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RUN, BABY, RUN


There are few moments in life you can point to and say, That’s it. That’s when everything changed forever. Some are unmissable – this person is born, that one dies, two cars collide. But others are subtle, sly even. A breeze shifts and you lift your eyes to discover you’re sailing in a new and exciting direction.


I was in London on a dreamy summer’s evening visiting a friend who was hosting an end-of-exams drinks party in her university’s ancient walled garden. It was so far from the classic student piss-ups in Australia, I jokingly dubbed it the Philosopher’s Ball. Under a darkening sky criss-crossed by apricot vapour trails, studious young things gathered together into human bouquets discussing – I don’t know, philosophy, probably. I don’t know because I’m a film maker by trade, a professional bullshitter and these people were uncharted territory to me.


My friend handed me a drink and sat me between two young men before disappearing into the crowd. My new companions were intent on their conversation, so I could stare at them shamelessly while pretending to be interested in what they were saying. As they spoke, an occasional word or phrase snuck into my cranium and bounced around. Sheep. Barn. Gettier. Knowledge.


The most handsome of the two men turned to reveal deep brown eyes with an enormous welt blossoming above them. ‘What do you think?’ he asked, oblivious to the fact he looked like a magnificent deer, struck in the headlights by a piece of 4B2.


I thought he had a lovely face and searched it for clues to the right answer. ‘Sheep and barns,’ I said, taking a stab at what I’d heard, ‘I guess there’s a limit to what you can know.’


He laughed, and time slowed like it does when the adrenaline is pumping. Blood rose to my cheeks. My fingers tingled. Every detail – the shifting breeze in his hair, the sparkle of light behind him, the smell of grass giving up its moisture – they were all preserved in the amber of first contact.


And that was my moment.


The handsome man laughed like I was beautiful and for the first time in a long time my life zigged when it could have zagged.


‘Is that an Australian accent?’ he asked. ‘Are you visiting, or do you live here in London?’


‘Technically, I’m driving across America.’


‘Then technically you’re lost’


‘I am, but don’t worry, it’s my default setting.’


He smiled again, ‘You’re a long way from home. What brings you here?’


‘My life is in flux.’


I would have liked to tell him more, pour my life story into his gaze, but it was complicated and I didn’t know where to start. Eventually British reserve got the better of him, so when I didn’t add more, he smiled and resumed talking with his friend.


Fate planted her flag and moved on.
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So why was I on the move? Lost on life’s highway.


The source of all this complication, the ‘flux capacitor’ in my life, was a soon to be ex-husband. Mine. Or rather, was mine. I returned home from a business trip to discover the man I was married to had changed. It wasn’t a vague thing – there was a stranger in my bed.


When pressed to define his problem, he relented, saying he couldn’t stand the thought of sleeping with only one woman for the rest of his life – and that was that. A bubble of black despair. A cancerous belch of true emotion. Our lives changed forever.


Months later, while stewing over this in the middle of the night, I could see it would have been better to take this way too lightly – ride his tsunami of pain saying, ‘I know, I know, isn’t it awful?’ But in the moment of impact my emotions were raw and I couldn’t do that. Instead, I descended through the three stages of betrayal:


Forensic: Sifting through our lives for incriminating evidence, I found a single strand of yellow hair, a new shirt and a phone bill with lots of calls to an unusual number.


Judicial: I confronted him with the hair, the shirt and the bill. He wanted to deny it, but his body betrayed him. He went white with horror.


Postal: Using a fork, I shredded the shirt, which had been a gift to him from the blonde. I stabbed it in the pocket, in the back, in the chest, in the stomach. I dragged the fork through the white loose weave (a lovely Egyptian cotton) until the tines twisted, the head bent back and there was nothing left but a sad, tattered flag of defeat.


He moved out.


They say it takes half the length of a relationship to get over it. I don’t know if that’s true, but I definitely spent the same amount of time in agony that I spent in ecstasy.


Burn in. Burn out.
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My soon-to-be-was husband and I met eleven years earlier when I was working on a kids’ TV show. It was one of those MTV-type things where everyone was under thirty and over-sexed. To say it was a ‘hotbed of talent’ would be to go two words too far.


At the time, I was the worst researcher the show ever hired. I had no experience, no aptitude and no stamina. What I did have, and I hesitate to call them qualifications, were big tits and a ballsy approach. I think that confused the producers, because they promoted me to an on-camera position.


The first time I saw him was on television. I was watching our show go to air when onto the screen came this beautiful man being funny. Slapstick. He fell over and I fell for him. The French call this a coup de foudre – struck by lightning. I fell in love with a complete stranger on TV.


I looked up the program rundown to find out who he was, but all it said was ‘vox pop’. My friend Michele, one of the film editors, explained that ‘vox pop’ means ‘voice of the people’.


‘So do we know who the people are?’ I asked.


‘No, they’re mostly randoms off the street. Why?’


The thought, I’ve missed my destiny, went through me so violently it actually came out my mouth, but instead of offering consolation, Michele laughed at me.


Turned out I hadn’t missed a thing. Sometimes when stuck for people to interview, the crew roped in friends and family. The funny man was Michele’s flatmate, and she offered to introduce us.
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It is a truth universally acknowledged, that an Australian in possession of good character, must be in want of a nickname. This man was in possession of a particularly good character. He was patient, funny, gracious – so noble, in fact, I nicknamed him ‘The Pig Dog Bastard’ in the hope others might imagine him to be a little tougher than he seemed. I even had the name embroidered onto a cap for him, but the first day he wore it to work, everyone laughed so hard the only name that stuck was ‘Pig’ – because he was such a Babe.


By the time I left the show we’d become the perfect piggy couple. He was Pig and I was Piggy and we were nice to each other, even when no one was looking. He was my best friend, my heartland, my home, and I had no immunity against him leaving.


