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CHAPTER 1 A Lavish Life

Lavish stood on the stage at the Comedy Club in Adelaide, exhausted but exhilarated. She’d been working at the theatre all day and gone on to the club afterwards, but her act had been amazing. The crowd had loved the tap, the trumpet and the fabulous voice, and had roared as the dancing diva went into ‘Greatest Love of All’. Now they were screaming for more.

The gigs were getting increasingly frequent and the stage managers were willing to pay top whack for more songs, but somehow it wasn’t enough. As she faced an adoring audience and delivered her finale, she lapped up the applause and smiled her most engaging smile. And all the time she was plotting her own demise.

Like many of the beautiful and talented, Lavish was always destined to die young. That moment had come. It was Craig’s turn to shine.

By the time I decided to kill off Lavish, my glamorous alter ego, we had been together for two years.

As an aspiring and hugely ambitious twenty-year-old dancer, I soon got sick of being stuck in the chorus line where I felt my true potential was being missed. I was always the understudy to the leading characters, but I never got to play them straight off. I wanted to be different.

I had already seen myself in drag when I’d dressed up for the Miss Alternate pageant in Melbourne in 1982. I’d looked pretty hot. Never being one to set my sights too low, I now thought, ‘Maybe I could be a drag pop princess or an androgynous singer like David Bowie.’

It was the eighties and Culture Club were huge, so being in drag didn’t seem a big deal. I saw an interview on the telly with Boy George and he was so honest and open: a great inspiration. Unlike most people in the public eye, who appeared fake to me, he stood up for what he believed in and said, ‘Yes, I like wearing lipstick. Yes, I look good.’

I decided to go for it. At the time, I was dancing every night in high heels in La Cage aux Folles, so I was halfway to being a drag act anyway. Creating an alter ego would be a fitting way of exposing my other talents. Lavish was born.

It was Danny La Rue who had nicknamed me Lavish when I was touring with him (which he and all my other friends frequently shortened to ‘Lav’). That, naturally, became my drag name. The character was simple too. She was a glamour puss who couldn’t stop singing and dancing, and she loved doing cover versions of Whitney Houston songs. I was never going to sing like Whitney, and I certainly couldn’t look like her, so I had to develop my own style.

For the image, I didn’t need to go far. This was the Dynasty era, so I set about recreating that Joan Collins allure: sparkle and extravagant fashion were a must. I copied Joan’s make-up and found myself an emerald-green dress with the perfect design: long sleeves to cover my hairy arms, and massive eighties shoulder pads. I finished the look with open-toed courts complete with six-inch stiletto heels – fabulous! What a dazzling, talented creature I had created. She was nearly seven feet tall in those shoes, with wild auburn hair, and was extremely popular on the drag circuits.

Lavish didn’t need much patter because she had a belter of a singing voice and always performed live. Drag queens were all the rage in Australia at the time, but they were all miming – it was like The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert – so Lavish’s version of ‘Greatest Love of All’ was legendary. Other favourites were ‘I Am Woman’, the Helen Reddy classic, and ‘You Gotta Have a Gimmick’, which is usually performed by three women, but Lavish did all the parts: playing the trumpet, tap-dancing and ending with a sprinkling of ballet into the splits. She would execute a series of dramatic fouetté turns and then, with a big bang, slide into the splits on the cymbal crash.

The act went down a storm and the clubs were clamouring to book her, for more money each time. At the end of every gig, they’d ask for more songs for more cash too, so, for a while, it was all going to plan.

By the time she really took off I was in a show called Sugar Babies in Perth, Western Australia. I’d perform until about 10.30 p.m., then I’d get dressed and leave the theatre as a woman, lugging my trumpet, my backing tracks, microphones and cables. I was dragging myself around in more ways than one!

Eventually, Lavish’s popularity became the bane of my life. It was good experience, but she was so successful on the drag circuit that people only wanted me as her. The whole thing was becoming a chore.

Then came the clincher. After the act one night, an audience member came and knocked on my dressing-room door. I let him in.

‘I saw you in Sugar Babies and I think you’re wasting your time doing the drag thing,’ he said bluntly. ‘You were fantastic. You should be singing as a man, not a woman.’

I’d fallen in love with the adoration of the crowds and all the screaming, and had not really been contemplating what I was doing. This guy made me stop and think. Whoever you were, thank you – you were right. Lavish had to go.

Deep down inside, I had probably known for a long time that I couldn’t keep trawling round these tragic clubs. I suppose I could have taken the character further, but I would have ended up doing it for a living, like Barry Humphries or Danny La Rue, having to put on all this clobber every time I wanted to perform.

As soon as my run in Sugar Babies finished, Lavish and I said goodbye. She was last seen at 7 a.m. on 1 November 1988, after an all-night Halloween bash, walking up the Champs-Elysées in Paris with her heels off and getting on the number 31 bus with Tina Turner (not the real one, of course). She ended up at la Tour Eiffel and was never seen again.

I miss her, from time to time, but Lavish was never destined to be old. I suppose I miss her youth and beauty most of all. If you paint your face, the canvas changes and moves with age and you can’t achieve the same look, so she would have been a sad state now.

Years later, when I was in Miss Saigon in London, Lavish was invited to a birthday party, but I really didn’t want to revive her. Instead, I went as Lavish’s heroin-addict sister. She had beard growth, a messy blonde wig, the same green dress and hairy legs with no tights. The make-up was big dark circles round the eyes and smeared lipstick. She was rough as guts.

As the drugged-up sibling, I announced Lavish’s untimely death to the gathered throng and so she was finally laid to rest.

The real roots of Lavish can probably be traced back to the small town of Ballarat, Victoria, in Australia, where I was born and where, after much moving about, my family finally settled.

In our dress-up box at home we had a synthetic platinum-blonde wig, which was actually not a wig at all, but one of those swimming caps for women with hair on it. I used to put that on all the time, along with various absurd outfits, and then I’d do a little show for everyone. There were frosted-glass, double sliding doors in our living room that created a perfect central entrance for me because I could start my act behind them, then dramatically slide them open for a tantalizing reveal.

At one cocktail party at our house on Ditchfield Road, when I was about seven years old, I thought I’d entertain the guests with a performance. After announcing my plan, I rushed up to my bedroom to get into my costume. Out came the famous blonde wig/swimming cap, which had always had a dreadful stench of old musty rubber about it. I draped a bit of random fabric around me like a boa and slicked on some lipstick to complete my transformation.

Everyone was gathered in the living room. There was lots of shushing as I quite clearly got ready behind the glass doors. My sister Sue introduced me, and then I made my entrance in flamboyant fashion. I sang an original song I’d made up entitled ‘A Pimple on Your Bum’, which was my solo. It was a popular favourite at the Christmas concert that my cousins, the Lancasters, my siblings and I put on every year for the family in the front room at my nanna’s house – so for me, it was a sure-fire bet. The lyrics went like this:

A pimple on your bum,

A pimple on your bum,

It’s not gonna do some good,

A pimple on your bum,

A pimple on your bum,

It’s not gonna do some good.

Ah, with a pimple on your bottom you just can’t stop,

You go around town doing – a plop,

Well, you’re just smelly, unclean, and filthy too,

And now I know I’m not marrying you,

Now – I know – I’m not marrying you!

The act began well. The crowd was going wild and I started to get carried away. When the raunchy section of my song kicked in, I went crazy and began to perform a bastardized version of the cancan, only to misjudge one high kick that knocked the drink out of the hands of one of the guests. I was mortified, finished the show early and ran out of the room as fast as I could, crying my eyes out.

My father was not happy – in fact, he was furious, and I don’t think it was the drink I’d upset that was the problem. Dad was embarrassed that his son had got up in drag. He chased me through the house, screaming at me for dressing up like a girl. He was really angry. I found a hiding spot under Sue’s bed, which was at the far end of the house. He eventually came into the room, looking for me. I held my breath and was so quiet and still. But he knew I was there.

‘If I ever see you dressed like that again,’ he said, ‘I swear I’ll…’

All went silent except for his heavy breathing. Then, to my relief, I heard him walk slowly away back down the hall. I couldn’t return to the party all night from sheer humiliation. But I got over it and, clearly, the urge never left me.

