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			Jenna Martin has been a teacher in Sydney, a law student in Wollongong, an actor in London and a film producer in Los Angeles. She has written several plays, screenplays, short stories and the ­occasional bad love letter, and this is her first novel. 
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			To my Dad, who never cares if I sink or soar, as long as I have a go.

			 

		

	
		
			1.

			The road (trip) to hell is paved with good intentions 

			Hardly a day goes by when I don’t stop and think to myself: What Would Dana Scully Do?

			I am a child of the nineties. Well, a child born in the eighties, but one who came of age somewhere between Stephanie Tanner and Blossom and eventually took off the giant flower hats and the hyper-coloured bike shorts and wondered if the Truth Really Was Out There. 

			Other than maybe Noni from PlaySchool, Dana Scully was my first real hero. At ten years old I would sneak into my parents’ bedroom while they were downstairs and watch The X-Files in the dark and pretend I wasn’t terrified. I wanted to be an FBI agent, mainly because I wanted red hair, a snazzy pantsuit and a gigantic mobile phone. But most of all, I wanted to have the clarity that Scully had, the certainty in her science that what she was doing was right. And while I didn’t have a single scientific atom in my body, I always tried to be the sort of person who could separate emotion from action. As a kid, in the playground, in the classroom, at home with my family, if ever I was truly stumped I would stop and say to myself: WWDSD? 

			Almost twenty years down the line, I was asking it again. 

			It was 10 pm in Sydney on a Tuesday in late October. I was sitting in the middle of my bedroom surrounded by the entire contents of my wardrobe while simultaneously making my way through a bottle of plonk and season two of The West Wing.

			Two suitcases and a packet of ‘Tuff-Stuff’ garbage bags sat before me. The whole flat was drowning in clothes, shoes and bags—most of which I couldn’t remember buying in the first place. I’d tossed some in the suitcases but the majority lay in limbo on the floor. I’d been trying on stuff as I sorted and was currently modelling a headscarf, a purple leopard-print bra, two T-shirts, a cardigan and a tutu in a fashionable ensemble I called ‘hobo crack-head chic’. Not surprisingly, very few things had made it into the garbage bags bound for Vinnies. I was far too chic. (Or maybe a little too tipsy.)

			I was cleaning out my life. Or trying to. At the moment I just looked like the lone survivor of an explosion in a Taiwanese textiles factory. After a year of co-habitating with my boyfriend, Benji, I was stoically leaving him so he could get on with his life. Stoically ­probably wasn’t the right word … I was spinelessly making an exit because I thought if I didn’t, he might throw me out instead. 

			Overwhelmed by fabric and decision-making, I leant back against the bed and slipped comfortably into The West Wing zone where I was truly happy. I was humming my way through the opening titles as the American flag flapped back and forth, when my brother, Jordan, suddenly appeared in my doorway, with large moving boxes in tow. 

			‘Which episode?’ he asked, by way of introduction, nodding at the laptop.

			‘Shit!’ I jumped up, startled. 

			‘I rang the bell,’ he said. ‘Twice. The front door was unlocked …’ 

			‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘It’s just late … I wasn’t expecting anyone.’ 

			He looked at me—no doubt at the bra I was wearing over my cardigan—and put down the two boxes he was carrying.

			‘Dad sent me over with these, he thought you might need extra …’ He trailed off, noticing the half-drunk bottle. ‘You’re sitting here surrounded by all this crap, drinking Grange?’ 

			Jordan and I are cut from the same pretentious cloth when it comes to alcohol. While we’re both happy to drink just about anything, we do know our shit from our shiraz. 

			I love wine.

			I don’t believe I have a problem with it, because I don’t need to drink in the morning. I don’t even need to drink at lunchtime. But I do like to drink of an evening, and I like to drink with gusto. I prefer to drink with friends but I don’t mind drinking alone—like I was that night.

			‘Penfolds Grange, vintage 1990. Been saving it for the perfect moment,’ I said proudly. 

			‘Chelsea, that’s like a thousand bucks worth of wine!’ he said, exasperated, and as he observed me, looking like a tramp huddled around a shopping trolley of gathered treasures, added, ‘This can’t be the perfect moment!’

			He had a point. This probably wasn’t the ‘special occasion’ my god­father had in mind when he gave me the bottle for my twenty-first birthday. 

			‘I didn’t have a choice,’ I explained. ‘It was too good to leave behind. If I left it here, Benji would knock it off with some Doritos and a toasted sandwich just to piss me off.’ 

			I took my pink plastic Ikea picnic goblet, filled it to the brim and announced, almost as a toast: ‘This is why Benji and I didn’t work out. Benji didn’t appreciate good wine.’  

