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Fiona O’Loughlin spent her childhood in the tiny country town of Warooka in South Australia before moving to Alice Springs with her husband Chris – and five children later, she started doing stand-up comedy. Her hilarious stories of housewifery and motherhood were an immediate hit – Fiona’s first festival show earned her the Best Newcomer Award at the 2001 Melbourne International Comedy Festival, and she’s been enjoying sell-out seasons on the festival circuit ever since.

Fiona has taken her story-based stand-up around the world, headlining LA’s world-renowned Improv Comedy Club and performing at the Edinburgh Fringe and Montreal’s invitation-only Just For Laughs festivals.

She has also been a hit on television, with guest appearances on Sunrise, Good News Week, Spicks and Specks, The World Stands Up and a heap of Comedy Festival Galas.

When she’s not performing on tour, Fiona divides her time between Alice Springs and Melbourne.
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For Mrs Kennedy


NOTE TO THE READER

For as long as I can remember I have been the keeper of stories.

‘Fiona! Tell them about your friend Jasmin from Tennant Creek.’

‘Fiona! Tell them about the time we thought Aunty Mon had a heart attack in church.’

‘Fiona! Tell us about the chemist shop uniform.’

I’ve relished the role of storyteller since it was given to me, or rather since I elected myself to the position. And apparently my paternal great-grandfather was an enthusiastic raconteur, so maybe it’s simply in my blood.

It goes without saying that I am a woman of many flaws. None of my flaws are serious enough to be of any interest to the authorities, but I am unable to write another word for you before I come completely clean on a most relevant shortcoming when it comes to writing a piece of non-fiction such as this.

I just have a tendency to exaggerate, to change things, to make a story better. Which is all right, because everybody knows.

Right now I can see my mother in bed with this very book in hand, her glasses on the end of her nose and my father to her right in his blue checked pyjamas. She sighs, not unhappily, somewhere in the first chapter, and then lays the book on her white cotton bed cover.

‘Good Lord, Denis.’

‘Hmm?’

‘She does go on with a lot of rot sometimes.’

*   *   *

This book is a record of moments, events and experiences that have humoured, humbled and heartbroken me, but just for the record it is not, and was never meant to be, an actual book of record. And all of it is true – but not always accurate.


PROLOGUE

I still find it amazing that I ended up carving out a life and a career in a place that, until I was about seventeen, I had never given a moment’s thought to. I doubt I could have pointed to Alice Springs on a map but I clearly remember the first time it was ever referred to while I was paying attention. When I was a Year 12 boarder at Cabra College in Adelaide, I and thirteen other classmates were asked to attend the funeral of an eleven-year-old girl from the school who had been killed in a light plane crash on a return flight from Alice Springs. Her mother and uncle had died with her.

Our purpose was to form a guard of honour for the coffins and represent the college. I have never seen such a crowded funeral before or since, and I remember feeling so physically reticent during the requiem mass because we were strangers to this family and took up two precious rows near the front of the altar while friends and relatives who couldn’t fit into the church filled a hall next door and spilled out into the street.

The little girl’s name was Libby, and when I looked over at her six older brothers and sisters and their devastated father I almost failed to breathe and witness grief like that at the same time. I don’t recall him particularly on that day but my husband was one of those brothers and, as raw and as tragic as it was, I’m forever glad that I was able to pay a small tribute to the mother and sister-in-law I would never know.

*   *   *

Nothing ever turns out as you plan, I guess, but I often think if I’d gone to a fortune teller thirty years ago and been told I’d marry a guy who makes false teeth, move to Alice Springs, have five kids and become a stand-up comedian, well, I quite possibly may have asked for my coin back.

That said, becoming a stand-up comedian has hardly been an accident. I’ve been at it like a dog with a bone for two decades. I couldn’t put it down, couldn’t leave it alone and couldn’t bury it for the life of me.

Stand-up is one of the most exhilarating, joy-laden careers on the planet and also one of the most soul destroying. I was twenty-seven when I made a silent pact with myself that it was a job I would set out to conquer. Perhaps I might have done that faster had I been availed of a more conventional apprenticeship – you see, a stand-up is generally born in the city. Comedy clubs invariably have a try-out night for newcomers, which is an unpaid gig for about five minutes where a fledgling can spread their wings, fall down or fly – live or die – but ultimately hone their first set. A lot of comedians are on the try-out bill for months before they are elevated to a paid set. I only had one shot and I remember it like it was yesterday.

I had been married and living in Alice Springs for about four years, and ever since being involved in an amateur production of Godspell in the early eighties I had been loosely regarded as a performer around town. I’d been treading the boards between having babies – nothing professional, just community cabarets and emceeing the odd fete or fashion parade.

After emceeing one such cabaret I was given the nod by Shane Stone, the then Northern Territory arts minister to apply to his office for a grant to assist my career. But therein lay the problem: I had no idea what my career was. It was the director of the Araluen Arts Centre, Christine Dunstan, who pointed out that what I was doing at Witchetty’s was a thing called stand-up. I had never seen a stand-up artist in the flesh so I took it as gospel and successfully applied for an arts grant to travel to Melbourne and observe comedy.

‘Oh my God, what have I done?’ I might well have asked myself that question, but I don’t remember much more than the fear. I was in the front bar of the Star and Garter Hotel in South Melbourne with ten minutes between me and my first appearance in a stand-up comedy venue. With my $600 from the Northern Territory government I had done the unthinkable and left three babies under four at home with my husband and caught a bus to Melbourne, armed with a letter of introduction from the director of the Arts Centre and about four jokes.

