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To everyone who is a nonconformist.

To everyone who thought they weren’t lovable or good enough.

To everyone who tries to improve themselves and their lives.

To everyone who has contributed to my life, starting of course with my amazing mother.

To the younger me, who went through it all and kept diaries and notes that I’d written, thinking that one day I might be able to use it.

To R & R.

REBEL XOXO






ONE The Drive


I’m driving to Beverly Hills in my matte-black Mercedes-Benz G-wagon, which I should add has extra tint on the windows. Illegal tint, apparently? But it looks cool. I’m wearing shiny DITA sunglasses, an expensive, lightweight Japanese brand that I heard was also a favorite of Brad Pitt’s. They ARE lightweight. I don’t like feeling a ton of pressure on my nose bridge. I’m sensitive, in almost all ways. “At least my nose is my nose,” I think. And that’s a rarity in Beverly Hills. I guess I’m a rarity too, a big girl from Sydney’s suburbs who came to LA a decade earlier with just one suitcase and a doona (that’s Australian for “duvet”). Stupidly, one-quarter of that suitcase was filled with a box of Caramello Koala chocolates—but we’ll get to my emotional eating later.

I wind down my window as I emerge from the canyon, cross Sunset and drive down Beverly. It’s one of those famous palm-tree-lined streets that pouting influencers love. My fine blond tortured hair blows around in my attempt to air-dry it. I have what’s called “working girl” hair—constantly colored and styled because of my work as an actress. At least I have hair—some Hollywood actresses don’t. Some of them legit have bald patches from all the styling. I just try to let my hair go feral on days like today—when I’m not working—which means I wash it and do absolutely no styling. It’s an attempt to try to strengthen it. Some days when my hair’s feral it can miraculously look like it belongs to a mermaid beach princess, with gorgeous soft curls… other days it can look like I’ve been lost out in the bush for weeks. Full feral. Today, it’s in between these two extremes.

I’m thirty-nine years old and weigh a beautimous 225 pounds (102 kilos). People say I have “such a pretty face” when I meet them in person, or “You’re not as big as I thought you were.” Is this a compliment? Who cares. I am a big girl. I’m proud of it. I’ve made millions of dollars playing the fat funny girl. I’m an international movie star. I’ve won things—cool shit like MTV Movie Awards. The four Golden Popcorn awards sit in a trophy case I have at my second home in Los Angeles. Because yes, I have two. One house, up in the Hollywood Hills, is where I actually live, with a view of my beloved Hollywood sign. Sometimes I get coyotes and the occasional stalker, both of which freak me the fuck out, but apart from that it’s peaceful. It’s like a Snow White house—hummingbirds fly around the bird feeder, bunnies come out at sunset in the backyard, a giant deer once appeared randomly just outside my bedroom. Squirrels run across the roof in the morning, and I can hear them while I’m in bed. Some nights you can see the fireworks from Universal Studios’ Harry Potter castle.

My other house is in West Hollywood, and I call it “the office house.” It stores all my movie posters and memorabilia. I’m not that “up myself” that I have that stuff in my real house. It’s all in my office house. The picture of me working with Channing Tatum in an MTV promo sketch (right before he touched my boobs, which I had craftily written into the script and told him to do if he wanted to… obviously this was a highlight of my career). The picture of me working with Ben Stiller on Night at the Museum: Secret of the Tomb. (I froze my tits off working with him all night, in the middle of winter, but it’s awesome to work with legends… and when you can get them to crack a smile in a scene, even better!) My original Bellas performing outfit from Pitch Perfect, the navy skirt suit and necktie that made us look a bit like singing airline stewardesses (no further boob comments to add). My cheerleading outfit from Senior Year that made me feel like I could do the splits… I still can’t. My stunt double Meredith can, though. Ahhh, the memories! Wigs from when I performed live at the Hollywood Bowl in Disney concerts. A camera slate from Cats signed by Dame Judi Dench, James Corden, Sir Ian McKellen, Idris Elba, Taylor Swift, etc. My Academy membership—yes, I’m a member of the Academy, bitches, and get to vote for the Oscars now. I feel like a success. Especially when I’m in my office house.

I drive past Rodeo Drive with all the posh shops—shops I’ve never actually shopped in—mainly because I could never, ever fit into any of their clothes. I can buy the handbags, pointless silk scarves—never the clothes, though. I normally wear cheaper plus-size brands that are sold online, to save myself the indignity of having to try on something in a store. I’m a US size 16–18, which is the average size of an American woman. MOST women in America are considered plus-size, but in Hollywood, where I live, less than 1 percent of us are bigger girls. There are only a few of us. Melissa McCarthy, Gabourey Sidibe, Queen Latifah, Chrissy Metz (I know I’m forgetting some, but seriously, there are not many). We’re like a rare sighting, the leopards of the LA Private Game Park.

Also, some actresses would get offended if I called them plus-size in this book, so I have to be careful with what I say. This is why, I think, Adele hates me. There was a moment when she was bigger, and some people would confuse us for one another. I’d be in England and people would come up and say, “Oh, I love your new album.” I legit signed an autograph once as Adele at Claridge’s because the people truly thought I was her and wouldn’t leave me alone until I did. I am assuming, because to be fair I’ve never asked her (she always quickly turns away from me at the few events where I’ve seen her, as if my fatness might rub off on her if I were near her for more than thirty seconds), that she didn’t like being compared to “Fat Amy.” Whereas I was flattered by the comparison; Adele’s fucking awesome.

I drive past my agency, WME—William Morris Endeavor—on Wilshire, the biggest talent agency in the WORLD. They signed me on my second day in America a decade ago because they “didn’t have anyone like” me on their books. The combo of being plus-size, Australian and a multi-hyphenate (actress-writer-producer) was unique. But I’ll get to that story later too.

My GPS tells me to turn right, and I pull into the parking structure. I’ve had instructions to come through a side door because I’m a VIP celebrity. So I drive to a specific floor and meet a special nurse who’s holding the exit door open for me while scrolling on her phone. I pay extra for this treatment.

I don’t want anyone to notice me being at this clinic, because today, it’s personal. I don’t want the paps to follow me. They normally get me in my leggings just going for a walk by myself. That’s the usual shot that quickly pops up on the Daily Mail. If I’m doing something super scandalous or private, I make sure to ditch them through my expert Jason Bourne driving techniques. I can ditch those motherfuckers if I want to ditch them. But today, luckily, I don’t have to.

I enter the side door of the floor that houses a high-end reproductive center. It’s not as flashy as you might think. It’s still more medical than Beverly Hills chic. (Only the following year will they build a luxury office floor especially for VIPs.)

I get a quick glimpse of some other ladies in a main waiting room as I’m ushered into a private room by my special nurse. I see them filling out their forms—some of them with partners, some by themselves. I fill out my forms in the private room—it’s just me. NAME: Rebel Wilson.

One of the girls from Pitch Perfect told me about this place. We were all having dinner at my house, just us girls, and among the racy sex stories that we all like to share, she had thrown this personal tidbit into the mix. She’d had a good experience freezing her eggs and said it was a smart thing to do. “It gives you options,” she said. “Was it painful?” I asked. “A bit,” she said. Then we all got back to laughing about pegging. (And no, I won’t tell you which Bella is into pegging… you can just imagine that for yourself.)

I sit there… waiting by myself. Do I want a free water from the nearby mini fridge? My bogan instincts say yes—“bogan” is Australian slang akin to “white trash.” I always take free shit. That’s why I have an extra house to put it all in.

I sit there thinking. For most of my life, I didn’t want kids. I saw what my mum went through having us four—I have two sisters and a brother—and she was basically a servant to us. We sucked on her life-force every time we yelled “Muuuuuuuum!” and then demanded something banal, like “Where’s my shirt?!” She did all the cooking, the cleaning and the washing and had to earn money on top of that. She’d breed beagle puppies in our kitchen or pimp out stud dogs in our garage for matings at $500 a pop. (Yes, that was a super-weird thing to walk in on as a child! Adults standing around two dogs mating whilst you’re just there looking for your skateboard after school. “Ugh!” I’d say as I walked in on this mysterious dog-sex gathering. You can’t UNSEE two dogs having sex in your garage whilst a woman called Glenda checks that the dog has ejaculated.)