			My brother just shook his head and went to get himself a glass. He wasn’t going to miss out on Grange. 

			‘You haven’t packed up the kitchen!’ he yelled from the other room. 

			I said nothing. 

			He came back in, taking stock of the state of the flat. ‘Dad said he’s going to be here to get you at 5 am. Chels, you haven’t packed up anything.’ 

			‘I’m not taking anything with me,’ I said quietly. ‘Just my clothes.’ 

			Jordan stared at me. ‘What about everything else?’ he asked. 

			I changed the subject. ‘Hang on—Dad’s going to be here at 5 am? He told me 9!’

			Jordan shrugged. ‘That’s what he said … he wants to hit the road early.’ He swirled the wine around in the glass and took a long, deep sip. 

			‘Nineteen ninety was a good year for wine,’ he said, with just a hint of pomposity.

			‘How do you know?’ I asked. ‘You were one.’

			He ignored me. ‘I can’t believe you’re doing this,’ he said. 

			‘I don’t have a choice.’ 

			He was silent, so I guessed he agreed with me. 

			‘So do you need the boxes?’ he asked. I shrugged. I probably did, if only to climb inside one, seal it with packing tape and ship myself out of here. 

			‘I don’t really feel like helping you,’ Jordan started, ‘but I will if you want me to …’ 

			I loved my little brother. His lack of sensitivity was a thing of beauty. 

			The truth was I just couldn’t bring myself to keep packing. I felt like I owed it to Benji to let him stay in our flat. In my heart I knew it was the right thing to do … but deeper in my heart I also knew the truth. I didn’t want to have to bubble-wrap kitchenware. 

			Besides, this whole situation was my fault. It was my fault I was jobless, homeless and alone … well, alone other than CJ, Toby, Josh, Sam and President Bartlet. (The best friends a girl could ask for.) 

			I sipped my wine and wondered out loud: ‘Maybe the reason Benji and I didn’t work out isn’t because he didn’t like wine. Maybe we didn’t work out because I’m much better at fictional relationships than those in real life.’

			Jordan looked at me, rolled his eyes and said flatly, ‘Or maybe it’s because you slept with your boss.’

			I started to laugh. 

			‘I got to say, Chels,’ Jordan kicked a pile of jeans out of the way and settled himself on the floor beside me, ‘I’m kind of proud … it’s usually me who does something stupid like this.’ 

			He was right. I was so square; you’d never peg me as the type to have an affair. 

			I still couldn’t believe I’d done it. I wished I hadn’t, mostly so I could blame our break-up on him instead of me and feel self-righteous, for a change, instead of guilty. I’ve felt guilty our whole relationship. Even when Benji moved in a year ago it wasn’t because I loved him … it was partly to save rent but mainly because I was having recurring nightmares that I was living next door to Jacki Weaver’s character in Animal Kingdom and I felt safer with a bloke around the house. He’d turned up with nothing but a small leather suitcase and a mouth organ, which irritated me because it seemed so self-consciously bohemian. Twelve months later, there was still nothing here that belonged to him. The posters on the wall, the vase of flowers on the coffee table, the couch, the mohair blanket, the hideous vintage floor lamp that gave you an electric shock every time you turned it on. Everything in the flat was mine, and I was leaving it all to him, a little bit out of guilt but largely out of laziness. 

			I feel like I’ve spent most of my life on the corner of Guilt Street and Lazy Boulevard, but it was on the corner of Cleveland and Crown streets in Surry Hills that my dad picked me up a week before. It was almost midnight, starting to drizzle, and I was sitting on the freezing, filthy ­bitumen. I was defeated, miserable and ready to throw myself in front of a bus. The only thing cheering me up was the sight, to my left, of a man in a gold lamè raincoat, shitfaced six ways to Sunday, and passionately making out with a traffic light. I looked at him, working that pole like a teenage runaway, and felt oddly calm. I mean, earlier that week I’d lost my job, earlier that day I’d lost my boyfriend and in a few days I’d lose my home, but there was still hope—at least I wasn’t that guy. 

			Half an hour before, I had called Mum in floods of hysterical tears, standing outside Noah’s Redfern terrace with a door having been slammed in my face. (Noah being my boss and frequent fuck-buddy.) That was the night I learnt we would be fuck-buddies no longer—and that he would also no longer be my boss. And it was the night I learnt he had a family.

			A lot of learning. 

			Mum, who didn’t like to drive at night, dispatched Dad to come to my rescue, and he finally, mercifully, pulled up just as Traffic Light Guy was starting to take off the raincoat. I dragged myself off the footpath and climbed into Dad’s station wagon. He reached over and gave me a kiss on the cheek, squeezing me affectionately on the leg.

			‘Let’s go for a beer,’ he said, trying to cheer me up.

