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Introduction


Why hello there!


Well done you on choosing to come on this adventure with me. I can’t guarantee you well-constructed sentences, rational thought patterns or the meaning of life, but I can promise you excess body hair, foul language and wondrous tales of ridiculous behaviour fuelled by a bottomless pit of anxiety.


I’m grateful for whatever has brought you here. Maybe you know me from my stand-up comedy concerts, listened to me on the radio or perhaps you watched me being rejected by the nation on Australian Idol in 2004. You may be a fan of celesbian (celebrity + lesbian) model-slash-actress-slash-DJ Ruby Rose, forgot your glasses, saw my book, and thought you were buying hers.


Whatever the case, you’re welcome here.


This is a safe space. I want you to snuggle down, switch off and find comfort in the fact that you’ll leave this book feeling much better about yourself. Expect to mutter things like ‘I’m so glad I’m not her,’ and ‘I’m nowhere near that neurotic,’ and ‘Why is she incapable of keeping track of her menstrual cycle?’ during the course of our time together.


I only ask one thing of you: that you suspend all judgement from here on out. I’m going to take you deep; we’re now explorers on a quest to find out how the hot, ridiculous mess that is Em Rusciano came to be that way. I also promise that is the only time I will refer to myself in the third person.


First an explanation of the title I’ve chosen for this book. I’ve been a try hard since the age of two. I attempted to give up being a try hard during the nineties, when it was cool to look like you’d slept in your clothes for a week, however I relapsed at the age of seventeen upon meeting the head of my gay mafia, Lyndon. It should be noted that only in Australia is ‘trying hard’ considered a derogatory and unappealing personality trait. In America they have parades for people who try hard. They give out medals and celebrate public holidays for humans who put maximum effort into everything they do. Here it makes you a loser, a tall poppy, someone who must be cut down and put back in their place. Remember the inspirational story of Kurt Fearnley? The Australian paralympian who crawled the treacherous 96-kilometre Kokoda Track? I bet – sitting in a pub somewhere in Australia – a group of blokes caught that story on the news and one of them probably shouted, ‘Bloody try hard.’ Yes, he did, fictional group of blokes. YES HE DID! What a champion.


I wonder why the act of putting in effort makes some people nervous? Just being me is an effort, can you even begin to imagine? I must try hard, at everything!


Of course, there are two types of try hards. One puts in contrived effort in an attempt to be something they’re not and the other fronts up to everything, wanting to give it a red hot crack, with all that they’ve got. I’m only dealing with the latter. In my adult life, the trying hard has not lessened. If anything, it’s increased, so I’ve decided to try and reclaim the term and make it a positive thing.


Writing and finishing this book was an enormous milestone for me for the following reason: when I was eleven I was asked to stand up in front of my class and spell the word Australia. You need to know that even now, I struggle to write my own name correctly; that part of my brain is missing, the spelling part. Obviously, I shat on the honour of my country’s name and misspelled it in front of thirty-two other children. From memory I think I threw a Z in there for some inexplicable reason. After my classmates had finished laughing hysterically, my teacher then openly mocked me and said, among other unkind things, that I should know how to spell the name of the place where I live. I remember the sting of my eyes filling with hot rage tears and desperately hoping that the floor would open up and swallow me whole. It was one of my darkest hours. My teacher wasn’t finished with me, she then took me aside after class and told me that my writing and spelling needed work, that I was on the cusp of high school and while obviously I would never be a writer, I did need to know how to spell and scribe simple words so that I could make something of myself. Remember, this was the late eighties – teachers could still tell you the painful truth without consequence.


Not to be too dramatic about it, but that teacher crushed me, she stomped her sensible shoes all over my creative spirit. The truth is, up until that point I’d been an avid storyteller. It hadn’t occurred to me that how words were arranged and looked mattered. I just put them together in a way that worked for me and seemed to entertain my parents when they read them. My bedroom was full of notebooks filled with the wild tales I’d make up instead of doing actual school work. I also loved reading and dreamed of someday being just like Judy Blume, Enid Blyton and Roald Dahl.


But I stopped inventing stories after that incident.


It took many, many years for me to share my writing again. In fact, it wasn’t until Twitter came around, and the editor of the website Mamamia, Mia Freedman, told me she thought I should start writing articles. She said that she loved the way I put words together in my tweets and that I should have a crack at a putting a few more words together in the form of an article. This made my heart soar – could I be a writer again? Soon, though, the insecurities of my youth came back to haunt me. No, I probably couldn’t, as I sometimes had to draw pictures of words to be able to spell them. I couldn’t possibly do this professionally, I desperately wanted to but no. The public would surely think me a serial killer upon reading my strangely constructed sentences. When I explained the whole spelling/grammar situation to Mia, she said she had magic wizards to fix the mistakes before my columns were unleashed on the world and, well, that was that!