Eleven years later, while he was trying to find himself in Thailand, I was fumbling around our kitchen cupboards trying to find some Horlicks – at four in the morning. You know that story about some butterfly flapping its wings in Tokyo making a banker weep in New York? My crisis started like that.


The Horlicks was in an overhead kitchen cupboard – one of those four-door jobbies that’s undivided out the back – so when my blind hand reached in, it pushed some tea bags to one side, which pushed a can of peaches, which nudged a pack of muesli, which pressed a wine glass against a cupboard door, opening it. Out onto the sink leaped the wine glass …


… snapping the stem in two


I stood there blinking in disbelief. How, while being so reasonable, could I end up with such a disastrous result?


It was all connected. Even the particular glass – a wedding gift from Sparkles, my first boyfriend ever. I picked up the two pieces and considered if they could somehow be fused back together.


Who was I kidding? The glass was ruined. We were ruined. It had been a beautiful thing, but now it was ruined. With first the right and then the left hand, I threw the pieces to the ground where they smashed to smithereens.


Hmm. That felt good.


In the kitchen was a whole drawer dedicated to broken crockery – shards of love waiting for Araldite.


Not anymore.


The first thing I saw was a birthday present from Pig, a willow-patterned Burleigh Ware cup that had lost its handle. It fitted so neatly into my hand.


I pitched it into the floor where it created a most satisfying shatter.


Oh yeah – this is doing it for me.


I pulled the drawer out and one by one methodically smashed the lot. Even now I can feel the shiver of pleasure that rose from deep within my guts. Opening cupboard after cupboard, you could hear cups and saucers quake as I stormed through my own Kristallnacht. Anything chipped, crazed, ugly or his. Smash. Smash. Smash.


An adorable Carlton Ware cottage milk jug we bought in Murchison on our honeymoon – now crazed, like us. Smash.


A Wedgwood breakfast teacup, a tender something from my matron of honour, its pretty Picardy pink flowers chipped from washing it in the sink with other cups. Smash.


A large white Shelley plate, an anniversary present from Aunty Patty in two perfect pieces.


No regrets.


By the time I’d cleaned out the cupboards I was exhausted, and piled back into bed for the best sleep I’d had in months.


Je ne regrette rien.
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The next day was sunny and soundless as though a strong wind had blown all the noise away. I padded into the kitchen. You should’ve seen how much bone china was smashed on the kitchen floor. There were even shards in the bathroom. That’s like, ten metres away, around a corner. I actually laughed when I found a piece of yellow Johnson Brothers (Made in England) embedded in the opposite wall. It took all morning to clean up, and, with a deep spiritual calm, I stepped onto the landing holding a garbage bag full of remnants …


… and into my neighbour, who seemed to be waiting for me.


‘So, how are things?’ he asked with unusual tenderness.


‘Good,’ I said, squinting sincerely. ‘Really good.’


‘You’re getting along alright by yourself in there?’


‘Yeah. No. Good. I think I’m doing alright.’


‘Okay. Well, take it easy then.’


What was I thinking? I lived in a block of flats and I’d broken every plate, mug and cup in the apartment at four in the morning.


My life had completely stalled. And through the emptiness of this moment floated the word ‘America’. It was as far away from Australia and my current life as I could imagine.


America.


I had wanted to run away from home when I was little, only my childish brain couldn’t work out how to convince my mother (the love of my life) to come with me. America was where we would have gone. It was the land of sitcoms with happy endings and weekly comedy shows. It was Disneyland, the Muppets, and sandwiches made with that most mysterious combination: peanut butter and jelly.


Growing up in Australia, everything seemed to focus outward. I could recite the American Declaration of Independence by heart. I loved Lucy. I knew the excitement of prom night and Halloween even though they weren’t celebrated in my country.


As the youngest of five kids my world was about long fights and short showers. I never saw that on TV. All I saw there was America – the real world. If I could just get there, everything would be all right. Like the memory of an old friend, that idea washed through me, Run away to America.


I felt the dull weight of the garbage bag of broken lady crockery in my hand. Pig and I had been trying to conceive using IVF, which had proved as fruitless as my other ventures. I worked in a production company developing television shows for executives who didn’t buy them. I was in my mid-thirties and I wanted more.
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There are some things you can do which strike a chord with everyone. Buying a flash American tank of a car and driving across the United States is one. The only person who couldn’t see the romantic majesty of this gesture was my mother, Joy.


‘Darling, if you insist on letting this problem devolve into full-blown crisis, can’t you at least do it closer to home where I can keep an eye on you?’


Mum and I are good friends. I love her (according to my birth certificate I’m contractually obliged to) but, more importantly, I like her. She’s courageous and generous. She used to be in Marketing and can put a positive spin on almost anything – but running away from your problems isn’t one of them.


When she started out in business in the 1950s, there was such a shortage of female leadership that her role models were limited to Lucille Ball and the Queen of England. Accordingly, she is both imperious and hilarious, with the sort of love of language that can only come from swallowing a dictionary.


‘This mad peregrination – you simply haven’t thought it through. Where will you go? What will you use for money? Scotch may be the same in every language, but a woman can’t live on whiskey alone.’


Mum knew a lot about money and whiskey. Dad died a decade earlier after a long and tempestuous relationship with them both. My father, Harry, a brilliant advertising copywriter, won the Johnny Walker account in the late 1970s. Their marriage and fortunes went downhill from there, but Mum worked hard to keep the family afloat.


When I was nine years old she devised and produced a television program called Cooking with Sheri. It was screened nationally during the first wave of celebrity chefs. I had the dubious distinction of holding the Guinness World Record for the youngest host of their own TV show.


Being on telly made for a chaotic but highly entertaining childhood. What I lost in school holidays (spent filming the five-minute episodes with my granddad, Poppy) was more than made up for in the pleasure of playing grownups. I grew up thinking that work and life were the same thing. The experience taught me that to be happy you need to do something you love with people you like. Or, to quote my mother, ‘Bite off more than you can chew, then chew like buggery.’


