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To my son, Sam,

I may not be perfect, but I always did my best.

I love you with all my heart.
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Authors Note

‘Learn what is true in order to do what is right.’

Thomas Huxley, biologist and anthropologist

Some people may ask why? Why tell your story? Why dredge up the past? Why expose your most intimate personal life? Well, it is certainly not ego-driven or vengeful, but this book has been an interesting and cathartic experience, one that has allowed me to recall and relive my past. And thank God for the notes I’ve kept over the years.

Our lives are a journey that leads us to many paths, some we take and others we bypass, some we may later regret. I’ve done all, and it’s been a bloody great trip. Even at my darkest points, I always hoped another road would open, and it did.

So please sit back, relax, grab a glass of wine, coffee, or whatever you prefer and take this journey with me. It may surprise or shock you; you may even shed tears and, of course, enjoy a laugh or two.

Thank you, and enjoy the read.

Just so you know, my partying days are strictly limited now— zilch, really—but if the song, ‘New York, New York’, is played, I am up and off.

You can’t keep this old girl down!


Prologue

I had never felt so alone, standing beside Roy on the crowded platform at Spencer Street Railway Station in Melbourne, waiting to board the overnight train to Sydney.

Around us, passengers laughed and talked about their upcoming trips on the Southern Aurora, but Roy and I stood in silence. I jumped as the train’s engine hissed into life and merged with the rattle of trams on Spencer Street. A porter pushed past with a trolley piled high with cases, swearing as the crowd scattered and surged towards the train while a conductor blew his whistle and opened the doors.

‘Where’s your ticket, darl?’ Roy asked.

‘Here,’ I said, digging it out of my handbag, scared I might throw up.

He nodded, picked up my case and headed towards the single sleeper carriage. I followed him. He said he loved me. Why doesn’t he stop me? Why didn’t he say we could figure it out together? He didn’t seem to understand how utterly desolate I felt.

I had an urge to turn around, go home and tell my mother the truth. Tell her about my pregnancy, about the baby I desperately wanted to keep. I imagined her hugging me and telling me everything will work out. But I couldn’t. I was too afraid of what would happen. Of my parents’ reaction. They’d be so disappointed. So very ashamed.

Please, Roy, don’t let me go.

Tears pricked my eyes. I wanted to sit down on the concrete and sob, but I swallowed it down, believing that Roy might stop me from going. Surely, three years together had to count for something. I knew he was scared too, but I hoped he’d make it right for us.

Roy ushered me up the step into a carriage and followed with my suitcase. I was shaking as we made our way along the narrow corridor to my sleeper. All I wanted was for him to say, No, you aren’t going. We’ll do this together.

Roy slid the door to my roomette open.

My heart sank. It was supposed to be new, with polished wood and brass, but instead it was claustrophobic and brown. There was a seat, a shelf for a case and a closed sink jutting out of the wall, but that was about all. A railway steward would come in later, unfold the seat into a bunk and make it up with sheets and blankets.

‘Looks comfy enough,’ Roy said, shuffling on the carpeted floor.

‘I guess so.’ I mumbled.

We stood close together in the tiny space, so close I felt his warm breath on my face. I wanted to rest my head on his shoulder, feel the comfort of his body, breathe in his familiar, smell. We hadn’t touched each other since we arrived at the railway station. Then he shifted away from me.

A sob caught in my throat. ‘I can’t do this!’

‘Jeez, darl,’ he said, stepping back towards me and caressing my arm. ‘It’ll be alright. We’ll get back together again after you have the baby. It’ll be just like it was before … you know…’

I gazed into his blue eyes, usually full of a smile or a joke, and saw hesitation and doubt. My heart flipped. He’s not sure about our decision. Say it, Roy. Say, come on, let’s get off the train and go home.

But he broke my gaze and stared out the window at the emptying platform.

‘Please, Roy.’ I whispered. ‘Please. I don’t want to go.’

At last, he touched me, running his fingers across my face before hugging and kissing me. Tears welled in my eyes.

A raspy voice blared over the train’s speaker system.

‘This service departs in five minutes. Anyone not travelling to Sydney must now leave the train. I repeat: this service will depart in five minutes. This is your final warning. If you are not travelling, please leave the train.’