Now, here I bloody am! Writing! An entire book! I’ve gone and done this thing, I wrote every word, not a ghost writer in sight. Even though I like the sound of having a ghost write my book. But you know, that’s not what that means, though rest assured, if it was, I would’ve been all up in that situation.


Coming up next we have the foreword written by my best friend in the whole world, Michael Lucas. We’ve known each other since we were eleven, we met at the infectious diseases hospital where our mothers worked at. He and I are each halves of the same person, I firmly believe that. The main difference being that he’s an actual writer. I mean, he studied it and knows the correct placement of a semi-colon and wouldn’t be caught dead using a double negative. He writes TV shows like Offspring, Party Tricks and Wentworth. Enjoy the next few pages for you are in the hands of the master.


After that, strap in.


This is one of the best things I’ve ever made that isn’t alive. I’m proud of it.


I hope you love it sick.


Your pal,


Em





Foreword


Parents in the late eighties and early nineties weren’t big on hiring babysitters. When heading out for a work function, armed with a pouch of tobacco and a bottle or two of riesling, they’d simply throw together a couple of random kids (generally linked only by their parents’ workplace) and leave them with a twenty-dollar bill, a VHS rental of Total Recall, and the numbers for emergency services and take-away pizza. It was eighties parenting, and it was glorious.


I was a pudgy, gentle, uncoordinated mummy’s boy who was perpetually anxious about the kids I’d face on those long, isolated, pre-internet evenings. Some nights, I’d be wedged with monosyllabic boys who farted symphonically and called me a ‘spaz’ when it became apparent I didn’t know how to play Mortal Kombat. Other nights, I’d meet strange, slightly scary kids with names like Kane, who knew the location of all their parents’ hidden sex toys, and were keen to provide a guided tour. But then one night when I was eleven, I was deposited with Emelia Rusciano.


Em was loud. She was brash. She was freckled. She called her parents by their first names when they were embarrassing her. She looked like Punky Brewster, filtered with Madonna, in the body of a sports nerd. She was as Italian as hot salami in a school lunchbox, and as white bogan as John Farnham’s golden mullet. She could deliver word-perfect quotes of every Olympia Dukakis line in Steel Magnolias. She could smash a family-size pizza. She could Vogue. In short, she was everything a nerdy, pop culture-obsessed pre-gay could ever wish for. And I knew at once our couch time would become a sacred ritual.


The pre-teen Em really knew how to fashion a couch for ultimate comfort. At a pinch, she would procure supplementary pillows from the bed in a dedicated mission to construct a veritable Taj Mahal of cushion bliss. We would thoroughly nestle in, get a VHS rolling, pour cups of Fanta, place remote controls and the Dolly Doctor columns at arm’s reach . . . and the conversations would begin.


The Em that I’d chat to for hour upon hour on those nights, caught between childhood and adolescence, was very much the Em who radiates out across innumerable platforms today. No filters. No judgement. She’d swing from giddy dissections of pop culture to brutally honest observations. We’d be laughing hysterically, then we’d be fighting back tears. We’d divulge dreams, crushes, tragedies. And we’d ponder a dizzying array of questions about our future.


Would Em ever get breasts? Yes. Briefly.


Would we ever lose our virginity? Yes, but not for a helluva long time and it would unfortunately be nothing like 90210.


Would we know love? Heartbreak? Glory? Failure? Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.


Would we stay friends? Would we fight? Would we find our way back to each other? Yes. Always.


Would Em ever realise that ‘Material Girl’ was about capitalism not about fabric? Not till a random conversation in 2015, no.


A quarter of a century has now elapsed, but always we’ve found our way back to the couches. It was on a couch that I watched Em weep, struggling to steer her way through post-natal depression. We were side by side on a couch when I blurted out that I had a crush on a boy. When we’ve endured our worst failures, when it’s felt like the whole universe (or at the very least half the Twitterverse) was laughing at us, the couches have caught our fall.


I’m happy to report we actually own the couches now. And the drink of choice is more shiraz than Fanta. And Em has not only lost her virginity, she’s managed to breed not one but two actual human beings. The eldest looks eerily like the Em I first met, but she’s much more sensible. Chella will sometimes sit on the armchair beside us with earphones in, tapping at an iPad, seemingly disinterested . . . but I’d like to think she’s secretly listening in. I’d like to think she considers us bawdy and hilarious and soulful. But, more realistically, I’d like to think that she understands that all this, all the pouring out of hearts, the singing of Whitney, the interrogation, the togetherness, it’s not a pit stop. It’s not killing time before life kicks in – this is life. The stuff of life. The best of life.


