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Fiona O’Loughlin spent her childhood in the tiny country town of Warooka in South Australia before moving to Alice Springs with her husband Chris – and five children later, she started doing stand-up comedy. Her hilarious stories of housewifery and motherhood were an immediate hit – Fiona’s first festival show earned her the Best Newcomer Award at the 2001 Melbourne International Comedy Festival, and she’s been enjoying sell-out seasons on the festival circuit ever since.

Fiona has taken her story-based stand-up around the world, headlining LA’s world-renowned Improv Comedy Club and performing at the Edinburgh Fringe and Montreal’s invitation-only Just For Laughs festivals.

She has also been a hit on television, with guest appearances on Sunrise, Good News Week, Spicks and Specks, The World Stands Up and a heap of Comedy Festival Galas.

When she’s not performing on tour, Fiona divides her time between Alice Springs and Melbourne.
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For Mrs Kennedy

NOTE TO THE READER

For as long as I can remember I have been the keeper of stories.

‘Fiona! Tell them about your friend Jasmin from Tennant Creek.’

‘Fiona! Tell them about the time we thought Aunty Mon had a heart attack in church.’

‘Fiona! Tell us about the chemist shop uniform.’

I’ve relished the role of storyteller since it was given to me, or rather since I elected myself to the position. And apparently my paternal great-grandfather was an enthusiastic raconteur, so maybe it’s simply in my blood.

It goes without saying that I am a woman of many flaws. None of my flaws are serious enough to be of any interest to the authorities, but I am unable to write another word for you before I come completely clean on a most relevant shortcoming when it comes to writing a piece of non-fiction such as this.

I just have a tendency to exaggerate, to change things, to make a story better. Which is all right, because everybody knows.

Right now I can see my mother in bed with this very book in hand, her glasses on the end of her nose and my father to her right in his blue checked pyjamas. She sighs, not unhappily, somewhere in the first chapter, and then lays the book on her white cotton bed cover.

‘Good Lord, Denis.’

‘Hmm?’

‘She does go on with a lot of rot sometimes.’

*   *   *

This book is a record of moments, events and experiences that have humoured, humbled and heartbroken me, but just for the record it is not, and was never meant to be, an actual book of record. And all of it is true – but not always accurate.

PROLOGUE

I still find it amazing that I ended up carving out a life and a career in a place that, until I was about seventeen, I had never given a moment’s thought to. I doubt I could have pointed to Alice Springs on a map but I clearly remember the first time it was ever referred to while I was paying attention. When I was a Year 12 boarder at Cabra College in Adelaide, I and thirteen other classmates were asked to attend the funeral of an eleven-year-old girl from the school who had been killed in a light plane crash on a return flight from Alice Springs. Her mother and uncle had died with her.

Our purpose was to form a guard of honour for the coffins and represent the college. I have never seen such a crowded funeral before or since, and I remember feeling so physically reticent during the requiem mass because we were strangers to this family and took up two precious rows near the front of the altar while friends and relatives who couldn’t fit into the church filled a hall next door and spilled out into the street.

The little girl’s name was Libby, and when I looked over at her six older brothers and sisters and their devastated father I almost failed to breathe and witness grief like that at the same time. I don’t recall him particularly on that day but my husband was one of those brothers and, as raw and as tragic as it was, I’m forever glad that I was able to pay a small tribute to the mother and sister-in-law I would never know.

*   *   *

Nothing ever turns out as you plan, I guess, but I often think if I’d gone to a fortune teller thirty years ago and been told I’d marry a guy who makes false teeth, move to Alice Springs, have five kids and become a stand-up comedian, well, I quite possibly may have asked for my coin back.

That said, becoming a stand-up comedian has hardly been an accident. I’ve been at it like a dog with a bone for two decades. I couldn’t put it down, couldn’t leave it alone and couldn’t bury it for the life of me.

