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To my wife, Kate, and her grandfather Ian – without either of you, this book would never exist.






Introduction

Damage, Joy

Growing up, there are few more volatile environments than the family road trip. No one wants to be there, no one is having fun and it never feels like a holiday.

When I was young, my parents would try to jazz up the school break by stuffing my brother, sister and me into the Camry and driving us ten hours to somewhere that looked much like where we lived. Then for the next five, seven or ten days they would encourage us to do activities that usually involved being far away from them.

‘Why don’t you guys go exploring?’ our mother would say, the boxed wine already sweating in the sun.

Now anyone with siblings will tell you that the relationship typically has two speeds: best friends or worst enemies. But I had the unique problem that my brother and sister were twins, which made for a curious dynamic.

On some days I was an easy target. As the youngest you’re born on the outer, and in any games we played to amuse ourselves I was inevitably cast in the least desirable role.

‘Let’s play piggy in the middle,’ bossed my sister and, without being told, I would waddle to the middle, accepting my sad piggy fate. But on other days I became the swing vote as my brother and sister desperately vied to be top dog.

Each would approach me separately, seeking my backing and, because I was just happy to be included, whoever reached me first had my allegiance. We would then cruelly turn on the other person. Ha-ha! Feel the wrath of the piggy!

All this push-pull for power usually resulted in fighting, until my mother was forced to intervene. ‘Do you think I want to referee your fights while I’m trying to enjoy my holiday?’ she would ask, unwittingly making herself the common enemy.

I recall one particular trip where the bickering reached an all-time high. My father had decided to take us camping on the mid-north coast of New South Wales, which was a considerable dice roll because we were not campers. None of us really enjoy the great outdoors, so it was a tense week full of mosquito bites, wet socks and lost tent pegs. I was eight years old at the time and even then I remember thinking: ‘We’re really more of a resort family.’

By the time my parents were passive aggressively packing the car to leave, it was a proper pressure cooker. My brother and sister were no longer talking because of a disagreement on who was older. They had been born forty-five minutes apart, but no one could ever agree on who came out first. It remains a sore point to this day.

Meanwhile, my dad was dealing with the dual shame of being both in pain and embarrassed. During the camping trip, he’d been bitten by a spider, leaving a nasty welt on his leg. My father is many things, but a quiet sufferer is not one of them.

‘Do you think it’s infected?’ he asked me, his eight-year-old son, shortly after it happened. I simply nodded.

Because of his infected bite, he struggled to pack the tent up – though I suspect he didn’t know how to anyway – so a father from a nearby campsite offered to lend a hand. He was tall and strapping, the kind of man who could be bitten by many spiders and not think to mention it.

As NewDad expertly packed the tent away, OldDad moodily picked at his wound and shuffled off to the car. My mother found this whole episode amusing, and she used every opportunity to bring it up on the drive home.

This was, of course, a deliberate niggle designed to get a reaction. She hadn’t escaped the dark cloud of this family getaway either and she too was fuming, mostly at my father for deciding camping was a good idea.

As we silently sped home, bad vibes were brewing in the car and even as kids, we knew it was safest not to break the quiet. Simon & Garfunkel bled out of the speakers while I shifted uncomfortably in the middle seat – another downside to being the youngest was a childhood of giving up the window.

About two hours into the journey, we hit a set of traffic lights, unusual for these quiet country roads. Minutes passed and nothing changed; the light remained red and so too did my father’s face.

Laughing was definitely not allowed, but there was something comical about idling at a red on an empty road. As if the traffic gods had decided to test our patience.

While we played the waiting game, a white convertible with a retractable roof pulled up alongside us. I could feel my family’s collective gaze drift towards the car, and I knew we were all thinking the same thing: wow, a convertible.

Despite being smack bang in the middle of the middle class, we were still impressed by any sniff of status. People who owned convertibles, along with people who had swimming pools, were the kind of people we aspired to be.