			I pointed out that he was wearing boxer shorts covered in daschunds and a T-shirt with the phrase ‘Talk Nerdy To Me’ with a picture of Woody Allen-inspired black-rimmed spectacles underneath. 

			‘Can you please just drop me home?’ I asked. 

			He didn’t say much on the 15-minute journey, which was an unexpected blessing. At one point, driving down King Street, he just looked over at me, as I was gnawing at the nail on my index finger, and said, ‘Ahh. You girls.’ 

			So profound. 

			I couldn’t really blame Dad. He knew I hadn’t been to work the last few days and Mum had told him that Benji and I were ‘having issues’, but besides that, he had no idea what was going on with me. The only thing that was pretty clear to him that night was that, at twenty-eight, I’d messed up badly and that I was catastrophically screwed as a result. Dad, being of that generation of Australian males who think they can fix everything, took charge of my apparent dilemma with the same macho fervour he would approach attempting to clear a blocked drain with only a wire coathanger and his bare hands.

			He parked outside my flat. The windows were pitch black. Benji, furious, had taken his toothbrush and a crumpled pair of boxers and gone to stay at his mum’s. Dad turned off the engine and, showing the subtlety of a sledgehammer, asked, ‘So? What’s your plan?’ 

			I shrugged without saying a word. I had no idea. 

			I’d squandered most of my savings earlier in the year on a trip to South America and blown the rest when I came home and discovered both ModCloth and piperlime.com in the same week. And now I didn’t even have a job.

			I didn’t have any friends with spare rooms and I couldn’t couch surf, as my digestive system was way too unpredictable to live somewhere toilet paper on demand wasn’t a dead cert. 

			Dad pressed on, determined not to let me out of his car until we had a solution. ‘You need money?’

			Yes, I thought, but said nothing.

			‘Are you going to keep living with Benji?’

			I looked out the window, begging the passing late-night dog walker to actually turn into a serial killer who might put me out of my misery. 

			‘Benji’s keeping the flat. I’m moving out.’ 

			‘You going to move back in with us?’ he asked, a touch of hope in his voice. 

			I looked away. My folks and I were pretty close as far as parents and adult kids went, but moving back in with them felt like complete failure. 

			He kept going. ‘Well, where are you going to go, Chelsea? If you haven’t got a job, how can you pay rent?’ 

			I finally lost it. ‘For God’s sake, give me a break! I don’t know what I’m going to do, okay? Firstly I’m going inside to the toilet because I had shredded pork sliders for dinner and you know pork messes with my gut. So after I’ve had a good long shit I’ll figure out what to do next.’ 

			Dad looked at me, concern and confusion settling unattractively on his face. ‘Well, why did you order pork when you know it gives you the trots?’ 

			There it was, in one beautiful, disgusting metaphor—the story of my life. 

			I almost started to laugh. Almost. Dad reached over and put his hand on my cheek. He knew I was hurting, and he was hurting for me. 

			I softened and smiled at him. ‘Go home, Dad. I’m fine.’ But he kept looking at me, the plan formulating, the wire coathanger reaching down further and further, the drain finally unclogging … 

			‘Hooley dooley!’ he exclaimed, which was his version of ‘Eureka’. He turned towards me, excited. ‘I could use an assistant! I’m about to go on the road for six weeks. Come work for me!’ 

			‘What?’ I asked, in disbelief. 

			‘It’ll be great,’ he said. ‘Get paid, get a roof over your head and keep me out of trouble!’ 

			Not that you would know it from his turn of phrase or his choice of sleepwear, but my father, Gary ‘Turbo’ Turbiton, is famous. He is very, very famous. An actor with more charisma than talent, a singer with more charm than tune and a TV host with more swagger than skill, he was nonetheless the most famous face in the country for most of my childhood. There was Paul Hogan, Don Lane and ‘Turbo’ Turbiton. As I’ve grown up he’s grown into his legend with gusto, a kind of bogan Bob Hope for a country with very few genuine ‘stars’. Women love him, kids love him, drunken hooligans at NRL games love him. He’s a hero but, sometimes, even heroes stop getting called to duty. 

			For years he had been asked, and had refused, to write his autobiography. ‘Bugger that, my life is still happening!’ he kept saying, which was a fair point. Lately, though, there’d been less happening, which had given him more time to reminisce about what had been. So in that time he had written a book, Turbo Charged: My Life In The Fast Lane! And he had written it with a very specific clause in his ­contract—he wanted to go on the road to promote it. He didn’t want a fancy launch in major capital cities and a spot at the Sydney Writers’ Festival; he wanted to hit the highway and meet, as he called them, ‘His People’. He’d been talking about it for months, taking any excuse to visit parts of Australia he’d never seen and revisit those he’d loved. There were, of course, a few big cities in there, because the ­publishers had insisted he hit the major markets across the country, but for the most part it would be ‘outback and out of reach’ as he gleefully put it.