You’d think that, after all this time, after establishing myself as the Barbara Hershey to Em’s Bette Midler, and after consciously planning to spend our autumn years on the couch armed with gin and turbans, I could pithily summarise the woman Em’s become, but I can’t. I can’t distil her. She’s somehow fiercely maternal and yet still a truculent teenager. She has all the insecurity of a person who spends entire nights awake, racked with self-doubt, and all the confidence of a woman who can talk about discharge on the stage of the Palais. She’s a proud feminist but that doesn’t mean she’s not taping the royal wedding. She can lose herself absolutely in the least convincing fantasy movie, but she can also deliver the most bracing of reality checks. It’d take a book to cover it all, so thank God, she’s delivered one.


What I can do, however, very confidently, is recommend some reading conditions.


Of course I’m gonna suggest you find a couch. You’re gonna need one where you can lay flat out. I’d suggest you supplement the existing cushions with other pillows if needs be. It’s okay if you wanna have YouTube on standby, cos God knows Em doesn’t have an attention span either. I’d advise you to pour a red. Get some carbs. Nestle in. What follows is silly and sacred. Bawdy and heartfelt. The stuff of life.


Michael Lucas





1


The Epiphany


My life has been a series of unexpected, sometimes unbelievable, right-hand turns. Any time I’ve even remotely attempted to plan or control any aspect of what happens, life laughs at me and flicks up a killer curve ball. I’ve learned to roll with it, as resisting was causing far too much heartache. I went from athletic child prodigy to party girl to motherhood to Australian Idol to radio to TV to stand-up comedy and now here I sit, writing these words for you, and to say that the last thirty-seven years have been a rollercoaster would be an understatement of gigantic proportions and kind of gross. Sorry for using such an overworked phrase, especially considering my reality-TV background. Hey, at least I didn’t whip out ‘the pointy end of the competition’ or God forbid go anywhere near using ‘surreal’ as an adjective. I’ve been working furiously hard since well, I could say since I was voted off Australian Idol, however it would be accurate to say that I’ve been working furiously hard since I came shooting out of my mother’s birth canal on 1 March 1979! I’m not in possession of a slow down or an off switch, I’m in constant motion and, as you can probably imagine, that produces a shitload of energy: positive and negative.


I didn’t set out to be a performer, although looking back, I suppose the signs that a life of professional showing-off awaited me were there. It only hit me very recently, twelve years after I started down this path, that this is what I do now, that being a comic, singer, writer and storyteller is my full-time adult job. The epiphany came when my manager Andrew called to let me know that I’d been invited to perform on the prestigious Oxfam comedy gala. I was absolutely beside myself. I’d grown up watching the gala and never once dared to dream that I would one day be on stage, at The Palais Theatre, doing stand-up comedy. The gala is – besides a way to raise much needed funds for the legends at Oxfam – a preview of some of the acts that will perform in the Melbourne International Comedy Festival (MICF). If you get to perform on it, and do well, it usually equates to a boost in ticket sales.


In comedy, there are generally two types of performances: you may do your whole solo show, which could run for sixty to ninety minutes, or you can do a spot. Spots are anywhere from two minutes to up to half an hour long, a megamix of your best gear usually performed in rapid fire in a line-up of other comics. Most comedians are brilliant at spots, it’s their bread and butter, they flit from room to room busting out their highlights reel without a care in the world. I am fucking terrible at spots. This is a known thing. I fall apart. It is a horrendous, sparkly trainwreck. I just can’t get my head around them. I need an hour to tell a story, to build to a finale – I need time to get to know my audience!


The Oxfam comedy gala required just seven minutes of my A game.


Oh. Boy.


On the day, I arrived six hours early, you know, because that is a completely sensible thing to do. Later I learned that the seasoned campaigners get there about an hour before they’re due to go on. I set myself up in the communal dressing room and went about slowly driving myself insane with self-doubt. I roamed the aisles of the Palais hoping to absorb excellence from the blood, sweat and tears left behind by performers past. You know: The Rolling Stones, Lou Reed, Eartha Kitt, Bob Hope, and Abbott and Costello.


Other comics were filtering in and out for their tech runs. I, of course, obsessively watched everyone’s dress rehearsal, comparing myself to the typically brilliant and well seasoned comics on stage. When I did my own soundcheck, I spent a great portion of it apologising for even being there. I kept looking over my shoulder expecting one of the producers to approach me, tap on their clipboard and say ‘Oh dear, there has been a mistake. You should not be here.’ Yes indeed, my imposter syndrome was off both its tits that day. After the soundcheck, my dad, Vincie, went out to move his car and realised that the battery was flat. Not wanting to be trapped in St Kilda when we were done at around 11pm, he decided that he would get a jump-start from someone, drive his car home, swap cars with Mum and then get back in time for our set.


Here is how that conversation between the two of us went down:


Dad: ‘Em, the car has a flat battery, I just tried to start it. I am going to get a jump and drive it back to Eltham, swap cars and then come back here.’


