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				To my beautiful Thomases, Dan, Ruby and Sophie,
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				Rule Britannia

				When your life is about to change forever, you’d think there would be a more significant marker. But in my case there wasn’t. There was just me wondering, is that a line or a cross?

				Okay, so it turned out it was a cross, but did the cross mean pregnant or did the line? I seriously had no idea. The tests I had used in the past at least had the decency to actually say NOT PREGNANT. You’d think that weeing on a stick (and most of my hand) would be the most humiliating part of this whole exercise, but it wasn’t. Going into the chemist to buy the test was even more hideous.

				At the start of that day in March 2006, Ihad no idea what was about to happen. Ihad been shooting in Kings Cross with a team of extraordinarily fabulous gay men in what is commonly described in the industry as a ‘film taster’. Hmmm, maybe some of that sentence needs clarifying. Firstly, Iassume you know that ‘shooting’ is fancy talk for filming ... with so many actual shootings going on over the years in Sydney’s famous Kings Cross, Ithink it is always best to check. Secondly, hello, fabulous gay men in Sydney, what a shock. The fabulous goes without saying. And, thirdly, the ‘film taster’.

				Now, the TV and film industries have been in such a strange financial state over the past ten years that they have become way too conservative in their programming and as a result it has been increasingly difficult to get anything commissioned that doesn’t generate its own income. Fewer films and TV shows are being made so every level of the industry issuffering.

				Many commissioning executives are (rightly) scared of making a flop and losing their jobs, so most of them stick to very safe formats – terrible news for comedians. As a result nothing gets made or even gets a meeting without a taster.

				The ‘taster’ is usually funded by what is left in the writer’s bank account after food and rent so, of course, he or she then begs for the help of industry friends to put together something that will ultimately not be picked up due to the lower production quality rather than the overall concept.

				Loads of industry people are willing to work on the taster on the off-chance that the film or show gets picked up and a job might be on offer.

				The writer of this particular film was a hurtfully talented man I had met years before at Comedy Camp, a gay comedy club in London’s Soho. Back then, after a few post-show mojitos at Balans on Old Compton Street, he and I had agreed to launch into a long-distance homosexual/gay man-meets-woman-in-Ming-Blue-Jimmy-Choos-let’s-speak-on-the phone-once-a-month type of relationship, with me living in London and him moving home to Sydney. He would ring and tell me of his script developments and in return I giggled and heckled. So when he found out I was coming home to Australia for my annual month-long stand-up tour, he was determined to get a cast of friends together and shoot the taster.

				As I left the hotel I knew I was in for a great day, as filming with gay men is always way too much fun. As well as an über-hip crew, you are always guaranteed exceptionally good coffee served by some lickable 19-year-old trying to get into the entertainment industry by not wearing a shirt, which I have to tell you is just fine with me. I’d dressed to impress in a hot-pink Miu Miu shift and gravity-defying Liberty-print Gina heels. I’d gone for a slice-of-summer-heaven look but the only thing the crew could talk about was how big and fabulously high my hooterswere.

				It’s difficult to describe how intensely satisfying it is even to get a homosexual/gay man to look at you, much less comment on a part of the anatomy that, quite frankly, they have had little to do with since they were babies. ‘Honey, your tits look fabulous in that dress,’ the lighting director said. Ijust smiled and lifted them a little higher.

				It was only when I was in the cab on the way home that I looked down and realised my boobs were looking bigger than usual. It started me thinking. Ipulled a diary out of my bag and looked for the day a month before marked with a very discreet ‘P’.

				Oh ... my ... God. Thirty days ago. Thirty! Surely not. Iasked the cab driver to stop (and you know how accommodating they can be) at a chemist on Oxford Street and I ran in. Now, why is it that chemists only seem to stock pregnancy tests that look like they were made in the late ’70s? And then they hide them to make sure you have to ask where they are. If you pick one up and go through the checkout at a supermarket no one raises an eyebrow, but at the chemist every employee is obviously trained to give you some instruction on how to use the PREGNANCY TEST at the top of their voice (I know I sound like some sort of pregnancy test regular and should take home a Campbell’s Cash and Carry slab of them ... but you don’t get to 38 without having to do one or two along the way).