My father was in the navy. He had enlisted at the age of eighteen, having seen an ad in the Ballarat Courier, and enjoyed a twenty-year career with a string of promotions. He served five tours of duty as part of the Far East Strategic Reserve, and saw active service during the Malaysian clash with Indonesia in the Konfrontasi from 1962. As Dad’s job took him all over the world, my formative years were somewhat nomadic, with the family moving every few years. My father was frequently absent: in fact, it wasn’t until March 1964, the month of my conception, that my dad finally met my older sister, Susan, who was already six months old. He’d left to go on duty when Mum was pregnant; the next time he got leave, he met his first child – and left Mum expecting number two!

I was born on 4 January 1965, in the middle of the Australian summer, the second child of Beverley June and Philip Revel Horwood. I made a late entrance, a week overdue, at 4.40 a.m., weighing in at 7 lb, 2 oz. Mum was delighted to have a little boy to go with Sue, who was just sixteen months old then. I gather that Sue was not so thrilled at the new arrival.

Just six weeks later, I was moving house for the first time, from Ballarat to Huskisson at Jervis Bay, New South Wales. My father was stationed at HMAS Albatross, a naval airbase near Nowra, NSW, where he was responsible for directing anti-submarine aircraft and tracking helicopters. After a few months at Jervis Bay, we moved to a house in the base.

My mother tells me I was a very placid baby, who was able to amuse myself quite well. She would put me in a bouncing cradle and carry me out to the grass while she hung the washing on the clothes line. Obligingly, I would kick one leg and bounce myself to keep amused, and I would often doze off as a result of the motion. I also know, from Mum’s meticulous recording of memories, that I crawled on 22 September 1965 and walked on 3 December 1965, a month before my first birthday.

Mum always knew when I was going to sleep as I had a rubber toy, a farmer holding a pig, that had one of those squeaky things inside, which, when pressed, made a whistling noise. As I got older, I would put it underneath me, and rock back and forth to make it squeak, and at the same time, I would roll my head from side to side and make a sort of humming noise until I dropped off.

Throughout my childhood, I would rock myself to sleep for hours, and it drove Mum mad because she could hear my bed creaking. I had a blue pillow with a picture of an orange rocking horse on it, which I’d had since I was a baby in my cot, and I would clutch it while I rocked and sang. I did that until I was about thirteen.

I still have the pillow at home, along with my original teddy bear, which my sister Sue kindly mended over the years and put through much-needed washes, after which the fur always went a bit funny. But then, it was very old and I’m amazed it had any fur left on it anyway after all the torture it had to endure in my possession. Perhaps bizarrely, I was fonder of the pillow than I ever was of the teddy, which was never even named. It must have been the smell of it that made me feel secure, like a baby’s comfort blanket. Even as an adult, I have woken up rocking, but only if I’m alone. When I’m anxious, I will wake up with my head spinning and I know I’ve been rocking again. Writing this makes me think I should look into getting myself some help.

After Nowra, our next destination was the village of Fareham, near Portsmouth in England, where we stayed while Dad completed two years’ officer training. He was commissioned a sub-lieutenant in March 1969. His ship, HMS Eagle, was a 55,000-ton aircraft carrier that hosted the first ever sea trials of the Harrier Jump Jet. It was at the height of the Cold War and Russian spy ships were constantly shadowing them. That was Dad’s normal life at the time, but it reads like the plot of a thriller now.

We were put up in a tiny two-up two-down. I had to share a room with my five-year-old sister, Susan, and our new sibling Diane, born on 3 April 1967, who was by then a toddler.

Many years later, in 2003, my mum came over to visit me in England and we went to see the house. It was much, much smaller than I’d remembered, but I suppose when you’re a kid, everything seems bigger.

One of my earliest memories, from around that time, is the night of 21 July 1969, when Mum dragged us out of bed to watch the first man walking on the moon. We watched it on our black-and-white telly and I thought it was incredible. It really stuck in my memory.

My education began at the small village school in Fareham when I was four years old. It felt really odd putting on my first uniform, which was a grey outfit that looked like a proper suit, with a little hat. I also carried a school bag that contained black plimsolls for PE.

The first day was awful. There were lots of people everywhere and loads of corridors, and I didn’t like having to hang up my shoes. Everything was too regimented after the relative chaos of home and I felt completely alone. I suppose I must have had an Australian accent, but I don’t remember anyone mentioning it or making an issue of it.

At lunchtimes, the school served hot meals, which I recall because in Australia that doesn’t happen. Mum made us packed lunches on most days, but once a week, at the start of class, we were handed a brown paper lunch bag on which a menu was printed and we had to tick what we wanted. The food then came round at lunchtime in the bag. You could have a cream puff, a hot pie or pasty. I used to love filling out the form and the smell of the cooked pies and pasties was fantastic.

After my father’s training had finished, we went back to Ballarat for a while, where I was sent to Queen Street primary school. The only thing I remember about my time there is my first ever attack of stage fright. I was in a nativity play and I didn’t know what I was doing. I must have been one of the wise men, because I recall that I had to hand someone a present, but I was horribly nervous and I didn’t want to go on. It was a feeling that came back to haunt me on the professional stage – but more on that later.

Every time we had to switch accommodation, we would temporarily stay with my nanna – my mum’s mum – at her big old Edwardian house in Ballarat. One of my very first memories is of an incident that took place there when I was three, before we went to England. I was playing in the front garden with Sue and she ran through the gate, so I followed. It was one of those old-fashioned sprung iron gates and as soon as she’d passed through, my darling sister let go. It swung back and smacked me on the head. While Sue carried on running and disappeared inside the house, I staggered in after her, crying, with blood dripping down my face. I had to have stitches and I still have the scar.

I was comforted by Fluffy, the little kitten that Sue and I had adopted from a neighbour who kept loads of cats. Tragically, only eighteen months after Fluffy had wandered into our lives, she was hit by a car and died. Sue and I had to bury her under the petunias.

Most of my recollections about Nanna’s house are fond ones, however. She kept chickens out the back, which we fed every day with scraps from the kitchen – vegetable peelings and the like – and the contents of the grain bin. We’d dip into it, scoop up some grain and scatter handfuls of cereal about the chook house for the birds to peck upon. That was so much fun. Then we’d collect the freshly laid eggs for breakfast each morning.

Nanna didn’t have an inside loo, so we had to go to the outhouse. It was really scary, always full of cobwebs, and there was never any lighting. There were holes in the door where the eyes of the wood had come out. Sue and I suspected that people could perv through while you were on the lav, so we stuck toilet paper into the holes. It always smelt really musty because it was right next to the garage, which was full of old hoses and farmyard tools. The garage was a great playground for me, though, because I loved going through all the dusty old machinery and junk.

My grandfather on my mother’s side, whom we called Da – mostly because we couldn’t manage to say ‘Grandpa’ when we were little and the nickname stuck – passed away on 18 December 1970, when I was only five. I remember that we were told he had died and gone to heaven, and was happy. My only other memory of Da is of him pushing us on the swing that he’d made for us in the backyard of the house on Victoria Street.

It was while we were living in Ballarat, after the Fareham posting, that I managed to burn down the kitchen. In my defence, I was only trying to be helpful as Mum was pregnant at the time – but help like that she could have done without!

We had a wood-burning stove, which heated the house and the hot water, and every morning my mum would get up and light the fire. One morning in August 1972, when I was seven, I decided to do it myself. I got up early and beat Mum to it. I’d watched her do it hundreds of times, so I got the fire started without any problem.

Unfortunately, I forgot to close the stove door. The paper I had used for kindling then fell out. There were tea towels hanging nearby, which immediately caught light, and before long the flames had spread to the cupboard and the curtains. I have never been so scared in my life. I started screaming and ran for Mum, shouting, ‘The kitchen’s on fire!’

The poor woman was seven months pregnant, but she moved as fast as she could in her encumbered state. She raced to the kitchen, went to the fridge, grabbed some cordial and used it to douse the flames.

I was devastated, and plagued by worrying thoughts: ‘What if Dad finds out? What’s going to happen to me?’

Dad was quite strict about things around the house. He would decide when we could have the heater on and when we couldn’t, so I was really frightened about how he might react.

Mum managed to cover up the damage using that awful seventies vinyl that looks like wood. She told me he never found out about the kitchen fire, but I’m sure he knew, because you could see the signs. He never challenged me about it though and I’ve not asked him about it since.