Mum got married young at twenty-one and had me, her first child, at twenty-four. Every time I look at her varicose-veined legs, her scars from breast and skin cancer, her reconstructed knees, I see that my mum is a warrior woman—a dedicated, loving mother who gave her all to her children. And it shows. She used to look a bit like Bette Midler, with plump, youthful skin. She used to sing, dance ballet and play guitar. But not after she had us. She gave us kids so much of herself that she lost parts of herself in return. I didn’t want to be like that, a sacrificing martyr always carrying a heavy laundry basket of responsibilities up the stairs. No time for herself. No time to shine. Sometimes she says that she probably should’ve married the long-haired Julian, her cooler boyfriend who rode a motorcycle, but instead she settled for my dad. Settled young. Had kids young. Self-sacrificed like so many women of that generation were trained to do.

Mum told me, “Get out into the world and chase your dreams. Don’t settle down too early like I did.” There was that… and then there was going to a Christian all-girls high school. “Don’t have sex, girls… it’ll limit your possibilities.” I specifically remember a teacher saying once, “Even if you call a boy on the telephone, you’ll get pregnant and be trapped.”

So, I didn’t get trapped. I wasn’t the school slut who got pregnant and was “asked to leave” the school in disgrace. (We watched from the classroom window as she was escorted off the school grounds with her parents. Where was she going? Some pregnancy shame home? We never saw her again.) I wasn’t like some of my cousins who got pregnant at fifteen and sixteen and who were living small lives in rural Australia. I was living my dreams out in the world like Mum had told me to do. I was living a HUGE LIFE in Los Angeles. A bigger life.

I was just driving my sick G-wagon through Beverly Hills this morning. And now I’m off to make a baby.






TWO The Fertility Doctor


So here I am, waiting to see a well-respected fertility doctor. On the outside my life is a fucking Lizzo song—“It’s bad bitch o’clock, yeah, it’s thick thirty!” On the inside, well, who cares what’s happening on the inside. Emotions, ewwwwwww. I save them for the “very sad, handwritten book” that is my diary (which you’ll be hearing excerpts from soon enough! Stay tuned!). But I am starting to feel this biological clock tick inside me. I can’t ignore it. I am rapidly approaching the big 4-0, and it’s like I am the bloody crocodile in Peter Pan. Tick, tick, tick. (Oh, and yes, just to let you know, reader, I will be referencing ten billion movies in this book… so maybe as a drinking game, take a sip every time you read one… or eat a chip, I don’t know… I’m just imagining you on a sexy beach right now reading this with a margarita, or bag of chips, in hand.)

I’d never quite thought about my ovaries—apart from when I was twenty-one and was diagnosed with PCOS (polycystic ovarian syndrome). The doctor just put me on birth control pills and neither of us ever spoke about it again. Like my uncle’s craziness at Christmas, “better NOT to talk about it.”

But now it was like my little cyst-y ovaries were yearning. “Rebel!!! Don’t you wanna have kids? It’s the smart thing to do.” Shit. I am smart. That one got my attention.

Sometimes it was like my ovaries were yelling at me, muffled of course by my FUPA, but I could still hear them: “Hello! Can you hear us down here? We’re your ovaries. Activate us!”

My Year of Love, this little experiment I was doing for my fortieth year, was feeling like a failure, so I didn’t have a partner. But now I did really want to become a mother. Every time I’d see a baby my heart would feel warm—like the gooey inside of a chocolate molten lava cake. “Awwwwww,” I’d think to myself, “how cute.” I’d look at mothers breezily sipping coffees in cafés with their beautiful babies: Oh, look, there’s a mum now pushing her newborn down the street in a stroller whilst taking a business call—she looks good. Has she had a blowout? Like she’s not a vapid shell of a human being who trudges around like the “house-elf” in a twelve-year-old stained nightgown… what is this? She’s conducting important business AND has a baby. Wow. And then look over there, some cute kids at the park playing. I power-walk by them alone… in leggings, followed by a pap, naturally. Can I go into the park? No, better not. That park is for KIDS and PARENTS. That’s a club I’m not a part of despite my VIP status. I have created so many things in my life artistically, created a career and a name for myself, but having a baby… well, this is the ultimate—this is creating LIFE.

Ummmmm… where is this fertility doctor? I’ve almost finished my free bottle of water and am about to move on to the free candies in the bowl by the window. I am paying an extra $5,000 for this VIP experience, so I may as well.

What am I going to be like when I’m “old Rebel”—like when I’m in my eighties or nineties (hopefully still acting up a storm like Betty White)? If I don’t have a family, will I be even lonelier than I am now? Not that I’m sad or anything, I’m crushing life, as I’ve mentioned. I post a fun picture of myself on Instagram and get two thousand likes instantly. There, that’s not lonely.

I think I am becoming slightly less selfish at thirty-nine years old. Before, the thought of putting someone else first seemed alien to me; now it isn’t so much.

Yes, it’s true, reader, the entertainment industry breeds egomaniacs—and you have to be some level of egocentric to survive. Because in my business YOU are your product. I am my face, my tortured hair, my overweight physique, my brain, my personality. You have to care about YOU. It’s YOU that has to perform. So my life, my journey, has been primarily about me.

But meeting the Tennis Player in my Year of Love (and yes, we’ll get to that story too… sorry, I know I’m a tease) taught me that I could put someone else’s needs ahead of my own. I was ready to give up on my own career to follow them around the world. Because of love. It shocked me that I could put someone else first. I was changing—I was different. I have so much love to give. I am READY. Ready to have a baby.

Bang! The special nurse suddenly opens the door and takes the clipboard with my forms. “Ready?” she says.

“Ready,” I think.

I get ushered down a corridor and into the fertility doctor’s office. Oooooh, it’s got a nice view of Beverly Hills below. From up here the people down below look like little Chanel-wearing ants.

On the desk, there are some plastic models of female reproductive organs. There are framed certificates of qualifications on the walls. Photos of babies that he helped conceive, I think. This guy is the real deal. I mean he’s kept me waiting for almost thirty minutes and I’m a celebrity VIP.

And then the doctor walks in—he’s about sixty, with wiry white hair and wearing a white lab coat. He gives me a “Doc from Back to the Future” vibe. I guess he is on the cutting edge of technology. IVF and egg freezing isn’t new, but the technology has rapidly advanced in the past few years. Lots of people are doing it. Lots of people have used this guy.

“So. Why are you here?” he asks dryly as he sits down at his desk opposite me. I pause.

Well, I’m not going to tell him everything, am I? That, in like a 30 percent effort way, I attempted to get pregnant in the past year. That I was going on quite a few dates and occasionally sleeping with guys unprotected in the event that maybe magic might happen. Do I say that?

Okay, before I continue, it wasn’t like I was one of those crazy women who approach forty and then try to bonk any random dude to get their jizz and have a baby. I wasn’t tricking anyone. I guess I just wasn’t scared of being “trapped” anymore. I was open to getting pregnant. It just hadn’t happened. I see that the doctor is getting annoyed as I’m mulling all these things in my head. He must think I’m an idiot—most people who see me in movies do. He’s a super-busy guy. He has plastic models of female reproductive parts to point to.

“Um,” I finally say. “My friend used you to freeze her eggs… and I think I want to do that… too. As well.”

I am not exactly communicating well, though. I feel nervous. Like this might be a bad idea—because maybe if I was meant to get pregnant, God would have let it happen naturally with one of those guys. I did think I was pregnant once when I was very casually dating this guy I nicknamed “the Criminal” and my period was late. One of the Pitch Perfect girls ordered a pregnancy test from a delivery app whilst we were doing press at a hotel… I peed on it during a break but it was negative. Not meant to be.