It’s generally good advice, but hard work wasn’t going to save my marriage. The way I saw it, Pig left and I was taking his cue to do the same. If Mum wanted to convince me of the folly of my plan to run away and drive across America, she’d need to helicopter in the cavalry. 


She went one better and called Sue.


Sue came to Sydney from Wales as a ‘Ten Pound Pom’. She was younger than Mum, but not young enough to be her daughter. I was younger than Sue, but also not young enough to be her child. The same was true of Sue’s sons and me. Between us we formed an intergenerational chain of friendship that spanned four decades.


‘So what’s this about going to America and killing yourself in a car?’ Sue asked over Mum’s signature pea and lettuce soup. (I knew I was in trouble when Mum broke out the Royal Worcester and ironed her good linen for lunch.)


‘Well, the plans are pretty ad hoc,’ I told her. It was an exaggeration – there were no plans. ‘There’s family in LA so I’ll stay with them. I’ve got a school friend outside of New York – she’ll put me up for a few days in Connecticut. Then I might visit Michele from the kids’ show. She’s studying philosophy in London. Qantas is doing this great deal where you get two cities in America and a free trip to Europe.’


‘See,’ said Mum, ‘that’s not a plan. It’s barely an itinerary.’


‘Where does the car come in?’ asked Sue.


‘I’ll drive from LA to New York. Americans love cars. I bet I can buy a good one for under five grand.’


‘Five thousand dollars,’ said Mum. ‘Where are you going to get that sort of money?’


‘I figured I could sell the car at the end …’


‘The world doesn’t work like that.’ Mum was getting agitated, because Sue seemed to be crunching numbers on the back of an envelope and not contributing to the argument. ‘You can’t swan off to the Grand Canyon and then – what? Drive to New York? That’s thousands of miles of deserts, and … I don’t even know what’s in the middle of America. What if you break down? What’ll you do then?’


‘Meet people?’


‘What sort of people?’ she continued. ‘What if you break down in Washington or New Orleans or the Alamo? Who will you meet there?’


‘Harry Connick Jr? He’s from New Orleans, isn’t he?’


Mum looked at me and then to her friend for support. ‘Sue!’ she said. ‘Say something.’


‘Fuck it, I’m in.’


We both looked at Sue in surprise. You what? In choosing her friend to be the weapon of choice in this fight, Mum had forgotten one small thing – Sue can’t say no to adventure. It doesn’t matter how small. If you want a cohort in calamity, say skinny dipping or a midnight picnic, Sue’s the one you call.


‘Sorry, Joy,’ (she apologised for the swearing, not changing camps) ‘we’re too old to be frightened and too young to die.’ She turned to me, ‘I’ll lend you the five grand.’


I think I squealed. I certainly hugged her. ‘I’m going to America!’


‘And I’ll give you half if you let me drive back with you.’


‘You’re going too?’ Mum’s voice rose like nails on a blackboard. ‘What about the restaurant?’


‘I love the restaurant, but do I own it or does it own me? If Sheridan can pick me up in New York, I’ll drive back with her.’


Mum was waving her soup ladle in an attempt to stir up some counter-argument. Droplets of pea soup and flecks of lettuce were splattering everywhere. She seemed to have run out of ideas.


‘Whaddya say?’ I asked Mum. ‘Why don’t you do the first leg with me? Las Vegas? The Grand Canyon? You can say hello to Pipi and Charlotte.’ Pipi was my girlfriend from high school. Her flagrantly youthful mother, Charlotte, was the same age as my eldest brother. Mum had always viewed Pipi and Charlotte as sisters.


‘Don’t be absurd,’ Mum said petulantly. ‘Someone in this family has to keep working.’


She thought about it for a moment before sighing in defeat, dropping the ladle back into the tureen, ‘Well, if you insist on playing Thelma and Louise, you’re not allowed to carry a gun.’


I cashed in my meagre savings, took leave from the film production company where I worked, and before you could say ‘Phuket’ I was in Los Angeles with a bloody big ocean between me and my problems.
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WELCOME TO THE THUNDERDOME


Maybe I was misguided in trying to find myself in the City of Lost Souls. Americans like to tell you that Los Angeles is not like the rest of America. What they fail to appreciate is how little it is like anywhere else in the world.


The city is huge, monstrous, half the population of Australia living on a dot, and everyone’s here for glory. Wealth, beauty, brains: they’re all available for a price. Sure, that price seems to be your soul, but since it’s the richest city in America, you’ll probably get good money for it.


Out on the street I found a roaring trade in cynicism and sexual frustration. Although maybe that was just me. I was having difficulty recalibrating my self-image – distorted by gazing too long into someone else’s eyes.


Some of the landmarks on my ongoing journey back to selfhood had been thrilling – like returning home to find my house in exactly the same condition as I left it. Others were depressing – like returning home to find my house in exactly the same condition as I left it.


Taking off my wedding ring, taking off my engagement ring, filing his photos – they were all pitiful. A few things were so sentimentally tender that neither of us could bear to do anything with them. Our childhood teddies, for instance, were still clutching each other in a cupboard back at home.


As I was leaving Australia, customs officials gave me an exit visa with a choice of boxes to tick: Never Married, Now Married, Divorced, Widowed, Separated But Not Divorced and De Facto. I cried right there in Immigration. Life was travelling down this predictable checklist to death, and all the good options were behind me. Now I’d need new check boxes with things like Dumped, Unlovable or, maybe if I was lucky, Lone Wolf.


They stamped my visa and let me loose into the world, even though I perjured myself by not selecting the box that said Separated But Not Divorced.
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On arrival in the States I discovered another casually unpleasant thing about breaking up a marriage: what do you do with, what do you call, all those stray bits of family you’ve come to love as a brother/sister/mother/father-in-law?


