sound of a shunting coal train just outside your front door – it’s so loud you can almost believe it’s going to drive right through your living room, bringing a whole new dimension to surround sound.

In front of the Berlin Wall is an attractive nature strip that council never bother to mow or maintain, so among the overgrown grass and untamed shrubbery is about five years’ worth of locals’ dumped rubbish. You might be lucky enough to score yourself washing machine parts, half-axles and burnt tyres, and while you’re fishing around in the long grass with your bare hands, maybe even a rat or snake bite. It’s the street that just keeps on giving.

Beyond the 24/7 coal-train line is a four-lane 110-kilometrean-hour motorway designed specifically to keep loud heavy vehicles away from the nicer parts of town. It has two mine-related, noisy peak hours of 4 am and 4 pm, just in case the 3.55 am train bound for Newcastle’s coal port doesn’t rattle every cell in your body out of the deep sleep you managed to fall into since the last train, forty minutes earlier.

‘So what do you think?’ Jeff asked excitedly.

I knew exactly how this episode of the long-running sitcom of our lives was going to end. Oh Jeff, not again, I was scripted to say to the live studio audience with a cute roll of the eyes. The applause light flashes and we go to a commercial on a close-up of me pulling a forced grimace.

‘I don’t think –’ I began instead, about to point out the glaringly evident money pit desperately trying to sink its teeth into us.

‘We can afford it!’ Jeff said giddily. ‘I’ve set up a viewing for tomorrow.’ And as the advertised price was $225,000, what was left of our superannuation could afford that.

Jeff was clearly on a mission so we met the real estate agent out the front of the cottage the next day. Thankfully, it was broad daylight.

The front steps were at a forty-five-degree angle and featured a wonky handrail. I only managed to escape this death trap by doing a particularly graceful twirl-and-skip manoeuvre, which unfortunately for you there is no video evidence of. The real estate agent, a post-disgrace hackneyed Prince Andrew lookalike, stood at the top and met us with what could only be described as a shrug. It may have been one of apology, or a sincere lack of appreciation for my ballet skills.

I thought it utterly impossible but the inside of the house was worse than the crime scene photos had prepared me for. No fresh baked cookies or wildflower displays for this viewing, but rather the unmistakable stench of rat faeces and stale urine – human, if I had to hazard a guess. Burn marks pocked the carpet that inexplicably stuck to the soles of our boots. Outside it was a mild July day, but inside the windows rattled in their panes and a freezing wind was being sucked up from the dark underbelly of the house through holes in the floor. Whatever the original paint colour, it had long ago surrendered to an infestation of mould. Holes in the walls revealed what was, even to a novice like me, clearly asbestos. Should we even be inside without hazmat suits? I did my best to stop breathing. The one toilet in the house hadn’t been flushed in forty-seven years. Think: the toilet in Trainspotting.

It was hard to make sense of the layout. Originally it was probably a four-room cottage with two bedrooms at the front and a kitchen and a living room at the rear. Over the years, however, more rooms had been tacked on. A cheap 1980s bathroom was plonked smack bang in the middle of the cottage, which meant it had no natural light. The kitchen was original 1950s and featured an Aga stove cooker with its impenetrable chimney. Attached to the basic four-room structure were two more rooms with low, sloped ceilings: along the north-eastern side of the building was a long sunroom with mottled glass windows and not much else keeping it watertight, and the original laundry and outside loo lean-to had also somehow been incorporated into the house. If you dropped a marble at the front door, it would beat you to the back left corner by a good thirty seconds.

‘It still has some of its original charm,’ the agent, Randy Andy, clutched desperately.

‘Charm is one word for it,’ I offered.

‘I love the picture rails and high ceilings,’ Jeff agreed with Andy, drowning out my tone of disgust. Have you ever noticed how difficult it is to talk and not breathe at the same time?

The backyard was overgrown with a falling-down rusted wire fence, providing no privacy or security from the road. The garage paint had a very 1980s Western suburbs primary school uniform chic to it of dull beige and maroon.