In response to the strange family staring at her, the woman behind the wheel pressed a button and the roof magically folded in on itself and disappeared. ‘Woah,’ I said, finally breaking the long silence – now she was just showing off.

She threw her head back and laughed, and while it didn’t register at the time, she was probably laughing at us. We were the ogling battlers in the Camry, a sedan overloaded with tents and tension. She was living the high life in her flashy drop-top with the acrobatic roof and obnoxiously loud engine.

Unfortunately for her, it was this very engine that was to blame for what came next. She gave the motor an unnecessary rev, which was enough to spook a large pigeon from a nearby tree.

The bird took flight, cutting a path directly over her open car roof while being sure to drop an enormous turd from a great height. Had she not been laughing so heartily in our direction, her mouth would have been closed, but instead, it was wide open – a direct hit.

Our car exploded with the kind of laughter that is impossible to control, not that you’d want to. The more we looked at each other, the more we laughed, while our friend in the convertible gagged and spluttered.

Eventually, we heard the mechanical grunt of the roof closing, and that set us off once more. Quick, close the roof before he strikes again!

The light turned green, and my father hit the gas, leaving everything behind us. It no longer mattered which twin was older, or if I was piggy in the middle, or that my dad didn’t know how to pack up a tent.

Our collective joy at witnessing this perfectly timed pigeon shit had wiped the slate clean.

I immediately understood the unique healing power that can be found in other people’s misfortune.

Turns out there’s a word for this feeling. Actually, there are a few words.

The ancient Greeks called it epichairekakia, while in French they refer to joie maligne or malignant joy. But perhaps the most famous of all is ‘schadenfreude’ – a compound of the German nouns Schaden, meaning ‘damage’ and Freude, meaning ‘joy’. So satisfying is the sound of ‘schadenfreude’ we never bothered with an English translation, instead adopting the German as our own.

Schadenfreude, the act of deriving pleasure in another’s pain and suffering, is not a new phenomenon. Stroll any gallery and you’ll see artworks from every century depicting scenes of delight amid disaster.

Schadenfreude is everywhere. I spent half my childhood watching America’s Funniest Home Videos, which is essentially schadenfreude on steroids. Endless clips of old people falling over and outrageous waterskiing accidents bundled together and broadcast for our entertainment.

It’s no different these days, the internet only serving to increase our appetite for funny fuck-ups. Cat videos have been usurped by catastrophe videos, with Epic Fail compilations racking up millions of views on YouTube.

We are addicted to the downfall of our fellow humans, regardless of time, place or race.

And if there was ever a point in history that we all needed a little joy amongst the damage, it’s now, in the age of divisive politics and global pandemics.

Which is why I decided to write this book of great stories about bad days. I convinced a bunch of people to share their most glorious fuck-ups of all time, and the result is a mixed bag of true tales that are both hilarious and horrifying.

In the following pages, I creatively retell their stories as a reminder that no matter how terrible things get, it could always be worse. Way worse. And of course, I include my own nightmarish bad day, because if I’m going to laugh at others, well, it’s only fair that they laugh at me too.

Buckle up.
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Where Does Grandad Keep His Guns?

Thomas’s story

The minute we pulled into the long driveway that led to the house, I knew I was out of my depth. In the distance a ute kicked into gear and a big plume of dust filled the air as it sped towards us. Dust and dirt caked the car, getting into every crevice. I was already sneezing. Get me back to the city.

‘Are you okay?’ Kate asked in a way that meant she knew I wasn’t okay, which made her even less okay.

‘Yes,’ I said, eyes watering. ‘All good here.’

This was a trip two years in the making. On our first date, she told me her favourite place in the world was her grandparents’ farm, a sprawling property called Balboora, an hour outside Dubbo, New South Wales. It was where she had spent every summer while growing up; all her important childhood memories had happened on the very land we were now driving across.

‘That’s where I learnt to ride a bike,’ she said, pointing to a dirt trail on our left. ‘And that’s where I killed my first chicken.’