Looking back on my career, which has had some exhausting peaks and some dazzling troughs, what I honour most is the courage of that first step. I would like to go back to that terrified young woman in the front bar of that pub puffing furiously on her Benson & Hedges and say thanks – thanks for starting.

That night I met my first ever stand-up, a big bloke called Brad Oaks. Someone from the bar directed me to him. He seemed to be running the night and I have since fathomed that Brad’s initial friendliness was an instrumental moment in my expedition into the laugh business. Had it not been for Brad Oaks and his instinctive inclusion of me I believe without a doubt that I would have turned and headed for the hills, or in my case, the Macdonnell Ranges by way of a McCafferty’s bus.

‘So you’re the stand-up from the Territory?’

I don’t know how I replied but I’ve got a fair idea it would have gone something like this: ‘Er, yeah … not really … well, I’m just starting out … I’ve got a letter … er, I’m just here to watch.’

‘Jeez, I would have thought the first stand-up from the Northern Territory would have been a ten-foot truckie, but it’s a girl! Want to get up and do ten?’

I immediately hid my fear, took a deep breath and said, ‘Sure.’

So it was done. I was about to do a ten-minute set of stand-up in a real stand-up club in Melbourne, and there was only really one problem: I didn’t have ten minutes of stand-up.

I spent the remaining time before my slot jotting down ideas and trying to memorise them. I remember the emcee Bob Franklin introducing me, and then stumbling onto the stage. I talked about trams, caesareans and clothes, and I dare say it was a very inexpert performance. I remember being horrified that one of my legs went off on its own tangent and shook uncontrollably for the whole time. But meanwhile something great happened. The audience laughed – not gut-busting guffaws by any stretch but they laughed and they liked me. I was hooked, and even though I was vaguely aware that I had a long way to go, I had solicited what I wanted, maybe even what I needed. I would be a stand-up.

That night brought back the memory of my first ever solo public performance. I was about ten years old, in the lounge bar of the Warooka Hotel just near my home, and I sang ‘Molly Malone’ to a smattering of locals at the insistence of Mr Kennedy, the Irish publican and my parents’ great friend. I almost forgot myself that afternoon, concentrating on the lyrics, but more so on Mr Kennedy. It was the look of pure joy on his face that spurred me on to sing for him with all that I had and to do my very best.

I only realised much later that performance is at its finest when you abandon your ego, harness joy from your audience and ride it like a wave. That joy rebounds back to you, the performer, and I am, and will possibly forever be, addicted to that joy.

*   *   *

I’m sitting in a stairwell. It feels like my tonsils are beating, but it’s my heart up high in my throat. I’m about to go on stage in Edinburgh, Scotland, and it’s a stage like no other. They say it’s the toughest gig a comic can do. I’ve been in the audience myself a couple of times in the last month and it’s not unlike being a spectator at a rodeo.

Out comes the comedian and if nothing else he tries to stay on the horse and not get injured or worse. Tonight it feels like the Coliseum, the audience are the Romans and they’re hungry for the Christians.

The venue is called Late ’n’ Live and it operates every night during the Edinburgh Fringe. Hundreds of people pour in at twelve-thirty. They’ve either seen shows, performed in shows or just spilled out of the pub, but they are definitely here for sport above art. This is the room of heckling and the home of no mercy, and somehow I’ve ended up next on stage.

Even stranger, I suppose, is that somehow I’ve found myself to be a stand-up comedian and what seems a million miles from home in the first place. But I’ll get to that later.

*   *   *

‘You suck!’

‘Get off!’

‘Yer nowt funnay!’

A very young Russell Brand is on stage doing it tough and the emcee Adam Hills has just rushed past me and whispered, ‘Fiona, they’re a really ugly crowd. I’ll try and shut them up before I bring you on.’

The noise from the audience is frightening and Russell is as pissed off as the crowd and has just thrown something at them.

Meanwhile someone from the front row has hurled a glass at him and luckily missed his head. So here I am, crouched on the stairs just left of the stage as this young English comic stomps past me and a wave of shattered glass follows.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, our next act is all the way from Alice Springs, Australia. Please make her welcome … Fiona O’Loughlin!’

I can’t go out there … not yet … there’s a whopping piece of glass stuck through my pants and into my thigh … I take a deep breath and yank it out, then make my way to the stage and grab hold of the mike with sweat pouring down my neck and blood pouring down my leg.

*   *   *

I’d been in Scotland for three weeks with my show Fiona and Her Sister (and some guy). I had left Alice Springs and my five kids behind on a Thursday morning and cried all the way to Darwin. Partly because I wouldn’t see them again for a whole month, but mostly because I’d left my passport on the kitchen table.

I’ve never been a great sufferer of guilt but I was uneasy for most of the trip. Of all the performance genres, stand-up comedy must be one of the hardest to justify, especially if you’re a wife and mother. Stand-up is so essentially self-oriented and self-absorbed. Sure, it’s an art form, but at the end of the day it’s just you and a microphone talking about yourself and the world according to you. I’m sure if I were a dancer with the Australian Ballet or the Minister for Defence I wouldn’t have spent such a large part of the long journey trying to validate my mission.