Sue, Diane and I were very excited about the upcoming addition to our family. We all used to dangle Mum’s wedding ring on a length of cotton over her tummy to see if it was a boy or a girl. According to the old wives’ tale, if the ring, when held very still over the bump, begins to spin round in a strong circular motion, it will be a girl; if it swings back and forth like a pendulum, it will be a boy. Just quite how that worked I have no clue, but it was an intrigue that kept us all interested and involved in the birth.

My sister Sue and I were that bit older than Diane and therefore able to appreciate the difference between having a brother or sister. I desperately wanted a brother as I already had two sisters and was surrounded by females. I thought it would be fun to do boy things, even though there would still have been a seven-year age gap, and I envisaged lots more boys’ toys to play with in the house. It wasn’t to be: on 29 October 1972, Mel was born.

Such a fuss was made of her when she arrived home, with the three older kids being told, ‘Don’t do this, don’t do that.’ I guess I was a little jealous, but I retreated to my room and managed to keep myself busy by making and painting models, which was an enthusiasm of mine. I would often be found there building things like miniature ships and aeroplanes. I was always crafty – and I don’t mean sly. My parents encouraged me by buying arts and crafts kits for my birthday and Christmas, and I spent hours on the hobby. My aptitude would later prove to be a huge blessing when I was out of work and extremely low on cash.

We soon learned how to feed a baby and change nappies, which were the old terry towelling type with big metal safety pins that clip down and lock the pointed part in place so as not to stab the baby’s skin. And that wasn’t all: we discovered how to test the temperature of bathwater and bathe a baby without drowning her; how to put glycerine on the dummy to stop her crying; the trick of placing her in the baby bouncer to make her laugh and send her to sleep; how to warm up milk and test it on your wrist before feeding her; how to burp her after feeding, and where to place the towel for the inevitable vomit that would land on your shoulder. Mel’s presence turned us into mini parents and it was just as well because when Mum had our final sibling a few years later, our knowledge was an unbelievable help. Sue and I were old hands at it by then.

Despite my initial jealousy, Melanie was so cute and cuddly that Sue and I couldn’t stop kissing her. She was such a podgy baby and we loved playing with her ears because they were fat too.

Of all my siblings, Susan was the one with whom I got along best. Diane was always that third child who was destined to be the brunt of our teasing and pranks. We would put her in a pushchair and shove her down a hill, then watch her crash and burn, chortling all the time! But the three of us were our own little nucleus of a family until Mel came along and grabbed all the attention, and that’s when Susan and I really went our own way.

Susan used to have a bitch fight with her hair every day. It was the seventies and everyone had those centre partings and flicks, à la Charlie’s Angels. Susan just had to have that style, but her hair was auburn and wavy so she was always curling it. Once, she managed to electrocute herself and we all screamed with laughter. It was hilarious!

Susan wasn’t always that kind to me either. On one occasion, when an older cousin was visiting, the two of them ran a bath of boiling hot water and persuaded me to get in it. I really scalded myself and she still feels guilty to this day.

We hadn’t been in Ballarat long before Dad got a posting to Sydney. We moved there when I was in grade three, aged seven. The six years that we spent in that city were the longest stretch we spent anywhere, and they were the happiest in my childhood. It was the one time I was able to build friendships – only for them to be broken again when we returned to Ballarat when I was thirteen.

Our townhouse in Sydney was in a place called Auburn. It formed part of a group of quite small, semi-detached naval houses located around a central courtyard. There was a little, green, square park with a big rock, where we used to play in good weather, and a weeping willow tree, on which we would swing. Despite being a naval community, it was very suburban and there wasn’t much to amuse us kids there. There were, however, loads of cockroaches, as Sydney was swarming with them in the summer, and cicada shells on the trees to pick off and play with.

There was also a mad woman who lived directly opposite us, who used to try to commit suicide approximately once a year. Each of the houses had a little triangular roof with a window leading out on to a balcony, and she would climb out there and threaten to jump. Looking back on it, it wasn’t actually very high. I think if she had jumped she would have succeeded in breaking only her legs.

She loved to drink and smoked like a chimney. Whenever she needed fags, she’d give me five bucks and I’d go round the corner on my scooter to buy them for her. This was long before any laws prohibiting children from purchasing cigarettes.

The courtyard had a lot to answer for, as it was the setting for my first ever punch in the face. My assailant lived in another townhouse there. I was always involved in some sort of altercation with him and his brothers as they were the tough boys, the bullies on the block, and they thought they were cool. This particular day, I was playing in the courtyard and my enemy, as usual, shouted ‘Poofter!’ at me as he cycled past. I answered back, as instructed by my father if it ever happened again. ‘It takes one to know one,’ I yelled, without really knowing what it meant.

In response, the thug proceeded to get off his Chopper bike and then hit me fair and square in the face. Naturally, being the insecure kid I was, I cried like a baby and ran home. Dad gave me a boxing lesson after that incident, which actually gave me a small amount of confidence – if not to fight, then at least to look like I could.

I was always a bit of a scaredy-cat. Between the ages of nine and twelve, I suffered from weird nightmares and phobias. I had a recurrent dream about being in this terrible tunnel that was spinning round so that the skin on my face was pulled back. I’d grind my teeth all night. I also had a phobia about vampires, so I had to sleep with the light on. Though I can’t remember ever seeing a vampire movie, somewhere along the line I must have done as I suddenly became obsessed with the idea that they were going to come and get me. Consequently, I made a crucifix out of an old television aerial, with some of the bits taken off, which I put at the end of my bed, and I’d barricade myself inside the room when it was time to go to sleep.

It was just as well that, other than in Fareham, I never had to share a bedroom. Because I was the only boy in the family, I had my own room, while my sisters slept in bunk beds.

I used to sleepwalk as well, which freaked Mum out. One night, Mum tells me, I got ready for school. She came downstairs in the middle of the night and I was under the stairwell. She asked, ‘What are you doing?’ and apparently I replied, ‘I’m looking for my pencil case!’ She then said, ‘Come back to bed,’ and as I was a good little sleepwalker, I always did what I was told.

On another occasion, she found me banging on my door trying to get out, convinced I was locked in my bedroom. I did all kinds of strange things in my sleep. I was always scared that I was going to walk outside into the main street during these episodes, because as a somnambulist you don’t have any control over what you’re doing.

As an adult, I have only sleepwalked twice. Both times, I went to the loo in the wrong place! The first incident was during a holiday in the Canary Islands. I was there with Stewart, a work friend of mine who was the stage manager of Crazy for You in the West End. I walked into his room, opened the wardrobe, placed a towel meticulously on the floor of the wardrobe and then proceeded to pee on to it. Once finished, I shut the wardrobe and his bedroom door, and went back to my own bed. Stewart watched the whole thing and could not believe his eyes. He asked me what the hell I was doing, but I didn’t wake up. In the morning, when he told me about it, I was mortified. I’d had a vague memory of getting out of bed and using the bathroom in the night, but had thought I’d dreamed it all.

The other occasion happened while a boyfriend, Lloyd, and I were living together. I got out of bed, walked round to Lloyd’s side, pulled the drawer out of his bedside cabinet and sat down as if it were a toilet. Then I pissed all over his undies and T-shirts before climbing back between the sheets. How terrible!

I suppose Sydney is where I grew up the most because that’s where I did the most schooling. At Auburn primary, which was co-ed, I played with the girls in the playground because I didn’t like spending time with the boys. They would be at the south end of the school while the girls – and I – would be at the north, skipping and playing hopscotch. I got teased about it all the time, but I just didn’t enjoy games with the lads. They were always too busy with handball competitions and the like, which never really interested me. I had only one male friend; luckily, he didn’t like handball either.

In fourth grade, there was a big craze for Knitting Nancys, those wooden knitting spools with nails on the top that you turn and loop wool around to make various items, but mainly tea cosies. I used to borrow my sister Sue’s and take it to school so that I could knit at play- and lunchtimes. It had a face like Betty Boo’s painted on it, with a black bob, and wore a little blouse and a red dress. Apart from me, there was only one other guy who was into Knitting Nancys, but I loved them. No wonder I was mocked so mercilessly.

The only game I played with the boys was marbles. It was around the time I moved from infants to juniors, which was based in a different building, so it felt like going to big school.

Academically, I didn’t shine at all. By grade three, I still couldn’t tell the time. I had terrible trouble learning it and got so confused because I simply couldn’t work out why it was ‘quarter to’ anything. There was something about the basic structure that baffled me.