Kate had later asked me where my favourite place was and I’d lied and told her it was my father’s village in Greece. I’d only visited the village once, as an eleven-year-old. My siblings and I spent most of the time complaining about the heat while a distant relative pointed out ruined buildings from his past. My actual favourite place was Death by Chocolate, a chocolate shop near my childhood home, where they gave out generously sized taste-testers and didn’t mind if you took seconds.

Not only was the farm special to Kate, but her grandparents’ tick of approval meant everything. Ian and Betty O’Connor were the gold standard of grandparents, the type to never let a birthday go by without sending a handwritten card and slipping a crisp fifty-dollar note inside.

Their regular phone calls were a highlight of Kate’s week and she would take them in another room in order to safely adopt her country persona.

‘G’day Grandad, how are ya?’ she’d yell, dropping syllables all over the place. ‘I’m missin’ ya, I’ll tell ya that much!’

The closer we got to the house, the more countrified Kate became, winding down her window to take it all in. ‘The air smells different out here don’t ya reckon?’ she asked. I sniffed but couldn’t tell the difference.

Much of the drive from the airport had been an intense study in what not to do once we arrived.

‘Don’t leave the fridge open, Grandad hates that and it will set him off. Don’t leave the table before Grandad does, it’s a respect thing. Don’t shower indoors: that’s for girls only; boys shower outside. And don’t shower for too long, because they have water restrictions and Grandad takes them really seriously.’

Kate paused, presumably mentally checking off her list to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything forbidden.

‘Grandad has a bit of a temper, and he loves to test people, but whatever happens, don’t agree to anything that makes you feel uncomfortable.’

By now I was feeling thoroughly uncomfortable. To make matters worse, I felt every inch the city slicker. Tight black jeans, tattoos, soft hands, clean fingernails, a Harley Davidson shirt, no actual Harley Davidson. He was going to eat me alive.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ asked Kate. I tried to smile. ‘Don’t worry too much, but whatever you do don’t agree to drive anywhere with him.’

This wasn’t really an issue – I didn’t have my driver’s licence. ‘Definitely don’t mention that,’ added Kate. ‘Grandad has been driving since he was five years old and he’ll see it as a weakness.’

I sneezed again. Kate tensed as the ute rolled to a stop alongside us. A gnarled hand offered a thumbs up from the open window.

All I could think was: don’t get out of the car.



The next few hours went better than we all could’ve hoped.

Ian seemed nice enough. Rough around the edges, sure, but in a salt of the earth kind of way. Like most old men, he kept a ballpoint pen in his top pocket and smelled faintly of Werther’s Originals.

He was bemused by our selection of hire car. ‘A Hyundai Getz, mate?’ he laughed without smiling. ‘Was everything else broken?’ I made a mental note to never hire a Hyundai again, though I wasn’t sure why.

Kate’s grandmother Betty was more my speed. ‘Give us a cuddle then,’ she said by way of introduction, scooping me up into her bosom. Kate was forever boasting that her grandma gave the best hugs and it was hard to disagree.

In the evening we played cards, Ian and Betty pleasantly bickering for our entertainment. Each time he removed his false teeth for laughs she’d threaten to leave him. ‘Not if I leave you first,’ came the reply. They had lived this way for nearly sixty years, the rhythm of their delivery suggesting a well-rehearsed double act.

I stuck to the rules, closing the fridge quickly and showering for thirty seconds tops. When I eventually won a round of bridge, I could sense my stock was rising with Ian. ‘Not bad, Soft Hands.’

‘I think Grandad really likes you,’ whispered Kate later that night. She was visiting me in my bedroom, which was actually a large linen closet full of sheets that hadn’t been touched since the eighties. Perfect for my sneezing.

She spoke softly because we weren’t supposed to be in the same room, another don’t: men and women don’t share a bed until they’re married. I was pleased to be making progress and I didn’t want Kate to ruin it for me now. She snuck out and I sneezed myself to sleep.