I clung to Roy, feeling the soft suede jacket I loved against my cheek. He broke away and cleared his throat.

‘Got to go, darl. You heard the announcement. I don’t want to get caught.’ He gave a small laugh, as if he’d made a joke, then coughed. ‘I’ll write and send you some money when I can. Love you. Take care.’

I watched as he strode down the corridor, and then I ran after him, reaching the carriage door as the conductor slammed it shut, and the train jerked into motion.

I pressed my face and hands against the window was Roy standing on the platform, his hand raised in farewell. I pounded the glass as the train pulled out of the station

‘Roy!’ I screamed. Our eyes met for a brief second, and he hung his head. ‘Roy! No! I love you. Don’t let me go. I don’t want to go.’

I slid to the floor and sobbed as the train clattered through the yards, past the flashing lights of railway crossings’ through the western suburbs and out into the darkness of the countryside.

At last I stumbled back to the sleeper, locked the door and curled up on the seat, shaking with grief and exhaustion. I just wanted to sleep, to be numb and to forget everything for a while. But my eyes were puffy from crying, my neck and shoulders were tight from stress, and there was no way my body would allow me to rest.

My mind kept circling back to Roy and our baby. I twisted the pearl ring he’d given me around my finger.

A few weeks later, Roy wrote to say he had driven his blue sports car as fast as he could after the train.

But he had driven the wrong way.

I wish he had turned around.

I wish he had kept driving.


The Golden Butterfly

1965

By the time that train pulled out of Spencer Street Station, my life had already begun to unravel.

But the truth is, it had started much earlier, in the carefully ordered world of my childhood, where appearance meant everything and mistakes were something you simply didn’t make.

Roy and I met while rehearsing The Desert Song with the Northern Light Opera Company. We were in the chorus with a crowd of other young people who loved performing and socialising. Being part of the company was a world away from my daytime job in the public service, where I worked as a typist before being promoted to secretary. My father, Bill, had insisted I join the public service when I left school and would hear of no other path for me.

‘It’s a safe and secure job, Jan,’ he said. ‘A decent wage.’

I didn’t think to question him. He was the head of the family and very strict. My four brothers, all a decade or more older than me, had already left home, and I obeyed him, just as my mother, Hazel, always had. She had married him when she was only sixteen.

My parents had me much later in life, and in many ways I grew up like an only child, though there had been another daughter before me who lived for only three days. I became their precious girl, protected from the world. My father used to read me a story about a magical child called the Golden Butterfly, and before long that was what he called me too. In his eyes, I was destined for wonderful things.

As a teenager I longed to wear pants like the fashionable girls I saw around me, but my father wouldn’t allow it.

‘I had four boys,’ he said, ‘and now I’ve got a girl, and the girl will dress like a girl.’

At last, when I was about sixteen, I persuaded him to let me wear pedal pushers. I felt so modern and so cool in them.

Looking back, I can see how sheltered I was. Loved, deeply loved, but sheltered all the same. Home was full of rules, expectations and quiet warnings about what people might think. By the time I fell pregnant, those lessons were so deeply in me that I could hardly imagine defying them.

Roy, by contrast, felt like freedom.

At first we went out with our social group as friends, but before long we were going steady. I loved his sense of humour and we slipped easily into the kind of life young couples had then, parties, ten-pin bowling, the drive-in and long Sunday drives. We’d go to Twin Lakes for picnics and barbeques, and the boys would swing from a rope into the water, while at another time, Roy and I water-skied behind his father’s boat on the Maribyrnong River.

At night he’d drive me home to Middle Road in Maribyrnong, where we’d sit outside my parents’ house in his car, kissing and making out under that bloody streetlight that always seemed to shine straight into the car window. Sometimes we’d park down by the river among the bushes with all the other young couples, until the local policeman came around and shone his torch through the glass, asking us what we were doing. As if he didn’t know.

We always had the radio on. ‘Maria Elena’, a haunting Latin guitar solo that melted my heart, was often playing, and Roy called it our song. Being young and in love felt beautiful. I lived inside that warm bubble of happiness and thought it would last forever.