Em: ‘NO.’


Dad: ‘What do you mean no? We’ll be stuck here otherwise.’


Em: ‘NO.’


Dad: ‘I’ll be back in plenty of time. It’s three thirty now, it’ll take me an hour to get home, that’s four thirty, I’ll swap cars and be back on the road by four forty-five, then back here by no later than six! We’re not on until ten!’


Em: ‘NO!’


Are you sensing a theme yet? There was no way I was going to let my father out of my sight. He was also being completely unrealistic about the time it would take for him to get to and from the Palais. It was a Friday night, he had to cross town, battle the infamous Punt Road, get onto the Eastern Freeway and back again. There was also footy traffic to contend with. In perfect traffic conditions that would be a ninety-minute round trip. On a Friday night, you could get to Perth and back in less time! He was my guitarist for the evening and while I wasn’t sure I could tell the jokes, I knew I could sing the songs. If all else failed, I could sing, and Dad was integral to that so I didn’t want to be separated from him.


Dad: ‘See you in a few hours.’


Em: ‘DAD, NO!’


After Dad abandoned me, I was approached by one of the shows’ producers, who was keen to know what I’d planned on wearing for my performance. Wardrobe? I could do that! I showed her my ensemble of choice (a red-sequinned unitard with rainbow tail feathers and gold shoulder pads) and she told me I couldn’t wear it because ‘it wouldn’t translate well on television’.


What does that even mean?! I looked at her and confirmed we were looking at the same fabulous outfit. ‘Not translate well on television’? I think it would have translated fucking splendidly! She strongly discouraged me several times more and asked if I had another outfit. My only other option was a long red dress I happened to have in my suitcase. Just a boring old frock that I wore when I did corporate events. You see, I don’t like performing in my civilian clothes, I like there to be a very distinctive line between Stage Em and Real-life Em. Stage Em is fierce, confident and capable! My sequins are like my cape, my mask, my lightsaber. On show days I suit up and Stage Em takes over – it’s my ritual. I apply drag queen-level make-up, stick on my eyelashes, then step into the sequins. So my second mistake of the day was not sticking to my guns re: costume. I stupidly let them talk me out of my usual performance attire; I wanted them to like me, I didn’t want to be perceived as difficult, so I went along with it. Imagine someone saying to Elvis, ‘Sorry, babes, that white jumpsuit doesn’t work for us, here’s a nice black suit for you to pop on.’ Elvis would be all like, ‘I don’t think so, darlin’, eat a bag of dicks. I’m suiting up!’ Obviously I am no Elvis but you get the gist.


Note to reader: I wish I could promise you that my analogies will improve over the course of the book, I wish I could.


Finally the other comics began to arrive, along with my third mistake of the day.


I decided it would be a great idea to sit with them and listen to them talk shit, run gags, gossip and reminisce about the times they or other comedians had bombed at this event. As I sat there, my brain was screaming, ‘Abort! Abort! Leave this space immediately!’ however my body was transfixed. Hearing them bounce gags off each other with such ease was incredible/terrifying. All I could think was: I don’t do those type of jokes! I don’t deliver pithy one liners, nor do I make particularly witty observations and I certainly don’t have any political statements to make! I tell stories about my family and sing songs with my dad.


It was about that time that my fourth mistake showed up. I decided that I should probably have a drink to calm my nerves. The only alcohol available was beer because: Australian comedy scene. I never drink beer, it makes me gassy and bloated. Still, for some unknown reason, I sat with the dudes and chugged beer. Sure enough my stupid, corporate red dress was becoming increasingly tighter as my stomach filled with gas (see, if I’d stuck with my usual attire my stomach could’ve expanded as it saw fit – sequined lycra moves with you, not against!). Finally my body could take no more and I had an excuse to leave the pit of testosterone in which I was residing. The other thing you need to know is that I become a needy dickhead when I get around those guys. I’m so desperate for their approval. I also have the sneaking suspicion that they don’t take me seriously, that I’m considered a cabaret performer illegally infiltrating the world of comedy. That I hide behind my singing and costumes to cover the fact that I’m not very good at the stand-up game. I’ve no proof of this, of course, just an overall vibe. Yes, I know that’s completely irrational and not an effective way to substantiate a theory. It still doesn’t change the fact that when I’m around them, I over compensate, I go in too hard, I laugh a little too loudly, I also apparently drink beer, for fuck’s sake.


You should also know that the obsessive calls to my father to check his progress and whereabouts had begun. I would say I was on a ten-minute rotation. After about an hour, Dad obviously got sick of my harassment and TURNED HIS PHONE OFF, but in my mind, he’d definitely had a car accident and was lying in a gutter somewhere, bleeding internally, guitar smashed to pieces. I swear I worried about the guitar after first thinking about him, I can promise you that. Sort of. At worst they were simultaneous concerns!