The next morning was the beginning of the worst day of my life.

Kate was feeling cocky. Ian had started using my real name instead of constantly calling me Soft Hands. I was content with these baby steps, but Kate wanted too much too soon: ‘I want you to spend some proper time with Grandad.’

I pointed out that we were spending proper time together. Already that day I had watched him shoot a kangaroo and then bludgeon its joey to death. ‘Bloody pests,’ Ian had explained, hurling two generations of dead roo onto the back of his ute. ‘Overpopulated and rooting nonstop.’ What more could we squeeze into the day?

Our discussion was interrupted by the sweet smell of scones. While farm life wasn’t for me – too quiet, too violent, too dusty – I could certainly get around the amount of snacking. Betty seemed to be baking at half-hour intervals.

As we sat to enjoy morning tea, I could sense Kate was about to be the unwitting architect of my demise. ‘So maybe you’d like to help Grandad take the coolroom back into town?’ she asked.

Not really, I thought, no. If anything, I would be a hindrance; I had no idea what the coolroom was, why it was headed back to town, or what might happen once we’d dropped it off.

But in my experience, male bonding typically stems from a made-up task that doesn’t really require two people but is instead just an excuse for men to be alone together. And so my soft hand was forced.

‘I’d love to, Ian.’



With the coolroom safely delivered into town – the purpose of this mission still a mystery to me – we settled into our drive back to the farm. I was struck by how much a man like Ian was perfectly suited to his surroundings.

Like the property he oversaw, Ian was a vast expanse. Sitting in the driver’s seat he looked easily twice my size. The seatbelt pulled taut across his belly, enormous hands gripping the steering wheel, dust drifting off his shirt every time he changed gears. I desperately wanted to get a better look at his huge ears – they ran the entire length of the side of his head – but I was wary of Ian catching me staring.

Using the speed limit as more of a guideline, we flew through the front gate and headed for home. ‘I just want to show you something,’ said Ian, hooking a hard left.

We pulled up alongside a shed that looked to be on its last legs, and inside were a series of semi-trailers and trucks, parked neatly in a row – not a Hyundai to be seen. We walked the length of the shed and I got the distinct impression I was supposed to offer an opinion.

‘Such big trucks.’

Ian was confused and who could blame him. He lumbered off towards a tractor, while my gaze drifted back towards the house. I imagined Betty fussing about the kitchen, dipping in and out of the fridge, gathering everything she needed to fix us some sandwiches. She had a habit of generously slathering butter on bread which I deeply appreciated, though my arteries did not.

The boom of instructions pulled me out of my snack reverie and into a terrifying reality – there was Ian, yelling at me from a tractor. ‘Mate, I need to take this for a fix-up,’ he said. ‘Are you right to drive the ute back to the house? Just park her outside.’

And just like that, he was gone. Before I could even admit to the very thing I was told never to admit – I can’t drive! – Ian tractored off into the distance.

The panic was real. Unsure what to do, I hopped into the ute, hoping that a hidden talent might emerge, like those people who awake from a coma speaking fluent French.

I scanned the backseat, looking for… what? An instruction manual, a Dummies’ Guide, a cyanide pill. No luck on any front, but there was a shotgun resting casually behind the passenger seat just to make the entire experience more intimidating. It felt very much like I was chauffeuring my own murder weapon.

In the distance, I could see the tractor slowing down and turning. Perhaps Ian had realised what he had done, or perhaps he was just curious to see what might happen next. Weren’t we all?

While I was undeniably car-illiterate, I had forced my mother into a few stressful driving lessons when I first got my learner’s permit. ‘It’s not for you, Thomas,’ she had said, passive aggressively gripping the dashboard. ‘And it’s certainly not for me.’

But I must have retained something from our few trips because eventually muscle memory kicked in. I tried the key and gave it a little gas, but all it produced was a horrible gurgling sound. I continued this tactic, praying the car would catch flames and then I’d never have to explain myself.