Sunday nights were family nights, and we alternated between each other’s houses. Roy got on well with my mum and dad, and his parents were wonderfully welcoming to me. His mother cooked delicious meals and cakes, kept a spotless house, worked various cleaning jobs outside the home and told me she hoped I would be her daughter-in-law one day. I loved that. Every so often Roy and his dad would play golf while his mother and I wandered behind them gossiping and giggling, pretending to take an interest in the game. They became my other family, and I was very close to them.

Roy and I would sit cuddled up on the vinyl-covered couch at my house after my parents had gone to bed in the next room, convinced they had no idea we were making out—even though the squeak of the vinyl probably gave us away. The accordion door between the lounge and hallway didn’t help either.

When Roy escorted me to my twenty-first birthday party at Ascot House, everyone thought an engagement announcement might be coming. He gave me pearl earrings, a matching necklace and a pearl ring. I wore a violet gown with a ballet-pink rose under the bust, pale pointy-toed slingbacks and my hair in a bouffant style touched with pink. The guests were all dressed in evening wear, and I felt glamorous and adored.

Soon after, Roy took me to the annual McEwan’s Ball, where I danced every dance and was declared Belle of the Ball. The buzz was incredible. I felt stunning, sophisticated and full of possibility. Mum and Dad were so proud of me the next day. In that moment I really was Dad’s Golden Butterfly.

Roy always tried to please me. Once, as we drove past a shop window, I remarked on a tartan shirt I liked. A day or so later he turned up wearing it, smiling that funny little smile of his.

‘I bought it for you, darl, because you said you liked it.’

Those were carefree days. Music, friends, dances, rehearsals and plans for the future. It is hard now to believe how protected that life felt, how little I understood about how quickly things could change.

I joined the Williamstown Light Opera Company to perform in South Pacific, playing Nellie Forbush. Roy was jealous of some of the men in the show, though I assured him I had no interest in any of them. I wasn’t keen on him coming to rehearsals all the time because I needed space to focus, but that didn’t stop him worrying.

Around the same time I went by myself to see the Beatles, standing outside the Southern Cross Hotel with thousands of screaming fans while we waited for them to appear. The atmosphere was electric. Later, at Festival Hall, I was lucky enough to have a seat near the front, so I could actually hear them over all the screaming. Afterwards I drove home on a high, feeling as if the world had opened up. Later I even wrote a letter to Ringo. He never wrote back.

Every Saturday afternoon my three closest girlfriends—Lana, Barbara and Judi—and I held what we called ‘girl talks’ at one another’s houses. We named ourselves OMC, the Old Maids’ Club, though of course we all had boyfriends. Lana appointed herself secretary and took the minutes each week. We ate cake and biscuits, drank tea, and before long graduated to Porphyry Pearl, a cheap sparkling white wine that was fashionable at the time. We thought we were terribly sophisticated.

During one of these meetings we decided to take a break from our boyfriends and go on holiday to Surfers Paradise. We stayed first at the Fairhaven Motel, then found a flat closer to the sea in Broadbeach. We’d sleep late, wander down to the beach for a swim and a sunbake, then drift to the Surfers Paradise Hotel in the afternoons, where there was music and a party atmosphere. In the evenings we’d head to the Skyline Lounge at the Chevron Hotel, where a group called the Māori Hi-Fives played, and before long we were friendly with them.

We also spent time in a cool, dimly lit coffee shop with cushions on the floor, fishing nets hanging from the ceiling and candles stuck in bottles. The wax dripping down the green glass seemed exotic and thrilling to us. We never had much money. At one point the only thing in the fridge was an onion, which we cooked and shared. Ah, the joys of fine dining.

Most of Surfers Paradise was carefree and fun, but one night it turned frightening.

Barb and Lana had hooked up with the Hi-Five boys, and I decided to head back to the flat. Their cousin offered to drive me home, and I got into his car without much thought. I knew the boys, and I had already been introduced to him.

But when he drove past our street, unease crept in.

I asked him to pull over, again and again, but he kept driving, heading out onto dark roads and up a mountain. Fear rose in my chest. I shouted at him to stop, but he only drove faster. Jumping out of the car crossed my mind, but I was terrified I’d injure myself. At last he pulled over in the pitch black, grabbed a bottle of beer from the back seat, opened it with his teeth and offered me some.

Oh God.