What sort of a mother would I be if I ignored my hankerings anyway? I’m setting a fantastic example to all of my kids: follow your heart’s desires and take risks. I’m not abandoning them forever, am I? They’re all safe. It’s only a month. My mother played golf three days a week and it didn’t hurt any of us.

My thoughts were interrupted about an hour out of Kuala Lumpur when the pilot announced that we were having technical difficulties and then mentioned something about circling for a couple of hours to dump fuel and then attempting a re-land in Kuala Lumpur.

This plane is going to crash and now my kids are motherless. How did she die? On her way to Scotland to tell jokes about them.

I took the subsequent safe landing as a very favourable sign from the gods. Eventually I was in Edinburgh and didn’t have time for self-recrimination. Anyway, I had a show to put on – me and about two thousand other performers.

The city swells from five hundred thousand to a million people during the Edinburgh Fringe Festival and you really have to see it to believe it. Every few yards there’s a performer shamelessly handing out fliers to promote his or her show and everywhere you look there are jugglers, musicians, singers, poets, comics and dancers gigging in the streets.

The backdrop to this mayhem of colour and noise is ancient Edinburgh, grey-cobbled and awesome. Literally two worlds collide: one of the oldest cities in the world, with its architecture and castles demanding tribute to its age of tradition, playing host to an international fusion of the most contemporary of performing arts.

I’m here because I too have a story to tell, and I’ll tell it via stand-up.



CHAPTER 1


WAROOKA DAYS

Our house in Alice Springs is chock-a-block with photos, thanks to my husband Chris and other friends and relatives. Personally, I have never owned a camera nor taken a shot that was good enough to frame. I have, however, since I was very young made memories and frozen them like stills in my head whenever I’ve come upon a moment that mattered.

Forgive my evasion of exact times and dates in this memoir because unfortunately I don’t have a head for it. I don’t have a head for a lot of things. Right at this moment I would not be able to lay my hands on my own birth certificate in under thirty minutes if the future of the planet depended on it. I have lived a disordered chaos for more than forty years but I remember with clarity my baby brother Justin’s dimpled legs when he walked up the passage for the first time, and I can still see my grandmother’s hands in a twisted tangle of bulging veins and rosary beads at her only son’s funeral.

And the memory of when I was thirteen years old in the living room at Warooka, South Australia: the theme song from M.A.S.H. just beginning, and the warm, sweet smell of a summer breeze hand in hand with daylight saving wafting through the sunroom, knocking on the screen door like a favourite cousin coming for a sleepover. We had a cold collation for dinner that night: leftover corned beef, beetroot, chicken wings, potato salad and button mushrooms from a can. Mum was, and still is, a first-rate cook and would never have fashioned such a graceless meal, but she had not long had her seventh baby and I was the chef that night. My first culinary effort – and everybody ate it.

I don’t know why that is one of my happiest memories, but I guess I felt useful. I guess I was just plain happy. But I have never eaten a button mushroom or heard the theme song from M.A.S.H. again without a sense of happy recall.

Dad had land in and around the town, and commuted to his various blocks each day. Most of our properties were within about a five-mile radius except for some scrub land at the ‘bottom end’ that was some twenty miles south of Warooka. We lived in the town in a ‘modern’ brick house on a huge block on the eastern corner of Warooka. It was largely designed by my mother when she was only twenty years old. I look at the house now and marvel at the talent she had. My parents still live in that same house, and while it isn’t and never was a grand place it has stood the test of time and is a pretty classy (albeit eclectic) home.

There were two huge open-space living areas, each with raked ceilings and a wall of windows, a large kitchen that still never seemed to be large enough for nine people and a beautiful breezeway that divided the business end of the house from the sleeping quarters – and that is where my appreciation for the house ended.

Three bedrooms and one toilet. What were they thinking? Two young Catholics, building a house and starting a family in 1959. Unfortunately, neither God nor the stork had given any thought to numbers or the distribution of sexes when they generously delivered seven bundles of joy to the Tahenys in Baker Street, Warooka. (We didn’t actually have a street number. We were, and still are, the only house in Baker Street.)

The girls in the house drew the short straw, and all five of us were allocated one room. It only ever had four beds, but Emily spent her first three years in a cot and then a foldout bed at the foot of Mum and Dad’s (this not only served to lighten the load in the ‘girls’ room’ by a small margin but quite possibly had the added advantage of preventing an eighth Taheny). And by the time ‘Milly’ was finally promoted to the ‘girls’ room’ at least two of us were away at boarding school.

We rotated sleeping quarters continuously as kids and, having never had an exclusive cubiculum for more than a year or two, any bed was very much a temporary thing. In fact as we all got older and came and went from Mum and Dad’s, the reality was that we were always one bed short.

*   *   *

My memory can serve me uncannily well at times but it can also cruelly let me down. I lost my laptop three times in the writing of this book and I would like to begin by thanking two taxi drivers in Melbourne and an unknown man in Sydney who lived next door to my sister Emily and found that one in Upper Pitt Street.

I do know that I was born in Adelaide in 1963 so maybe that is just as good a place to begin as anywhere.

Calvary Hospital is a pretty handsome two-storey building overlooking the North Adelaide golf course and I enjoyed all of its benefits when I had four of my own babies there: a private room, menus for every meal, an ensuite bathroom and wine with dinner. We had a balcony room where the midwives in white uniforms came running at the touch of a buzzer. I remember talking out loud to my own six-day-old baby girl in 1988 as I was packing up ready to be discharged.