Stand-up is one of the most exhilarating, joy-laden careers on the planet and also one of the most soul destroying. I was twenty-seven when I made a silent pact with myself that it was a job I would set out to conquer. Perhaps I might have done that faster had I been availed of a more conventional apprenticeship – you see, a stand-up is generally born in the city. Comedy clubs invariably have a try-out night for newcomers, which is an unpaid gig for about five minutes where a fledgling can spread their wings, fall down or fly – live or die – but ultimately hone their first set. A lot of comedians are on the try-out bill for months before they are elevated to a paid set. I only had one shot and I remember it like it was yesterday.

I had been married and living in Alice Springs for about four years, and ever since being involved in an amateur production of Godspell in the early eighties I had been loosely regarded as a performer around town. I’d been treading the boards between having babies – nothing professional, just community cabarets and emceeing the odd fete or fashion parade.

After emceeing one such cabaret I was given the nod by Shane Stone, the then Northern Territory arts minister to apply to his office for a grant to assist my career. But therein lay the problem: I had no idea what my career was. It was the director of the Araluen Arts Centre, Christine Dunstan, who pointed out that what I was doing at Witchetty’s was a thing called stand-up. I had never seen a stand-up artist in the flesh so I took it as gospel and successfully applied for an arts grant to travel to Melbourne and observe comedy.

‘Oh my God, what have I done?’ I might well have asked myself that question, but I don’t remember much more than the fear. I was in the front bar of the Star and Garter Hotel in South Melbourne with ten minutes between me and my first appearance in a stand-up comedy venue. With my $600 from the Northern Territory government I had done the unthinkable and left three babies under four at home with my husband and caught a bus to Melbourne, armed with a letter of introduction from the director of the Arts Centre and about four jokes.

Looking back on my career, which has had some exhausting peaks and some dazzling troughs, what I honour most is the courage of that first step. I would like to go back to that terrified young woman in the front bar of that pub puffing furiously on her Benson & Hedges and say thanks – thanks for starting.

That night I met my first ever stand-up, a big bloke called Brad Oaks. Someone from the bar directed me to him. He seemed to be running the night and I have since fathomed that Brad’s initial friendliness was an instrumental moment in my expedition into the laugh business. Had it not been for Brad Oaks and his instinctive inclusion of me I believe without a doubt that I would have turned and headed for the hills, or in my case, the Macdonnell Ranges by way of a McCafferty’s bus.

‘So you’re the stand-up from the Territory?’

I don’t know how I replied but I’ve got a fair idea it would have gone something like this: ‘Er, yeah … not really … well, I’m just starting out … I’ve got a letter … er, I’m just here to watch.’

‘Jeez, I would have thought the first stand-up from the Northern Territory would have been a ten-foot truckie, but it’s a girl! Want to get up and do ten?’

I immediately hid my fear, took a deep breath and said, ‘Sure.’

So it was done. I was about to do a ten-minute set of stand-up in a real stand-up club in Melbourne, and there was only really one problem: I didn’t have ten minutes of stand-up.

I spent the remaining time before my slot jotting down ideas and trying to memorise them. I remember the emcee Bob Franklin introducing me, and then stumbling onto the stage. I talked about trams, caesareans and clothes, and I dare say it was a very inexpert performance. I remember being horrified that one of my legs went off on its own tangent and shook uncontrollably for the whole time. But meanwhile something great happened. The audience laughed – not gut-busting guffaws by any stretch but they laughed and they liked me. I was hooked, and even though I was vaguely aware that I had a long way to go, I had solicited what I wanted, maybe even what I needed. I would be a stand-up.

That night brought back the memory of my first ever solo public performance. I was about ten years old, in the lounge bar of the Warooka Hotel just near my home, and I sang ‘Molly Malone’ to a smattering of locals at the insistence of Mr Kennedy, the Irish publican and my parents’ great friend. I almost forgot myself that afternoon, concentrating on the lyrics, but more so on Mr Kennedy. It was the look of pure joy on his face that spurred me on to sing for him with all that I had and to do my very best.

I only realised much later that performance is at its finest when you abandon your ego, harness joy from your audience and ride it like a wave. That joy rebounds back to you, the performer, and I am, and will possibly forever be, addicted to that joy.

