

[image: Cover Image]





[image: image]




In memory of Elsie and Barb, my angels
– I know you’re up there, cheering me on.
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RAISING A MINER’S HARD HAT ABOVE MY head, I pushed my way through the crowded bar of the rough old bush pub, dressed – if you could call it that – in a sexy little schoolgirl outfit. If I’d worn this when I actually was at high school, I would’ve ended up expelled or pregnant.

‘Support your local skimpy!’ I called out to the crowd of mine workers, encouraging them to pull some cash from their pockets and put it into the hat I’d borrowed from one of them.

A couple of blokes dressed in office suits tried to avoid my gaze, suddenly finding the labels on their beer bottles extremely interesting. Luckily for me, I had insured myself in the form of a brawny bauxite miner who had a shitload of tattoos and no brains. I’d fed the bloke double rums all night, at cost price, so now I was his favourite person, which was unfortunate for the nerdy-looking accountant types who’d just given me the cold shoulder.

‘What the fuck’s wrong with you wankers? Put some money in the hat, ya fuckin’ tight-arses!’ my hero, who’d just flown in from Western Australia, roared at them. The suits reluctantly took out their wallets and scrounged around for a few coins.

‘What the fuck? Put ya change away and give the lady a proper tip!’ The rowdy miner reached across, grabbed a twenty-dollar note out of one poor bloke’s wallet and threw it in the hat I was holding. ‘There,’ he announced to the suit, who was now well and truly shitting himself. ‘That’s how you tip the girls!’

It was February 2011 and I’d recently arrived in Gove, which rhymes with ‘stove’ and is also known as Nhulunbuy, a tiny community on the east side of Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory. The Walkabout Tavern, where I’d started working, is the heart and soul of this isolated mining town.

Gove is the largest town in Arnhem Land, with a pub, club, golf course, swimming pool and Woolworths. The locals were a mix of miners’ families and the Aboriginal community that owned the land. Situated in the top end of Australia, for six months of the year Gove is surrounded by croc-infested floodwaters, making it virtually impossible to get in or out by road. During this time, food, petrol and other supplies arrived by barge or plane.

So how did a girl from country Victoria get here? Believe me, I’d asked myself the same question …
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In the late 1980s I’d grown up in a country town called Rosedale, located on the Princes Highway in Gippsland, Victoria. The town boasted a population of about 1500 when I was there, although these days I think it’s around the 3000 to 4000 mark. And, I’ve been told, it even has a traffic light now.

Living in Rosedale as a kid was awesome. Surrounded by dairy farms and forestry, it was the kind of place where you could spend the whole day riding your bike around with your mates and your parents would never worry. I was lucky enough to grow up riding horses – or unlucky, depending on how you look at it. The number of times I was nearly killed by a horse was ridiculous. My mate Melissa and I both owned highly strung ex-racehorses. One time we decided to go for a bit of a gallop along a grassy laneway, about three kilometres out of town, but things soon got out of our control.

Both our horses were naturally competitive, so when Melissa’s horse bolted past me without Melissa on its back, I knew I was in huge trouble. Trying unsuccessfully to stop my horse, I decided the safest thing to do was abandon ship, so I threw myself off as eight hooves pounded past. After rolling around on the ground, the wind knocked out of me, I finally got up and saw Melissa walking towards me, looking as dishevelled as I felt.

We looked at each other and started laughing, probably slightly hysterically. We laughed the whole way up the road as we watched our horses disappear into the distance. By the time we got to the nearest house to ask for help we were in tears, we’d laughed that much. We composed ourselves enough to knock on the door and ask for help. We got a lift back to the horse paddock and, to our surprise, there were our horses, standing at the gate. Also waiting for us were the local fire brigade, the police, and an ambulance that I’m guessing had come from the next town, because Rosedale didn’t have a hospital. I’m pretty sure they weren’t laughing.

Melissa lived in an older-style house with a picket fence out the front. One day we returned from riding as her mum was in the hallway talking on the phone. I tied my horse by the reins to the picket fence. It’s a big no-no to tie up your horse by the reins but my horse was really quiet, so I thought, she’ll be right. You also shouldn’t tie them up to picket fences, but I tied her to that fence anyway.

It turned out my horse was only quiet up to a point, because something happened and she got a fright. As she jumped back, ten metres’ worth of fence line went with her. And as she took off down the road, pretty much the entire fence dragged behind her. So I ran after her, grabbed her and the fence, and dragged them both back.

Melissa and I propped up the fence. Melissa’s mum was still on the phone and she didn’t see a thing, even though the front door opened straight onto the yard. About a week later Melissa’s brother was leaning on the fence – it fell over and he got in so much trouble for it. We didn’t bother to get him out of trouble, of course. We used to join in the fun when the boys would do something to piss off their mum – like throwing fruit at a ceiling fan when it was on high speed or the time we decided to mix every ingredient in the pantry into one gigantic vomit-looking mess on the kitchen bench – and then got the hell out of there before the boys stopped doing it so they’d get in trouble for it. I didn’t have older brothers, so it was great to terrorise someone else’s.

Horse riding set me up pretty well for later life, too. If you can handle a horse you can handle pretty much anything life throws at you, because handling half a tonne of pony at the age of eight is no mean feat. But the only time I was ever really scared of a horse was when Mum bought me an evil spotty mare named Becky, who I swear was out to kill me – and nearly succeeded a few times! That’s how much I loved riding. I’d rather ride the Devil Pony than no pony at all.