‘You poor little bugger. You thought you lived in a castle with servants, didn’t you? Well, the party’s over, baby girl. We live in an ex-housing commission house in Alice Springs. It does have a nice golf course, but you can’t see it from our place.’

Legend has it that I was born smoking. I was Mum’s third baby, and before she married Dad, Mum was a nurse at Calvary herself. During my delivery the midwife (who was one of Mum’s old nursing mates) discovered that I was a footling breech.

‘Oh shit, Deirdre,’ she said. ‘There’s a pair of purple feet sticking out. Here, you have a cigarette and I’ll go get the doctor.’

I was the only baby Mum had that was born feet first and she told me after I’d had a thirty-hour labour of my own that I had been her easiest delivery. I wondered if maybe all babies should enter the world feet first to give the midwife something to tug on.

The nuns at Calvary sewed a blue smocked dress for me with a tiny round collar and little puffed sleeves, which I probably wore home from hospital. I remember Mum showing it to me when I was about twelve and I couldn’t take my eyes off that little dress. It’s a rare thing in a big family to have an heirloom all to yourself and I was absolutely in awe of it (although deep down I have to admit I would have preferred pink).

I came home to a three-year-old sister Genevieve and a twenty-month-old brother Richard and enjoyed fourteen months of baby status until I was joined by Catherine.

Justin followed three years later and Sarah rounded things off a year or so after him.

That is until eight years down the track when the seventh Taheny was born – little Emily Brigid.

*   *   *

The first six of us were pretty much born in three sets of pairs and I was forever maddened that neither Cate nor I had been born male, which would have made the Tahenys exactly like the Brady Bunch, except, of course, for their manicured house and garden, a housekeeper, a mum in hotpants and a dad with a permanent wave.

In my childhood I wanted everything in my reality to be more like it was in the movies or on the telly. Consequently I was perpetually disappointed. Dad was and still is a cereal and sheep farmer and we lived in a small, nearly coastal town on the Yorke Peninsula in South Australia – a town so small that one day during the Easter holidays, when I was about twelve, my sister Cate suggested that we walk up the main street to ‘see if we could see a stranger’.

There was one pub on the corner opposite the bank, two general stores, one service station, one garage, one butcher, one haberdashery and a deli.

Looking back now I guess Warooka had more than its fair share of characters. Mary Koop from the service station was one of the nicest ladies in town. She wore pleated skirts that she teamed with grey bobby socks and leather sandals.

‘Helloooooooo!’ She always half sang the same greeting as she waddled out to fill your car. We used to call her ‘Lazy Mary’ because she never seemed to take a day off, or even a lunch break for that matter, and would obligingly open the shop at any hour for our little community. ‘Try Mary Koop’s’ was an option for anyone in town needing anything from a pint of milk to a double A battery at inconvenient times.

I absolutely adored Sammy Murdoch, who owned the strangest little shop that I have ever seen before or since, directly across from the pub in the main street. Long before the Mitre 10s of this world, Sammy’s shop was not much more than a yard and a half wide, about twelve feet long and was completely made up of hundreds and hundreds of little drawers behind the big, long wooden counter.

You could literally buy one nail, one bolt or one screw from Sammy’s shop and I have no idea how he made a profit. Not being in the market personally for bolts, nails or screws, I, and just about every other kid in town, would wander into Sammy’s shop at some time during the week to say hello to Sammy and be given two cents to spend on lollies up at Mrs Koop’s service station.

‘Shaky Smith’ was another lovely local, and to this day I don’t know why he shook or why the whole town thought it not inappropriate to refer to him as ‘Shaky Smith’ in his presence.

‘Morning, Shaky.’

‘G’day, Shaky.’

The first time I met Shaky Smith was in the grocery store and he and Dad were talking about a headline in that day’s Advertiser. I was a bit intrigued by the man’s heaving shoulders, which seemed to have a life of their own, causing his arms not so much to flap about as jiggle uncontrollably.

Dad and I were in the ute heading home when I asked the stupid question: ‘Why does that man shake so much?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe because his name is Shaky Smith.’

The Johnsons were Jehovah’s Witnesses and lived in the centre of town right next door to the grocery store that was diagonally across from the pub. Most of the kids in Warooka were nothing short of intolerant and cruel to the Johnsons, myself included.

Indeed it was a creepy house with a massive fig tree in the front yard with roots that burst through the cement like buried anacondas. The tree was so huge it gave the old stone house an almost black shade, and though I never set foot in the Johnsons’ abode I knew without a doubt that it was exactly the same as The Munsters on TV. The Johnsons must have been very poor as they went without shoes most of the time. From memory there were five kids and every day for the Johnsons must have been torment. Ignored by the whole town for the most part, they were openly referred to as the ‘Jovvas’ on the school bus morning and afternoon, and then spent the weekends accompanying their mother and having doors firmly closed in their faces as they attempted to spread the word.

Without a doubt there were worse things in Warooka than being Catholic. We lived in a mainly Protestant community, and when I truly look at it for what it was I’m pretty sure that the Catholics I knew were every bit as wary of Protestants as vice versa. But except for the unspeakably rotten treatment of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, I don’t believe anyone set out to actively persecute anyone else on a religious basis.