Shall we recap where Em was mentally by 5pm?


1. Arrives six hours early.


2. Dad leaves to change cars over.


3. Gets talked into not wearing usual costume.


4. Sits in room with other comics who make her question her entire being.


5. Drinks beer, gets sick from drinking beer.


6. Dad’s phone is now off and Em is convinced he will not be returning.


GOOD TIMES, Y’ALL!


At 6pm I was called into make-up and as I sat in the chair and looked at myself in the mirror for the first time that day, I noticed that the top half of my mouth looked as though I’d been punched or aggressively injected with some lip fillers. Do you know what I’d gone and done? I’d managed to manifest a cold sore in one day with special thanks to my anxiety! Yes! Face herpes roughly the size of Saturn hours before I was due on the telly. The make-up lady recoiled when she saw the angry white pustules on my lip. I was afraid she was going to send me away, and she would obviously have to set fire to her entire kit once my face was painted. I completely understood her hesitation. She began working on my head and I tried to focus, to clear my mind of all doubt and prepare to kick arse when I hit that stage in four hours’ time.


When she was done I looked in the mirror and instantly felt better. I had my game face on, and slowly but surely small threads of confidence started seeping into my sweaty body. Sure I didn’t have my costume, the ability to perform a stand-up spot or my guitarist: but I had my war paint in place and that would have to do. By this time it was 6.45pm and just as I was about to call the police to locate my father, in he walked with food and non-alcoholic drinks! Bless that man, he knew I would be in a state and not eating or drinking anything sensible. So Dad and I sat quietly in a room making small talk and I began to feel a lot better. I told myself that I’d earned this spot. My entire MICF run had already sold out before it had even started! All twenty-three shows were completely full – I was the only comic out of five hundred who had managed to do that. I’d worked bloody hard on my show, The Motherload, and since there were no more tickets left this would be the only taste the rest of Melbourne would get of it, and the first time the rest of Australia would see it, so I’d better make my spot seven minutes of heaven.


One by one the other performers did their sets until finally, after six hours of waiting, it was my turn. Dad and I stood side of stage as a comic named Puddles the Clown sang a sad song. I took that time to do my pre-performance ritual. I closed my eyes and imagined my Nana sitting down in the front row, adjusting the brooch on her cardigan. I pictured my Uncle Haydn standing in a river fishing, giving me a thumbs up, and my Grandfather Ted seated at the head of the dinner table thumping it with his huge hands, which was what he did when he thought something was amusing. I pictured my Nono Luigi sitting on his porch, slowly waving at me, and my Nonna in her chair in front of the fan, smiling, peeling oranges. Why do I imagine all the people that I love who are now dead (spoiler alert) before I perform? Yeah, that’s a fair question. I do it because it reminds me of what’s important, it quietens the crap in my head and focuses me down to that one moment. It reminds me that this is just a job, that I have those people with and in me and that I can do anything.


Then my dear pal Joel Creasey, who was hosting the evening having just walked out of the jungle from his time on I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here!, introduced me. I looked at Dad, and was momentarily struck by how far he and I had come. How just a few short years ago I was unemployed and living with him, how as a kid he and I had sat together and watched this very broadcast, never imagining that we would one day be on it. How so many things had contributed to that person about to walk out on stage and perform in front of three thousand people.


So here we are, here you are, about to discover the colours in the painting that make up the slightly blurred picture that I am. How did my spot go? Well, you’ll just have to wait until the end of the book to find out, or you know . . . skip ahead, but that would be a total dickhead move because I’ve put a lot of work into the chapters you are considering skipping, so don’t, ’kay?


PROMISE ME!


It’s time to take it back, all the way back.


Engage flashback montage music, possibly a harp or in the style of Wayne’s World: Doodleadoo doodleadoo doodleadoo doodleadoo doodleadoo doodleadoo doodleadoo doodleadoo . . .





2


The Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance


I suspect I was conceived during an episode of the eighties smash hit dance show Solid Gold. Sure, it started in 1980, a year after my birth, however let’s not let actual facts stand in the way of my excellent theory. There can be no other explanation for the way I’ve turned out. Of course, I could easily confirm this with Mum and Dad but eww! No, please no, and why ruin the magic? I can tell you that thirty-seven years on I’m still the talk of the Greensborough Hospital maternity ward. Legend has it that after my mother gave her final push I arrived in full side-split position, jazz hands blazing, wearing my umbilical cord as a bustier.


I was born for lycra, aggressive pelvic thrusting and ferocious high kicks. At the age of two I started dancing at the local community church. The classes were run by a group of well-meaning senior ladies. I remember the room we danced in smelling heavily of Tweed, Ponds Moisturiser and Vogue Menthol Slims. I suspect a great deal of our choreography was borrowed from the aquarobics classes the ladies took at the leisure centre thrice weekly.