				I was just getting ready to die while listening to the pimply 16-year-old shop assistant explain loudly how the stick should be placed mid-stream when my favourite thing happened. The other assistant bellowed, ‘Didn’t you used to be that girl on TV?’ I just nodded as the sheer mortification of having everyone turn around and give me the judgemental ‘dirty’ stare, like I was the only one ‘doing it’, overwhelmed me. Ihanded over the money and did the walk of whorey shame out of the shop, trying to make sure as many people as possible could see my wedding ring.

				The cab driver had been thrilled to wait, so sped all the way to the hotel to make up time. Running straight into the bathroom, Ifollowed the chemist assistant’s instructions and waited the advised time. Now, Ihad seen the ‘yes’ cross before, so seeing the ‘yes’ cross this day made me feel a little uneasy. (But this was no time to dwell on disasters of ectopic proportions.) At the same time, Ialso felt weirdly calm and proud. But like anyone who has lost a baby in the very early stages, Ididn’t want to get too excited ... just in case.

				I was in such a rush to do that test that I’d arrived back at the hotel suite without saying anything to my husband, Dan. Dan is not just my husband, he is my very best friend. The one person I can’t wait to speak to whenever anything happens – and I mean anything. Imight have dropped some icing sugar down my shirt and I am straight on the phone. So you can imagine the look on his face when I bounded into the loungeroom and with absolutely no warning signals (like ‘I’m late’ or ‘Hey, Istopped to pick up a pregnancy test’) I just blurted out of nowhere, ‘Oh my God, Iam totally knocked up!’ He looked shocked, happy, and just a little terrified.

				To say the rest of the stand-up tour was gruelling would be an understatement. Once the excitement wore off, Istill had 15 shows left to play up and down the east coast of Australia. Iwas so very tired and had no idea that I was in the early stages of pregnancy anaemia. There are worse things, Iknow, but it was certainly a challenge to get onto a stage at 10 o’clock at night and use more than a day’s energy to entertain a crowd. When I wasn’t travelling to the next gig I took up residence on whatever couch was around and made sure the TV remote and chocolate were close ... bliss.

				I always think it sounds really chic to be ‘on tour’. Ilove saying ‘on tour’. Saying, ‘Yeah, I’m on tour right now’ makes me feel like Elton John or Willie Nelson. Not that Elton or Willie ever had to tour with pregnancy anaemia (‘On the road again, taking iron tablets on the road again...’). That doesn’t sound so glamorous. The truth is, touring is the life of a comedian. You are never really not on tour. If you’re not on tour you don’t eat, it’s that simple. There are only so many nights you can perform at the Canterbury/Hurlstone Park RSL, so there is the need to keep moving to a new audience. You have to go further afield. That’s why I’d moved to the UK in the first place.

				But if I am completely honest there were other reasons to move. It was late 1999 and my television work was drying up. Reality television was on the rise and apart from appearing on two episodes a fortnight of Beauty and the Beast (and being called an idiot by my dear mate Stan Zemanek, which, let’s face it, does have a certain level of truth to it), there was very little else around. Sadly, the only other TV offers coming my way were hosting shows like Australia’s Greatest Pet Headstands or Battle of the Printers, The Untold Story. It wasn’t the sort of work that was going to satisfy me.

				The problem was, Ihad been very spoilt up until then. When I was 22 I started compering eight shows a week at the Comedy Store in Sydney. In 1994 I was ‘discovered’ by Doug McLeod, the head writer and a producer on the Channel 7 comedy sketch show Full Frontal. He saw me in a stand-up club in Balmain and asked me to fly to Melbourne to audition for his show. Iwas lucky enough to get in. Two years later, Iwas headhunted by Channel 9 to work on their variety show In Melbourne Tonight with Frankie J. Holden, Denise Drysdale and the delicious Steven Jacobs. The whole time I moonlighted with Foxtel on Stan’s Beauty and the Beast and then in 1998 I leapt to Channel 10. Nothing like being versatile and covering nearly all the bases.

				It was not just in the television world that I was approaching my use-by date. Iwas a 32-year-old woman with no boyfriend, in fact, Ididn’t even have a crush on anyone. Most of my friends were married and starting the whole baby thing and they kept asking me when I was going to settle down. How much did I love being asked that question? How about when I meet someone. Iam not going to wait all that time till my thirties and then just lock it down with any moron. ‘The one’ was going to have to be pretty spectacular as my list of wants and needs was getting longer. Iwas beginning to think I was going to have to face life on some sort of shelf. Iwas ready for some big changes.