All I could think about was how to get out of the situation. I refused his damned beer. My hand was already on the door handle, there were no inside locks in those days, and while he took a swig I jumped out and ran as fast as I could, my heart hammering. I slid into the scrub beside the road as he started up the car, turned on the headlights and drove up and down searching for me. He passed my hiding place three or four times before finally giving up and driving away.

When I was sure he was gone, I scrambled back onto the road and made my way down the mountain. I was glad the night was warm because I was wearing shorts, a singlet and my new silver sandals with turquoise jewels, not ideal for walking on stones. It was pitch black and felt like forever before the sky finally began to lighten. At last I saw kangaroos and houses with lit windows. A man in a truck pulled over to ask if I was alright and gave me a lift.

Back at the flat, my girlfriends urged me to go to the police, but I was too exhausted and shaken. All I wanted was sleep. We told the Hi-Five boys what had happened. They were appalled and dealt with it in their own way. I never saw the cousin again.

After Surfers Paradise, I got the travel bug and planned a trip to Fiji. It happened to coincide with Roy going to Sydney with some of his mates, and because my flight stopped there on the way through, Roy suggested he meet me at the airport between flights. Of course I agreed. I was thrilled we would catch up.

The night before I left, Mum lectured me in her usual cautious way.

‘Be careful, Janni. Watch your handbag at all times, especially if you go to Kings Cross.’

I laughed and gave her a quick hug. She worried about everything, especially her daughter. Two of her favourite sayings were, ‘What will the neighbours think?’ and ‘Don’t let your right hand know what your left hand is doing.’

Dressed in my pink-and-white checkered mini-skirted suit and carrying a hot pink handbag, I caught an Ansett flight from Essendon Airport, where I promptly tripped in my new high heels. A young man walking behind me asked if I was alright, and I blushed. I was thrilled to be heading off on an adventure by myself and even more excited to see Roy.

He was on my mind for most of the flight. When I crossed the sweltering tarmac in Sydney and saw him waiting there in beige linen slacks and a blue shot-silk jacket, my heart flipped. He looked so handsome and smart. We looked like two peas in a pod.

He picked me up and swung me around, then took my hand as we walked through the car park. I tingled with anticipation as I slipped into his blue sports car.

He turned on the radio and we sang along to all the latest hits as we drove through the city to the holiday flat near the beach where he and his mates were staying. One of them was in the lounge room drinking beer and watching television, but when he sensed the mood between Roy and me he quietly disappeared outside.

We sat on the couch and talked about all sorts of things, mostly how much we meant to each other, and before long we were kissing. Roy led me into his bedroom and closed the door. I curled into his chest as we lay down on the single bed.

I loved him and knew where we were headed. It felt right that we had waited, and now I was ready to make that final commitment of our love. We hadn’t planned it. We didn’t even think about precautions. I closed my eyes as we gave ourselves to each other.

Afterwards I noticed blood on the sheet.

‘Oh my God, Roy, look!’

‘What, darl? I think it’s normal the first time.’

We lay in each other’s arms for a while before dressing and going back into the lounge room. When we left for the airport, Roy’s mate was sitting on the fence with a beer glass in his hand. I flushed. Had he been there the whole time? Had he heard us? I grimaced at Roy, who just shrugged and smiled. Before I caught the plane, we kissed and promised to be faithful to each other.

We thought we had the world at our feet. Life was full of music, friends, laughter and plans for the future. Roy and I were young and in love, and everything seemed possible.

Looking back now, it’s hard to believe how carefree life felt then. I had no idea how quickly everything was about to change.

Fiji was wonderful. I met lots of interesting people, including a very handsome young man in a cream jacket who took me to a fabulous restaurant at the Grand Pacific Hotel in Suva. We drank champagne and watched the sun set over the ocean from the rooftop, and for a moment I felt as if I were in South Pacific, playing Nellie Forbush while he played Emile de Becque. But I wasn’t interested in anything more than a kiss. My heart was with Roy.

The first hint that something was wrong came during a three-day cruise around the islands. I felt nauseous and assumed it was seasickness made worse by the smell of diesel fumes. My perfume suddenly smelled awful, even the food tasted strange, and I spent much of the cruise in my cabin trying not to be sick. What a waste of a perfectly good trip.