I would also put regular concerts on for my family. Not just Mum and Dad – oh no, my Aunty Jo had the misfortune of only living a few minutes away so she’d be made to make the journey up our hill to be an audience member, too. I’d line the kitchen chairs up thirty centimetres from my ‘performance space’, AKA an old piece of grey lino I’d found under the house. My dolls were always front row as they were my favourite kind of audience: their eyes were sewn open thus rendering them physically incapable of missing a moment of my masterpiece. Rest assured, if I could have done the same thing to my family members, I one hundred per cent would have. Mum and Dad would reluctantly shuffle in and I’d take my opening position as my pink ghetto blaster sprang to life. I have vivid memories of gyrating and body rolling to Alannah Myles’s ‘Black Velvet’ in a totally inappropriate manner, barking at anyone who dared to break my drilling, unflinching eye contact. Upon reflection, my father would often look rather uncomfortable at my showings. I just assumed he was dealing with inner conflict about holding his obviously talented and gifted child back from realising her full potential. I forgot to mention my costumes usually involved my undies being pulled up very high (think Aerobics Oz Style), tucked into a bikini top, thirty-six plastic bead necklaces and a slick of blue eye shadow across my lids. At the time I thought these performances were the highlight of my parents’ lives, but now . . .


Now that I’m a parent, oh GOD. When my girls announce they have ‘something to show me’ I know it’s either a DIY rock eisteddfod or nits. Quite frankly I would prefer it to be the latter, as I can kill those. Although, my youngest daughter has started placing a glass of wine next to my seat pre-show, because she knows her audience.


[image: Image]


By nine I was basically instructing all my classes and it was becoming frightfully obvious (to me) that I needed more of a challenge. I desired a hardcore Fame-style dance school. I imagined studios with buckets of water suspended above them so that the Flashdance training montage could be reenacted should the mood strike. My mother was dispatched to find such an establishment and after some extensive research (in the community Yellow Pages) she enrolled me in the Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance.


It is at this point I wish to state that I attended a couple of dance schools in my time, and I’ve combined a few of my teachers into one and changed the names to protect the guilty, but rest assured, the tales I have to tell have threads of truth sewn in. I’m sitting here cackling to myself about the ‘threads of truth’ line. I was going to go with ‘integrity cotton’ but I think that sounds like a church-funded sanitary product line.


The hall in which I danced was in a remote town miles from where we lived. It was the kind of place you would go to dump a dead body should the occasion call for it. In hindsight, the Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance could not have been in a more appropriate setting.


It was clear from the get-go that Miss Sheila passionately hated children. She didn’t try to hide that fact either. Imagine Margaret Thatcher as a sinewy, bitter, gin-soaked ex-dancer, throw in a touch of the Dark Lord and you’re halfway there. Why Miss Sheila chose a job that required her to work with small people day in, day out, still remains a mystery to me. In my opinion she was more suited to a career as a maximum security prison guard, a forensic entomologist or perhaps the manager of a slaughterhouse.


The week before my first class was to start at the Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance, a list of class uniform rules arrived in the mail. They were addressed to me and were in a silver hi-gloss envelope with MSFSD embossed on the back.


1. No jewellery.


2. Hair tied back into a bun.


3. Black leotard.


4. Pink ballet tights.


5. Pink ballet slippers with ribbons trimmed.


6. Black wrap cardigan permitted on cooler days.


7. Late comers WILL NOT be admitted to class.


Mum and I arrived fifteen minutes before the class started as instructed and were careful not to make any noise in the foyer – the humungous SILENCE sign served as a stark warning. Parents were not permitted to stay in the hall, however they were generously allowed to wait in the car park if their child was under the age of five.


Some children may have been frightened by such stringent rules, but not me, no ma’am. I knew that kind of Gestapo-esque approach meant I was in the right place. If my mother would have been willing to send me to North Korea to learn dancing, I would now still be living in Pyongyang, forcing my Kim Jong-un inspired flat top into a shapely bun.


I entered the hall with the other newbies. The seasoned children were huddled in the corner stretching and occupying as little space as possible so as not to draw attention. I yearned to join them. I looked around, eager to see my new leader. I needed confirmation that I was in the right place and when Miss Sheila stalked into the room, eyes narrowed, hair scraped back into a militant bun and a spine you could set your watch to, I breathed a sigh of relief.


She looked directly into my soul and barked, ‘You there, suck that stomach in at once. We are not hippos, we are ballerinas! Back straight and tuck your bottom in or it will come to an unfortunate end. What are your feet doing? Toes OUT and stand in first position unless I tell you otherwise.’


I was home.