I’m a single woman. I don’t have a partner. Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this?

“I just wanted to ask you some questions about it.”

“How old are you?” he says, again dryly. He’s clearly NOT a Pitch Perfect fan. You can tell when you’re talking to someone and they KNOW who you are. This guy doesn’t give a shit. He sees actresses in here all the time. He’s probably looked up half of the vaginas in Hollywood.

“Thirty-nine,” I say.

“Well, you might still have eggs. We’d have to check. That’s the first point of call.”

Oh, shit—I didn’t think of the possibility that I might not even have any eggs.

I am taken to another ultrasound room down the hall to examine my lady parts. Fifty-nine-dollar Eloquii pants off. Legs up in the stirrups. A huge amount of gel goes onto an ultrasound wand that gets put up my vagina. I elect for the female nurse to do this, but the male doctor is standing right there looking up at the screen. I see my ovaries, left side, then right side. They’re like two small floating potatoes in the darkness of my insides.

“Yes, you still have follicles,” the doctor says. “Phew,” I think. For a second, I thought my journey would be over before it’d even begun. They do a blood test to check my anti-Mullerian hormone level, which I’ll get back in a few days. The AMH level shows how many eggs a woman has left. It’s like a fertility countdown.

I’m told to put on my clothes and then marched back to the doctor’s office. Someone’s just put a lubed wand up my vagina, but it all seems very natural and normal to these folks. They do this every day. But to me it’s weird. Invasive. Emotional. I’m sensitive, as I’ve said.

“You’ll probably still have eggs until you’re about forty-two or forty-three. Although I have seen women now into their late forties successfully harvest eggs and have children from those eggs.”

Then he looks me up and down. My youthful chubby face, my thick arms and thighs, my stomach, which I think is flattered by the black high-waisted leggings. He has a kind of look of disdain on his face as he clinically says, “You’d have a much better chance if you were healthy.”

WHOA. That hit me like running into the sharp corner of a kitchen counter in the middle of the night (whilst searching for ice cream). It hit me right in the gut. I’m not healthy?

Clearly, I know I’m a big girl. I’m “Fat Amy,” and I’m proud of it. I know I’m about 225 pounds (102 kilos). Even though I know logically that makes me “medically obese,” that hasn’t stopped me from doing anything in my life.

When I was filming Pitch Perfect, I looked around at the girls one day—and we’re all very different body types, all gorgeous and beautiful in our own unique ways—and I vividly remember thinking: “If we had to do a small triathlon right now—like a bit of a swim, a bike and a run—I wouldn’t be coming last.” I was very physically active. I had energy. I went to the gym. I was strong. I had fat but I also had muscles. I did aerial silks in Pitch Perfect 2, which is like total Cirque du Soleil shit.

I don’t have any MAJOR health problems. What is this doctor talking about? I’m not healthy!? I am a beacon of body positivity to so many people, Doc. Young people. “Beauty at any size.” “Confidence at any size.” People should believe that, right? I presented at the MTV VMAs in a parody of a Victoria’s Secret supermodel outfit—and instead of PINK written on my butt I put THINK—because young girls should see that! Young girls should think about how society’s trying to force them to be small—because it’s in society’s benefit to keep you tiny. It’s why cult leaders like to restrict women’s calorie intake. It’s to CONTROL them! But I’m not controlled. I am REBEL WILSON. I am loving and embracing myself despite society saying that my weight is well above normal. Despite people saying “how brave” I am for merely existing in Hollywood, which always confuses me. I am the size of the average American woman, and I am representing. But now this Back to the Future–esque stranger is basically telling me, “Stop kidding yourself.”

I was so upset. This isn’t a bad review that I can brush off—this criticism hits home. But I’m not going to tell this guy what I really think. I’m too polite. I say, “Thank you. I have a lot to think about,” as I feel a bit of excess gel on my vagina flaps. I’m now so uncomfortable, but my people-pleasing personality causes me to smile and just get out of there quickly. (Through the VIP celebrity side door.)

I bolt to my G-wagon. “I’m NOT a healthy person? Ha!” I’ve always thought it’s healthier to be overnourished than malnourished, right? All those anorexic Hollywood bitches are going to get osteoporosis—whereas with the tub of ice cream I’m eating every night, I’m safe from that. “I’m not THAT unhealthy!”

I drive home, not singing to the radio like earlier in the day. I’m stuck in classic LA traffic, contemplating. When I’m stopped at a light, I look at myself HARD in the visor mirror. I have some mascara smudged under my eye and I lick my finger to rub it off. But this doctor’s comments I can’t just rub off. Why?

Because even though body positivity, self-confidence—all that stuff—is so super important, if I’m going to be really honest with myself, I know this doctor is telling the truth. I know deep down I’m engaging in unhealthy eating habits. I know that I am carrying excess weight that eventually could lead to serious disease. I know that my father died of a heart attack a few years earlier, with complications due to diabetes. I know that I’m often in pain after a long day’s work—my legs, my feet, my lower back. I know that I have a ton of inflammation in my body because of the toxic foods I consume every day.

I know that at thirty-nine years old, I’ve trashed my body with junk food, I guess because deep down I think of myself as trash. Sure, sometimes I feel like I’m a success. Some days I feel like I’ve “made it” or I’ve “done good.” But a lot of the time I feel I’m not worthy. Not worthy of a proper relationship. Not worthy of love. I’m not worth caring about, not by myself or by others.

Why am I so confident in some areas—how could I come to America with basically nothing but the smell of my own confidence—but still have such low self-worth that I hurt myself with food every day?

In screenwriting terms, this consultation with the male fertility doctor was the “inciting incident” for changing my life for real. (That, and, well, I thought maybe the Tennis Player would like me if I was slimmer… because don’t us bigger girls always think that if somebody doesn’t like us it’s because of our weight?)

I’d have a much better chance of having a precious baby if I were healthier. It’s like I CAN’T LOSE WEIGHT for myself. I tried so many times in the past and it hasn’t worked. I’d try for a few weeks and successfully lose like ten pounds or so, and then it would always come back—sometimes with interest. It has to be for a future little Rebel. If I get healthier, I’ll increase my chances of harvesting healthy eggs. Which could lead to a baby.

Still in traffic. Sunset’s really not moving. Not like my mind, which is racing.

I feel like there’s an emotional war going on inside me. On the one hand I’m a proud fat female. I’ve used my weight to my advantage. I’ve turned lemons into lemon cheesecake. On the other hand, I’m ashamed of my eating behaviors. I feel guilty. I feel unlovable. Luckily nobody lives with me, so they can’t see what I do at night.

I emotionally eat. I overeat. I’m addicted to sugar. Somebody’s upset with me during the day, they don’t even have to say anything—I can just tell by their look. I feel shit. So now I wanna eat shit. I sit in front of the TV and shovel in a pint of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream and half a bag of salty chips for some crunchy texture. (That “look” could’ve just been a lazy eye, by the way… but I don’t rationalize it… I eat.)

“But, Rebel, do you want to end up like your father? Dead! And do you want a child?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.”

I have to act now.

I call my main agent, Tabatha at WME, from the car. “I’m going to get healthier,” I say.

Silence. Is she muting me whilst yelling something at her assistant? Then she speaks: “But, Rebs, why would you want to change? You’re doing sssooo great as you are.” Her voice always sounds like she has a little evil smile on her face, like she’s softly suggesting but then will ruin me if I don’t do exactly what she says. It’s as if she knows that for me, as a human being, it’s probably good to lose my excess weight (she did rep Jonah Hill and probably had a similar conversation with him at some point). But as my agent, when I’m her cash cow, it wouldn’t be good to mess up everything we’re building. She knows she has power over me. She’s a smart, important Hollywood agent and I am just this girl who came from Australia knowing nobody. I was so grateful when she started representing me that the power balance was thrown off. Technically she was supposed to work for me, but it never felt like that.