			I looked at my wonderful dad, touched by how much he ­genuinely adored me. He was so excited he’d found a solution to my problem. He looked like a loyal blue cattle dog that had finally figured out what W-A-L-K meant and was about to be given one. Maybe it was because I didn’t want to let him down, maybe it was my desperate need to get out of the car and go to the toilet, or maybe it was just that I didn’t want to wake up one morning and be that imbecile in the gold lamé raincoat … 

			Against my better judgment, I said yes. 

			That was a week ago. When I’d told Jordan my plan he couldn’t believe it. He still couldn’t as he watched me attempt to pack my life into two suitcases. 

			‘How much is he paying you?’ he asked.

			‘We haven’t talked about it. The publishers pay me, he doesn’t.’ 

			‘You couldn’t pay me enough to sit in a car with him for six weeks,’ he said, then added, ‘maybe this is retribution; you know, bad karma. Dad’s going to drive you crazy.’ 

			I knew he was right. 

			‘At 5 am on the road to Canberra you’re going to get a history of the Snowy Mountains Railway or something and how he once wanted to be a train driver but instead he just played one on TV …’ Jordan trailed off and then shot me a horrified look. ‘You’re going to have to listen to John Williamson’s Family Album for, like, six weeks.’ 

			‘Not just John Williamson.’ 

			I winced at him knowingly and in unison we said: ‘John Denver.’

			‘I wish you were coming too,’ I said.

			‘The hell with that,’ Jordan said bluntly. ‘Road trip with you two or stay in my nice flat in Sydney with my Xbox and my hot girlfriend? Not really a competition.’ 

			‘Dick,’ I said with a smile. 

			‘I’m outta here,’ he said, downing the rest of his glass. ‘Please don’t drink expensive wine without me again.’ 

			I promised I wouldn’t. Jordan gave me an awkward hug at the front door. Being a twenty-three-year-old guy he wasn’t much of a hugger but he was making an effort to be a human and I appreciated it. 

			‘Drive safe, okay?’ he said. ‘Don’t let Turbo talk you into racing the road trains—you know what happened last time.’ 

			I hugged him tight, thanked him for the boxes and locked the door behind him. Buoyed by his visit, and realising I had to be up in a little over 4 hours, I sprang into action. No longer discriminating I threw the best of my stuff into suitcases and the rest into the boxes for storage. I went to the fridge and ate every single perishable item, including an entire block of salted butter. I was leaving Benji a fully furnished flat but I’d be damned if I was leaving him anything else. 

			I carried the last of the wine back into the bedroom and climbed under the sheets. I switched off the light. I wished I knew how to ­meditate—or believed that it was a solution to any actual problem—as I might have been able to mentally prepare myself for what was to come. Here I was, leaving my life behind and going on the road for six weeks with a man I adored, but with whom I hadn’t spent more than 90 minutes alone since I’d left home at eighteen. 

			In a few hours it’d just be Dad and Daughter … and ­inevitably, Denver. 

			I groaned, swirled the wine around the glass and gulped it down. Under the circumstances, I thought Penfolds Grange was an excellent choice and I had a feeling Dana Scully would have agreed with me. Expensive wine made problems go away; it was science. 

			 

		

	
		
			2.

			The getaway car 

			Patsy Cline scared the hell out of me at 4 am. 

			I was having my semi-recurring nightmare about going down in a plane crash when a full orchestra turned up in my darkened ­bedroom and my mobile started screaming Patsy’s iconic ­country heartbreaker, Sweet Dreams.

			Terrified and utterly disoriented, I sat bolt upright and stared at my phone for a good 30 seconds, Patsy warbling louder and louder, as my confusion grew stronger and stronger with every verse. 

			Then I remembered: in my semi-drunken state last night, I had decided it would be hilarious to set a 1960s song about dreaming to be my wake-up alarm tone. 

			I had to give myself credit: even depressed and intoxicated, my sense of irony (and my knowledge of outdated country music) remained intact. Now awake and mildly hung-over, I chuckled to myself at the further irony that I had been having a dream about a plane crash when Patsy Cline woke me up. 

			Poor Patsy. So young. So many fringed dresses. 

			I lay there for 10 minutes, staring at the ceiling, trying to make patterns out of the thousands of stucco bubbles I could just see from the half-light filtering in off the street. 