				For a long time I had dreamed of working in the UK but never had the guts to leave everything behind to do it. My grandmother hadn’t been naturalised in Australia so I had an Irish passport. And, as far as I am concerned, Britain is the comedy capital of the planet, where all the best comedies I had ever really loved were made. So, after braving the Edinburgh Festival in 1999, Idecided I would move there, do some writing, maybe a bit of stand-up and within a few months I would surely have my own show. Easy!

				I could not have been more wrong. The thing is, Aussies are not such a novelty in the UK any more. We have been heavily invading the shores of Britain since the mid-60s and there are over 300000 Australians now living in London. My fresh voice was not as fresh, or as wanted, as I’d hoped it would be.

				I arrived at Heathrow on 25 May 2000 and immediately lobbed in on some incredibly stylish dear friends in their maxi-glam, open-plan, double-income-no-kids pad in Wapping in East London, right on the Thames. It was more luxury than I knew what to do with. I’d been told that life in London could be really hard, but during those first few weeks I decided that was just so not true. Iwas being kept like King Farouk and loving it. It couldn’t last forever ... and didn’t. The moment came for me to spread my wings and find an apartment of my own.

				It was reality check time. Did I say apartment? It was most definitely a flat! I had been having such a glorious time with my kind friends but I had stepped into their lives and left mine behind. So when it came time to move I got a very real taste of what it was like to be a single woman, without a job, in London.

				Work-wise, no one cared what sort of experience I had. No amount of television credits or show reels could get me through the doors of anywhere. Ihad to start my career from scratch. Ihad to show up to the open-mike amateur nights and give it a go! Have you ever heard the song from Sesame Street that says ‘One of these things is not like the other’? Well, all the other open-mike performers were either beginners, students or nutters. Iwas a 32-year-old woman with 11 years of stand-up experience and a bad taste in my mouth from all the humble pie I was having to consume. Not to mention I was the only comic in Gucci sling-backs and a La Perla diamante slip. Surely someone had to book me, hello?

				I spent the first three months doing free shows. Imade my way across the UK performing in clubs for FREE so they could assess whether or not I was good enough to be paid to work in their club. Itrekked from Brighton to Cardiff, from Birmingham to Manchester, from Leeds to Newcastle, and from Blackpool to Glasgow using my own money to try to get a start. It was very different to ringing up a comedy club in Australia and speaking to the owner, someone I’d probably known for years, and asking if I could do a set. This was a whole new ball game and it was very draining on so many different levels. Even if the clubs loved me, there would inevitably be no slots available for ages, as all comics are booked at least six months in advance.

				In the year before I left Australia I had worked like a slave and managed to save about $22000, which I thought was a fortune. It wasn’t. Four months of travel, rent and fees for my second month-long festival in Edinburgh meant I had gone through the lot by the end of August 2000. Ireturned to London in what is commonly known as dire straits. Never really having experienced the ‘hand to mouth’ existence before, Ifound being broke extremely confronting.

				I was struggling and started to think I’d made a big mistake leaving Australia. Ireached my lowest point on the opening night of the Sydney Olympics. Perched in my little flat in North London, eating tuna and Ryvitas for brekkie (a superbly cheap meal) for about the 18th day in a row, Iflicked on the TV and on came Sydney’s Opening Ceremony. It was about 10am and I cheered as each country’s team made its way into the stadium. (Especially East Timor, remember how they danced with such joy? What champions!) I don’t know why it affected me so strongly but I starting sobbing a deep guttural sob that I have never experienced before or since. Hitting a crescendo of howling during Vanessa Amorosi’s ‘Heroes Live Forever’ as a massive flag of projected images of triumphant Olympians rose up and over the crowd, Iwas a mess. Iseriously thought I should just pack it in and go home. But then my ego kicked in. What about all the stories I did in magazines before I left on how I was going to make my fame and fortune? And all the farewell parties and the big send-off? I would just look like a liar and a failed liar at that.