I chose LA because I had family there – my sister’s ex-husband, Marc. While some people lose friends when they split up, our family seems to gather more. I blame Mum. Her natural inclination is to include everyone, even old boyfriends’ new girlfriends. Seriously. At a dinner Mum hosted before Marc returned to America, everyone was invited – including a girlfriend with whom he’d recently broken up. Halfway through the meal, the girlfriend pushed back from the table in tears saying, ‘I can stand being an ex, but not the ex of an ex.’


So Marc was part of our family, and I for one was grateful that he saw it that way too. However, the one problem was that I no longer had a name for our relationship: friend-in-law? Brother-out-law? Father-of-the-nephew?


I was having the same problem with Pig’s parents. They had a unique place in my life and contrary to popular stand-up comedy I loved them. For more than a decade our hopes and expectations had been inextricably married. Now we were dancing around the possibility of all that being sundered.


In some respects it may have been worse for them. They were from another generation, one which had weathered a World War, the Great Depression and a sexual revolution. After forty years together they knew the value of commitment.


Marc, my brother-out-law, lived near the 101 with my nephew, Oscar. He invited me to come and stay with them in the shadow of the famous rickety Hollywood sign. It was a great location, central to everything and easy to navigate home, because you can see that sign from everywhere.


Marc had recently started dating Stacy, a teacher at Oscar’s school. Their lives were fuelled by the first flames of love. (Or is it flamed by first fuel?) Either way it was hot – and sobering to me since they were starting a journey I was finishing. Their lives weren’t yet weighted down by the baggage we all gather. They were still travelling light enough to overcome their differences.


Marc was a screenwriter who worked from home. He’d knock on my door around midday and suggest we go for lunch. The first place we went to was the Biltmore. Officially, the Millennium Biltmore Hotel.


‘Awesome,’ I said on entering the elegant Beaux Art lobby with its old world nymphs and vaulted grandeur. ‘It’s my mother made of marble and mortar.’


The hotel had been host to the film industry since she opened her doors in 1923. It’s where the Academy Awards were created, and where they hosted the first eight ceremonies. It was here that Bette Davis named the smooth-fronted statue Oscar after one of her (apparently dickless) ex-husbands. I see you, babe.


We opened our menus and discussed what I wanted from LA.


‘Well, you could bury me here,’ I said under the vined chandelier, beside the sweeping staircase. ‘I’ve died and gone to Hollywood.’


Marc suggested some other Beaux Art people palaces, like the Central Library and Union Station, but the idea of touring the city made me feel flat.


‘I’m not a tourist, am I?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know what you are.’ Marc grew up in Texas, a lifetime in Australia hadn’t scrubbed away any of his direct manner. ‘What do you think you want?’


‘A pastrami on rye?’


‘I mean from life,’ said Marc. ‘Besides, this isn’t the place for a deli sandwich. I brought you here because they make a passable cup of tea. If you want sandwiches –’


‘Bagels and lox? Matzo ball soup …’


That’s how I discovered Marc was a connoisseur of the Authentic American Diner. From then on, every lunch was spent on a taste tour of LA. First we tried the New York-style delis: Lenny’s down on Westwood, then Canter’s and Schwartz’s on Fairfax. Subsequently we went to Art’s, Factor’s and Greenblatt’s – all open late with bottomless cups of coffee. Afterwards, we’d browse the bookshops or the ‘purveyors of fine vinyl’ that always seemed to be next door.


The deli sandwiches were delicious and the soup was plentiful. There was more cured animal flesh than in a vet’s diary. The cakes riffed on an Eastern European theme – almond crescents dusted in sugar, swirling gugelhupf, sticky donuts. Sometimes Marc’s screenwriter friends joined us and the conversation, on cushy banquettes at laminated tables, was as funny as anything on Seinfeld.


‘Is this what postmodern children do?’ I said, biting into a juicy gherkin. ‘Curl up in the lap of popular culture with a pickle?’


Later we branched out to the family restaurants which thrived during the depression. Barney’s Beanery on Santa Monica, cram-packed with beatnik curios. (Rumour is, Quentin Tarantino wrote Pulp Fiction there.) And The Apple Pan, the family-run business on West Pico Boulevard where nothing ever changes.


There were even a couple of nutty throwbacks to the Gold Rush, places like Bigfoot Lodge near Silver Lake and Clifton’s Brookdale Cafeteria in downtown LA. They both housed turn of the century frontier designs with stuffed bears and wooden Indians. These places were already nostalgic a hundred years ago when they first opened their doors.


I discovered the Hollywood Hills Coffee Shop all by myself. It wasn’t much of an achievement, mind you, since it was in the block where we lived. The sign outside said Last cappuccino before the 101, which was funny since it was on an entrance ramp to the freeway, in a part of town where you can’t spit without hitting some place selling coffee.


When I first went for breakfast, a vintage Porche 356 was parked outside. Inside, the only customer looked like Brad Pitt. Does Brad Pitt drive a speedster? Does Brad Pitt have breakfast?


I was eating (delicious) hash browns with eggs over-easy while reading a story in the Los Angeles Times about a woman who’d been rushed to hospital, unconscious. When staff took her blood, vapours from it knocked them out as well. The blood had crystallised. I gasped. Three nurses were in a critical condition and the hospital had to be evacuated.


‘Are you reading about the alien sighting down at Riverside General?’ It was Brad, or at least his doppelganger.


‘Is it for real? It sounds like a 50s schlock horror film.’


Blue-eyed Brad was super handsome and chatty. He speculated about whether the woman had attempted suicide by eating weed killer or drinking antifreeze.


‘Or maybe she’s from one of those religious groups,’ I suggested. ‘You know, the ones who die trying to hitch a ride from a flying saucer.’


He thought earnestly for a moment, nodding his head. ‘Now there’s a thought.’