			For a second I almost lost it and rang Benji. Not to tell him I wanted to get back together, but to tell him I had changed my mind and he could take his leather suitcase and his mouth organ and he could move out instead. I was overcome with nostalgia. It was the first apartment I’d ever chosen for myself and not because someone had a spare room (although calling it an apartment was probably a stretch). Technically it was a room that my dodgy landlord had divided into two by tacking up a wall made from what I’m pretty sure was some heavy-duty Styrofoam. In one of my more adventurous sexual encounters a guy tried to prop me up against it and I left an indent. After he disappeared in the middle of the night I traced it, like it was a crime scene.

			Still, it was the first grown-up flat I’d ever had to myself and the first one I’d lived alone in with a man. I had moved in after coming home from spending five years in London, working in a theatre box office and generally behaving like the kind of drunken Aussie dirtbag all the Poms love to hate. It had been five years in which I had lost my virginity, smoked pot for the first time, impetuously gotten a tattoo on Portobello Road, developed a minor post-high school eating disorder and drunk myself into snake-bite-infused ­oblivion at the Walkabout pub in Shepherd’s Bush more times than I could remember. 

			I decided it was time to return to Oz, be an adult and do something productive with my life. Moving to Newtown had been the first step. Newtown is a place where people from the Lower North Shore can go when they want to live somewhere trendy but don’t want to move to Potts Point and every single day have to smile at the cool people they avoided in high school. Anything goes in Newtown. I once saw a middle-aged man on Enmore Road belt out New York, New York at the top of his lungs while wearing skinny jeans, a top hat and a dragon’s tail. Nobody looked twice as he walked down the street.

			The second step in my new life had been securing an actual grown-up job, using my communications degree for something more than ripping ticket stubs. So I became an assistant producer on a weekly lifestyle show that doled out practical financial advice to which I wish I had paid much more attention. That’s where I met Benji, an actor who came in to play a ‘hot young dad’ in a segment on recently sacked fathers who were embracing their redundancy by learning new skills in the kitchen. It’s also where I met Noah. 

			I got up, opened the front door and sat on the filthy carpet of the communal stairwell. I felt my eyes welling up. 

			Don’t you dare cry, Chelsea, I said to myself. I mean, hell, it was a shitty 1960s medium-rise brick number that on any given day could smell like piss, Indian food, wet dog or lavender-scented Glade, but to me it had become home. 

			I wiped my eyes and went back inside, heading for the bathroom. I turned on the shower, leaving the light off. I always showered in the dark; I’m sure a shrink would say it was a hangover from the ‘wilderness years’ when I was a teenager and my friends and I ate nothing but cheese rolls and jumbo choc-chip cookies and I was the size of a small semi-trailer. From the age of about twelve until twenty, I refused to look at myself naked and hid my body under an array of oversized jumpers, polo shirts, baggy jeans and Timberland boat shoes. I know I’ll never be a swimsuit model and I’m okay with that, but it remains true that a large amount of my self-esteem depends on how dimly lit a room is at any given time. I am basically Blanche DuBois, but with less tendency to mania and wearing lace. Now, though, I just shower in the dark to give my brain a few more minutes to prepare for the reality that it will shortly have to help me talk to people. 

			I chucked the last of my things into my handbag, made the bed and, with steely determination, closed the bedroom door and left this chapter of my life behind me. 

			I wasn’t sad to be losing Benji. He was just the latest in a parade of ill-matched idiots I’d let into my bed—and my life. For a time, I was careening from one ridiculous encounter to another. I was like a freak female tornado, blasting a path of destruction through a deadbeat agricultural town, collecting campervans, livestock and men in my trail, launching them up into the atmosphere and dumping them in a nearby paddock. I even got spontaneously engaged, to this guy called Simon. He was a poet. That should have been my first clue. Every time we had sex he had to get up and write about it. He said I was his muse. He used to call me at 3 am and make me come and collect him from random places when he needed inspiration. Once I picked him up from an abandoned bus depot in Tempe. He was wearing nothing but a kilt and a hard hat and had a Calippo in one hand and a packet of condoms in the other. I asked him if he’d been to a fancy dress party and he looked at me as if I was insane. He said he’d been to the aquarium. He wasn’t kidding.

			Before that there was Lenny, who liked to paint and then chew his toenails, and Tony, who was in his mid seventies, but if you wore amber-tinted sunglasses and squinted you could totally pretend he was Robert Redford. 

			Anyway, Benji was no great loss. Mostly I just felt desperately sorry for myself that I was so stupid as to cheat and get caught in the first place. That wasn’t me. I didn’t hurt nice guys and I didn’t break up nice marriages. I had always been more self-destructive than intentionally cruel. 