Tabatha, who makes a commission on every bit of work I do, wanted me to keep all the success going. I’d recently had my best year ever, earning twenty million US dollars for Pitch Perfect 3, Isn’t It Romantic, and The Hustle combined. (Did you just take three sips or eat three chips?… Ha-ha!) The agency liked me fat because they got hundreds of thousands of dollars in commission for each film where I played the fat funny girl, making self-deprecating jokes. They never thought about my mental or long-term physical health. They never thought about my fertility. It’s called show business. Not “I’m going to care about you as a human being” business. As I slowly nudge my car down Sunset Boulevard, I look at all these huge billboards promoting the latest movies and shows. My face has been on some of those billboards, and I loved it.

It feels like I’m now being forced to decide—continue to have a career OR get healthier and have a family. Although she’s being cleverly diplomatic, Tabatha has indicated that losing weight wouldn’t be good for my career… that I’d lose my multimillion-dollar pigeonhole. But why is this now the fucking decision?? Career or family?? Well, “because you’ve put yourself in this predicament, Rebel.” Ahhh, there it is—my supercritical interior voice. The voice that’s even harsher than Tabatha’s, that tells me I’m never good enough. The voice that tells me I’ve been too slow to find love. The voice that tells me off for eating too many desserts and forces me to get up early the next day and hit the gym. I hate that voice. Is this why I have low self-worth?

I’m the one who has been so fucking dedicated to my career for the past twenty years. I’m now the idiot who, at thirty-nine, is just starting the process of trying to have a baby. I’m the one who is single and alone. This is all because of me and my mistakes.

I call my mum in Australia to ask what she thinks. She’s obviously into me having a child—she even says she’ll retire so she can help. She thinks I should 100 percent freeze my eggs. This is like the best news she’s heard from me in a while. “That’s great, darling!”

I’m startled as a cop car blares his sirens at me. I pull over to the side of the road. There’s a homeless camp on the sidewalk, so I pull a few meters farther up. For both of our sakes. The cop says that my windows are illegally tinted and writes me a ticket. I say, “I’m sorry, Officer, I didn’t know.” I did know, though. It’s the second time I’ve been pulled over for this. Just like I knew that weighing 225 pounds (102 kilos) on my five-foot-four-inch frame is bad. I still ate the cupcakes and ordered the box of twelve when one would’ve been enough. But it’s not that bad having dark-tinted windows, is it, Officer?

Who am I hurting?






THREE Young Rebel


People are always like, “What were you like as a child? I bet you were HILARIOUS!”

“Ummm… no. Not really,” I say, and then watch the excitement die a bit in their fangirl eyes. “Sorry… do you mind if I just… Sorry, I’m just going to move past you and into the bathroom.” I maneuver around them awkwardly to get into the stall. I lock the door. I hope they’re not still looking at me. I peek through the little gap between the door and the doorframe. Why is there always that gap of a few millimeters? Yep, they’re still staring. I love having millions of fans, don’t get me wrong, but not when I’m about to take a slosh.

They’re now debating whether or not to ask me for a photo when I come out of the stall. “You ask her!” “No, you!”… “She’s much prettier in real life.”… “What movie was she in again?” “Stephanie!!!! You know… The singing one!!!”

The truth is, I was a very shy, introverted child. That is the beginning of this story. Rewinding four decades, and here’s the origin flashback for you:

Born prematurely. Born small. Born to my parents, Sue and Warwick, in the Sydney suburb of Balmain, where my great-great-grandfather (on my mother’s side) Dr. Robert Stopford settled after arriving from England (via New Zealand). A well-respected doctor and politician, he was beloved in the area because he would treat poor people for free. At his funeral in 1926, thousands of people lined the streets to send him off.

My mother wanted to call me Rebel, after Rebel Bissaker, the little girl who so brilliantly sang a song by the Carpenters at my parents’ wedding. But my father disagreed and didn’t allow her to put that on my birth certificate. “What kind of a name is Rebel? They’ll never let her into Tara with that name!”

Even then, he had planned to send his children to the same Christian private schools he’d attended, so on my birth certificate, I was given the pretty average-sounding name Melanie Elizabeth Bownds. Mum didn’t stand up to Dad that day, nor for almost seventeen subsequent years, but she would always pull me aside and say, “Rebel is the name I called you.”

We lived in an old house that my parents had bought for fifty-two thousand Australian dollars. Balmain was not the cool, upmarket community it is today. (#BalmainLiving… we pride ourselves on eating a $25 avocado toast at a café’s outdoor table on Darling Street, wearing designer athleisure. Cue the parade of Cavoodles.) When I was born, it was a humble suburb for the working class. Then one day, as I was just a little bub lying there in my crib, one of my mother’s beagles was found dead. This was devastating to her and highly unusual. My mother was always devoted to her dogs, so whenever one died it was as if one of her own children had passed away. You see, dogs were a VERY BIG THING in my family. They were the (occasionally flea-ridden) STARS OF THE SHOW!

My great-grandmother on my mum’s side had brought beagles over from England back in the day and started the Beagle Club of New South Wales. Beagles were everywhere in my family. We had a beagle door knocker, framed beagle photos, beagle tea towels, and dog-showing ribbons and trophies everywhere. And if you were to forget the importance of the beagles, here’s our family Christmas card with a professional photo of Mum displaying the latest prizewinning beagle on the front.

So, the house where I was born had areas where the paint was chipping off the walls. And like a lot of old houses in the area, that paint contained lead. After the vet’s autopsy, my parents figured out that the dog must’ve woofed up the paint chips, causing severe lead poisoning, which led to its tragic death. Beagles do have a naughty habit of hoovering anything in sight. My parents then took me to get tested as my bedroom had the most peeling on the walls. As it turned out, I had also eaten the dodgy paint chips as a baby. Yep, I was ingesting harmful things I shouldn’t have from the moment I was born. I had lead poisoning too!

My parents immediately sold the house and moved out to a “healthier” suburb in northwestern Sydney called Castle Hill. It was still quite rural then but growing due to urban sprawl. It was full of families wanting a nice place to raise their kids about an hour outside of Sydney, and luckily, a mega mall called Castle Towers would eventually be built, with everything we’d ever need to live and prosper… like a cinema, food courts, and shops that sold shiny cheap leggings.

I was part of a government study on lead poisoning until about the age of six, which I vaguely remember because I’d get a toy each time the doctor came to visit every six months. I guess they were testing my cognitive abilities. My reflexes. On his last visit, I remember the doctor hitting my knee with what looked like a miniature hammer. Of course, my leg moved—he’s hitting me with a miniature hammer! “I think she’s fine… Yeah, she’ll be right,” said the doctor in a classic Australian way. He stopped coming round after that. But I wasn’t exactly fine. I can recall very few early memories. Is this because of the lead poisoning or am I just a late bloomer in general? My earliest memory is probably this weird one:

I’m maybe four or five, and I’m holding the reins to this giant chestnut racehorse named Ginger, a.k.a. Ginge. The adults, including my father, have gone away to talk. We’re on a farm owned by my grandma Nanny—my father’s mother—up near Cessnock. Ginge gets spooked by something and rears up in the air. And from my perspective, it looks like this horse is going to come down right on top of me and crush me. I’m so scared of this powerful beast. I think I’m going to die.

My dad runs over and quiets the horse, making “tut tut” noises like he knows how to talk to horses. He doesn’t. He worked at the National Australia Bank but was fired under mysterious circumstances. When my dad was eighteen, his life changed drastically when his father was apparently murdered. Well, that’s what my dad said. My grandfather Robert Edward Bownds had fought bravely in the Australian Army (Second AIF) for five years during the Second World War. After the war he worked for the Customs Service. He was found dead on the same night that he’d called my grandma Nanny saying, “I’ve just cracked a big case. I’m coming home to celebrate!” His car was later discovered on the side of the road. Although he was the only person in the car, his bloodied body was found in the passenger seat. My dad then struggled with his final year of high school, only to drop out of college, where he had hoped to graduate with a business degree. He was smart, but with the turmoil of his dad’s death, he never fulfilled his potential.