Sheila’s brother Tim played all the accompaniment for us on a decrepit upright piano. It had seen better days and sadly, so had Tim. Sheila and Tim lived together in a flat above the studio. No-one had ever been up there. I imagine it was styled in an impending-nuclear-holocaust-bunker kind of way. Tim was obsessed with leopard print so I’m hoping a little of that was allowed in their flat. They had a cranky tabby cat called Barry (short for Baryshnikov) who would spit and hiss at us from the top of the stairs.


Tim was a lovely man, an immaculate, well-dressed bachelor. However, he was the wrong side of eighty; truth be told, he was the wrong side of dead. Sometimes Tim wouldn’t hear Sheila’s cues and by sometimes I mean Tim never once ever heard Sheila’s cues.


Sheila took to violently whacking a large, glitter-covered stick on the top of the piano to let her brother know when to stop playing. This scared the living shit out of him every time, which is the last thing you want to do to a borderline incontinent senior citizen.


It went something like this:


Sheila: ‘And five, six, seven, eight. Kick ball change. NO! Just KILL me now, why don’t you? Why must you insult the art of contemporary dance in such a way? What did it ever do to you? Again!’


As Sheila abused us Tim would continue bashing out a cheery rendition of ‘Let Me Entertain You’.


‘Tim! Tim, stop playing. STOP IT, TIM!’ WHACK.


Tim: ‘Christ, Sheils [his nickname for Sheila, which she HATED]! I didn’t hear you!’


I still have nightmares about the sparkling stick of misery. The glitter did nothing to make it less terrifying. I’m surprised Tim only had the three mini strokes he did during my time at Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance. Mini stroke number two caused Tim’s hands to get stuck on a C-major chord and become immovable claws. It took the poor old thing sliding off his velvet leopard print-covered stool (hands still firmly stuck in playing position) to get Sheila to stop yelling at him and whacking the piano. I’m grateful she didn’t poke Tim with the shiny stick once she realised what had happened and by grateful, I mean surprised.


The Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance annual concert extravaganza made the Super Bowl halftime show look like a kinder Christmas pageant.


We spent first term preparing for our RAD (Royal Academy of Dance) exams and then the rest of the year was dedicated to the academy’s major production. Solos were up for grabs and we all took that shit serious as cancer. Sheila knew how precious those solos were to us and hung them over our heads like the sword of Damocles. Just because you had a solo bestowed upon you one week didn’t mean it was yours for keeps. If you did anything to displease Sheila in the lead-up to the concert, you would have the performance ripped away, costume and all. One year Emma Davis had her solo as Odette from Swan Lake taken from her a week out from the concert. Her crime? Turning up to class with a hole in her stockings. Rookie error. Her mother had spent hundreds of hours hand-sewing white beads onto the bodice of the costume. She had painstakingly applied feathers to the delicate tutu and constructed a spectacular head piece involving diamantes and pipe cleaners; it was a work of art. I’m glad I wasn’t there when she was told Emma had lost the solo, as I suspect tears may have been shed.


My mother still speaks in emotional tones of having to front up to ‘costume inspection’ where you not dare make eye contact with Miss Sheila as she went over your offering with a fine-toothed comb. If one seam, sequin or rosette was out of place she would yell, ‘Not good enough!’ and the poor mother would scurry off to try to fix the offending stitch.


[image: Image]


After three years at the MSFSD, I was finally invited to audition for a solo. We were doing an all-singing, all-dancing rendition of ‘It’s a Hard Knock Life’ and ‘Tomorrow’ from Annie as our closing number at the end-of-year performance. Friends, I probably don’t need to tell you that I wanted the role of Annie worse than Kris Jenner wants North West’s first sex scandal to happen at her place. I begged Mum to let me get a spiral perm and a red dye job so that I could go method on that shit. I was prepared to live as Annie, in an orphanage, eating hot mush, just so Sheila could see my commitment.


On the day of the audition, I wore Mum’s chequered apron, my old school shoes and had slept with foam worms in my hair to achieve a white girl ’fro. I had also spent a significant amount of time sussing out my main competition. I was leaving nothing to chance. My first rival was a girl named Selina who was Sheila’s little gimp, a total suck. Selina had three pet rabbits, was a junior wildlife warrior and, I suspect, owned a large collection of yarn dolls. Selina always got a solo – her dancing wasn’t even that great. Her body rolls lacked soul and her splits pizazz, if you asked me. Another girl, Charlene, who had an unfortunate lisp, was as keen as I was to land the lead role. Charlene had mad dance skillz no doubt, but due to the aforementioned speech impediment situation, I felt I had the edge on her due to all the speaking that would be involved.


I walked into the hall clutching the sheet music for ‘Tomorrow’ and handed it to Tim. Sheila entered the hall, whacked the piano and Tim began the intro. I was only a few bars in when the music morphed into one awful long mashed note being played over and over again, do you think that stopped me?