I’ve noticed that people from LA don’t actually laugh. They sort of nod their heads thoughtfully and say, ‘That’s funny.’ It occurred to me (out loud) that their disposition must be inherently earnest if they need to flag a joke. ‘Australians do it the other way,’ I said. ‘We take the piss all the time, then have to flag it when we’re serious.’


‘Ha,’ he said, nodding. ‘Now that is funny.’ Sweet. The handsome American was making a joke. ‘I saw you walk in,’ he continued. ‘Those glasses suit you.’


‘My glasses?’ I was surprised. ‘What are you, an optician?’


‘An optometrist. My compliment was professional as well as personal,’ he said picking up his coffee, then flicking me a glance. ‘But I think you’ll find the correct response is, “Thank you.” It takes a lot of courage for a man to talk to a beautiful woman.’


I blushed. Actual red cheeks. Not only for the compliment, which was gratefully received, but because I was embarrassed to be caught using poor form.


‘Thank you,’ I said with a smile, and changed the subject by telling him how much I liked the coffee shops in LA.


‘They call the style “Googie”,’ he said, ‘after a place down on Sunset. People use other names for it though – Populuxe, Doo Wop, Streamline Moderne – but if you love it, it’s Googie.’


Brad took out a pen and doodled shapes on a napkin. Googie architecture started along Route 66 but took off in LA, where a post-war boom and the rise of car culture led restaurant owners to choose bold shopfronts and plentiful parking to attract customers. ‘The design is all about jets. The Space Age. The Atom. It’s wide-eyed technological optimism. The vision of a light-filled future.’


‘That’s what I want. A light-filled future.’ He was describing the America I’d always imagined. ‘Where do I find more?’


I never saw Brad or his fancy Porsche again, but he left me the generous legacy of a list of Googie diners. Starting that lunchtime, Marc and I expanded our daily dose of delis to include every Googie cafe we could find.


It was a grand adventure. Let me pour light onto the pot of glitz at the end of this rainbow. We started with Pann’s, Jan’s and then Astro. Once you know what you’re looking for they’re absolutely everywhere. Buildings with dramatic angles and swathes of glass and rough-hewn sandstone feature walls. The plentiful neon motifs are of stars, boomerangs, atoms and ‘soft’ parallelograms that look like they were built by George Jetson.


Here at last was the Great American Optimism of the Can-Do Land. Bob’s Big Boy on Riverside Drive, Norms on La Cienega, and Corky’s in Sherman Oaks, where Billy Joel was a piano man in the 1970s.


These were the nostalgic diners we’ve come to associate not just with Seinfeld but Mad Men, Happy Days, I Love Lucy and American Graffiti, as well as every atomic Starline drive-in, bowling alley and carwash at home.


And it was such a relief to be eating again. When Pig left, he’d taken my appetite with him. I called it the Dumpee Diet. My weight dropped a stone and while I looked Hollywood-ready, I didn’t have enough ballast to keep me sane.


Hypoglycaemia is a normal part of digestion. When you burn all your calories from breakfast, your pancreas releases extra adrenaline to extract fat and process it into sugar. Your brain and kidneys use 90 percent of the glucose so the adrenaline also gives your head a spike to warn it that reserves are dropping.


Anyone who’s done a fast knows this can feel nice, a little burst of energy and euphoria, but if you don’t have much fat to burn or you have an over-enthusiastic pancreas – or a whole lot of adrenaline pumping because your pig dog bastard husband had his mid-life crisis early – well, things can get strident. Before you know it, hunger has turned you into a rampaging Valkyrie in screeching search of your next sandwich.


And by ‘you’ I mean ‘me’.


There. I said it. I’m a skinny white bitch who has to eat regularly or my brain hurts like it’s being attacked by bees.


For me, diners were the soothing manifestation of the away to which I’d run. The nurturing, living incarnation of television culture. But I was perplexed to discover that as an Australian I needed a native to guide me through this foreign world.


Generally speaking it would be easier if Americans didn’t speak English, because then we wouldn’t expect to understand them. George Bernard Shaw said it witty-like, describing the British and Americans as ‘two people divided by a common language’. For example ‘lemonade’ is made with lemons or it’s a ‘soda’ called 7 Up. Entrees are ‘appetisers’, and mains are ‘entrees’. Tea is served cold with a lemon – although they’ll bring you milk if you ask them, only they’ll call it ‘cream’. Either way, milk in tepid tea is disgusting. ‘Chips’ are Mexican and made of corn. Biscuits are ‘cookies’ and scones are ‘biscuits’. Steak is ‘broiled’ not grilled, but chicken is sometimes ‘boiled’. Sweets are ‘candies’ and never dessert, which may be called ‘pie’. You wash up before a meal in a ‘vanity’ not a sink. You tip 15 per cent if you hate the service and 25 per cent if you don’t.


We see Americans in the movies, hear them in music, they come into our homes on television. They speak English and we think we know them. We don’t. And this doesn’t become clear until we meet them en masse on home turf.


One day I was walking south (as they say) on Hollywood Boulevard, a sweaty melting pot of flashing lights and humanity. On the roof of a post office, a deranged man was swearing his head off at everyone below. If he’d been closer I might have offered him a banana – because nothing is better for a head-thumping sugar low. As it was, I considered whether he might be carrying a gun.


Australia’s no honey pot when it comes to freedom of speech, but for the most part when the lunatics take to the parapets they’re only armed with BO and invective. Here, every threat is potentially backed by a bullet. Thirty-five people were shot and killed in one weekend as a heat wave swept the country. It usually takes Australians a year to do that.


No one died that day, but I know Americans feel the fear too. They must. Whenever I told an American about my Big Adventure, about buying a car and driving around their country, they’d gape in horror. ‘Aren’t you afraid you’ll be murdered?’


‘No,’ I’d reply, ‘I’m driving at high speed on the wrong side of the road. I’m frightened I’ll die in a car accident.’
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After a fortnight playing bachelor girl in LA I was ready to forgive Pig and take him back. That my forgiveness wasn’t sought was a minor hitch I was fully prepared to work around. All I required was for him to ring me and tell me the whole thing was a terrible mistake.