The whole tour was over in about three and a half minutes. Which was probably a godsend because thanks to the enormous holes in the rusty roof, if we had spent any longer indoors, we would have ended up sunburnt. Besides, the stench had singed every one of my nasal hairs and I was feeling a tad nauseous.

The pièce de résistance came just as we were about to exit the ‘building’.

‘Both the front rooms have built-ins,’ Andy thoughtfully pointed out.

In actual fact, they were built-outs. Someone had chopped holes in the front wall of the house and shoved skinny fibro cupboards on the front deck that were accessible from inside. A weak kick was all that separated you from a mass murderer taking you in your sleep. I knew I would be dining out on the feature in years to come: And that’s when we knew we just had to have it.

To complete the interior design, the last tenant’s décor du jour was fishing line, and it was everywhere. There was just miles and miles of the stuff and, every few metres or so, the added surprise of a rusty sinker. Chintzy tinsel and baubles, they were not.

‘He was a great tenant up until a few months ago when they decided to put the house on the market,’ Andy explained.

‘What happened to him?’ I ventured.

‘He had to be committed.’

‘Will they want the full asking price?’ Jeff asked chirpily.

‘You could definitely get it by making an offer under two hundred, no sweat,’ Andy said, temporarily forgetting he was meant to be securing the best price for the vendors. But the difference between a two per cent commission on $225,000 or $190,000 is a mere seven hundred bucks gross, and you’d barely get a battered sav for that these days.

I could excuse just about everything we’d seen, and I knew Jeff’s magic rainbow wand might help polish this stinking turd, but the one reason I wanted to say no to buying it was the neighbour’s hand-painted sign on the fence across the road, facing the front door: Free Horse Manuer. I can blow two hundred grand on a pile of worthless rubble, but I simply can’t abide spelling errors. So it was a definite no from me.

‘We’ll offer one seventy,’ Jeff said.

I did an exaggerated comedy double take, but aside from that, I was too busy trying not to breathe in the tainted air to argue with him.

‘They’ll want a teeny tiny bit more than that.’ Andy was price-gouging the crap out of us.

‘One eighty?’

‘Yep, I’m pretty sure we have a deal. I’ll call the vendors now.’

Is saving forty-five grand off the asking price really a bargain if you’ve just entered the gates of hell?

But I knew we were going to buy it from the minute Jeff showed me the online listing. I also knew we were going to be doing every aspect of the renovation ourselves because we didn’t have the money to pay anyone else and Jeff would want to showcase his ever-increasing renovation skills. For what he didn’t already know how to do, this would be Jeff’s grand education in building, and my exercise in practising patience and humility. If it didn’t kill us first.

A flat-toned Andy called thirty minutes later. ‘I’m pleased to let you know they’ve accepted your offer of one hundred and eighty thousand dollars!’ So now I can get that shit heap off my books.

It was just twelve grand more than the vendors had paid for it fourteen years previous. Less than a grand per year gives a pretty clear indication of the type of growth the worst house on the worst street in Branxton might expect in the future. We (Jeff) remained enthusiastic.

•

I called the producer of Grand Designs Australia and pitched the cottage project to them.

‘Sorry, our schedule is full but we could consider you for our spin-off series, Unremarkable Hovels,’ she said.

Later that day we unveiled our new investment property to my mum and dad. They had a stickybeak in the windows, though we could easily have climbed inside through one of the gaping holes in the jagged asbestos. I was standing next to Mum and felt a shudder ripple down her spine. It didn’t take Dr Phil to decipher her body language – this was no involuntary tremor of excitement.

‘By jeez, you two have a bit to do here,’ Dad said, confirming he was, in actual fact, a psychic mastermind.

‘How long?’ Mum asked as though enquiring about the length of her youngest’s prison sentence.

‘I reckon we’ll be done by Christmas,’ I said confidently.

And when I heard Mum laugh, I cracked the shits.
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