				The shame of it, coupled with an intense homesickness and the fact that on the other side of the world, somewhere in that opening night crowd of people at Homebush, were my mum, my dad and my brother. It was sending me into dark hysterics. Ididn’t think I could take any more and, despite the risk to my ego, Iwas starting to plan the flight home when, all of a sudden, there was a hitch in the broadcast. Our goddess Cathy Freeman had walked up to a raised platform wearing an all-in-one white leotard (I am sorry but who looks good in white Lycra? The woman is a goddess). She lit the mini torch that was supposed to rise up to trigger the main cauldron but it refused to rise. It just wouldn’t start moving. Still not moving. Cathy was just standing there and it was still not moving. The thing was so not moving, just shaking a little. Well, Istarted laughing. Laughing and laughing and laughing. Ikept thinking that this was so Australian. Ihad visions of the technicians saying, ‘Nah, don’t worry about testing it, she’ll be right on the night.’ And then it rose. Triumphant over all. Something shifted in me at that point. I’d needed to take a good long hard look at myself and then snap out of it. Iwas living the opportunity of a lifetime. New country, new start, new chance to leave the shackles of the past and emerge like a Phoenix from the flames of my misery (okay ... maybe that is too much, but you get the idea). It was time to stop feeling sorry for myself and let my own ‘emotional torch’ rise.

				Not long after the Olympics things slowly started to change. Not in a huge Hallmark life-is-now-fabulous-after-hitting-rock-bottom way. But enough for me to stay. Igot my first paid show in a venue in North London’s famously grungy Camden. The venue was part of a big chain of comedy clubs called Jongleurs, so doing well at the Camden club meant lots of work around the country and decent pay, which was of course the main drawcard. The room could normally hold about 400 audience members but this night was special as England was playing in the Euro 2000 soccer competition – most of the nation were in pubs watching the game which was on at the same time I was performing. The only people who weren’t watching the game were the 15 people at my show, seven of whom had been dragged in kicking and screaming by their wives, so no hostility there, and my brand-new British agent. The compere was very nice to me backstage, making me feel welcome with a drink and offering me a puff of his jazz ciggie, which I politely declined.

				The biggest highlight of the night came when the compere introduced me. Appealing to the already silent ‘crowd’, he said, ‘The next act is Australian and it’s a girl so no guarantees that she will be funny, but she does give a great blow job. Please welcome Julia Roberts.’ Excellent. Yes. Good. Thank you. ‘So nice to be here.’ I think it is safe to say the gig did not go as well as I had hoped. Iwas only one story into my act when one of the staff ran into the room and yelled, ‘Oh my God, Shearer just scored a goal!’ At the time I had no idea what that meant but the room cleared, leaving only my agent in her seat. Everyone else ran up to the back of the club to watch the replay on the television behind the bar. My agent called out from her seat that Shearer was in fact Alan Shearer, the captain of the English team and his goal meant that England would now move through to the quarter finals. Icould not have been more pleased for them.

				The next few shows weren’t much better, but at least I was being paid. It took me quite a while to learn the age-old lesson that you have to live in a city for about 30 years before you are allowed to complain about anything. To complain as a newly arrived Australian was just not on. Iwas still in the infamous first-six-months-of-living-in-London head-space of how Australia is the best place on the planet and how Britain never sees the sun, blah blah blah. Even in Australia, as soon as someone complains about our country, we tend to say, ‘Why don’t you just piss off back to where you came from.’ Well, not surprisingly, that is the exact reaction I got while making my comedy observations about what a tough city London was. Ipointed out how weird all the black stuff that collects in your nose when you ride the tube was and how aggressive everyone seemed to be. Nobody wanted to hear it. The natural local reaction was to tell me to f*%$ off back to where I came from. The irony was, of course, that this was the land of my ancestors, so I had and I was still not welcome.

				Though they didn’t like to hear my observations about their homeland, most of the British people I met in those first few months wanted to share with me all their observations on the history of mine ... how we were all convict, colonial stock. Iswear, if I heard one more Cockney ask me if it was still necessary to steal a loaf of bread to get to Australia I was going to start throwing punches. Here is what I could pick up from their many pissed lectures ... Apparently about 220-odd years ago the government in the UK found some really naughty people. Some of them had stolen some bread and others had read the wrong books. To get rid of this disgusting element out of the UK (which totally worked cause it is sooo classy now) they put them onto a boat and to really punish them sent them off to the other side of the planet. They did stop off in South Africa first, where they said, ‘We will be back to kill you later.’ The English must have been a lot of fun in those days – they just went from place to place killing people, well, those they didn’t rape, actually they probably killed them too. Iguess I wasn’t there so I can hardly judge.