The noise inside the ute was matched by another noise – the tractor starting up. Ian was heading back my way. Oh, dear. Suddenly, my entire future with Kate, my chance at happiness, depended on starting this fucking ute.

Turning to a foolproof method that had served me well in the past, I pulled my phone out. There is a YouTube tutorial for everything and if I could just… no signal. No reception. Not a single bar.

Ian pulled up alongside me and I wound down the window. From the outside, it probably looked like two friendly neighbours stopping to exchange pleasantries.

‘What the fuck is wrong with you?’ barked Ian, breaking the illusion.

‘You’re stalling it. You need to release the clutch. Have you got it in the right gear, mate?’

All of the above meant very little to me, but by now I was sweating profusely and feeling increasingly nervous, so I resorted to diffusing in the best way I knew how. Seizing on one thing he said and pretending that was the problem all along. ‘Oh, of course, the clutch,’ I lied, looking around for where that might be.

Ian was off the tractor, making me all the more conscious of the gun in the back. He walked over to the ute, rested his forearms on the window and leant in, appearing for a second to look like a rural prostitute, before resuming his rant.

‘You’re crunching the gearbox! You’re going to fuck my ute!’

All I wanted from this weekend was some polite country folk, a few homemade meals, possibly an open fire, topped off by the kind of thank you sex that comes with putting up with someone else’s family. Instead, I was in a living nightmare being yelled at about a gearbox by a man I had known for less than forty-eight hours. ‘Clutch, then brake, then gear, ya moron!’ he screamed.

The increasing violence in Ian’s voice seemed to spur something on in both the ute and me; miraculously we conjured up the right combination of foot, pedals and gear moves. The ute sprang to life once more.

‘Fuckin’ finally! Now kill the motor and wait for me, I’ll lead the way,’ instructed Ian.

Killing the motor was absolutely off the table. Getting this to start was a one-time deal and there was little chance of it happening ever again. This is it, Ian, strap in my friend. I’m driving now.

‘You follow me back,’ I yelled out the window, aware that this was the kind of statement I would pay for later.

Now that I had the old girl moving, I decided to give it a little, high on the thrill of watching the speedometer spike as I pushed my foot down.

If I had known then what I know now, I probably would’ve just kept driving, steering the ute through an open gate and onto the highway. Never look back, Thomas, it’s just you and the open road and a loaded shotgun. But at the time, I figured it was best to do as I was told – mostly.

As I neared the house, I recalled that Ian had instructed me not to worry about parking inside the shed: ‘Just leave her outside.’

Hoping to win him over, I decided to go above and beyond. I eased the ute perfectly into position inside the shed, triumphantly bringing my lead foot down on the brake.

I’ve always rolled my eyes when people describe things as ‘happening in slow motion’. Surely everything happens in regular time and it’s only when you replay it in your head that it seems to slow down? But as the ute lurched forward and I found myself sailing through the air, I finally understood what they meant. The back wall crumbled under the force of the crash and the ute came to a stop half-in, half-out.

At the time I had no idea what was happening, or why, though I would later learn I had committed a cardinal manual-drive sin. Braking without either pushing on the clutch or putting the vehicle into neutral causes it to jump forward, taking with it your hopes and dreams. Or in this case, the entire back wall of Ian’s shed.

But I wasn’t really focused on the why at this point, I was more worried about the how. As in ‘how will Ian dispose of my corpse when this is over?’

Before I had the chance to finish that thought, there was another crash from above. An old rusted box had slid off a shelf, denting the bonnet of the car and cracking in half.

It looked to me like a medieval torture device, but on closer inspection it was clearly some kind of archaic drill. In years to come, it was revealed the drill was a family heirloom – odd choice of heirloom – and that by breaking it, I had in effect broken Ian’s heart.

The falling of the drill had dislodged a barrel full of oil which toppled to the floor and burst open. Assuming the comedy of errors had come to a close, I forced my car door open and stepped onto the crime scene only to feel a painful twinge in my neck.