I had no intention of taking him back immediately. In this reunion fantasy I tortured him for at least a week, humiliating his every attempt to re-woo me before finally relenting and driving off with him into the sunset.


Wasn’t going to happen.


Days turned into weeks, and with every twist of the clock it became harder to imagine my stubborn-as-hell was-husband finding any acceptable scenario in which to apologise. More infuriating, he was even resisting my attempts to seem forgiving. There was nothing for it. This weird new life was here for the long haul and I better make the best of it.


Among the gifts I was given before leaving Sydney was this piece of hippy wisdom: ‘The universe rewards action.’ It’s fun to let it roll around your mind, look at it the other way too – ‘Nothing comes of nothing’, ‘You always fail if you never try’ – but there’s something particularly satisfying about being challenged to action. If it’s true, if the universe really does reward action, then I planned to be the most decorated participant in life’s theatre of conflict. I made it my personal mission to test the theory and say ‘Yes’ to everything.


My first action (the first to be rewarded) was to move my body.


Since Pig left, I’d been doing a lot more exercise. Some of it was a thinly veiled, Freudian attempt to express sexual energy. Some of it was to spend adrenaline and rage. A small portion was a desire to feel better about myself, while the rest was about getting out, having fun and meeting people.


I’ve always liked yoga, but that was part of my old life. I wanted something new, something that would benefit from my pent-up frustrations and throw sweaty men in my path. At home my brother introduced me to touch football – a less strenuous form of rugby. Here in LA that void was filled by a game called ‘Ultimate’. (It should have been be called ‘Frisbee’, but that was trademarked. They considered calling it ‘basketball played with a spherical flying plastic disc’ but that was deemed unwieldy.) I loved both these games. Physical contact requiring neither prophylactic nor commitment.


As is my wont (or will, as the case may be) I’ve formed a theory about this. When men are lonely, confused or in need of physical exercise, they tend towards games: soccer, football, tennis and squash, then head out to the pub for a drink. Women go for more individual activities: yoga, swimming or aerobics, maybe with a hot drink in a cafe afterwards. It’s probably got something to do with society’s over-emphasis on women’s self-image and men’s competitive spirit. Either way, I figure if you’re looking for new friends, then a yoga retreat should put you in the path of available women, while footy and a quick game of pool might help you find men. This won’t necessarily lead to your life partner, but may provide an answer to the cry of, ‘Where are all the single men?’ You’re all out there – on different flight paths with different landing patterns.


That said, neither Ultimate nor touch accounted for my two romantic near misses in LA. That dubious honour rested with my sister, Saturday. (Yeah, yeah, that’s her name.) She’d recently spent three months visiting Oscar in LA and gave me the phone numbers of some new friends to hook up with.


Not like that. When I was last on the market, ‘hook up’ meant ‘come up to my place for a cup of coffee’. Or – wait?


Coming out of a long-term relationship was like waking up from cryogenic freezing. The world had moved on. The pill had been the defining accessory of my dating years. To my newly awakened, blinking eyes, condoms looked like the symbol of being responsibly single, but God, where to start? How do you even know what size to buy? Do they come in skin tone? Whose skin? How often do you see a black bandaid?


I decided to try the ‘drug store’ in Westwood, the university district of LA, figuring they’d be cool about it. There I found an extensive condom collection smack bang (excuse me) in the middle of the feminine hygiene section.


Cool, I’m thirty-five. I’m allowed to buy condoms.


Before I could choose though, there was this (*whisper it*) man buying them. Only, not so much buying, as mulling over his choices. Minutes he took, looking first at one packet then another. Picking up a third. Comparing the contents. How hard is this going to be when even a guy can’t choose? Maybe he was making an aesthetic choice – drapes and carpets, or some such.


His ritual made it clear there’s no casual way to buy a condom. You can mull all you want, but sooner or later you simply have to brazen it out. ‘So,’ I asked, with my best children’s-TV-hostess smile, ‘What do you look for in a condom?’


There was a brief and frankly satisfying flash of panic (even cute young men don’t like being sprung in the party shop). After I’d been assessed as mostly harmless, he turned out to be German, disarmingly unselfconscious and impressively well-informed about the merits of different condoms. So here’s what he said, German market research at its best: Some condoms are made from sheepskin. Sheepskin ones have natural pores that keep out sperm but are unreliable for viruses. Most other condoms are made of latex, which can cause allergic reactions. (Try saying this out loud: prophylactic anaphylaxis.) When the packet says Extra Sensitive it means they’re low allergen, rather than extra thin. One size fits all but, when I noted my tutor was holding a packet marked ‘extra wide’, he grinned sheepishly, which was also appropriate.


The latex Kimono brand I bought had three in a packet – I didn’t want to seem greedy. I opened the box when I got home and dissected one to see what it was like. Mucky. I posted another to Pig with a note saying if he ever wanted to come home he’d better practise safe sex. I concede that was stalkerish, but I’ve never pretended I wasn’t behaving like a crazy lady. The third condom I put in my wallet.


From the start I had an ambivalent relationship with my condom. It wasn’t so much a practical purchase as a symbolic one. Part of me wanted to make the most of my time as a single woman, but after eleven years of marriage, I wasn’t even sure what I found attractive anymore. For instance, I have never kissed a woman. If everything is up for grabs, why not my sexual orientation?


Yeah, no. Not going to happen.


You know how the Religious Right bang on about homosexuality being a choice? We’re going to have to name them the Religious Wrong. I was curious and courageous, but it wasn’t enough for me to ‘choose’ to change. My orientation is straight, and my respect for those who acknowledge their fluid sexuality is high. It takes a lot of courage to buck the system, and I imagine more than a little heartache, so, yeah, all my dates in LA were male.