Perhaps I had a form of dyslexia because I still can’t tell my left from my right. If someone tells me to turn left, I turn right. It may sound odd for a choreographer not to know left from right, but if you say ‘stage left’ or ‘stage right’, I’m fine. I have to think in ‘stage speak’ – prompt or O.P. (off prompt). Prompt is generally stage left. I was bewildered before, but now I’m worse because, as a director, I have to flip my left and right in my mind when I’m talking to companies. I’m always giving taxi drivers the wrong directions.

I was caned by the headmaster three times for not learning to tell the time, but the more I was punished, the more I struggled with it. I remember standing with my hand held out waiting for the whack, my palm shiny with sweat, fingers trembling: a nervous wreck. Then the blow, the crack of the cane and the unbelievable burning sting. It hurt so much. But, surprisingly, the pain never seemed to last long and my hand just went a little numb.

There was another teacher who caned me in grade four, over my maths, because my arithmetic was terrible. I was always dreadful at numbers. He would put two rulers together and whack them on the desk as a threat, but one day, he grew tired of issuing warnings and went for the real thing.

In high school, one teacher would pull our pants down and paddle us with a table-tennis bat in front of the whole class. We just accepted it as a normal part of school life, but it was probably not allowed to happen for many more years.

Going up to secondary school is strange. You feel like a big kid in grade six and then, in year seven, you’re suddenly the little pipsqueak again. (In Australia, ‘grades’ referred to your primary school classes, while secondary schools used the term ‘year’.) Everyone at my new school seemed to be very grown up to me.

Additionally, it was a peculiar experience going from a co-ed school to Granville Boys’ High. It was the first time I’d been to a school without my sisters, who went to the nearby Auburn Girls’ High School. I also had to start walking from the house to the station before catching a train to school, which took some getting used to.

I started there in 1977, the year of the Granville rail disaster. In January, a morning commuter train went under the Granville bridge and derailed, hitting the supports, and the bridge fell down on top of it. In all, 83 people died and 210 were injured. It is still the worst train crash in Australia’s history.

Under normal circumstances, it would have been the same train I caught to school. Luckily, we were on a break and all the kids who would usually have taken that service were at home. Instead, we watched the events unfold on television and were glued to the screen all day.

One particular friendship at Granville was with a boy in my class who was a little more worldly-wise than me. He proved a bad influence when he taught me how to shoplift. We used to go to Woolies after school and see what we could plunder. I’d come out with a pencil and ask, ‘What have you got?’ and my mate, being an old hand at swiping things, would pull jewellery from his pocket.

As always with me, it wasn’t something I did by halves. One day, I went on a rampage and stole ten felt-tipped pens, a biro and a big pack of Nestlé condensed milk tubes (the same foodstuff as the condensed milk sold in tins, but back then it was a popular craze for kids to buy these to suck on, like yoghurt tubes). All these items were chosen specifically because I could get them up my sleeve. I also stole an identity bracelet, which was all very seventies.

Finally, I pushed my luck a little too far in a shop called Franklin’s, which is like Kwik Save or Wilkinson’s in the UK, selling all plain label, no-frills goods (cheap, cheap, cheap!). I tried to steal a pencil there and got sprung. As I left, I felt the classic tap on the shoulder and this lady security guard said, ‘Excuse me. Have you taken anything that you haven’t paid for?’

My career as a master criminal fell at the first hurdle and I cracked under pressure.

‘Yes, yes, I have,’ I spluttered, and confessed all. The guard took me to the back of the shop and handed me over to the store manager, who said he was going to call the police and have me arrested unless I apologized and wrote a letter to say how sorry I was, and told my parents what I had done.

Then he went through my school briefcase and took everything out, asking, ‘Did you steal this?’

Every time I would say, ‘Yes, stolen.’

I didn’t have to admit to anything except the pencil, but once I was caught, I became a blubbering wreck and launched into a major confession. Why, I’ll never know. If I’d had any sense, I would have said nothing. Perhaps it was an early manifestation of my now trademark honesty – I never have been able to keep my mouth shut.

The manager presented me with a letter to give to my mum and dad, and that was the worst bit. I was in tears. I sat in the back of the shop crying like a newborn babe. It was pathetic.

As well as breaking down, I also managed to turn Queen’s evidence. I was asked for the names of any friends that I knew stole from the shopping centre and I blurted out, ‘My mate steals all the time.’ I was so upset, nervous and shaken that I’d grassed him without a second thought.

When I got home, I was in a terrible state, sobbing inconsolably. I handed Mum the letter and, after reading it, she asked, ‘Have you given it all back? Will you promise me you won’t do it again?’

Mum was disappointed in me, as any mother would be, but she didn’t shout or scream at me. Instead, she gave me a hug and a kiss and said, ‘It’s all going to be all right, as long as you don’t do it again.’

That was Mum all over. She could see that I’d been raked over the coals at the store and had tortured myself over the prospect of having to tell her, so I didn’t need any further punishment. Thankfully, Dad was away working and I don’t think she ever told him about it. She’s wonderful, my mum.

When I was eleven, I started guitar lessons. My sister Sue used to play the piano and I’d wanted to learn an instrument too. I loved those sessions to begin with. My teacher made a mean hot chocolate in the microwave – that was rather special, as they had only just been invented. In truth, the tutor was really scary as his movement was slow, his speech was laboured and the teaching was delivered at a snail’s pace. Eventually, I grew bored.

At Granville Boys’ High, the staff really supported my music. There, everyone played the recorder, but a group of friends and I took this skill to new and fabulous heights by performing on that ubiquitous instrument alongside a seven-piece orchestra at the famous Sydney Opera House.

That unusual achievement was all due to my music teacher, Miss Shaw. She was an inspirational instructor, who gave me confidence and sincerely believed in my talent, and was extremely important in my musical development. Miss Shaw placed me in the recorder set that performed at Rotary Club meetings in the evenings. She also entered us into a competition that culminated with a concert at the Opera House.

Once I’d mastered the recorder, I moved on to my beloved French horn. I practised every day because I adored it. It was great to have a hobby that fulfilled and excited me. I also belonged to a gymnastics club at that time, which must have helped with my balance and strength when I eventually took up dancing, but it was never a passion for me. Nevertheless, I did rather well at it, receiving an award for best newcomer.

I was always jealous of Sue when she used to do jazz ballet classes next door. I was like Billy Elliot, peeping round the curtain that divided the boys’ class from that of the girls. When ‘Delta Dawn’ by Helen Reddy came out in 1973, I can remember Susan doing this chassé backstep to the song and, naturally, I tried to copy her. It seemed more fun to do something like that to music rather than strength training and walking on your hands.

Like Billy, I would discover my dancing talent in due course. Until then, I just had to bide my time, silently watching from the sidelines.


CHAPTER 2 Revelations

We didn’t spend that much time with my dad’s side of the family when we were growing up because they always lived in Western Australia, while we were generally based in New South Wales or Victoria, which are in south-eastern Australia.

The Horwood family were devout followers of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, a branch of the Christian religion that believes the Sabbath day falls on a Saturday and that it should be strictly observed. Most branches of the family, led by my grandmother Phyllis (whom we all called Phonse), would keep the Sabbath sacred from sunset on Friday night to sunset on Saturday night, so there was no television or radio and no secular work. That’s the way my dad was brought up too, but he went so far the other way that we grew up watching him fight against religion, among other things.

Our family were removed from the religious influence of Phonse both by geography and Dad’s resolute rejection of it. My sisters and I would attend the local Sunday school, but Dad never went to services himself. In contrast, his sisters, Lorraine and Julie, are still very active in the Church and Lorraine’s eldest son, Paul, works at the Seventh-day Adventists’ Australian headquarters.

We were raised in the equivalent of the Church of England, which in Australia was called the Church of Christ. I was never interested in religion, partly because I found some of the teaching at Sunday school too bizarre for words.

In one lesson, we were asked, ‘What do you say if someone stops you and asks for directions?’ Well, one would think that the polite response would be to tell them which way to go, but not according to my Sunday school tutor. He said that the correct answer is: ‘There is only one way and that is to God.’ I remember sitting there thinking, ‘I can’t say that!’

It stuck with me, though. Every time anyone asks me how to get anywhere, I always think, ‘There is only one way and that is to God.’