My dad calms down the horse—“Tut tut tut tut. Easy! Easy!”—and looks at me. “Do you like that horse?” And I’m like, “Yeah.” (You’ll notice one of my bad habits is saying the word “yeah” a lot, like my brain is processing and I just spit it out to give me some time to think.) I should’ve said, “No, I hate this horse because it just almost trampled me, and why the hell are we out at this farm with these weird dodgy men!” But I’m not good at standing up for myself. I’m just a small, quiet girl who needs her Cabbage Patch Kid to sleep. So, I just say, “Yeah.”

“Well, that’s your horse,” Dad says.

Turns out Ginger was in my name, in some kind of dubious tax-avoidance scheme. It was one of many racehorses that my father owned a “share” in—usually it was something like a one-tenth or one-twentieth share. We’d never be able to own horses outright. And maybe my father’s share was cheaper in this case because he was using my name for the tax deduction? These are the kinds of sketchy things that a man who used to work at a bank but was fired under mysterious circumstances would know.

My family was a bit bogan in that way. In the 1980s, pretty much all bogans had mullet haircuts and zero fashion sense, and we wore Ugg boots in all seasons. We lined up at Sizzler for all-you-can-eat buffets with the keenness of a beagle at a dog bowl, waiting for that gelatinous cylinder of Pal dog food to shimmy out of the can. All-you-can-eat meant excellent value! We loved value. We loved drive-throughs, primarily McDonald’s and KFC. We loved an overchlorinated water park. And while my mother and her side of the family came from classier roots (apparently on that side we’re related to an archbishop of Canterbury), there were family members on my dad’s side who had dodgy traits. Basically, you can tell that we have some kind of convict blood running through our veins. I wouldn’t be surprised if I went on one of those genealogy TV shows and found out one of my relatives back in the day stole a loaf of bread and was transported to Australia as punishment. (I do have that undeniable love of carbs!)

At Christmas, other families would camp out for hours in the city for the Carols by Candlelight, an Australian Christmas tradition, with their nice picnic blankets and prepared meals. My family would rock up thirty minutes before with one bag of chips that we’d fight over. We’d “do a dodgy” and work our way up to a good position in the front. I’d sneak into a good spot looking innocent, like I’d been there all along but just went to the toilet for a bit, and slowly each family member would join. I’d subtly inch back another family’s nice picnic blanket to carve out our patch of grass. Mum would’ve been happy to sit in the back and not make a fuss, but the rest of us were looking for an upgrade.

My grandma Nanny also taught me to snag food from the all-you-can-eat buffets. “See, what you do is, you wrap it up like this in a serviette and pop it in your handbag when the guy’s not looking! Go for the mangoes, ’cause they’re real expensive!” I didn’t even like mangoes, but I nabbed them from the Sizzler buffet for Nanny. We were also all experts at sneaking into movies when we’d only bought one ticket. We’d call it “the daily double.” See one movie and then sneak right into another!

My dad would take me to the racetrack quite a lot as a kid, sometimes with my sister Liberty, who was two years younger. Occasionally, we’d escape the ferals in the regular section and have members tickets if one of the horses Dad co-owned was racing. The Members’ Stand at Rosehill Racecourse was great because you could order mini sausage rolls and orange juice in champagne glasses. To us, this was mega fancy! One of Dad’s favorite horses was called King Tourmaline. My dad wanted to become king of the track, to be a big hotshot, wealthy and respected, but the reality was that he wore a cheap suit and was never a big player. He never had a share in a horse that ran in the Melbourne Cup. He wasn’t SOMEONE. No one looked at my father in admiration. Except for me. I’d look up at him as I snuck behind him into the Members’ Stand when there weren’t enough badges. We did the sneak. Dad would smile at me. Proud.

I became quite good at betting on the horses—reading the form guide, looking at the odds, placing bets. There I was, a seven-year-old with a bogan spiky fringed haircut (short on top, long in the back) and wearing my one outfit that was nice enough for the Members’, mini sausage roll in one hand, while with the other I was giving the bookie $6 to place on number five, race three, “three dollars each way.” This is when I was becoming quite good with numbers. Maybe the lead was finally draining from my system, but I could look at the odds and stats of the horses and work out a neat little betting system. One time I won a trifecta worth $800. My uncle Alan tells me that my dad took $795 and only gave me $5. “There you go,” he said sweetly as he pocketed the rest. I was happy with the $5, though. I used it to buy Fruit Pastilles, the fanciest sweet they had at the cigarette shop under the stands.

I had definitely been developing since I first started school. When they had tested all the kids in my kindergarten class at Castle Hill Primary School, I was in the bottom percentile. I wasn’t stupid. I think it just took a bit of time for my brain to develop. But now I was showing flashes of… intelligence. I credit Mrs. Apps, a nice teacher I had in year four who was kind and creative, as well as my mother, who, apart from the dog stuff, was also a public school teacher—mainly kindergarten. Like all the smart women of her generation, Mum was encouraged with a government scholarship to go into teaching. She would read to me every night—mainly Roald Dahl books—and would help me with my homework.

Mrs. Apps noticed that I’d rather sit inside the classroom than play with the other kids during lunch. “Why don’t you go outside and play?” she said. I looked out the window at my classmates playing handball and jumping rope. I didn’t really have any friends. I was too shy. I didn’t really relate to other kids much. I think I was borderline for some sort of social disorder but things like that weren’t picked up when I was a kid—not in Australia.

Even though I had my sister Liberty, I would rather have played by myself with all my stuffed animals. My toys were my prized possessions—some Cabbage Patch Kids (thanks, Santa, you bloody legend! That’s why I believed in you until I was eleven), one Pound Puppy, and some random no-brand toys that I’d won at carnivals or had been given to me. One was a pink hippo that had a measuring tape around the largest diameter of its big belly, as if to say, “Uh-oh, fat hippo… you’ve eaten too much and now you need to be measured.” (Sign of things to come?)

I would spend hours in my bedroom just having imaginary conversations with my toys. I did open up to those rare few people I really got to know, like our family friends the Bells, who lived next door from the day we moved to Castle Hill. Their dad worked in AMERICA and later they owned a Jaguar with a phone in it. They were rich (well, compared to us) and they HAD IT ALL. I was blessed to have them as my godparents. On Christmas Day, we’d usually go over to their house and see all their presents proudly displayed on their neatly made beds. Part of me wished I had been born into their family. They didn’t have smelly beagles everywhere, they had MADE BEDS, they ate carefully cut-up fruit as a snack in clean individual plastic bowls. To me, the Bell family was as golden as their children’s blond hair.

Our family would fight over a whole packet of Tim Tam cookies, which would be gone only minutes after hitting the cupboard. You had to be quick in our house or you missed out.

“What happened to the all the chips?” Dad would say.

“The vultures got them!” Mum would report back. If you weren’t ferreting out the good shit (junk food) and scarfing it within ten seconds, someone else in the family would take it. Mum would sometimes hide a block of Cadbury chocolate for herself in a high-up kitchen cupboard, but us beagles would sniff it out. What other joy in life was there? Money was tight because Dad didn’t really work and gambled. Food was joy. Playing with the Bells was joy. We’d play Monopoly—the games would last for days on end. I’d always win. We’d skateboard and ride our bikes to the park. I’d make up a “Mini Olympics”—always with events that I was good at, like how many times you could spin a Hula-Hoop around your outstretched wrist without letting it fall. On some lucky nights we’d have a bonfire and set off some fireworks in the backyard. One time a firework malfunctioned and flew straight into Alissa Bell’s gorgeous blond hair. The dads quickly snuffed it out. “She’ll be right,” they said as a chunk of her charred golden hair fell to the ground. Soon after, fireworks were banned in Sydney for being “too dangerous.”