*   *   *

I’m sitting in a stairwell. It feels like my tonsils are beating, but it’s my heart up high in my throat. I’m about to go on stage in Edinburgh, Scotland, and it’s a stage like no other. They say it’s the toughest gig a comic can do. I’ve been in the audience myself a couple of times in the last month and it’s not unlike being a spectator at a rodeo.

Out comes the comedian and if nothing else he tries to stay on the horse and not get injured or worse. Tonight it feels like the Coliseum, the audience are the Romans and they’re hungry for the Christians.

The venue is called Late ’n’ Live and it operates every night during the Edinburgh Fringe. Hundreds of people pour in at twelve-thirty. They’ve either seen shows, performed in shows or just spilled out of the pub, but they are definitely here for sport above art. This is the room of heckling and the home of no mercy, and somehow I’ve ended up next on stage.

Even stranger, I suppose, is that somehow I’ve found myself to be a stand-up comedian and what seems a million miles from home in the first place. But I’ll get to that later.

*   *   *

‘You suck!’

‘Get off!’

‘Yer nowt funnay!’

A very young Russell Brand is on stage doing it tough and the emcee Adam Hills has just rushed past me and whispered, ‘Fiona, they’re a really ugly crowd. I’ll try and shut them up before I bring you on.’

The noise from the audience is frightening and Russell is as pissed off as the crowd and has just thrown something at them.

Meanwhile someone from the front row has hurled a glass at him and luckily missed his head. So here I am, crouched on the stairs just left of the stage as this young English comic stomps past me and a wave of shattered glass follows.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, our next act is all the way from Alice Springs, Australia. Please make her welcome … Fiona O’Loughlin!’

I can’t go out there … not yet … there’s a whopping piece of glass stuck through my pants and into my thigh … I take a deep breath and yank it out, then make my way to the stage and grab hold of the mike with sweat pouring down my neck and blood pouring down my leg.

*   *   *

I’d been in Scotland for three weeks with my show Fiona and Her Sister (and some guy). I had left Alice Springs and my five kids behind on a Thursday morning and cried all the way to Darwin. Partly because I wouldn’t see them again for a whole month, but mostly because I’d left my passport on the kitchen table.

I’ve never been a great sufferer of guilt but I was uneasy for most of the trip. Of all the performance genres, stand-up comedy must be one of the hardest to justify, especially if you’re a wife and mother. Stand-up is so essentially self-oriented and self-absorbed. Sure, it’s an art form, but at the end of the day it’s just you and a microphone talking about yourself and the world according to you. I’m sure if I were a dancer with the Australian Ballet or the Minister for Defence I wouldn’t have spent such a large part of the long journey trying to validate my mission.

What sort of a mother would I be if I ignored my hankerings anyway? I’m setting a fantastic example to all of my kids: follow your heart’s desires and take risks. I’m not abandoning them forever, am I? They’re all safe. It’s only a month. My mother played golf three days a week and it didn’t hurt any of us.

My thoughts were interrupted about an hour out of Kuala Lumpur when the pilot announced that we were having technical difficulties and then mentioned something about circling for a couple of hours to dump fuel and then attempting a re-land in Kuala Lumpur.

This plane is going to crash and now my kids are motherless. How did she die? On her way to Scotland to tell jokes about them.

I took the subsequent safe landing as a very favourable sign from the gods. Eventually I was in Edinburgh and didn’t have time for self-recrimination. Anyway, I had a show to put on – me and about two thousand other performers.

The city swells from five hundred thousand to a million people during the Edinburgh Fringe Festival and you really have to see it to believe it. Every few yards there’s a performer shamelessly handing out fliers to promote his or her show and everywhere you look there are jugglers, musicians, singers, poets, comics and dancers gigging in the streets.

The backdrop to this mayhem of colour and noise is ancient Edinburgh, grey-cobbled and awesome. Literally two worlds collide: one of the oldest cities in the world, with its architecture and castles demanding tribute to its age of tradition, playing host to an international fusion of the most contemporary of performing arts.

I’m here because I too have a story to tell, and I’ll tell it via stand-up.
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