			By now, it was 5 am. I heard my father before I saw him. Lying on the couch, eating a piece of Vegemite toast, I could just make out the distant strains of Rocky Mountain High coming around the corner and crescendoing to a screaming halt outside my apartment building. John Denver. As predicted. Denver was Dad’s idea of ‘pump up’ music. It got him excited and nostalgic. Every now and then he’d turn to me and say with disbelief: ‘He’s really dead, Chels ... just doesn’t make sense. How can that voice really, truly die?’ 

			I took a suitcase in hand and opened the door. Dad met me, bouncy with excitement. 

			‘I’ll take that, love!’ He grabbed the bag and started back down the stairs again. ‘Anything else?’ 

			‘Just one more suitcase,’ I said. ‘I’ll bring it down in 30 seconds.’ 

			He turned around on the stairs, charged back up and in the front door and grabbed the second bag, carrying both in what would have been a towering display of masculinity had he not looked like he was going to keel over the moment he tried to move.

			‘You right?’ he croaked, struggling. 

			‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘We can drop that second bag around the corner at Jordan’s, right? I don’t need them both with me.’ 

			‘Sure, love,’ he said. ‘Just hurry up, I want to get cracking.’ 

			I slung my giant handbag over my shoulder, took one last look around and resigned myself to the cold hard fact—the place was a shitbox and I was better off gone. Just as I was about to walk out the door I remembered Harriet. Harriet was a large toy puppet I’d paid too much money for in Prague years earlier. I’d lugged her to grotty hostels in Europe, hung her up in scummy apartments in London and, when I left, I carried her all the way back to Australia. She was actually a Harry Potter puppet, but with her rouged cheeks and bright red lips she was more like Harry after gender reassignment surgery. She’d been with me through every house—and every bad relationship—in my adult life and I couldn’t leave her behind. I hurriedly retrieved her from the hall closet where Benji made me keep her because she creeped him out. Then I took a breath, slammed my key on the kitchen bench and left that shitbox behind. 

			Dad gave me a strange look when I walked outside carrying a giant transgender puppet, but he didn’t say anything. He just put Harriet safely in the boot along with our suitcases, a couple of boxes with copies of his autobiography, two eskies and a set of golf clubs. ‘Just in case we have a spare day,’ he said. He patted the rented Toyota LandCruiser proudly and stood beside it.

			‘Great, right? It’s just made for the bush! Toyota let me borrow it for the trip, y’know, it’s good publicity for them!’

			Dad handed me a large thermos of coffee. ‘From Mum. She also made toasted cheese and tomato sandwiches. They’re wrapped in foil … you want one?’ He wanted one, I could tell, and he didn’t want to eat without me. 

			‘Sure, Dad,’ I said. 

			He grinned like a kid going away to camp.

			We were heading from Sydney straight to Canberra and then winding our way through the bush to Melbourne. We’d follow the Great Ocean Road to Adelaide then hop a plane to WA, hit up the Alice and Darwin, duck across to Cairns and then drive down the Queensland coast, into New South Wales and home. I couldn’t quite believe ‘His People’ were spread so far across this wide brown land that it ­warranted such a ridiculous (and time-consuming) publicity tour, but what did I know? My job was to keep him company, keep him on time and make sure that when he was speaking in front of an ­audience of politicians he wasn’t using a speech meant for the Country Women’s Association. To him it was the perfect plan. I’d produced stories about dodgy small-time businessmen, enterprising stay-at-home mums, puppy adoptions and miracle diets; surely I could handle a few organised readings at small-town bookstores and the odd $100 a plate dinner at the local RSL? All I’d have to do was stay in touch with the publishers with daily emails, reporting back from the road and keeping track of costs and sales as we went along. ‘There’d be ­nothing to it,’ he had said. 

			I just didn’t factor in how many songs John Denver actually wrote. 

			The sun was well up as we passed through Goulburn, charged along beside Lake George and came to a stop in our nation’s capital, where Turbo’s first order of business was a brunch and then a book signing with a group of retired ex-servicemen and women. 

			Dad loved talking to anyone—either at them or with them—but he found talking to war veterans unusually difficult. He always got a little shy, maintaining that he had nothing much to offer when real heroes were around. 

			‘What I do is meaningless,’ he would say, in a rare moment of ­modesty. ‘I didn’t get called up because I’m a lucky sonovabitch.’ Then he’d complain: ‘It’s just entertainment … it’s not going to change the world. What’s the point of any of it?’ 

			Of course, send him to the Logie Awards and he’d get pissed and start crying to the cast of Offspring about how they were changing lives. ‘Without art,’ he’d slur, ‘where would we be in this world? Arse up in a creek without a stick.’

			Life with Turbo is a Highway of Emotions. You just gotta ride it. (And know when to take an exit.)

			Personally I’d sworn off emotional highways of any kind. The first two days were going to be hectic and I was grateful, as it meant less time spent in my own head to ponder my miserable situation. 