When I got home, I took some temp work because I had left my previous job before going to Surfers Paradise. I noticed I was putting on a little weight and started wearing looser clothes. I was increasingly irritable and short-tempered, and my relationship with Roy began to sour. One day I stood at the front door of my parents’ house in my housecoat, feeling sick and horrible, and screamed at him to go away and leave me alone. He stared at me, bewildered. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I only knew I couldn’t seem to control myself.

Another month passed without a period before the truth began to dawn on me. The thought had crossed my mind before, but I had pushed it away. Surely it was impossible. It couldn’t happen after one time.

Slow panic began to spread through me.

No. I couldn’t be pregnant. I just couldn’t.

I was too embarrassed to go to the family doctor and terrified he would tell my parents, so I made an appointment with a doctor in Ascot Vale, a couple of suburbs away. My parents thought I was visiting a friend and dropped me off.

I sat in the faded waiting room flicking through New Idea, pretending I was there for a sore throat or a stomach ache, while my stomach dropped each time the next patient was called.

At last it was my turn.

The doctor questioned me, took notes, then handed me a gown and waited while I changed behind a curtain. I climbed onto the narrow examination table and lay as instructed, my bottom exposed beneath the harsh light. When he snapped on the rubber gloves, I shut my eyes, but I still heard the sickening slap of latex against skin. Then he inserted something cold and metallic and began examining me.

‘Ahh!’ I gasped as he poked and prodded.

‘Relax,’ he said. ‘It won’t hurt as much.’

How the hell was I supposed to relax? It was excruciating.

At last he stopped and grunted, ‘Get dressed.’

Shaking, I obeyed. He motioned me to the chair in front of his desk and wrote a few more notes before finally looking up.

‘Are you married?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said quietly.

‘Well, young lady, you’re pregnant—but you’re too far along. Whatever you do, you’ll have to arrange to have the baby.’

The blood drained from my face.

Then he pushed back his chair and added, ‘You young girls should think about the consequences before you open your legs.’

I stumbled from the room, shocked and humiliated.

Outside, panic took over. What was I going to do? I couldn’t tell my parents. They would be devastated that their only daughter was unmarried and pregnant. I hadn’t seen Roy since I had screamed at him at the front door, but I knew I had to tell him.

That evening I drove my little green VW to Kensington, where Roy was having his singing lesson at our teacher Myrtle’s house. I parked behind his sports car and sat gripping the steering wheel, trying to calm my jumping nerves and waves of nausea.

What’s he going to say? Will he be angry? Will he be frightened? Will he tell me we’ll face it together?

Then he came out of Myrtle’s house with a smile on his face and sheet music tucked under his arm. I beeped the horn.

He slid into the passenger seat, his long legs awkward in the tight space.

‘What a nice surprise. What are you doing here?’

‘I need to talk to you, Roy,’ I said, dreading what came next.

‘Sure. What’s going on?’

I took a breath and blurted it out.

‘I’m pregnant.’

His smile vanished.

‘What?’

We stared at each other, both terrified, both suddenly confronted by consequences neither of us had been willing to imagine.

Then he said the words that lodged like a knife in me.

‘How do I know it’s mine?’

‘How can you say that?’ I whispered. ‘You know I’ve only been with you.’

‘It was only that once.’

‘I know, but I’m still pregnant.’

‘Yeah, well, I dunno what you’re goin’ to do.’

‘Me? I thought maybe we could …’

‘Jesus, Jan, no way. I’m not ready to get married. I don’t want to be forced into it. We just met too soon. We should’ve met later in life.’

My heart sank. I twisted the little pearl ring he’d given me.

‘And anyway, if we did get married, we’d probably get divorced. You’re too good for me.’

‘What does that even mean?’ I said. ‘How can you say such a thing?’

‘Have you told your parents yet?’

‘No. I can’t. They’d be so ashamed, and so hurt.’

‘Maybe they could help.’

‘No. Dad would never forgive me. I’m their only daughter, Roy. They’re older. I couldn’t do that to them.’

He hesitated.

‘Well … can you, you know … get rid of it?’

I shook my head. ‘No. The doctor said I’m too far along.’

And I don’t want to.

‘Then maybe you could get it adopted.’

‘What?’ I stared at him. ‘This is our baby.’

‘I can’t think of any other way out.’

I hung my head and felt tears gathering.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I just don’t know.’