The church-led Boys’ Brigade was quite big in Sydney so I decided to join, although I didn’t last very long there. Their motto was ‘Steadfast and Sure’ and the boys all wore a uniform and a cadet’s cap. I had to give up my gymnastics class to attend, but in retrospect, I should have stayed with the rings and the vaulting. I liked dressing up for the sessions, getting ready and having to polish the uniform’s buttons – the ‘showbiz’ side of it – but knuckling down to pitching tents and lighting fires wasn’t my thing. On one occasion I remember going on a hike when I was so unfit that I came back half a stone lighter – so at least that was a bonus.

The favourite game there was British Bulldog, where you split up into two teams and each group goes to either end of the hall. Then you try to reach your opponent’s side of the room, while they attempt to bring you down with a tackle. It’s like war. You have to bulldoze your way through and it’s basically an excuse for anyone who hates you to beat seven bells out of you.

One minute, we’d be knocking the crap out of each other and the next – because the Boys’ Brigade was run by the church – having a scripture lesson. I really wasn’t suited to either of those pursuits. The crunch came when I was supposed to be baptized. Beforehand, everyone was going up to the priest and receiving a blessing, but when it came to my turn, I got all nervous and freaked out. I refused to do it. Beside the pulpit there was a big stone bath with steps leading down to it. I thought you had to take off your clothes and climb into the bath in front of everyone and then commit your whole life to God. Believe me, I wasn’t prepared to do either!

Religion is a strange thing because although people are often brought up with it, and every official form you fill in asks you to which religion you belong, many of us no longer know what we believe in. I’ve read lots of books on the subject, including The Road Less Travelled and Conversations with God, and I find them fascinating. It’s nice to believe in something, as it gives people a sense of security, but I think you have to create your own path and make the right choices. I’m unclear as to what my religion is today and whether I actually believe in God or not. I’m still confused. You are taught to pray as a child and it never quite leaves you. I believe there is something else, but not one thing alone.

One day, I asked my grandmother, Phonse, what it meant to be a Seventh-day Adventist. She told me it meant that when you died, you would stay in the ground until Jesus came back to get you.

My grandmother’s fervent faith had come about as a result of a terrible childhood, and her eventual redemption from it.

When Phonse was nine years old, her mother died in childbirth, and she was put into a Catholic orphanage in Armidale, New South Wales with three of her sisters. The baby stayed in Kalgoorlie, Western Australia, where the family had lived. Although Phonse’s dad was still alive, he couldn’t look after her and her siblings because he didn’t have the resources. There was no other family to help out and he had to work away from home even more than my own dad had done with the navy. There was nowhere else for the girls to go.

The orphanage experience was abysmal. The food was shocking, and the girls had to get up at four in the morning to do the washing and hang it outside in all weathers, with no shoes to wear. They had to say a prayer when they got out of bed (which Phonse still does now) and go to Mass every morning, but in the midst of all that religion, no love or affection was ever shown to the children.

In 1932, seven years after Phonse had joined the orphanage, her two brothers, aged nineteen and twenty-one, were working at a gold mine out at Bendigo, Victoria, which belonged to Phonse’s uncle. They promised each other that they would rescue their sisters as soon as they found their first big nugget.

Two weeks later, they discovered a huge one, bought an old Rugby car, and drove all the way to Armidale to collect their siblings. Phonse had been sent to work at a convent school at Gunnedah, NSW, so they picked her up on the way. When she met her brothers, she didn’t know who they were. They drove on and met the other girls, and then their dad got in the car and they didn’t recognize him either.

The last thing Phonse was told at the orphanage was: ‘Don’t forget you’re Catholic; don’t let them take away your religion.’ It turned out to be somewhat prophetic.

The brothers took the girls back to Bendigo. En route, they stayed at a hotel and the sisters, not knowing what a hotel was, got up at 5 a.m. to make the bed and clean the room. The younger ones also embarrassed their brothers because they had no idea how to use a knife and fork.

At Bendigo, arrangements were made for the girls to be looked after by a kindly local woman. She had recently become a Seventh-day Adventist, so she wouldn’t let the girls go to Mass and threw out their rosary beads. She had six grown sons of her own, but she doted on the girls. At last, they had a family and a lot of love and care. While the Catholic religion had, in their minds, brought them all that had been ghastly in their lives, the Seventh-day Adventist Church was where they received affection, compassion and attention.

For my father, the church was just another thing to rail against, but for Phonse it represented the best thing that had happened to her. It’s easy to see why she remains so devout.

Although Phonse is committed to the church, she is never judgemental or pious. She loves everybody and everybody loves her. Everything revolves around family and the heart – even the special routine that she taught me for drying myself when I got out of the bath.

‘Start with your feet and legs because they’re a long way away from your heart,’ she’d say. ‘Then you do your back and your arms and the last part of your body that you dry is your heart, because that is the warmest part.’

I still dry myself that way even after all these years.

Phonse’s cooking is amazing and she makes the best fishcakes in the world.

Phonse’s husband was my grandfather Revielle, who died in 1985. His complicated name was later abbreviated to Revel, and both my dad and I inherited it as a middle name. Our namesake was more rebel than Revel, refusing to toe the family line on religion. Often, when Phonse turned off the TV on a Friday night, he would switch it straight back on again. He was also something of a gambler.

Revel, whom we called Mozza, taught me a lot of magic tricks. He used to tell me that if you placed your hands on someone’s temples, you could read minds, and I was totally sucked in by this. He would say, ‘Think of a number between one and ten,’ and then guess what it was by putting his hands on our heads. I couldn’t work out how he did it. Phonse confided the supposed secret: feel for the pulse and then count the beats. I was constantly putting my hands on people’s temples, but all I could sense was a normal pulse. I never discovered the real trick, although I believe it had something to do with an accomplice.

Mozza had a huge costume box. He would dress up as a clown for children’s parties, and then perform magic tricks. He had a penny-farthing that he used to ride around on. I used to borrow his clown outfit and dress up for parties in our naval unit in Sydney. I had a disappearing egg-cup trick, which I loved doing, and could also use the magic rings. Anything that was to do with magic, I was really into. Magic tricks taught me that things weren’t always as they seemed and so I wanted to know more about the subject.

At family gatherings, such as Christmas, the kids always put on a concert – organized, naturally, by me. Christmases were generally spent with my mother’s family, the Lancasters, and particularly my nanna, Constance, whose house in Ballarat was a second home to us all.

While the grown-ups talked in the living room, the children would go into the front room and rehearse. We made up songs and played instruments, and performed plays and sketches. Susan and I were always the leads and Diane would get a small role, with the younger kids running on occasionally in the latter years.

The cousins would all get involved as well. Peter sang ‘Oh Currie Currie Ana, I Found a Squashed Banana’ (a schoolyard parody of the traditional Maori love song ‘Pokarekare Ana’) and then my Auntie June would get in on the act with her rendition of ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’ At Christmas, we always finished with a festive carol, which everyone would sing.

Susan and I looked forward to our little productions with great excitement, but as we got older, the cousins lost interest one by one and the family gatherings got smaller and smaller. Inevitably, the Christmas shows stopped.

Perhaps what we loved most about those days was the charade of a happy, united family, which hid the horror of everyday life with my father.

My dad, Philip Revel Horwood, was (and still is) an alcoholic – and an abusive one at that. As soon as he started drinking, we knew we were in for it, but we got used to it. We learned to live with the shouting and screaming, and simply turned a blind eye to it. We all knew that he was going to get aggressive. As we were kids, we just had to deal with it.

His position of lieutenant commander meant that he was away most of the time in the early part of my childhood, sometimes for stretches of ten months, and they were happy times at home. Ironically, though, we looked forward to his return because he always brought us great presents when he’d been away. He would come back laden with bikes or expensive gifts from faraway places and, to start with, we’d be happy to see him. When he was sober, he was a wonderful, charming man – a completely different person. But when he’d had too much to drink, he was an absolute nightmare.

My sisters and I were always the ones sent to fetch the beers from the kitchen, take the tops off them and set them up for him because he wouldn’t get out of his chair. We used to count how many he’d had because we always knew the seventh bottle was crucial. That’s when we knew there would be trouble.

The stages of his daily descent into rage were predictable. The first few beers would lead to funny antics, then to nagging self-righteousness, ending with ugly, abusive outbursts. This was a pattern we kids grew used to. Sometimes, we took advantage of this knowledge by poking fun at him during the merry stage, then we would tease and confront him during the ‘I love myself’ stage, when he started going on and on about how marvellous and mightily important he was. During the scary stage, I would retreat to my room, but Susan was often braver, standing up to him before she hid herself away.