With the Bells I could be myself—inventive, fun, cheeky—but at school, I was too scared to even talk to new people. “Go on,” Mrs. Apps kindly encouraged me. “Why don’t you go out there? You can’t stay inside all lunch.” She talked to a bucktoothed little girl named Joanne, I guess saying a nicer version of “Can you play with this nigel?” (“Nigel” is Australian slang for someone who’s unpopular or has no friends.) She was bargaining with this little girl to get her to be nice to me, I’m sure of it. What was she bribing her with? A frozen yogurt from the canteen? They were like gold at my primary school, especially on a hot day. She gestured for me to come outside with the others. Mrs. Apps, with her flowing auburn hair, pale skin and red lipstick (totally a Julianne Moore vibe), urged me into the playground.

I walked to the entrance of the classroom, where all our school bags were on hooks. It was only a few steps to the door but my heart was racing. “I can’t do it! But this nice teacher can’t have me sitting in the classroom for the whole day either!” I was sure she wanted a break. I wanted to play with other kids, not just my god-sisters, the Bells. I tried to step outside and then…

I fainted.

Well, I didn’t really faint. The thought of having to go outside and interact with other kids terrified me. So instead, I fake fainted.

Mrs. Apps came running in. I gave an Oscar-winning performance of being really out of it. My parents were called. Mum came and picked me up, so I had to carry on my charade for several hours. Did I have epilepsy? What was wrong with me? I don’t think anyone took it too seriously, though: “She’ll be right” was said several times.

Later that year I broke my left arm in a three-legged race at the school Athletics Carnival. It was such a bad break that the bone was sticking out of the skin. “You’ll be right,” the teachers said as I lay on the grass waiting for the ambulance. Sadly, I’d fallen right before the end of the hundred-meter track, so the whole school had to wait for the ambulance before the carnival could continue.

Under Mrs. Apps’s tutelage, I won third prize in a creative writing competition about bike safety. This was the first time I showed any real skills in English. Plus, I got my mulleted head in the newspaper! There I was, proudly showing off the pink Stackhat bike helmet I had won. First and second place won an actual bike, and they were older kids from the sixth grade. But surprise, surprise, I had won. Maybe I wasn’t a dum-dum after all?

I started to go toe-to-toe with the smartest kid in my grade, Scott Farquhar. (Side note: he later became a tech genius, cofounding a company called Atlassian, and is now one of the richest men in Australia.) Math came easy to me now, almost like I knew how to do it before the teacher taught me. Most kids found math difficult. But then, they found it easy to be out in the playground and make friends. I felt like the personification of Opposites Day. I wasn’t like other, normal kids.

The day after the fake faint, I decide that I’m not going to sit in the classroom anymore for the whole of lunch. I must have a plan. So, I take my pink lunch box and walk out of the classroom… and I go… to the girls’ bathroom. I sit inside the cubicle and have my lunch there. Through the slim gap in the doorframe, I occasionally see another little girl washing her hands or picking her nose. I eat my plain cheese sandwich. I take a bite and hit plastic with my teeth! “Muuuuuuum!!!” She forgot to unwrap the slice of processed cheese!

Nobody notices that I am spending the one-hour lunch break in the toilets. I’m like my father at the track—basically invisible. I’m not exceptional at sport, I’m not a “cute kid.” I’m from an average Australian family, living in an average Australian suburb, with an average-sounding name. I tried hard to “bring it” in my yearly Jazzercise concert with the Bells, but I was back row, to the far left, wearing a neon scrunchie that shone brighter than I did. No one was looking at me. (And by the way, I don’t think Mum put me in Jazzercize because she thought I was a dancer—she did it because she didn’t want me to be overweight. Jazzercise was a dance form of aerobics that was super big in the eighties.)

But the one thing I am—if not special—is smart and strategic. So right there, with that gross girls’ toilet smell hanging around my head, I start making my plan to be a normal girl who has normal friends. That way, despite what I know is true on the inside, I’ll fool them all. Mum will think I’m a typical girl. I could get invited to other kids’ birthday parties at McDonald’s, which is of course my favorite restaurant. My order is: a Junior Burger, fries, a Coke, and a chocolate sundae (with a Cadbury Flake in it). One time I ordered the apple pie, and it burned the roof of my mouth when I bit into it—so I’ve been full Team Sundae since then.

I walk out into the playground and find bucktoothed Joanne. There she is half-shading her freckled face from the strong Aussie sun with her lunch box lid. I walk up to her, and I don’t quite know what I’m saying, but I notice I’m putting on a weird accent—like what I do when I’m playing with my toys. I often put on a “voice.” It’s not me, it’s like a character that I’m playing. This voice is my primitive version of an American accent that I’ve heard on cartoons. I hit my R’s HARD and drop in cool American words I know, like “Disneyland” and “ketchup.” Cool words I heard the Bell girls use. It seems to work. Joanne wants to be my friend… and then so do others. Like the movie sneak or stealing the mangoes from the buffet, once you get one, it’s easier to get more.

As the school term continues, we play games at lunch that I make up with marbles and footy cards under the shade of the huge gum trees… and half of us get chicken pox. But I’ve done it. I’ve made friends. The birthday parties at McDonald’s are great… pass the free chocolate sundae, Joanne! “Yeah, of course I’ll eat yours if you’re not going to have it.” If only she knew how weird I am on the inside. How different I am. But I’ll never tell her. I’ll never tell her that my parents fight and my dad gets really angry. Especially when he loses money at the racetrack. I don’t even tell the Bells that.

“What did you do on the weekend, Mel?” says new little friend number three.

“Well, I had a really rad time,” I say in my third-rate American accent. “I went to the beach with my dad and we went in the surf, and it was like, COWABUNGA, DUDE!”






FOUR Petcetera Etc.


One day my dad comes home towing a huge yellow caravan (or, as you might say in America, trailer). It’s pulled by a Land Cruiser and is the size of a large metal shipping container but on wheels. “Kids, get out here and look at this. THIS is our new business!” he says. Now Dad has a plan to make money: this yellow caravan named Petcetera Etc. We’ll tow it around to different dog shows every weekend and sell dog products out of it. Mum loves this idea because there’s nothing in the world she LOVES more than dog shows… I have a feeling this whole thing is in fact Mum’s idea (I mean, a dog-centered business, which means we’ll spend even MORE time at dog shows!), but she’s letting him have this moment.

“Aren’t you excited?” says Dad, gleaming.

“… Yeah,” I say.

In truth, I never felt that comfortable around the dogs. I sneezed constantly and had red eyes and a bit of a headache. I’d feel pressure right between my eyes. (Of course, as an adult I finally did a test revealing I am indeed allergic to dogs and cats, but no one thought to test me at the time… allergies, like political correctness and equality, weren’t a thing back in those days. This is Sydney in 1987. So, suck it up, you galah!)

I kept my discomfort around dogs a secret. Why? Because our family had a proud dog-showing legacy. Our dogs had agents and sometimes did commercials or appeared on TV—shows like Burke’s Backyard, a lifestyle and gardening series that was very popular. (Side note: Don Burke famously dissed our beagles once within earshot of my grandmother Gar and to this day she holds a grudge. Don was later Me Too’d for allegedly being a dick, so my grandma was totally right. Don’t mess with our family’s beagles—they are champions!)

Now the era of Petcetera Etc. has started. I’m seven years old, and I want our family to smell success… rather than the loathsome wet-dog smell that permeates my bathtub after Mum washes the dogs in there before a big show. Come on, family, come on, come on! Let’s be like the Bells, whose dad works for Herbalife in America—he’s an entrepreneurial success! Let’s all dress in power prints and back-tease our hair and succeed as a family. Sounds good, right? Petcetera Etc. would combine my father’s business skills with my mother’s excellent reputation and network in the dog-showing world. This was going to be so cool… and maybe, if we sold enough dog products, we’d save up enough money to go on a family cruise! The ultimate in eighties bogan vacations (one family friend had been on one and had only found one poop on the waterslide)!