Horses aside, highlights of living in Rosedale as a teenager basically consisted of the local milk bar – where we could buy both lollies and cigarettes – and the Roadhouse, which my mother banned me from hanging out at. This just made the seedy truck stop even more appealing, especially because that’s where all the older kids hung out, drinking coffee and smoking, telling us about all the things we had to look forward to, like drinking goon out of a cask outside the blue-light disco, hooking up with boys and – my favourite – throwing up all over your mate’s parents’ house. (I never did this myself, although when I was fourteen I kind of redecorated my mate’s mum’s car – but, to be fair, I’d had three-quarters of a bottle of Wipeout and that shit is nasty.)

When I was fourteen, Mum and Dad split up and Mum moved us kids up to Albury to live with her new partner, Brendon. Our move to a new town coincided with me reaching the age when I wanted to try new things. And I guess when you move to a new place you kind of want to fit in. I wasn’t sporty and I wasn’t a nerd. The only place I really fitted in was with the kids who smoked and wagged school and did all the bad-arse shit I thought was cool. In primary school I’d pretty much been a goody two-shoes. I did all the assignments on time and did what the teacher said and all that sort of stuff. I remember one of the rare times I was sent to the principal’s office I carried on like I was walking the green mile. I was devastated to be in the bad books. But once I was in high school – from the time I was fourteen – I hung out with all the smokers on the oval and we just wagged school all the time. Mum reckons that she spent more time at the school in Year Eleven than I did.

I remember one time we had a substitute teacher in legal studies; his name was Mr O’Shaughnessy and he was about a hundred years old. And he was deaf and pretty much blind – he was so bloody old he had no senses left. My friend and I were sitting together in the class, saying to each other, ‘Geez, why didn’t we wag?’ If we’d known it was Mr O’Shaughnessy we wouldn’t have shown up to class.

‘You go to the toilet,’ I said to my friend, ‘and I’ll meet you at the shop.’

So my friend went to the bathroom, and when Mr O’Shaughnessy turned around to write something on the blackboard, I jumped out the window and went off to meet her at the shop. So that was pretty much me in high school.

My sister is four years younger than me, and my brother younger than that again, and at that point in your life four years is a big difference. I wasn’t interested in my brother and sister. I was very self-absorbed, as most teenage girls are – I was just interested in me and my friends and I didn’t really hang out with my siblings much. They were just too young. My sister was into the Spice Girls and I was into Nirvana. That was a major point of difference, as anyone who grew up in the late nineties would know. We had nothing in common at that point apart from bloodlines and living arrangements.

When it came to schoolwork I only chose to do what I wanted to do. I was so interested in history that I came top of the class in one test – I remember one of the really nerdy kids cracked it when I got a higher mark than her in the test. She reckoned it was bullshit because I never showed up to any other classes. But I really loved history. I just loved stories – especially true stories. If something really happened it’s a lot more interesting to me than something that’s been made up. Especially Australian history and the Ancient Egyptians – I loved them. But otherwise, if I didn’t like it, once I got old enough to say, ‘Bugger it, I’m not going’, I didn’t go.

Once I was sixteen, there was no way in hell you would catch me hanging out at truck stops and shopping centres like I did at fourteen. By that stage they had banned indoor smoking and, besides, I was too busy trying not to get kicked out of the local nightclub. The head bouncer happened to be Australia’s own Derek Boyer (of Housos fame), but back then he spent his nights either refusing me entry or finding me hiding in a dark corner of the club and marching me down the stairs. When I finally turned eighteen I ended up working at the same pub as him, but he still liked to cut me off from the bar if he thought I was getting out of control. Which I was, more often than not.

I’d still make the trip from Albury to Rosedale to visit my mates, but because the Roadhouse had gone all antismoking we started sneaking into one of the two local pubs. The pub had been taken over by a bloke from out of town, so he didn’t really give a shit how old we were, as long as we kept buying drinks. We would usually sit out the back with the jukebox, leaving the front bar to the old blokes. One particular drunken night we were up to our usual teenage shenanigans out the back when I heard one of the boys, who was ordering drinks at the bar, shout out, ‘There’s a fuckin’ horse in the bar!’ Thinking he had clearly had too much to drink, we laughed at him then went back to our drinks … until I looked through the doorway into the front bar and saw that there was a horse in the pub. And he looked pretty bloody thirsty.

Growing up in Rosedale was a great character-building experience for all of us lucky enough to be there. If anything, it made us all work hard, so that when we were old enough we could get the fuck out of there! Most of us ended up in Queensland – but before that stage I had a few years in Albury.

Albury is a large country town on the New South Wales/Victoria border, with the Murray River separating it from the Victorian town of Wodonga (or, as I like to call it, The Shithole). I had my own little flat in East Albury, located two blocks from the main street, which meant I had no need for a car. I worked as a plumber’s labourer for an old bloke called Tinky, who was loads of fun to work for because getting drunk with him at the local pub was part of my job description. And living around the corner from Mum had its advantages. For instance, if I wanted a nice home-cooked meal I only had to walk two blocks (actually, Mum wasn’t the one cooking – my stepdad is the masterchef in that house). As much as my mother and I love each other, living together at that point of my life was impossible. That was probably more my fault than hers, though. As a teenager I was a total bitch, especially if someone tried to tell me ‘no’. Obviously that didn’t go down too well with either of my parents, so moving out of home to live in a unit down the road was the best option. Mum still felt like she could keep an eye on me while giving me the freedom I craved.

Despite this freedom, though, and despite a great boss and permission to drink on the job, I was getting bored. I didn’t want to be digging holes and fixing toilets for the rest of my days. There had to be more to life than that.

So when an old school friend invited me to share a unit with him on the Gold Coast, I jumped at the chance. I told Mum I was moving to Queensland to ‘find myself’, which is another way of saying I had no fucking clue what I was doing with my life. She was understandably upset – how the hell would she keep an eye on me if I was living interstate?
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