We were caught between two eras, I guess, no longer with an argument but with a lingering wariness from past generations. I remember believing that the Freemasons meetings held in the town hall hatched plans to eventually get rid of all Catholics, and a girl who lived up the road told me on the school bus one morning that she couldn’t be friends with me anymore because of all the blood I’d drunk from Jesus. Suffice to say there was not much more drama than childish misunderstandings on both sides. So much was to change, and the change was rapid and wonderful by the time I reached adulthood. In one generation the intolerance had wiped itself out between my experience of white Yorke Peninsula and our differences. Sadly, white and black Australia had barely gotten started.

Mrs Lennell owned the deli, and she had one eye that came considerably further out of her head than the other one. I used to be freaked out by Mrs Lennell’s eye and tried not to look at it if it was my turn to run up to the deli and buy a packet of Viscount cigarettes for Mum.

We lived on a corner of the main street running through Warooka and Mrs Hough lived across the road from us. I liked Mrs Hough a lot. She was a painter and had a grown-up daughter called Jenny who was an artist as well and a son called Jimmy who never seemed to tire of playing ‘What’s the time, Mr Wolf?’ with any little Taheny who wandered over to their place. Mrs Hough didn’t look like the other ladies in Warooka. She had long painted fingernails and sometimes wore bright silky scarves in her hair like movie stars did.

I remember visiting Mrs Hough once in a new hand-me-down dress from one of the Kennedy girls from the pub. We were heading to Maitland to visit the dentist, which was about a fifty-mile drive, and I think we were dropping off baby Sarah at Mrs Hough’s to be babysat.

I detested the dress I was wearing and had been complaining all morning about the really stiff net petticoat under the skirt that pricked me every time I sat down.

We pulled up out the front of Mrs Hough’s and Mum told us to wait on the front verandah while she went inside. We rarely saw the inside of a house when we were kids. We laugh about it still, and have a saying that we grew up with our faces pressed against glass panes. Back then kids weren’t far above cats and dogs in the pecking order, and one of Mum’s favourite catchcries was ‘Kids outside please!’

Mrs Hough wanted Mum to have a listen to a new record she had bought, so the wait for us on the verandah was long enough for me to start a fight with someone. I don’t remember if it was Richard or Cate, but by the time Mum had finished listening to Simon and Garfunkel’s new single ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ I had been pushed into Mrs Hough’s garden, right on top of a cactus plant. Mum had seen none of this and when we piled into the car I screamed with pain when I sat down, at which point Mum just about threatened me with my life if she heard ‘one more word about that damn petticoat’.

About twice a year Mum and Mrs Kennedy would pack a tribe of kids into the car and head to Maitland for a day of fillings and extractions. The trips to the dentist in Maitland were arduous excursions enough, even without half a cactus plant stuck to your arse.

Mrs Kennedy was Mum’s best friend and she and her husband ran the Warooka pub. Mrs Kennedy had two daughters before she had been widowed young and then married an Irishman called Michael Kennedy. After they were married they bought the Warooka Hotel and went on to have four more girls and one boy, Michael Patrick, who was the youngest and the same age as me.

Unlike country pubs nowadays, the Warooka Hotel heaved with customers every weekend and kept up a steady trade even during the week. Local farmers, fishermen, and the football, cricket and netball teams all gathered there – it really was the heartbeat of our town. During the holiday seasons the pub needed elastic walls to keep up with the onslaught of city visitors who came in droves (and still do) to their shacks all along the coastline of the Southern Yorke Peninsula.

The Warooka pub nowadays is a much more temperate locale, and I have no doubt our pub’s glory days came to an end (as they did for many others) with the introduction of drink-driving laws. Not that anyone could argue with such laws. Our community had certainly suffered its share of heartache with the premature deaths of more than a few behind the wheel with a belly full of beer.

But change always comes at a cost, and for publicans in the early eighties, particularly rural publicans in towns with no taxis, the price was high. I still suffer the stab of nostalgia for times gone by when I step into the Warooka Hotel these days.

While the exterior is the same as it always was, the inside has been ‘tavernised’. There are archways where doors used to be and laminate where there once was timber. Fortunately Alby Goods and Kevin Detman are still in the front bar, ready for a yak and a laugh as they have been since I can remember. But Alby has to step outside for a smoke these days and shut the door on the hubbub behind him. And the babel, which once was made up of booming conversations in shouts and laughter, has been replaced with the endless sounds of Sky TV and poker machines.

As much as Mrs Kennedy seemed to revel in her role as the hotelier hostess, she loved the trips to the dentist as much as Mum did. It was nothing short of an outing for them and they made the most of a rare day off from the pub and housework. Mum had been born and bred in Maitland and Mrs Kennedy had lived there previously herself, and so while we were all having molars pulled out of our heads or amalgams put in, our mothers would either be catching up with someone at the Maitland Hotel or ducking in to visit the Mannings, the Harrises, the Darmodys or the Honners.

At the close of dentist hours we would usually call in on Pam and Bob Honner, who lived on a farm just outside of Maitland with their eight sons. The grown-ups would have a great catch-up while an assortment of Taheny and Kennedy children with swollen faces sat in uncomfortable silence staring back at the eight faces of the ‘Bob Honners’, as we used to call them.

Mrs Kennedy and Mum were never overly keen to hit the road for home on the dentist days and we invariably suffered in silence until well after dark. One visit was cut short though when my brother Richard had half his ear bitten off by one of the ‘Bob Honners’ dogs and we had to go home via the Maitland Hospital to have it sewn back on.