The whole family would get up before sunrise on weekends and head out to a dog show. Mum, Dad, my sister Liberty and me. We’d pull up to the showground and set up the caravan, placing little bits of wood under the wheels for stability. Pop out the awning and hammer it in using these big old Thor-like hammers. I could barely lift one; they were that heavy. We’d sell things like dog leads, dog beds, grooming brushes and dog treats. Well, my parents sold the products and spoke to the customers; we girls helped out but mainly stayed quiet in the back of the caravan.

My favorite product was called Dog Chocs—carob chocolate buttons in little tins that were suitable for dogs. When I was bored, I would sneak some from the back and eat them. I was pretty fucking bored, so I seemed to do this a lot. I did LOVE the Mason Pearson brushes that we sold because these were in fact the best hairbrushes on the planet (designed for humans but sold by us to dog lovers who treated their pups as if they were). The Mason Pearson brushes had lush bristles and were the fanciest things I’d ever seen. One year I got one for Christmas from the stock because it had a damaged box and was ecstatic!

But before I sell you this dog product dream success story, please remember that we were essentially one baby step above being carnies. Often the carnivals were held at the same locations as the dog shows. Dog showing was considered slightly more elevated, but we weren’t that much better than the toothless men running those poorly maintained rides. It’s just that… we had teeth—aaaaaand when we were in our “dog-showing outfits,” we wore blazers with hefty shoulder pads and thought we were classier. But the dog shows in Australia were not like the ones that you might see on TV, like Crufts or Westminster. There were some rich people, sure, but mainly it was everyday people who obsessed over their dogs and would devote ALL their weekends to them.

Most of the time, the dog shows were held at regional or rural showgrounds across New South Wales with shoddy public toilets and flat grassy areas that were turned into dog show rings. I had to listen to the competitors’ nonstop bitching about how biased the judges were and how their bitch should’ve won. If you’ve seen that movie Best in Show, well, that was exactly what my childhood was like. To me that film is not a comedy, it’s a scarily real documentary.

I was inspired, though, by my parents’ entrepreneurship. They were creating something for themselves! A business. Still shy, I didn’t really want to interact with customers, but I realized that my arms were long enough that I could dig around the giant rubbish bins at the dog shows and collect the aluminum cans. Then I could recycle them and make a few dollars cash for each trash bag full of cans. I’d reach into the bin, pull out a discarded can of Fanta, pour out any excess onto the grass and stomp the can with my little sneakered foot. I was paid by weight, so it made sense to crush the cans so I could fit more per bag. The more people at a show, the more discarded cans. Some days “bin juice” would run down my arms, attracting bees and flies. Gross-er-roo. But I was on a mission to make my own money. (When I see homeless people now in LA collecting plastic bottles and cans out of the trash, I think: “Yeah, I’ve ‘bin’ there.”) Liberty watched as she twirled incessantly on the metal railing nearby like a sugared-up gymnast. She didn’t have the same moneymaking spirit that I had. Being the second born, maybe she didn’t feel the same responsibility I felt? For now, she just liked to hang upside down. Whereas I was already like a dog running around in the capitalist ring.

Recycling cans was my first real go at making money. Well, apart from two years earlier when I cut circles out of the center of the newspaper and then tried to sell them as “aprons” on the side of the road for five cents each. As the little girl who was given two pairs of shoes per year—one for school, one for sport—I always knew I needed money. I knew that I wasn’t going to be handed things in life—I was going to have to get up early and work and be entrepreneurial.

I think Mum was disappointed that I didn’t share her love for dogs. She wanted me to follow in her footsteps, in my grandma Gar’s and great-grandmother Dotty’s footsteps, and show dogs. She wanted me to feel that glory of winning a Best in Show and collecting the grand prize of a plastic picnic set (yes, often the prizes were shit considering the effort people put into dog shows). I wanted to make Mum happy, I loved her so much, so I wiped off the bin juice and told her, “Okay, if you want me to, I’ll go in Junior Handlers.” What else was I going to do? Sit in the hot car for the rest of the day?

Junior Handlers is basically the kids’ competition at dog shows, usually held during the lunch breaks. Think Toddlers & Tiaras but instead of crowns, there are canines. There’s a seven-to-eleven-year-old age category and then a twelve-to-seventeen-year-old one. Mum says that if I win enough local shows, I could qualify and make it all the way to the BIGGEST show of the year, the Sydney Royal Easter Show. (It used to be held at the Sydney Showground, Moore Park, which today is the home of Disney Studios. Right where we used to park our yellow Petcetera Etc. caravan is where huge movies like The Matrix and Moulin Rouge were later filmed. I filmed a movie there called A Few Best Men where the legend Olivia Newton-John played my mother! And currently I am shooting The Deb there, the first movie I am directing… but back in the day it was where we sold dog products all day to the masses.)

After school the next week, Mum gives me some lessons on the grass in our front yard. You must learn how to stack your dog (standing it still, presenting it to the judge) and then also how to do a series of moves like “running around the ring,” “doing a triangle” and “out and back,” and the trickiest of all: “the T shape.” This is so the judge can see how the dog moves. What’s difficult is that whilst you’re moving you must always keep the dog between you and the judge. You can never block the judge’s view of the dog with your body. That’s what a champion handler does. Because it’s ALL about the dog… except it’s also sometimes about your cute face and outfit and the big eyes you make toward the judges.

“Do it again!” Mum would say as I dragged one of our beagles around the front lawn whilst it was much more interested in trying to smell some other animal’s pee. Mum was a perfectionist at times. Maybe it was from all her intense ballet training when she was younger. Not that you’d look at her now and think “excellent ballet dancer.” She just looked like most eighties mums, with mousse in her curly hair and sporting a parachute tracksuit. I was glad Mum was spending so much time with me, though, and happy to go along with her plan for my Junior Handlers greatness!

“Keep her head up!” Mum would say in her schoolteacher voice as I was stacking the beagle in front of her.

“I’m trying to!” I’d reply. Beagles are hard to control. They are free-spirited.

I tried showing the beagles, but it never quite worked out, so I gravitated toward a breed called bichon frise. They are hypoallergenic (surprise, surprise, I felt much better around them!) and Mum was friends with a nice lady who had amazing bichons to show. They look like fluffy stuffed animals, like the ones I liked to play with, and would wear cute bows on the tuft on the front of their heads.

So, I’m eight going on nine years old now, and today I’m at Castle Hill Showground, bichon on a leash by my side. I’m sporting a little Melanie Griffith–in–Working Girl number—a white blazer with shoulder pads, a tight pencil skirt and my tennis shoes. I am ready to wow the judges. Even though I’m still bashful, I’m developing a very competitive side to my personality, so when it comes time to WIN, I can get over my timidity for a bit and deliver. Winning is important and I want to make Mum, a pillar of the Sydney dog-showing world, proud. I grab my bichon and run round the ring whilst Mum looks on lovingly from the sidelines. “That’s my daughter,” she says proudly. “And by the way, I don’t think that basenji bitch should’ve won the Hound Group. Rigged.” Another loser from earlier in the day nods to Mum in solidarity.

“Out and back,” the judge says to me. In real life he’s probably a bakery assistant who’s going through a divorce, but today he’s an important judge in a suit. I nod and take off with my bichon. “Thank God he didn’t give me the T shape!” I think. I then kneel on the soggy pissed-on grass to stack my dog, constantly giving “eyes” to the judge. He makes us all run around the ring again (good cardio!). There’s a boy with an Afghan, which looks hilarious because the dog is three times his size. You can’t even see him behind all that hair. There’s a girl with a ridgeback who’s older than me and gives off a vibe like she’s just come off a shift at the outback slaughterhouse. My bichon is cute as hell and has been lacquered with so much hairspray that no one better put a naked flame anywhere near us.