‘Look, I’m sorry, Jan. Maybe find out about getting it adopted to a good home. That might be for the best.’ He opened the car door. ‘I have to go. Mum’s expecting me home for dinner. We’ll get together on the weekend. Okay? Bye, darl.’

‘Roy … wait …’

But he was already gone.

I sat in the car, gutted, and watched him drive away.

For the next week or so I moved through life on automatic pilot, numb and confused. Roy and I even started going out together again, as if nothing had changed. One night I wore my twenty-first birthday dress to a ball at Kensington Town Hall, though it was already getting tight across my stomach, so I made a loose lace tunic to wear over it. Thank goodness I knew dressmaking. Before long I was sewing several flowing outfits to hide what was happening.

Then I read an article in The Woman’s Weekly about a single mothers’ home in Sydney called St Margaret’s. The article described green lawns, a fountain and a large white building run by St Joseph’s nuns who cared for unmarried pregnant girls and their infants. There were black-and-white photographs of newborn babies being held by nuns and adoptive parents.

I stared at those photographs for a long time before I found the courage to ring the number printed at the bottom of the page.

The nun who answered took my name and address and sent information about the home in a discreet brown paper envelope.

‘When you get to Sydney, ring us,’ she said.

I showed Roy the material.

‘Looks good,’ he said. ‘You’d be looked after … and then a married couple can adopt the baby … and afterwards we can get back together. Everything can be the same.’

I looked at him and whispered, ‘Oh, Roy. It will never be the same again.’


The Brink

1965

I looked out the window as the Southern Aurora pulled into Central Station, blasting its horn. People lined the platform, peering into the carriages, eager to find their loved ones. I moved away from the window, not wanting to be seen, drew the blinds, and waited until I thought most of the other passengers had disembarked. Then I put on my coat and opened the sleeper door. Good! There was no one in the corridor.

I stepped into a flurry of people on the platform and was swamped with loneliness. I was the only one who didn’t have someone to meet me. I was so scared and was convinced everyone knew that I had committed society’s worst sin. I felt as if I had a flashing light over my head saying, ‘Unmarried and Pregnant Hussy!’ I hurried along the platform, trying to be invisible, and found my way into Central Station’s grand hall. It was so vast; I felt like an ant under the domed ceiling. Everyone was moving in different directions to catch suburban trains or to go to work in the city. After the isolation of the sleeper, it was a bit overwhelming. The Roman numerals of the hanging clock revealed that the time was only eight o’clock, and I groaned. I’m so tired. How on earth am I going to get through the day?

My stomach clenched. I have to find a telephone and ring St Margaret’s. I have to stick to the plan. Following the exit signs, I found my way to the street, where there was a bank of telephones, and selected one with an empty booth on either side. I didn’t want anybody to overhear me. I wedged my suitcase between my legs, fed the machine copper coins and dialled the number for St Margaret’s.

A crisp voice answered. ‘St Margaret’s. This is Sister Ruth speaking. How may I help you?’

Twisting the phone cord through my fingers, I babbled. ‘I, ahh, rang you from Melbourne a while ago. You sent me some information and said to ring you when I got to Sydney. I’m here, and I’m pregnant. I’m not married, and I need to …’

‘I’m sorry, dear, unfortunate timing. We’re full. Can’t take any more girls at the moment.’

‘Oh!’ My heart sank. ‘What am I going to do? I’m on my own. I’ve nowhere to go. I don’t know anybody in Sydney. I haven’t got much money …’

‘Now, dear, calm down, and let’s see if we can work something out. What’s your name?’

‘Jan,’ I managed to say.

‘Well, Jan, where are you?’

‘Central Station.’

‘That’s good. You’re not far from the YWCA. It only takes women. It’s in Pitt Street, just a few blocks away. Go there. They’ll look after you. Ring back tomorrow and ask for me. I’ve got a few private homes on my list; one of them might be able to take you.’

Sister Ruth gave me the directions to the YWCA and hung up, leaving the dial tone buzzing in my ear. I clung to the telephone as if it were a lifeline. I hadn’t expected this. I hadn’t thought I’d be rejected. Oh, my God! What’ll I do if no one takes me in? Where will I go?