				Well, then they got back onto the boat and it sailed all the way around Australia and dropped the prisoners off in Sydney, at Bennelong Point. By the end of the 100th history lesson I was almost ready to head back to Bennelong myself. Though despite my colonial heritage that area is forever linked to opals and Ugh boots in my mind. But that is another story.

				One step forward, two steps back. That’s how I felt living in the UK. Besides trying to find some comedic common ground I was also trying to get used to my new position in the showbiz pecking order. Welcome to the bottom shelf, population: me.

				There was one bright light at the end of the tunnel, though. Ihad been spotted by BBC news journalist and television host Christopher Price during the Edinburgh Festival, after being a part of a Channel4 documentary called Edinburgh or Bust. The doco followed four comedians hoping to make a splash at the festival, which is no mean feat considering there are more than 3500 performers in venues varying from 2000-seat arenas to laundromat basements seating 30. There was even one gig in a lift that allowed five audience members. The festival is so diverse, with performers coming from all over the globe, and it is way too much fun for someone who loves a night out, like me.

				Fortunes can be made and lost at the Edinburgh Festival and any unknown performer is hostage to the newspaper reviews that can kick you into or out of the spotlight. (Well, reviews and how much time you spend on the famous Royal Mile with the huuuumiliating task of trying to sell your show by handing out flyers on the street in an interesting way in competition with the other 3499 performers.) That year I was sharing my show with an American comedian named Karen Loftus, who was loads of fun and an excellent late-night partner in drinking-crime. It is safe to say that at times we were more concerned with where the parties were than with the show, but somehow we still managed to get superb reviews. Amazing what many cans of Red Bull and quite a few headache tablets can do.

				Thanks to the festival, slowly my phone started ringing. Christopher Price, who was now hosting a show on the BBC called Liquid News, called and asked me if I would come on as a guest pundit. (I had never heard the word pundit before but apparently it’s a smart-arse who thinks they know everything about everything. Iwas bound to fit right in.) I thought I was in heaven. My appearance meant my first time on the hallowed turf that is BBC Television Centre. For me Television Centre is a shrine and the home to every show that I have ever loved. From Brideshead to Parky, from To the Manor Born to Absolutely Fabulous, it was as we say in my home town of Gosford, the duck’s nuts. Was this how Hillary felt when he started his mammoth climb up Everest? Was this how Crusoe felt seeing a ship just off shore? Was this how ... well, you get the picture. Ifelt like I was filled with a power so much greater than me and I was being chauffeur-driven directly to the door. Oh my God ... Ihad made it.

				Liquid News was quite unlike anything I had worked on before. It was clever, funny and so incredibly of the moment. It was an informative chat show but also a wonderful piss-take on modern society’s obsession with celebrity rolled up in a daily news format. As much as I love celebrity news culture I also loathe it and Christopher felt the same way so we fell instantly in love. He was a high-profile, classy and understated gay man and I was an old fruit fly from way back, so as if we weren’t going to fall. He was mad for my shoes and I was insane for the way he constructed his sentences. (Earlier I snuck in a homage to Christopher with the phrase homosexual/gay. It was an expression he dropped with reckless abandon and I looooved it. Not just gay but homosexual gay, so much leather, so few saddles. Just the best.)

				My fellow guest that first episode was a chap named Lemmy from a band called Motorhead. Now, Iam not very groovy and I had no idea who Lemmy wasbut I knew from his stovepipe jeans, Cuban cowhide heels and ‘total eclipse of the heart’ midnight-black hairdo, that he must have been some sort of a rocker. Correct. In fact he rocked so hard that when he was told he could not have a cigarette on air, as we were on BBC premises, he stormed off the set and out into the night, leaving Christopher and I to chitty-chat about the day’s celebrity news during what should have been Lemmy’s airtime. It just couldn’t get any better. Iwent home that night feeling like I was finally getting back a little slice of my old Australian life with a Britannia twist. Iliked it and thought I just might hang around awhile.

				I cannot give enough thanks that I did hang around. Without taking that initial leap into the unknown and moving to the UK in the first place, Iwould never have set the series of events in motion that led to me meeting and marrying Dan and, now, thanks to a blue cross on a stick we had our fingers crossed we were about to have a baby.
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