I have a throwaway line that I use on stage: ‘People are having fewer children these days and they must mean more to them.’ While it’s a flippant thing to say, it makes me laugh when I think back to Richard’s dangling ear.

‘Mum! Richard’s ear’s half off!’

‘See you at the wedding then, Pam.’

‘Bye then, Deirdre. Thanks for calling in.’

‘Mum! Oh my God, is it off? Is it off? Is my ear off?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous; of course it’s not off. Genevieve, hold that towel on his head will you? Bye, Pam. Say goodbye to Aunty Pam, everyone.’

‘Mum! There’s blood everywhere. He’s got blood on me!’

‘Oh for heaven’s sake, would everyone please be quiet! Bye, Pam! Thanks again for the towel.’

I grew up with relations all over the Yorke Peninsula. My mum was an Honner and Dad is a Taheny, and both families originally came from Ireland to the Yorke Peninsula three generations ago. Consequently first, second, and even third cousins are easily identified.

If you’re an Honner and you live on the Yorke Peninsula then you’re related to all the other Honners somehow and the same thing applies to Tahenys.

These days I really do appreciate the beauty of the Yorke Peninsula, but as a kid I liked very little about my environment and I would look out of the bus window every morning on the thirteen-mile trip to school with contempt for everything in my vista.

Despite Mum’s protests I read far too many Enid Blyton books. I stashed Enid Blyton editions under my mattress like a teenage boy hiding Penthouse magazines. Mum worked in a school library for years and has never been a big fan of Enid Blyton. She insisted we read Australian narratives but I couldn’t get enough of the adventures of the Secret Seven and the Famous Five and the English landscape. And if one absolutely had to live in the country, in my opinion, it could at least be like the countryside in those books.

I wanted brooks, knolls, mountains, forests, willow trees and streams. But to my eternal frustration all I got was the Peesey swamp (a rift valley of salt lakes), gnarled old windblown tea trees, Mallee scrub, flat paddocks and ‘the boy’s waterhole’.

‘The boy’s waterhole’ was a natural spring on my dad’s property, supposedly named after a boy who had drowned in it a hundred years ago or more, and when I first heard about it I made a plan to take a picnic there one day. In my imagination it was an enchanting pond surrounded by green grass and maybe a big old shady tree.

Except of course for the dead boy at the bottom of it, ‘the boy’s waterhole’ was a very romantic place in my imagination and when I finally did hustle my dad into taking me there I was more than a bit disappointed. You can’t really even see the water for the long bull grass on top and around it. It looked more like a booby trap billabong than anything else and I remember thinking no wonder the poor little bastard drowned.

The southern end of the Yorke Peninsula boasts some of the most ruggedly beautiful coastline in Australia but I never felt any real connection to the ocean as a kid. The peninsula was predominantly settled by farmers and I’ve only just noticed in recent years how so many original homesteads were built facing towards roads rather than the ocean. Had fishing been the primary industry in settlement times I guess you would see a greater homage to the sea reflected in the positioning of those homesteads, but being grain farmers our forefathers must have given their ultimate nod to the highway.

*   *   *

There is a theory that a career in stand-up is the perfect antidote for an unhappy childhood. I loathed childhood but not because my circumstances were particularly miserable. I was just in a continual state of frustration at the lack of options and privileges available to a minor. To this day I’ve never quite gotten over the thrill of being grown-up. Simple pleasures like not having to share my milkshake with anyone and reading till 3 a.m. still give me enormous satisfaction.

I didn’t much like most of the adults in my world. Mothers and fathers had wooden spoons and the nuns had leather straps. Trouble was always just around the corner, and I grew up in an era where kids had very little power, which was fine if you had safe parents, but I saw kids who could have done with a much fairer go.

I had a kind of justice barometer inside of me and I knew that it wasn’t right that the man down the road belted the hell out of his kid with a plank of wood, and I knew that another man up the road was a possible pervert and kids shouldn’t be in the house with him alone. And without a shadow of a doubt I knew that a lady in the next town who made her kids line up naked outside of the house to wait for their turn in the shower after having thrashed a couple of them with a belt was a stark raving lunatic.

Just a sign of the times maybe? My memories sense it to be more sinister than that. Kids certainly have a louder voice nowadays and they’re twice as precocious for it. Maybe all that my generation has done is swap physical safety for moral safety, but whenever one of my kids ramped up to an age when they could scream at me and stomp through the house slamming doors, a part of me did want to strangle them but a much bigger part of me was inclined to celebrate their liberty.

The world may well be going to hell in a handbasket, but I really believe that the liberation of children is one of the great unobserved revolutions of our era. ‘Leave them alone and they will come home, wagging their tails behind them.’ Hear, hear! I say.

I wanted the universe to hurry up and come and get me as a kid. I had a morbid dread of nothing happening, and for a lot of the time nothing much did happen in that windy little town. Mum was flat out cooking, cleaning and looking after kids and Dad was flat out farming.

Life was a monotonous business at times but every now and then I would hear the sound that I loved the most – gravel, under the tyres of a car in the driveway. My head would dart up like a Jack Russell’s at the sound of car tyres. Who knows? It might be visitors. It might also just be the milk lady on her milk run and we’d fish around in Mum’s purse for some change and head out with the dented old metal pot and ask for ‘Six pints please, Mrs Trengrove.’