The aggressive phase would last for an hour or two and then he’d fall asleep. His chin would drop and his teeth would fall on to his chest, and then we knew we could all relax. Occasionally, for a laugh, we would hide his teeth.

The abuse was mostly verbal, directed at anyone in the house, but more often than not it was my mum who bore the brunt. If we were in the living room, sitting on beanbags, he would kick us as he walked past, but we soon learned not to get in the way. And we also learned to shut up, not to complain and not to open our mouths because that was asking for an earbashing. I spent a lot of time in my room when he was in this state, just avoiding him.

Although he rarely lashed out physically, he would look like he was about to and we were afraid of him, anyway. But once he was drunk, he never shut up! He would spout off about anything and everything and we could forget any plans we had to watch television, because he would always talk over it all the time.

All through the Sydney years, he would rant about politics; the Prime Minister, Edward Gough Whitlam, and nuclear war were particular favourites. He made us watch films about atomic bombs that were meant for naval training and were far too gory for children, so we were scared witless. We knew all there was to know about nuclear fallout: that we should go against the wind because the fallout goes with the wind; about not drinking water; the importance of getting underground; how we should eat only tinned food. It was all stuff that kids normally wouldn’t have to listen to, but we were trained in the navy way.

Even so, his biggest rant was reserved for the navy. In 1975, he was posted to HMAS Hobart, the ship on which he achieved his highest seagoing rank, that of lieutenant. During his two years aboard the guided missile destroyer, he circumnavigated the globe, attending the American bicentennial celebrations in New York and sailing through the Panama Canal on the way out and the Suez Canal on the way home. He used to tell stories from this trip over and over again, always repeating the same old things. We never found out anything about him as an individual as the drink masked the real man. He blamed everything on the navy – his drinking, his temper, his whole life.

We didn’t feel we could bring our friends home. The few times we did, we were so embarrassed by him that we stopped inviting them.

Dad hit me twice. The first time was for swearing when I was thirteen: we were in Sydney in the backyard and I told him to ‘fuck off’, which he richly deserved at the time, and he gave me a backhander across my face. The second occasion, a year later, was punishment for getting in his way and supposedly answering him back.

Mum was a very loving mother and she had a lot to do, bringing up such a large family. Most of the time she was at home with us, although she also had an occasional job working at a motel, laying tables and generally helping out. For a while, she was a telephonist, at one of those old-fashioned exchanges where they would plug little wires into sockets to put through a call from overseas or another state.

She always managed to have a tasty meal ready at 6 p.m. without fail, with dessert to follow. I don’t know if any of us can recall our father actually eating at the table with us. He would rather sprawl in the lounge and get sozzled while we all ate in the kitchen. Sometimes he would sit with us, but he would keep a handy little ‘behaviour-modification device’ next to him that we called ‘the strap’. If we laughed at the table, boy, would we get it. The tension made us even more prone to giggling, of course, because if we looked at each other we couldn’t keep it in and the guffaws would burst out uncontrollably.

Even the girls couldn’t escape the strap. Back in Fareham, at the age of six, Sue accidentally smashed a vase and got belted so hard that she couldn’t breathe for sobbing. I think it’s fair to say that we preferred dinner without Dad.

Sue and I, as the eldest siblings, tried to take on responsibility where we could. When we were old enough, we would babysit the younger kids so that Mum and Dad could go out together. They never really went anywhere romantic as I recall; it was always to do chores and errands. They never asked us to babysit so that they could go out for a nice meal. Mum was totally starved of that side of Dad. He preferred to buy a leg of lamb or a kilo of prawns and have them at home as a treat for Mum. She would get the choice of the biggest prawns, though, which always put a big smile on her face. She loved being fussed over, as it very rarely happened.

Dad’s drinking kept him at home: he could then consume as much as he wanted – which was a lot – and for a good price.

To earn money, I would stack all his empty beer bottles in the shed; once a whole wall was lined with bottles, I could take them to the man at the local shop and exchange them for cash. Dad always let me keep the money so I didn’t mind doing the stacking.

By necessity, Mum hid a lot of things from my dad. The running of the house and the care of the children were always her domain and I don’t think she told him what we got up to when he wasn’t there. In fact, we never really heard them having a proper conversation. The only communication between them was arguments.

It was an odd sort of household, and full of drama. One time, Dad was shouting at us all and my plucky little sister Mel, who was about nine, attacked him with an ‘icy pole’ (one of those long ice lollies). She jumped on his back and started hitting him on the head with it. Our house had loads of sliding doors inside and all of us ended up chasing him through these doors while she was on his back. It sounds funny now, but it wasn’t at the time because he used to lay into Mum a lot, calling her a host of ugly names – ‘cabbage’ was an all-time favourite – and she didn’t deserve that.

On another occasion, in Sydney, Dad decided to make some home brew. It was so strong that a single bottle was all it took to get him off his head. His parents, Phonse and Mozza, who were visiting us from Perth, were both horrified. Dad got very drunk, belittling Mum and talking absolute shite all night. He was shouting about every politician who came on TV, and banging on and on.

Mozza, who was never really a drinker himself – in fact, he loathed the booze – was the angriest he’d ever been. He went over to the home brew, which was fermenting in the kitchen and stank to high heaven, and tipped it all out. There was lots of yelling and screaming. Phonse is the most placid, loving person, and a really calming, soothing personality, but even she’d had enough. I’ve never seen her so animated and charged. Phonse seemed to take Dad’s side, defending him, whereas Mozza was clearly championing Mum, so it felt as though the whole family was at war that night. But nothing could stop Dad drinking.

My parents are divorced now and, looking back, it’s easy to think that Mum should have left him many years before. But times were very different then. There were us kids to think about and Mum didn’t know how she would get on without the money that Dad was bringing in, so she was in a difficult position.

Then there was the self-esteem issue, which many a wife of an abusive man will recognize. Dad would taunt and chide with comments that were deliberately designed to make her feel worthless and useless. He did a good job of it, too. She took everything he said on board and started to believe that the hideous life with him was far better than a life without him. I also think she was desperately in love with him. I suspect she still is, to this day. We loved him too, when he was sober – but we hated him with a passion when he was drunk.

Living with my dad was never easy, but there were some good days, like the times when he’d take me on a ship or on an outing. When I was twelve, in Sydney, I helped to paint HMAS Hobart, which was the most sophisticated ship that Dad had ever served on. I really enjoyed the experience, but I think he was embarrassed because I had long hair and all the officers thought I was a girl. They said, ‘There’s some girl running around with a paintbrush, painting the ship.’ And then Dad took me to the officers’ mess and had to tell everyone, ‘This is my son.’

Another time in Sydney, he showed me round a nuclear submarine. I couldn’t imagine how people managed to live in those tiny little quarters. My father’s cabin was miniscule and he also had to share with another lieutenant. Someone my size (I’m 6 foot 2) wouldn’t fit in one at all; I would find it impossible.

The shore depot HMAS Watson, where my dad was based in the early seventies, was the site of some of my favourite memories of time spent with Dad. He used to take me to the naval base and buy me a raspberry fizzy drink as he mixed with the other officers at the bar. It was so exciting going through the front security gates and I felt special.

Dad also tried to teach me how to play cricket once, which was a huge failure. Mozza was a really keen cricketer and he forced Dad to play it, even though he wasn’t really interested. Then, because I was his son, Dad thought he ought to introduce me to the sport – handing down the knowledge from one generation to the next, so to speak – but I hated it too.

Those were the only real things we did together. We never embarked on any other father-and-son activities, except going fishing occasionally, which was a nightmare. It was a six-hour drive in the blazing hot sunshine up to the Murray River, on the border of Victoria and New South Wales. We had to prepare food for ourselves and, although Dad was quite good at cooking, we would simply peel potatoes with a knife and carve them into chips and that was all we ate. He was too busy drinking to make anything else.

Perhaps because of Dad’s alcoholism, we didn’t go on many holidays. I do remember one family vacation at a place called Foster, though, which is a seaside resort in New South Wales.

Mum and Dad had hired a lovely house by the ocean and we were all really excited. On the very first day, my sister Diane cut her foot open, so she was bandaged up and out of action. She couldn’t go swimming or play with us on the beach at all. Then I got sand rash from jumping on a blow-up boogie board, so I couldn’t go in the sea either because it stung so much in the salt water. And by the end of the first day, we all had excruciating sunburn.