First there was Bob, who gallantly agreed to help me buy a knee brace so I could play Ultimate. Our afternoon together was a delightful twist on the scene in Pretty Woman where Julia Roberts tries on dresses for Richard Gere. In our scenario, Bob was seated in a low-slung chair in the Beverly Hills Sports Supply shop, his hands clasped thoughtfully under his chin in voyeuristic contemplation, as I modelled first the blue, then the skin-toned and finally (to his approval) the menacing black brace with full steel knee support.


Bob was a nice bloke – bright, well read and recently separated from his wife. In the way Americans have, he delivered his romantic history like a resume. His wife had become confused, lied about another man, mucked him around, made him feel like a cuckold, then left. As a writer, he’d been the main caregiver to their teenage daughter. He now felt he was having the wife’s experience of being thrown over for someone less homebound.


I was empathetic to start with, but as he unfolded the complications of his breakup I began to back off. He had a bitter edge that was repellent. We weren’t talking about the same situation at all, only the same bewilderment.


Pig and I didn’t break up because we were unsuited. If anything, we’d lost ourselves in each other. I must have been getting somewhere, because for the first time I could see that we’d been so close that parts of each of us were dying, like the outer leaves on a pot-bound plant. The epiphany of Bob’s grief was this: ‘You have to prune to bloom.’


The world was holding up a mirror, showing me what attachment and bitterness looked like – and it wasn’t pretty. I stood outside of who I had become in my marriage and was struck by a most prosaic piece of Tao: My husband may have left, but he didn’t take me with him. Each of us is at the centre of a unique event in the universe, and whatever our external relations to people and things, the absolute fact remains that no one else can live our inner life for us.


More than anything, I wanted to rise above the sadness of our separation and find the pure love that I had for my husband. The love that is outside of judgment. The love that is outside need, outside sex with other people. A love that is equal only to the love I have for myself.


So of course I would have to discover that as well.


The weird part was, I could feel all of this as clearly as I write it here, but then I would ring Pig to tell him, and all that would bubble out was hurt, anger and longing. I would berate him expensively on international phone calls until he sounded as weak as I felt.


Plainly I had to stop phoning him.


And then there was Justin. Ah, Justin.


Justin was funny, stylish and wickedly intelligent. He had a real job as the manager of a wine importing business, which revealed his one fatal flaw: Justin liked to drink … a lot.


I didn’t notice this at first since we met at a wine tasting. It was a rowdy and funny night. By the time we left, Justin had my phone number and I had a pleasant feeling that the whole experience had been flattering and exotic.


Justin rang the next night to arrange The Date. My first inkling that he was more than a social drinker came was when he asked whether he should bring one or two bottles of wine for dinner. Since it would only be the two of us, I thought one would be fine but he brought two anyway.


We went to a fancy restaurant. I knew it was fancy because Drew Barrymore was sitting behind me. The wine was delicious – grown in Albania. Justin told me that to import Albanian wine you needed a good knowledge of not only grape and climate but also civil unrest, since intermittent bombing could force a harvest to be late, early or decimated. Delicious. I had one glass. The owner had a glass. Justin drank the rest.


I started to get nervous. My father was a brilliant alcoholic. I had grown up amid the violent mood swings and effusive apologies. No amount of razzle nor dazzle would lure me into that dragon’s lair.


After dinner we went out for a drink.


Later, we went back to his place for a nightcap and he showed me some poetry he’d written – three sonnets that had taken as many years to write. When he talked about his writing he was shy, modest.


If you think about it, writing poetry, much less confessing to it on a first date, is pretty brave. Art for me is foreplay. Some women find wealth and power a turn on, for others it’s physical beauty. Art and smarts spin my wheels. You might be a mild-mannered wine salesman by day, but if you’re Jack Kerouac or Hunter S. Thompson when the sun goes down – I’m gone too.


Justin’s entry for the Library of Congress poetry prize was called ‘Ode to an Unrequited Vagina’. God knows what the Library of Congress made of it, but I thought it was bloody brilliant – ugly like a south-side laneway, righteous in its honesty. Justin was definitely gifted with the right crazed, glazed verbal clay for me, but my brain was stuck on this drinking business.


I have no illusions – it’s impossible to change another person. That I could even criticise his drinking was ironic because, frankly, I was critically flawed myself. I may have been presenting as sane, but I was psychotic with grief. I was so thunderstruck by the collapse of my marriage that what little personality I had left was stripped back to a computer-style binary code: One for Yes. Zero for No. More complicated questions like ‘Who am I?’ and ‘What do I want?’ remained unanswered. All I heard was the clack of my consciousness leaving my darkened brain and shutting the door.


Yet every situation, every choice, came back to these two questions: ‘Who am I?’ and ‘What do I want?’ Is it only me? How can a person not know who they are? How could I criticise anyone when we’re all jelly from the same sad mould? My whole situation was like that pantomime shtick, where the good guy is looking for the villain but can’t find him because he’s attached to his back. Every time I turned around, no one was there. I was the hero, villain and chorus of children shouting, ‘She’s behind you.’


And into this chaotic melee were whirlpools of even uglier neuroses. I must be completely unloveable because my husband dumped me. Who’d want an emotional cripple like me? I’ll end up with an alcoholic, because girls marry their fathers.


A couple of days after The Date, Justin and I went out for breakfast. ‘I have a drinking problem,’ I said. He looked at me with the narrowed eyes of a man who’s heard what I was about to say before. ‘I come from a long line of alcoholics and I’m no good around drinkers.’


Our next two dates were blow-by-blow descriptions of exactly how much he hadn’t drunk. Our third date was a party at his ex-wife’s place.


‘It’s not good if an Australian tells you that you drink too much, is it?’ he asked as he got into my hire car. Given that we have the second-highest per capita alcohol consumption (and alcoholism) in the world, no, it’s not good.