The crash had angered an old wasps’ nest and now I was being stung repeatedly. Based on the intensity and ferocity it was, presumably, the queen. Welcome to my worst day.

Kate and Betty came running out to see what had happened. Betty was holding a tray of muffins, which was easily the most devastating part of the entire ordeal.

‘Oh my god, what have you done?’ yelled Kate. Unable to explain due to the wasp orgy I was hosting, I directed her attention to my neck. ‘Grandma, get the methylated spirits!’ she yelled, swatting away the wasps.

Betty returned with a meths-soaked tea towel and dabbed gently at the stings, ooh-ing and aah-ing as she worked. ‘Hold this to your neck,’ she said, placing an icepack in my hands. ‘Cold compress, it’ll help numb the pain.’

With water trickling down my back, I surveyed the damage. There was no getting around it, this was a situation. No one spoke.

Outside, I heard Ian kill the tractor engine, and wondered, quite seriously, if that would be the last thing he killed that afternoon. Rounding the corner, he took in the sight. Betty, who’d reclaimed the discarded muffins, Kate looking shocked, me icing my neck and wondering if my bee allergy would have a wasp crossover and what that might mean.

Then, in what remains one of the most distinct visuals of my life, Ian tossed his Akubra hat on the ground and stamped on it. Stamped it into the dirt. It was pure bush poetry, raw instinctual anger which would’ve been close to beautiful had I not been the sole cause of his rage.

He then unleashed a torrent of cursing that to this day I can recall at a moment’s notice.

‘No doubt in my mind,’ Ian roared, ‘you are an absolutely, rolled gold… USELESS CUNT OF A MAN!’

This was Betty’s cue to leave and I was relieved: neither she nor the muffins deserved to see this. Kate bravely stayed by my side, because that’s what good partners and potential eyewitnesses must do.

The words continued to spew out, Ian frothing at the mouth. ‘MY UTE, MY DRILL, MY SHED.’ The verbal stocktake of all the things I’d ruined wasn’t helping and by this point, he was really worked up. ‘How could you be so stupid?’ he said, pacing back and forth past his soiled hat. ‘How did this happen?!’

He had asked the question so it felt like the right time to confess; the truth will set you free and all that.

‘Ian, I don’t actually have my driver’s licence,’ I explained. ‘I can’t even drive an automatic!’

A part of me hoped Ian would keel over laughing, the big reveal landing like a punchline to a joke he wasn’t in on: He can’t even drive an automatic! Cue applause.

Instead, it turns out the truth did not set me free, but it did set Ian off once more. Kate led me by the hand past her imploding grandfather and back into the house, where Betty and the muffins were waiting for us.

She suggested it might be a smart idea to go for a drive while Ian cooled down. ‘Take a muffin for the road, won’t you?’ urged Betty, and I obliged.



Four years later and we turn off the road into the same long driveway. Not much has changed; drought has muted some of the colours on the property, but otherwise, it’s all still here: the dirt, the dust, the quiet.

There is one difference though: this time, I’m driving. I navigate the Hyundai Getz (an automatic) over the bumps as Kate sits in the passenger seat, unsuspecting. In my pocket is a ring, and I’m rehearsing the words in my head.

In the years since the Crash it’s become a beloved part of family folklore. Each Christmas someone drunkenly slurs ‘remember when?’ which always ends with Ian and me offering up our differing versions.

When Ian got wind of my plan to propose it was his idea that I do it on the farm, Kate’s favourite place. The property was sold a couple of years ago, but Ian called the new owner and let him know I’d be coming out for a visit. ‘I told him not to shoot if he sees some strange fella knocking about,’ he laughed. How far we’ve come.

We drive past the shed where the big trucks once lived and we both turn to look.

I put the car in park and this time it doesn’t move. For a second everything is still. The sun sets, slow and deliberate, like it only does in the country. Kate gets out, walks the familiar ground and smiles at me. This will be the best day of my life.
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