It wasn’t great, but it was the only proper holiday we ever had. Mostly, we would go on trips to visit relatives.

Our family car was an old blue Holden. We used to take that on the long drive from Sydney to Ballarat, which took about twelve or thirteen hours. Once, when Phonse was with us, the car overheated and smoke started pouring from the engine. Phonse panicked and screamed, ‘Get out! Get out of the car!’ We all piled out and ran away as fast as we could.

This was before the days of highways, so we were in the middle of nowhere on a dusty old road in the heart of the bush. Apparently, there was no water in the radiator, which was why it had overheated. Dad had to walk miles to the nearest dam or waterhole to find more, while we just lay under a tree and waited.

Whenever we were due to drive to Ballarat to visit Nanna, Dad would rouse us at about 3.30 a.m. He and Mum used to make nests of bedding for us kids in the back of the car and we’d sleep on the way, but I hated being dragged out of bed in the early hours of the morning.

I have no idea how we all fitted into the car. In the end, we had to buy a combi van.

Our time in Sydney also saw a new, and final, addition to our family. My brother Trent, the youngest of the five of us, was born in Auburn Hospital in Sydney’s western suburbs on 7 December 1977, when I was nearly thirteen.

We all went up to the hospital to see the baby, who was really ugly and red, but Mum looked surprisingly well. There were so many of us gathered round – Dad, me, my sisters Sue, Diane and Mel – it was certainly a momentous occasion.

Trent was destined to be spoilt by everyone, and indeed he was. He was such a gorgeous toddler with big brown eyes and a lovely nature: always a good little boy. He was a very late addition to the family and a mistake, or so we were told.

I was delighted I finally had a brother, but for me it was thirteen years too late. I always dreamed that when I was twenty-five and he was twelve I’d have a red MG sports car and I would pick him up from school in it, making all his classmates jealous. Then I would take him for rides around Sydney, letting him take the steering wheel and beep the horn, and we would have a real brotherly relationship. It was all very clear to me how I would handle being his big brother. Sadly, that wasn’t to be, as we moved back to Ballarat the following year and, to this day, I still don’t have my driving licence.

I didn’t really get to know my handsome little brother until recent years, as I left home early, when he was just a toddler. We didn’t grow up together at all. Trent was raised the Ballarat way, loving Aussie Rules football, fast cars and motorbikes. He was also a keen drummer, which is what he now does professionally, playing in a band called Mushroom Giant. I know it’s his passion, so we do at least have something in common – and that’s rhythm. I just do it with my feet.


CHAPTER 3 Ballarat Blues

After Dad left the navy in 1978, we moved back to Ballarat for good. We stayed with Nanna for a short time, while Dad built an extension on our own house to accommodate the now seven-strong family.

Ballarat is Victoria’s biggest inland city, but it’s quite provincial nonetheless. In more recent years, a highway has been built so it’s more commutable, but when I was growing up it was two-and-a-half hours to Melbourne on the old roads. Consequently, people worked locally and it had that small-town, country mentality.

The Sunshine biscuit factory had provided many jobs, but when that closed down, Mars came to town and a Mars factory was built. I remember my old man going for a couple of job interviews there once his naval career had ended. Other people worked in tourism or retail.

The town had originally sprung up around gold mines; a lot of the alluvial gold mined there built the city of Melbourne. The gold ran out, but a tourist attraction called Sovereign Hill now exists, where all the shacks have been rebuilt and you can see life as it was in the nineteenth century when the gold was discovered. Visitors dress up in period costume and there’s a little old gaiety theatre, which plays host to end-of-the-pier-type shows, in which the cast sing ‘I Do Like to Be Beside the Seaside’ and suchlike. It’s one of the major attractions in the area, so lots of people come on day trips to see it. When I got into amateur theatre as a teenager, I performed there a few times.

Two hundred years ago, there were 65,000 people living in Ballarat. Today, there are about 80,000, so it hasn’t really grown much. It’s become a lot more modern, but there are some classic buildings there – if you can call 150 years old ‘classic’, which you can in Australia. In the UK, that’s almost a new build!

Sturt Street is the main road and there’s also a lake, called Lake Wendouree, with big gardens all around it, which the posh people – doctors, lawyers and so on – live near by. The lake’s all dried up now because of the drought, but it was once very beautiful. On family outings, we would feed the swans there and then have a picnic, or we would visit Hanging Rock, which wasn’t far away. There are vineyards and wineries around Ballarat too; it’s where Yellowglen makes its champagne.

All of us were excited about moving into the extended family home. It was a big house, with a tennis court and a swimming pool. Better still, we would each be getting a bedroom of our own.

Our upbringing in Ballarat was traditional on the whole. We always sat round the table at mealtimes, always said grace, and always had our chores to do. Chopping the wood was my responsibility because I was the only grown boy (Trent couldn’t really be expected to help, aged nought), as was the weeding and pulling up the carrots.

When we wanted vegetables, we went out and got them from the earth, which looking back was a wonderful bonus, although I never gave it much thought back then. It was just another aspect of normal life. After Dad retired from his life on the sea, he wanted to get back to the soil. He spent all his time outside, digging, hoeing and growing various plants.

We had quite a lot of land around the house so, as well as cultivating the vegetable patch, Dad bought a goat to keep in the south paddock. We called him Snowy because he had a white hide – originality not being our strong point, obviously. He was a mad beast who used to ram anyone who got near him. I loved taking people down there because it would scare the pants off them when he started to run at them. He was on a chain, though, so he didn’t often catch anyone, but it wasn’t for the want of trying.

Snowy did escape once, and started eating Dad’s broad beans. We all chased him round the paddock, trying to grab him before he could do too much damage, which must have looked hilarious.

Dad was very anti-pets, but he kept Snowy because he was a four-legged lawnmower. When he’d finished grazing one patch, we’d move him on to the next. It was a very funny sight as Snowy would ‘mow’ in circular patches, leaving what can only be described as crop circles in his wake.

The other ‘pet’ we had was a dog called Buddy, who was a stray that we had found and adopted. But he was just fed on leftovers and Dad wouldn’t allow him in the house. He got in one day and we were all screaming and running after him to take him back outside.

There was also a cat in the neighbourhood, a stray that we called Mikie, but my sister Di later ran over it while backing out of the drive. Thankfully, she didn’t kill it. That happened the following week when the poor thing was hit by a passing car.

When Mum and Dad were busy, our neighbour Corinne looked after us a lot. She was lovely and, because she wasn’t married and didn’t have any children, she treated us like her own. She used to take us on trips, including skiing or to the Brown Hill swimming pools when it was unbearably hot. We always loved going out in Corinne’s car because she had air conditioning, which we didn’t.

She took Sue and me to Thredbo once, an alpine village in the Snowy Mountains, which was amazing. It was the first time we’d ever tobogganed. I remember my legs stinging from getting wet with the snow. Afterwards, we sat in a warm cafe and drank hot chocolate with marshmallows till our jeans dried off. To savour any sort of foodstuff was a luxury. Because there were so many children in our family, you always had to finish your meals first if you wanted seconds, so we all ate really fast, and still do to this day. It’s not that we ever starved, but there were seven mouths to feed and you had to grab what you could.

School in Ballarat was never a happy experience for me. Transferring in year nine, when I was thirteen, was hideous. I didn’t know anyone and I had to introduce myself to the whole class. I remember thinking, ‘I speak differently to them,’ but I couldn’t understand why. I suppose I just wasn’t an ocker (an unrefined Aussie from the outback). The accents in Australia aren’t necessarily regional, but you do have city folk and outback people, the real ockers, and that summed them up.

Ballarat East High was co-ed. As a teenager, I wasn’t used to seeing girls in school, so I thought that was weird. And, believe me, the girls were tougher than any of the boys. They were rough as guts! They used to trip me over, block my way to the lockers and push me about. But they knew I couldn’t lash out at them because you can’t hit a girl, and if I retaliated at all, the boys ganged up on me. They were heinous.

I hated Ballarat East from day one. I felt like a total outsider and I didn’t fit in at all.

I was fat and I was also really short, believe it or not, because everyone else had grown much more than I had. I was a late developer in everything and most of the class went through puberty a long time before I did.