The party was a disaster. Justin got so drunk I didn’t know where to look. I got that tired feeling of having to cope when Dad got bellicose at Sunday lunch, and that dead sensation of pretending it was okay.


It was not okay. I left.


Justin came with me.


I wanted to go to the Griffith Observatory to see Foucault’s pendulum.


Justin wanted to come too.


I stopped at home to pick up a jumper.


Justin jumped in the swimming pool – naked.


My personal hell was freezing over as I offered him a towel. I got in the car. We went to the observatory.


He turned the radio up.


I turned it down.


He shouted to no one.


I shouted at him.


Finally, on the spot where Sal Mineo got shot in Rebel Without a Cause, I said, in my smallest voice, ‘I don’t want to take this any further.’


I felt so powerful.


I didn’t feel guilty.


I didn’t feel a need to please.


I didn’t feel I had to give in.


I didn’t feel I’d been cruel or hurtful. I had been the dumpee and now I was the dumper. And with it came a little rush of testosterone. Man, that feels good.


Bloody hell. Maybe I had learned something after all. Maybe I had learned a little self-worth and a couple of limits. That moment was definitely a reward for knowing, on some minor but fundamental level, who I was and what I wanted.
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BETTY THE WIDE-ARSED BROAD


Doesn’t this sound easy? ‘I’ll buy a car and drive across America.’


It’s not. It’s hard.


I may have complicated things a bit by wanting one of two specific vehicles: either a five-litre V8 Mustang (preferably in Thelma & Louise turquoise) or a 1970s Merc – which in Australian means a Mercedes, but in American means a Mercury. (Asking for an ‘old Merc’ in L.A. was akin to asking an Australian for a 1970s Hyundai, if such a thing even exists.)


This misunderstanding meant that for the first few weeks every used car dealer enthusiastically showed me a disturbing array of Camrys, Mitsubishis and really old Hondas. It seemed like I was being cast as a mid-range, middle-class, middle-of-the-road white woman – which may have been close to the truth but, damn it, it’s rude to point. I wanted to exude the aura of a spiritual warrior, not some wishy-washy whoopsie who didn’t know who she was.


Pragmatically, all I needed was a car that would be able to do the 10,000-mile round trip (you do the sums, but it’s more in kilometres) and I wanted it to cost less than $5000 Australian, which at the time came to a paltry US $3600.


Wasn’t going to happen. The closest thing in a Mustang cost US $10,000 before tax, insurance or security, and I didn’t see a Mercedes anywhere near that. I confess – I prayed.


Every day I imagined the perfect car (still a vintage Mercedes with low miles) and then I let it go, saying, ‘Whatever is perfect for me, in a perfect and balanced way, let it happen now, with thanks.’ I said that a lot while patrolling the used car yards of Santa Monica and Venice Beach, but still the universe vomited up Camrys, Mitsubishis and Hondas. Plainly I was a long way from my warrior soul, and this journey hadn’t started a minute too soon.


The last car yard on Santa Monica Boulevard was called Sheridan Toyota. If it hadn’t been for the fact that it was literally shouting my name with a big flashing sign saying, ‘Sheridan, Sheridan, Sheridan,’ I might not have stopped.


My salesman was Rudi from Nairobi. He was a skilled flirt with a diabolical sense of the ridiculous. He showed me a red 1989 Chevy Camaro, a car favoured in certain quarters for gangland massacres.


I laughed so hard when I saw it that Rudi kinda got embarrassed and asked what I was laughing at. I was speechless at its absurdity. This huge coupe thought it was a Corvette but was little more than a hoon-mobile in a country that doesn’t have a word for hoon, but should.


‘No, really, what are you laughing at?’


All I could squeeze out, along with the tears, was, ‘The car.’


Rudi didn’t get the joke but he did think he could get the sale, and that’s what he was there for, so we went for a test drive.


The car was powerful. Only six cylinders, but still way bigger than the four I drove at home. Rudi was also quick to point out that it only had 19,000 miles on the odometer, which is unheard of in LA. ‘So what are you saying?’ I asked flatly. ‘That it’s only been used by a little old lady for drive-by shootings?’ This was possibly so close to the truth that Rudi didn’t reply.


Not wanting to seem hasty, I went home to sleep on it. Only I never made it home. About three blocks up the Boulevard I could still hear those 19,000 miles calling me. I rang Rudi and told him I wanted the car – nothing has made me laugh so much in years.
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At 8am the next morning Rudi took me to meet some Irish mechanics who inspected the vehicle and declared it to be in good condition. They pointed out that there was no space for the ‘1’ on the odometer. The car had probably done 119,000 miles – or more.


So. The old girl’s been around the block a few times.


Rudi took me back to the office to start The Negotiations. Fortunately, I’d seen Glengarry Glen Ross so I was sort of ready, although nothing can really prepare you for eight (count them, eight) hours of haggling with a bunch of American used car salesmen.


Rudi was The Opener – he wouldn’t be the one who closed the deal. There’d be a couple of rounds of ‘good cop/bad cop’ before I’d meet that guy.


Next was Nick The Negotiator. I opened the bargaining by slapping US $3000 in cash on the table and telling him it was all I had. They wanted $6800 for it, but I was offering cash.


He took the money, then returned it, saying, ‘No.’ Then he let me leave.


According to my research, that meant I’d gone too low. I left, but then returned with a counter offer, ‘I guess I could find a bit of extra money in my Visa card. I expect you’ll want to handle the insurance.’


Again, he took my money away. Again, he said no to the price, but this time he didn’t give it back to me. The game was afoot.


By lunchtime, I was so baffled by the sums he was writing on little pieces of paper that I went to get something to eat – and Nick came with me. Over lunch, he told me that he was recently separated. Nick wanted love, but then, Nick was a used car salesman, so I figured what he really wanted was to sell the car. He didn’t leave me alone. He even followed me to the ladies’ toilet and I had to glare at him sternly to dissuade him from entering the cubicle.
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