We stack our dogs again in a line. I look at the judge. “Give it to me,” I project with my eyes. My posture is suddenly flawless as I hold the leash and stand absolutely still, my dog perfectly posed—front legs, back legs, tail fluffed. It’s junior-handling perfection. Girl and dog working together as a team for junior-handling domination. The judge pauses. This is a big decision. Today’s winner will receive the grand prize of $5 and automatically qualify for the Royal. I literally feel my nose getting sunburnt from the strong Sydney sun as I stand there, waiting for the judge’s decision. Dog show judges milk this moment—the anticipatory minute right before the winner is announced.

He points to the boy with the Afghan. “First!” The boy smiles—I don’t know, actually, I can’t see him, just the top of his moppy head, but his mother shrieks in excitement from the ringside. “This is fucking rigged,” I think. “Second!” He points to me. Well, whatever. Of course, you’re going to give it to the only boy in the ring—there were hardly any boys in Junior Handlers, so I guess this was another attempt to encourage one. Why were boys always encouraged and girls were just… girls? We only got encouraged to be quiet. Third goes to slaughterhouse girl. At least I beat her. We do our victory lap in our order of placement around the ring and then exit. Adults halfheartedly clap and then get back to their boxed wines.

I receive an envelope with $2 in prize money. Mum hugs me. “We’ll need to work harder if you’re going to get to the Royal,” she says, not satisfied. I huff off, give the dog back to its lovely owner and go and collect some more cans from the rubbish bins. I watch my parents sell dog products for the rest of the afternoon. Sometimes the only place to rest is in a dog crate.

“Why couldn’t I be doing something cooler with my life?” I think as I run my little fingers across the bars of the crate. It’s like I’m imprisoned by my own life. “I wish I was something cooler, like a professional tennis player,” I think.

I loved playing tennis. I’d just started having proper lessons, and my uncle Alan, who had been a really good player, was now a tennis coach. He might’ve even gone pro if it hadn’t been for a freak, tragic accident when he was eleven years old. His coach accidentally hit him in the eye and he lost 90 percent of his vision. My uncle Alan’s THE BEST. He tells classic jokes like “Where do bees go to the toilet?… The BP.” Or “What’s blue and shaped like a bucket?” “What?” I say. “A blue bucket!”

Mum didn’t think I could be a tennis player, though. “You’ll never be tall enough!” she’d say. She certainly didn’t want to drive me to tennis tournaments, which were also on the weekends, when all the dog shows took place. That’s what Dad told me. Mum wanted me to follow in her footsteps. But I didn’t want any part of this, despite the amazing success of Nangunyah Beagles, the prefix (kennel name) started by my grandmother Gar and my mother, which produced more than seventy-five champion dogs. I tried to make her happy, though. Apart from when she was showing dogs, she didn’t seem that happy. She didn’t seem that happy with my father… I’d started to notice that he was constantly criticizing her and putting her down. Telling her that she couldn’t work outside the business (she quit her public school teaching job), that she spent too much time with us kids and not him, that she spent too much time with the dogs and not him, or that she confided in her mother too much. With him, Mum couldn’t win. But she could win in the ring at the dog shows. And that would make her smile.

Often, whenever we stopped to get petrol, Mum would buy a bag of lollies (Australian for “candies”) for us to share. That’s the other time we’d see her smile—walking back to the car waving a bag of lollies as if to say, “Don’t worry, girls, everything will be all right, look what I have for us!” Sometimes even after we’d driven home, Mum would just sit by herself in the car parked outside. “What is she doing out there, just sitting in the car by herself?” I’d think. I guess it was the only time she could truly be alone and have a moment of quiet.

One weekend we get home from a dog show and everyone is exhausted. It’s been one of those really hot Sydney summer days, where it’s like 95 degrees Fahrenheit (35 in Celsius) and that muggy heat lingers at night. Dad parks our giant yellow caravan in front of our house and tells us all to get inside. Turns out Petcetera Etc. is a hard business. Driving to the various dog shows, the setup, standing on your feet wearing a bum bag (or “fanny pack” in the US) and selling all day—plus the dog showing on top of all that—it’s a lot. We all smell like dogs and sweat.

I’m arguing with my sister Liberty, who is naturally skinnier and more sociable than I am—both of which annoy me. I’m an introvert and like to do my own thing, whereas she always wants to hang around me. This also annoys me. My sister is sweet, though, she’s always smiling through her jagged baby teeth—always wanting to be part of things. So now we BOTH have big blunt fringes like the Olsen twins from Full House. So annoying. Mum recently had the brain wave to try to help us get along better by making us share a bedroom. Great idea, Mum! NOT! I loved my imaginary playtime in my bedroom BY MYSELF. “Sharing” with Libby is a nightmare.

So, naturally, I put a line straight down the middle of the bedroom and told Libby, “This is my side. That’s your side. You are NEVER to come onto my side of the room EVER!” The problem for my sister was that the door to the bedroom was on my side of the room, so whenever Libby wanted to enter, she’d have to make a running leap to get to her side without setting foot in my area. Exactly like Mum, she did ballet and was weirdly good at leaping.

But tonight, we’re all too hot and tired to care about my rules. I say to Liberty, “Let’s get the face washers from the bathroom and wet them so we can wet our faces and cool ourselves down.” Liberty agrees to my genius plan. She even improves on it by pouring cold water from the fridge on the washcloths. It’s too hot for bedsheets, so we take them off and cool ourselves down with the dripping-wet face washers. Then I get a brain wave: “Why don’t we just wet the whole mattress? We’ll be soooo much cooler.” Liberty goes along with this, because I’m the smarter, older one and of course she wants to do it if I think it’s a good idea. We wet my mattress and lie in the dampness, finally cooling down and grinning as we stare up at the glow-in-the-dark stars that I’ve put on my side of the ceiling. We’re very, very pleased with our new cooling invention.

Dad comes in. “What the hell are you two doing?!”

“Nothing,” we both say.

He touches the mattress and feels it’s damp. I think he believes we’ve wet the bed or something. “What have you two done?”

“Nothing!” I say.

But in a split second he goes from being our dad to becoming a red-faced angry giant. It’s like veins suddenly pop out of his face, and his head is a veiny balloon that’s about to burst. “That’s it! I’m sick of you!” he says. He brings his palm up to his cheek and, with the full force of a strong, stocky adult man, hits me as I’m lying there on the wet mattress. Whack. Whack. Whack. He hits my sister too. But I’m the oldest, I’m supposed to be responsible, so I get it the hardest. Then after about thirty seconds of terror, he leaves. We’re left with red marks on our arms and legs where we’ve tried to defend ourselves against the blows. I look at my sister and we don’t say anything, but we communicate with our eyes. Our dad loves us, but we were just too naughty this time. We went really overboard trying to cool ourselves. We deserve this. At least our dad didn’t use a belt like our friend Shane’s dad, who left him with worse bruises. Our red patches will definitely go down by morning.

I remove the line dividing our bedroom. There’s no reason now to fight with my sister.

In the car the next morning, as we’re heading to yet another dog show, we stop at the petrol station. Liberty and I watch through the back window to see whether Mum will come out with a treat. The electric sliding doors open, and she walks out. We can’t see her hands. We can’t see anything sticking out of her handbag. Dad, who’s driving, tells her to hurry up, and Mum gets in the car. We drive off and after a few seconds Mum surreptitiously passes us a bag of Allen’s jelly snakes (Allen’s is the most popular candy brand in Australia). We sit in the backseat and chew them… trying not to crackle the packet too much and attract Dad’s attention. Minutes later Mum discreetly stretches her hand back to us. Libby places two jelly snakes in Mum’s hand. We can sacrifice two. Mum closes her fist and sneaks the jelly snakes into her mouth so my father can’t see what she’s doing.
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