I was picked on a lot – for my long eyelashes, for looking like a girl, for my weight. The girls at school would say I had mascara on, which I never did, and they said I should wear lipstick. They really gave me a hard time. The boys never stuck up for me because I didn’t have any friends in the playground, so I used to hang around by myself, or sometimes with my sister and her friend. They never bullied me in front of Susan, only when I was on my own.

There was one male tormentor in particular who used to torture me by saying, ‘I’ll be waiting behind the Caledonian Bridge. I’m gonna get you on your way home.’ The only way I could get back to Ditchfield Road was under this bridge.

Soon after I joined the school, I managed to get two tickets for Countdown, which was like the Australian version of Top of the Pops. Everyone wanted to come. I decided to take Susan’s friend Sharon Deacon, who was the most popular girl in the school. She looked exactly like Debbie Harry from Blondie, only with dark hair, and all the boys loved her. This bully was so put out by my choice of date that he said he was going to ‘bash me up’. He had the hots for Sharon. That, combined with the fact that he didn’t get to go to Countdown himself, was motive enough for wanting to hurt me.

My persecutor waited for me by the bridge, on and off, for ages before he got bored. Some days he was there and others he wasn’t, but it didn’t matter whether he showed up or not because the mere thought that he was around the corner frightened me enough.

Fortunately, I had a classmate called Steven Romeo, known only as Romeo, who used to defend me, and he became a friend. He was a big guy and he would walk me home because my tormentor couldn’t touch me with him there. I couldn’t protect myself at all. I was quite small and no threat to anyone.

It wasn’t just the kids at school who bullied me. When we were staying at Nanna’s, after we’d first moved back to Ballarat, but before our house was ready, we had to cycle to the high school on a path that went past a children’s home. For some reason, the kids there decided they would pick on me too.

Every single morning, they would form a line across the road so that there was no way I could pass on my bike. They used to let my sister go through and then stop me, which was just bizarre. They didn’t say much, just stood there in a long line and I would have to run the gauntlet to get to school. I didn’t understand it. I never knew why I was being singled out.

It got to a point where I couldn’t bear it any more, so I used the back route instead, which took three times as long. Luckily, all that came to an end when we moved to our own home and I went to school a different way.

The only thing I enjoyed about Ballarat East was the home economics class, in which I excelled. In all other academic disciplines, I was atrocious. I almost didn’t pass year ten at all. I failed maths, geography and history because I just wasn’t interested. My mind was forever elsewhere. I was good at art and music and that’s what I loved, where my passion has always been.

Music was my escape, my way of getting away from everybody, so I spent every free moment practising. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a French horn available, which was the instrument Miss Shaw had been teaching me in Sydney. My new school said I had to learn the trumpet instead, much to my disgust.

I was disappointed that I couldn’t continue to study the French horn. Sometimes you don’t get a choice in life. Given that I was stuck in a school I despised, I determined to make the most of a dispiriting situation. I simply had to learn to love the trumpet if I wanted to be in the school band.

All my practice paid off and I made the cut, in the position of second trumpet. I may have been compelled to master it, but in doing so and by accepting that, I actually grew and blossomed as a musician. And with the benefit of hindsight, Lavish wouldn’t have been half the woman she was without the skilled trumpet toots that adorned her act.

Being in the school band was brilliant. You’re at one with the instrument and the music, and you receive proper support, artistically, as well. For once, I wasn’t being treated like a freak. Furthermore, thanks to the Ballarat Memorial Band – which was a community rather than a school venture – I was even able to keep up the French horn in my spare time, so all was not lost.

After the Easter holidays in 1978, when I was thirteen, came a moment that was to change my life. During the break, I’d won a colouring competition. I was at the very edge of the contest’s age limit and to be entering colouring competitions at thirteen is a bit tragic. Anyway, I won it and I was invited to a department store called Myer, which is an Australian equivalent to Selfridges or John Lewis. When I got there, there was a big Easter bunny waiting to present me with a huge Easter egg. There was also a photographer from the Ballarat Courier, so I had my photo taken with this bunny and it ended up on the front page of the newspaper. At the time, I was doing a paper round, so, to my intense embarrassment, I had to deliver myself all around Ballarat.

After the Easter vacation, I walked to school feeling thoroughly sick. I knew everyone would know about my prize-winning exploits and that I’d be the focus of a fair amount of ridicule. Sure enough, everyone had seen my picture in the paper. It was a nightmare. I got mercilessly teased about it, to the point that I wanted to leave school. There wasn’t anything I could do about it.

On top of this terrible shame came a new indignity. I had eaten the whole, massive chocolate egg myself, as well as numerous other Easter treats, and when I came back to school, I’d put on loads of weight. My PE teacher told me that I was fat, and that obviously Easter hadn’t been kind to me. My body shape and size has been a constant battle throughout my life – more on that later – and his hurtful comments cut right to the bone.

Ballarat is known for its wet weather and that morning it was living up to its reputation. Nevertheless, my teacher made me take off my shirt and jog round the running track by myself, in front of the whole class.

I was the fattest in my year and all blubbery. My schoolmates stood there laughing as they watched me. It was total humiliation. I felt completely worthless.

From that moment on, I hated any physical activity at school, but I knew I had to do something about myself. Dance was to be my salvation.

After my teacher had made me so ashamed of my body, I resolved to search out some exercise that I could enjoy. Shyly, I told Amanda, who sat next to me in the school band, that I needed to lose weight and she suggested I try classes, which I assumed were like Jane Fonda workouts or aerobics. Actually, they were dance classes – jazz, mostly – and I loved them. I started going once a week.

A few months before my fifteenth birthday, in 1979, the incomparable Bette Midler was responsible for a huge surge in my self-esteem. The Rose had just been released and I’d learned ‘When a Man Loves a Woman’ off by heart. All the other boys’ voices had broken, but mine didn’t break until the following year, so it was still really shrill, and I could do a perfect Bette impression.

For one school assignment, we all had to perform a song to boost our confidence. The first number I did was The Mickey Mouse Club anthem, in a really high-pitched voice, and then I went into The Rose.

Bette Midler did this whole spiel before beginning ‘When a Man Loves a Woman’. It was called the ‘Concert Monologue’. I was word-perfect. With a flawless Southern belle accent, I launched into the speech I’d been rehearsing in front of the mirror at home, part of which went something like, ‘He comes home with the smell of another woman on him … I’m putting on my little waitress cap and my fancy high-heel shoes. I’m gonna go find me … a man to love me for sure!’

None of my classmates could believe it – but they all loved it. The funny thing was that it was all about sex, and from a woman’s perspective, so I didn’t really know what I was talking about. Nonetheless, I could take her off exactly as she did it.

It must have been so camp, but that never even occurred to me. You’d have thought that such a performance would have made the kids pick on me even more, but in fact it had the opposite effect. It somehow earned me respect because I’d made the whole class laugh and the teacher had adored it. Best of all, I had found a way to entertain.

It was in the wake of that turning point that an opportunity cropped up, which was to have a major impact on the rest of my life.

Somewhat unexpectedly, a girl called Angela asked me to be her partner at the debutante ball. Ballroom dancing was a normal part of the school curriculum in Australia then – but only if you were going to partner a debutante. As a result of her invitation, I took up ballroom lessons … and found that I couldn’t get enough.

My only previous experience of social dancing had been in Sydney, where the boys’ school and the girls’ school would come together for the occasional event. The boys would have to ask the girls to dance and I was so scared at the thought of approaching a member of the opposite sex that I’d hated every minute of it. That was my first impression and it wasn’t a good one. The whole experience was ghastly.

Angela and I went to lessons after school, in a big church hall in Ballarat. Suddenly, I found that I was actually enjoying myself and, to my surprise, that I was rather good at it.

On the night of the ball, I hired a suit and we had our photos taken. Then the girls were paraded down the stairs one by one. It’s all very American, a bit like a prom, except that you have to learn the dances beforehand and then you do them together.

That evening, I had a brilliant time. I loved the progressive routines, where you swapped partners and worked your way round the room, because everyone danced differently. Some were absolutely hopeless and I found that amusing. The dancing made me feel confident and all my self-consciousness disappeared. It was fine that other people were watching me because I had found something I could do and which, in fact, came so naturally to me that I found it odd others were having problems.

Given everything I’d endured at Ballarat East, it was an amazing night. I simply wanted it to go on forever. I was about to discover that, with the right training, I could make that dream a reality.
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