Nope.


I continued with my audition for a few more bars, however Tim was really starting to piss me off, he just kept playing that one loud note involving all the keys. I finally looked over and saw him slumped over the piano. Do you remember how many mini strokes Tim had during my time at the Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance? Yep, this was numero three happening right in the middle of my fucking audition! I looked over at Sheila to see if she’d noticed her brother was not well, and she hadn’t. I had a choice to make here, friends, did I keep going to ensure I scored the role or alert Sheila to Tim’s condition?


Forgive me, I kept going.


As I got towards the end of the song, Sheila finally realised things were awry in the soundtrack department.


‘Tim! Tim, what are you doing? That sounds awful.’


She walked around the piano and realised that her elder brother was stroking out and managed to grab him as he slid off the stool.


Did I stop there? No way, bitches, I was going to finish that song no matter what. I had curled my hair, for goodness sake! After I’d hit the money note at the end of the song, I looked over to see Sheila cradling Tim in her arms. She was staring at me and I wasn’t sure if she was offended or impressed that I’d pushed on.


‘Selina! SELINA!’ Sheila screamed out to the foyer.


Selina appeared from the wall, Terminator Two: Judgment Day-style: ‘Yes, Miss Sheila? What do you need?’


‘Please call the hospital and tell them Tim has had another episode.’ Only Sheila could reduce a possible transient ischaemic attack to an ‘episode’. She then turned her attention back to me and said, ‘I couldn’t hear a lot of that due to Tim’s playing. You were very loud, I’ll give you that. I think a spot in the chorus will do you.’


To this day I can’t remember feeling so crushed at a rejection – and I was voted out by the nation on Australian Idol in 2004. The worst part was that rat-face Selina got the role. She ended up going to the hospital with Tim and sitting with him while Sheila finished her classes for the day. That bitch would have done anything to get the lead role, including enduring an eighty-six-year-old man shitting on her arm. You see, Tim lost control of his bowels in the ambulance. I heard Selina didn’t even flinch. I’m sure she just sat there, stoic, gently singing, ‘Tomorrow’.


I left the Miss Sheila Fancypants School of Dance after that end-of-year performance, for many reasons. The main being my mother couldn’t handle the stress involved any more. I hear Sheila is still terrifying young dancers to this day and this makes me tremendously happy. She’s a dying breed, Sheils, a teacher who has managed to transcend all the workplace-safety, verbal-assault and child-pandering rules that slow so many in her profession down. Occasionally, kids need to be terrified into submission, it builds character!
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Doiymo


I spent the first thirteen years of my life in a little town called Diamond Creek or, as it is affectionately known, Doiymo. Doiymo is about forty-five minutes northeast of Melbourne. It had the vibe of a country town, even though it wasn’t that far from the city. We lived in the ritzy part of Doiymo, literally on the right side of the tracks. The train line divided the town into two very distinct neighbourhoods. The Doiymo East kids were as rough as you like, and I suspect the movie Boyz n the Hood starring Ice Cube took a lot of its inspiration from the mean streets of DC East. We lived on the hilly side of the train station, on tree-lined streets. The air was softer and warmer up our end. Everyone knew everyone; we had street barbecues and games of backyard cricket. I’m pretty sure the Doiymo East kids just threw stones at cars, rode around on broken down BMXs and lived in tents.


We also had the Diamond Creek pool on our side. My Aunty Jo worked there, and that gave me HUGE social status cred. I could take my friends there, not pay to get in and get free Sunnyboys! Aunty Jo is one of my mum’s younger sisters. Whenever I would get in trouble at home (which was often) I’d escape down to her place for time out and all the junk food I could handle. Her pantry was full of sugary treats and WHITE BREAD. Something we weren’t allowed at home; just the fresh wog food at our place. My kids aren’t allowed it now either. Yes, you were right, Mum – there I said it! On our side of Doiymo we also had the milk bar, where $1 bought you a bag of lollies the size of your head, and the world famous Binishell.


I must stop now and reflect on what was an impressive yet ultimately flawed feat of modern architecture. The Binishell in Diamond Creek was built in 1979 and named after Dr Dante Bini, who came up with this particular construction technique. A huge dome-shaped balloon was inflated and then a layer of concrete was poured on top of it. Once the concrete was set, the balloon was deflated and removed. Look, obviously there was a bit more to it involving steel beams, mesh and reinforcement but you’re not here for architectural accuracy so let’s move on. Basically we’re talking about a massive egg-shaped multi-purpose hall. In the Binishell I played netball with my mum, attended the Diamond Creek town fair bake-sale and also went to an underage disco. Why our little town was picked for basically the only structure of its kind in all of Victoria (as far as I know) remains a mystery to me.
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