But it might be visitors.

It might also just be our Great-Aunty Mon, who rolled her Rs like an English baroness and never got out of her car but just tooted the horn and waited for someone to come outside and take a message for Dad.

‘Tell your father that therrre are some lambs out on the Yorketown rrroad just acrrross from the Detmarrrs place.’

But it might be visitors.

It might be our grown-up second cousin Michael, who worked with Dad sometimes. He would stand in the doorway of the kitchen scratching his head, giving Dad a rundown of his day in the shearing shed or out in the paddock, and just about every second word was ‘fuck’.

Apart from the odd ‘bloody’ or ‘shit’ from Mum at times of heightened botheration, nobody swore in our house with endorsement back then, so it was beyond thrilling when Michael Taheny stopped by. One morning we were in the middle of saying the morning prayer when Michael’s six-foot-plus frame sauntered into his position in the entrance of the kitchen.

‘Oh my Jesus, through the most pure heart of Mary, we offer you our prayers, works, joys and sufferings of this day for all the intentions of your divine …’

‘Yeah, Denis, the fence by the boy’s waterhole is pretty fucken rooted, and I reckon the shearing shed roof has shat itself.’

Us six kids must have stood there with our eyes open as wide as our mouths, and for my money Michael Taheny was nearly as good as a visitor.

Two of the most hospitable people I know, my parents Denis and Deirdre would invite Gaddafi inside if he stood on their doorstep. I loved it when people dropped by because the routine stopped in an instant. More chairs would be squeezed around the kitchen table and Dad would hand around beers or open a bottle of wine and Mum would say ‘stay for dinner’ or ‘stay for lunch’, and I would sit as near as I could to the action and hope for what I always hoped for: that ‘funny’ might happen.

One night something even better than ‘funny’ happened. Ludicrous, you might say, and downright flabbergasting. Mr Kennedy, who rarely left his post behind the front bar at the pub, had wandered down to our place after closing with a visitor in tow and more than a handful of locals bringing up the rear to witness the spectacle.

In through the front door he walked with none other than the most famous premier South Australia had ever known. The Right Honourable Don Dunstan was standing in our living room! We abandoned the kitchen table this time and chair upon chair was brought into the lounge while we all stared gobsmacked at the man in the safari suit who we only ever saw on the telly and whom our cousin Michael referred to as that ‘fucking idiot poofter’.

The staunchest of Liberal voters, Mum and Dad proceeded to kill the fatted calf, so to speak, for their number-one political enemy, and the party was on. Beers, wine, speeches and recitals went on until the wee hours and culminated in Don Dunstan playing our piano while everybody sang along.

Years later, I had a flashback to that night and for a moment thought I might have imagined the whole thing.

‘Mum, did Don Dunstan come to our house once?’

‘Yes, it was hilarious wasn’t it, Denis?’

‘Uhuh.’

‘Why was he in Warooka?’

‘It was the year Mr Kennedy stood for the Labor Party, so he came to support him.’

‘Mr Kennedy stood for the Labor Party?’

‘Yes, of course he did. Mr Kennedy loved the Labor Party. He never had a chance of winning, though.’

‘How come?’

‘Turned out he was never an Australian citizen.’

Another interesting visitor turned up one day but was nowhere near as warmly welcomed by Mum.

A circus had come to Warooka and as far as I know it was the first and only circus we’d ever been host to. The excitement sadly didn’t reach as far as the Denis Tahenys, as for some reason none of us were allowed to go. I’d say that it probably wasn’t so much the cost of the tickets but more that Mum and Dad were aware that it must have been a pretty lame circus if it had found its way this far off the beaten track, and from memory everyone took the disappointment in their stride except for my selfish self.

I hated missing out on anything, and still do for that matter, but luckily a part of the circus came to us the morning after the town had paid to see it.

‘Oh shit, Denis.’

We were all at the kitchen table and Mum was standing at the stove staring out at our front drive.

‘There’s a bloody camel in the garden.’

And sure enough there was a massive one-humped beast eating Mum’s tulips not six feet from where we were all sitting. An extraordinary sight, as you can imagine, but even more extraordinary, don’t you think, was Mum’s reaction? Never before had any one of us kids laid eyes on a real live camel and yet Mum simply sighed heavily as if a camel in the garden was nothing more than yet another irritant in her already overloaded day.

‘Shoo it out will you, someone? Quickly please, this porridge is burning.’

*   *   *

Mum and Dad had a lot of funny friends and relations, and in a way I started my apprenticeship in stand-up comedy around that cramped kitchen table. All families have their traditions and I guess ours was and still is the telling of, and listening to, stories around the table.

I didn’t have a lot to say myself until I was in my teens but I watched and listened not just to the storyteller but also to the audience. I found an instinct for the rhythm of stories and I could tell when someone’s anecdote was about to go belly-up.

I remember being as young as ten and thinking if Aunty Pat had just told the story about the dead kitten differently she would have gotten a bigger laugh. She should have started out with the bad smell coming from the car shed and not given away the bit about the fur under the bonnet of the ute until the end.

I recognised great comic timing in my dad at a very early age, and yet he was regarded as the quiet one out of him and Mum. I came home furious after my first day in a public school when I’d learnt about evolution for the first time in Year 8 science.

‘Dad? How come nobody ever told me we came from the apes? Apes! Did you know we came from apes?’

He didn’t even look up from the Stock Journal he was reading.