			We arrived early—for what I was sure would be the first and only time this trip—and Turbo used the time to mingle and get to know the people he’d be speaking to. I could see him mentally making note of Ken, who did two tours in Vietnam and couldn’t hear out of his left ear, and Gina, whose husband was killed in Korea. I had no doubt he’d add them to his speech on the fly.

			Later, he killed it up on stage as he always did, giving a speech alive with sentiment and sagacity. He always started the same way—by downplaying his own profession and its impact, while emphasising that the duty of all performers is to entertain. 

			‘All I ever wanted to do as an artist,’ he preached, ‘was to pull people out of the depressions in their lives. Just as we mere ­mortals appreciate your service, I hope you can all appreciate that not ­everyone has the capacity to be true heroes like you. But if a person can be a hero in their own life, sometimes that’s enough.’ 

			He then segued into a barely relevant story from his early career about when he was filming the classic Australian war film Bermagui Boys, about a group of young men from the small NSW fishing town who all went off to WWII and didn’t come back. The film is sad as hell and Turbo, in a rare display of subtlety, was actually pretty good in it. 

			‘That was my wartime experience,’ he joked to the crowd. ‘And that was bad enough for me, so I take my hat off to you, Ken, for your service, and to your husband, Gina. I take my hat off to all you lot! You’re all heroes to me!’ 

			The crowd cheered appreciatively and he stood around afterwards, signing a few books and shaking a lot of hands, until finally we were out of there and off to a local bookstore. The wide age range of people who had lined up to see him was amazing, from middle-aged men who wanted his thoughts on our upcoming Ashes chances to young musical theatre kids who geeked out because he had starred in Grease, Les Mis and Into the Woods.

			There were young mums who used to watch him roaming the world on his travel show, Turbo Goes Troppo, and old ladies who loved him as the sensitive widower with three adolescent girls in the soapy mini-series, Under the Shadybark Tree, but loved him more as the host of their favourite late 1990s afternoon game show, Turbo’s Trick or Treat! 

			To each of them he was generous with his time and captivating in his answers to their questions. One of his greatest strengths was that he understood the nature of his celebrity. He’d cultivated a reputation for being friendly and accessible to his fans, and it was a reputation he was proud of. 

			That night, as I looked around the basic charm of the Comfort Inn where we were staying, my shitty little Newtown flat seemed a world away. Tomorrow we’d be even further west and I couldn’t wait. Like Forrest Gump, I just wanted to keep running until I had truly left my life behind. I wanted time to think and process and change. This was going to be good for me, I could feel it. 

			If only I could get Rocky Mountain High out of my head. 

			 

		

	
		
			3. 

			Go West (apparently life is peaceful there) 

			I get ridiculously, irrationally excited about a hotel buffet breakfast. I don’t know why—the eggs are always either fried to a crisp or sad and runny, the fruit is always canned peaches and shitty off-cuts of rock-hard melon and the bacon is blackened to within an inch of its life. But it’s free, you can go back for more and no one judges you, because it’s breakfast, the most important meal of the day. 

			Dad and I ate and then hit the road. By noon we had to be in Wagga where Turbo was the guest of honour at a gala lunch celebrating him and his career. He was born in Wagga and every time he goes back there he receives the sort of hero’s welcome that takes his ego days to come down from. 

			He was a little nervous this time, however, as it would be his first trip home since his mum, who lived there all her life, had died. Dad had loved his mum devotedly but he hadn’t liked her very much. She hadn’t been an easy woman to like. As with any person in their nineties, she’d seen a lot of stuff in her lifetime, and she felt that it gave her a right to be a miserable old bigot about everyone who disagreed with her opinions. She got all her information from Alan Jones (apparently his was ‘the only station that doesn’t pick up static’) and while she adored her son, she didn’t give a damn that he was famous and didn’t understand why people fawned over him every time he came back into town. 

			Nanna and Wagga Wagga were so interlinked it seemed ­impossible that we could visit and she wouldn’t be there. I knew that Dad was feeling the same way and I tried to cheer him up. 

			‘We’ll drive via Cootamundra, Dad,’ I said. ‘You can play Cootamundra Wattle as much you like and I won’t complain at all!’ 

			Dad smiled. He knew I was trying. ‘I’ll be right, Chels. It’s just going to be seriously weird, that’s all.’ 

			‘Think of it this way,’ I said, ‘at least you won’t have to lie about Jordan’s girlfriend.’ 

			Jordan has a fabulous girlfriend, Jamila, who is intelligent, accomplished, beautiful … and Lebanese. Nanna had a very strict policy about anyone from her bloodline dating anyone who wasn’t 100 per cent dinky-di Aussie. Even though she’d been dating Jordan for almost three years, Jamila never had the ‘experience’ of meeting my grandmother, which was nobody’s loss but Nanna’s, because Jamila is awesome. 