‘Well, you can speak for yourself.’

My dad’s always been funny, and yet I’ve never seen him once hijack a conversation. My two brothers have inherited the same virtue and I value them for it. To be a good storyteller demands that you be an even better listener, and Denis Taheny has always been proof of that.

I have a snapshot in my head of Dad at the kitchen table in the week leading up to Cate’s wedding. He was having his breakfast alone with Biddy, his first granddaughter, on his lap and she was babbling away in sixteen-month-old-speak.

‘Is that so?’

I stopped short of the kitchen and spied the scene from the next room.

‘Yaggabuddagubbadoggabuddabun.’

‘You don’t say?’

He was giving her his full attention and reacting to her as if they were having an in-depth discussion on farming techniques.

‘Buddigabuggadubalubligum.’

‘Yes, well, that does make sense when you think about it.’

‘Unduggubuggugudduyung.’

‘Indeed and indeed, and as I said before, we had one of them once but the wheels fell off.’

We loved nothing more than one of Dad’s stories, especially when he or we accidentally stumbled across one we’d never heard before, like the one about him and a friend going to the pictures when they were teenagers and Dad genuflecting in the aisle and his mate flying right over the top of him. Or the very first time he ever went to see the theatre.

He was only sixteen and along with his classmates had gone to see a production of Macbeth. His mate had never seen live theatre before and yelled out to one of the actors at the height of the suspense, ‘Watch out! Watch out! The bloke behind you’s got a knife!’

Some of Dad’s stories were just plain old interesting more than funny and I was all ears when he told us about his first taste of Coca-Cola.

‘I was on my way back to boarding school on the bus, it was just before the war ended and the bus stopped at the Port Wakefield service station. I’d heard a lot about this black drink from America and couldn’t wait to taste it for myself.’

‘Did you like it?’

‘I thought it was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted in my whole life and I drank it all down in about two or three swallows. And as soon as the bus got to Adelaide I went straight to the nearest deli to buy myself another bottle.’

‘Did you still like it?’

‘Yep, even more than the first time. I drank it all down in a couple of seconds and you’ll never guess what happened after that.’

‘What?’

‘I threw up all over the floor of the shop.’

*   *   *

One of my mother’s best friends was particularly hilarious and could put an irreverent spin on just about anything. One afternoon they were having a wine when Margaret nudged Mum and pointed to her youngest child, who was falling asleep in front of the TV with her mouth slacked open, looking positively gaga.

‘Have a look at that, Deirdre. That’s old sperm and old eggs if ever I saw it.’

It’s been hard to explain at times when I’ve come under fire for openly exposing my own maternal shortcomings on stage for laughs, but it’s a culture I grew up with – a culture where therapy sessions didn’t exist, self-help wasn’t yet a catchphrase, and yet it truly did exist in the form of laughs and self-deprecation.

One of my enduring memories is of Mum and Mrs Kennedy, wine in hand, doubled over with laughter as they tried to stick Smarties back onto the melting icing of a birthday cake that was still hot from the oven. The cake was servicing all the Kennedy and Taheny children who’d had a birthday anywhere near July, and I’m pretty sure Alice and Deirdre were thumbing it at ‘better’ mothers who wouldn’t be caught dead putting on such a lame celebration.

They were laughing at themselves and not one of us kids had any complaints at all that day.

Though Alice and Deirdre only lived a few hundred metres from each other, it was hard for them to find the time to kick up their heels together as often as they’d have liked when we were little. Although about twice a year it was possible to get off the school bus and walk into an empty house with not a mother in sight. We would look to our eldest sister Genevieve for an explanation.

‘Where’s Mum?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Maybe it’s St Patrick’s Day.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Or Melbourne Cup?’

It didn’t matter if it was St Patrick’s Day or the Melbourne Cup as the end result was usually the same: Mum and Mrs Kennedy around the piano up at the pub on their third or fourth rendition of ‘Danny Boy’, joyously downing a drink or five.

But there is one memory of Mum that I never understood for years. Once a week she would head to Yorketown for a pretty big grocery shop and not every time, not even nearly every time, but every so often she would sit in the car on her return and do nothing. For the longest time, she sat in the car and was statue still, doing nothing.

I was happy for her to stay in the car for as long as she wanted. The longer she was out of the house the longer I had to fight with Richard, antagonise Genevieve or help myself to more than my allotted two Scotch Finger biscuits, because as soon as the front door banged her re-entry, order was restored at once. But I did wonder what she was doing sitting so still, doing nothing.

‘Mum? Mum! MUM! What are you doing?’

Fast forward to 1999 and it’s me sitting in the car and Biddy is knocking on the window. I’ve just come back from Coles.

‘Mum? Why are you just sitting in the car?’

‘Go away!’

I’m crying, sitting in the car, doing nothing. Because the car is warm, and quiet, and peaceful. Inside the house Tess is screaming at Henry to give her back her pencil case and there’s a load of washing on the kitchen table that’s all turned pink from a red footy sock and little Bertie is standing on a chair looking at me through a window bawling from an ear infection that should have been seen to by a doctor but I was too tired to organise it and Mary-Agnes is still in her afternoon sleep which is Okay for now but that means she’ll be awake until eleven o’clock and I have no idea what to cook for dinner or how I’m going to keep everything going until I can crawl into bed and my immediate chore is to lug eight bags of groceries inside with me and so I don’t move.
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