			Nanna was of that generation who referred to President Obama as ‘that darkie’, and she even remarked once, on her ninetieth birthday, that I wouldn’t live to be her age and that made her sad. I asked her why and she replied: ‘Because you’ll die of one those new diseases brought in by the boat people.’ 

			So, yeah, we kept Jamila well away from Nanna. 

			On the road, Turbo was quiet. He did perk up a little when we got to Cootamundra, then played John Williamson’s song at least three times too many, but he was sad so I left it alone. 

			Driving into Wagga, we saw someone had put up a big sign saying ‘Welcome Home Turbo!’, which finally saw him crack a smile, and when we pulled up to the RSL club for the lunch, there was a huge crowd of cheering fans all holding books, waving posters and wearing T-shirts with Turbo’s face plastered all over them. I’d been privy to the Turbo Phenomenon of the mid nineties, when it seemed like he was Mr Australia and we couldn’t go anywhere without people ­wanting a photo or an autograph or a hug, but this was ridiculous! Besides, twenty years ago he had a long-running hit talk show—Turbo: Alive in Your Living Room!—and he’d just starred as Teen Angel in a ­big-budget revival of Grease. On top of that he was contemplating moving the whole family to Hollywood after the runaway success of The Croc Controller, a film universally panned by critics but adored by audiences, which saw him play a down-and-out Sydney security guard who moves to Darwin to investigate a series of croc attacks, suspecting that more than just crocs were to blame. (Spoiler: A mad scientist with a grudge was injecting the crocs with steroids to make them lose their shit and attack Japanese tourists.) 

			All these things conspired to make Turbo the biggest thing in Australia back then, but now all he had were a few stories and a book in which to tell them, which made the turnout at the RSL even more remarkable. 

			He got out of the car and the mayor shook his hand and led us inside. He made a speech presenting Dad with a key to the city and naming today, 8 November, Gary ‘Turbo’ Turbiton Day in the munici­pality of Wagga Wagga. Dad was overwhelmed, tearing up at the sentiment and at the love that his town seemed to have for him. He wasn’t intending to make a speech (like hell he wasn’t), but he got up anyway and talked off the cuff about how he would always love Wagga, and unable to resist, took the opportunity to launch into an impromptu rendition of ‘I still call Wagga Wagga home’, taking a fair amount of liberty with Peter Allen’s lyrics. 

			After lunch I set Turbo up at a desk in the back of the room and handed him a box of books. Everyone who attended the luncheon got a book for free and naturally everyone wanted their copies signed. Turbo got to work, talking to over five hundred people and signing books for each and every one of them. I guess we know what everyone in Wagga is going to get for Christmas this year. 

			We weren’t going to stay overnight but Turbo decided he wanted time to go visit Nanna’s old house and also stop by the ­cemetery where she was buried. 

			We drove out and found her grave. Someone had been along recently and left a small posy of flowers, which was nice but surprising. Nanna didn’t have many friends. Her whole life had been her family and none of them lived in town anymore.

			We sat on the grass in silence for a while. 

			‘I wish she’d have been around to read my book,’ he said. 

			‘She wouldn’t have read it, Dad,’ I said, not unkindly. 

			He turned that over in his brain for a moment. ‘Yeah, she would have. She’d have pretended she didn’t, but she would have, secretly.’ 

			He was right. Nanna knew every single thing her kids and grandkids were doing in their lives, even if she feigned ignorance and often didn’t approve. 

			I glanced at Dad. He looked so serious, so sad. 

			‘She didn’t say much, Dad, not much that was nice, anyway, but she was always watching, always paying attention. And she was really proud of you, even if she couldn’t say it.’ 

			He nodded and smiled, snapping himself out of his funk. He wasn’t any good at being maudlin, it just didn’t suit him. 

			‘Sorry to be boring,’ he said. ‘Let’s go have a drink and a steak. Somewhere nice.’ 

			‘Great!’ I said, and like two tired pilgrims we headed off in search of food and lodging.

			All we had to do the next day was end up in the town of Hay by nightfall. Turbo had a breakfast meeting with a local politician the next morning who wanted Dad to endorse him and maybe film a little spot for his campaign video. Turbo wasn’t sure if he agreed with the man’s policies but he liked his name—which was, no joke, Studley Cannister—and on the basis of that alone he was willing to at least meet the man for bacon and eggs. 

			Hay was just over 2 hours away but Turbo, who’d been a passenger for most of the journey so far, decided he would get behind the wheel and drive the longer, more scenic route via Griffith, which would take most of the day. 
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