Feeling desolate, I made my way slowly up the hilly Sydney streets to Pitt Street, stopping every so often to rest, my case heavy in my hand. The YWCA was an ugly, four-storey brown building with box-like windows. A cold wave washed over me as I climbed the steps into the dim foyer where a thin woman, with her hair in a bun, stood behind a counter, and a couple of girls about my age talked to each other near the stairs. None of them took any notice of me as I approached the counter and said, ‘Hello, I …’

The lady held up her hand and wrote in some register. ‘Just a moment. Can’t you see I’m busy?’

‘Sorry,’ I mumbled and waited.

The girls by the stairs whispered to each other behind their hands. They must be talking about me. They know.

‘Alright,’ said the receptionist. ‘How can I help you?’

‘A room … I need a room.’

‘For how long?’

‘Just for one night … I think.’

‘Did someone send you here?’

‘No.’ I lied. There was no way I was going to tell her about St Margaret’s. She didn’t need to know.

She looked me up and down before saying. ‘Right. Sign here in the ledger, and I’ll get you a key.’ She turned the large black ledger around so that it faced me. ‘Name here. Signature there. Home address on the far-left side.’ She removed a tarnished key from a board behind her and waited for me to fill in my details. ‘You’re in 303 on the third floor. That’ll be five shillings, please.’

I gave her the money, and she counted it before popping it in the till.

I dragged my case up the stairs and along the narrow corridor to room 303, unlocked the door, and entered a small room furnished with a single iron bedstead and a chair. Dog-tired, I flopped on the bed that squeaked under my weight. I couldn’t bear the brownness, the confinement and the absolute depression of the room, but nor could I bear the thought of going out and being around people. Through pure necessity, I made my way back down the corridor to the bathroom, used the toilet and washed my hands and face at a big white sink stained with rust. I knew I’d feel a little better if I had a shower, but I didn’t have the energy. All I wanted to do was fall into a deep, dreamless sleep where I didn’t feel anything. I was sick of the thoughts that plagued my mind, sick of my heavy body, and sick of worrying about tomorrow. I leaned against the wall, discoloured tiles cold against my back. I felt so empty—so alone. I wished I could die, and then there would be no problem.

Back in the room, I lay on the bed and tried to sleep, but my body jangled with nerves and my mind wavered on the brink of an abyss. I longed to be in my own comfy bed, in my own room, surrounded by my own things. Would I ever be there again? Outside, a light rain began to fall, small drops on the windowpane, making me even more depressed. I struggled to my feet and opened the window to breathe in the fresh, moist air. There was a brick wall opposite me and a cold concrete laneway below me. I looked down at the emptiness and thought, My life is over. It’ll never be the same again. If I jump, there’ll be no more problems. I felt myself retreating into a dark, dark place and stepped slowly and determinedly out onto the windowsill, where I teetered on the edge, ready to jump into oblivion.

For a brief moment, time stopped.

As I looked down, I suddenly saw my parents’ faces staring up at me, and the headlines of a newspaper flashed before my eyes, ‘Pregnant Melbourne Girl Jumps to Her Death.’ Oh, my God! My parents would be totally distraught if this were to happen. I couldn’t do it to them. And my baby—how could I do this to the baby? What was I thinking? I paused and stepped back into the room, back into an odd reality and huddled up on the floor. At that very moment, I felt a flutter inside me. Was that the baby? Maybe it was saying, ‘Thank you.’

I didn’t know what was going to happen to me, how I was going to get through the next few months, but I knew we would survive somehow.
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I don’t remember sleeping, but by morning I was locking the door of Room 303 and going downstairs. Out on the street, I searched for a telephone box and rang St Margaret’s. The nun, who answered, was curt but agreed to find Sister Ruth for me. As I waited, I watched the city bustle into life.

Finally, Sister Ruth answered. ‘Oh, Jan. Good morning. I have some good news. I’ve found a lady who is willing to have you. She’s taken in girls before. Her name is Tessa, and she lives in Woollahra.’

My legs felt weak. Oh, thank God! I’ve got somewhere to go. I couldn’t speak.

‘Are you still there, Jan? Can you hear me?’

I swallowed hard before answering. ‘Yes, yes … I’m still here.’

‘Have you got enough money to take a taxi?’

‘Yes. I think so.’

‘Good. There’s a taxi rank near the station. Go there.’

She gave me Tessa’s address, and I memorised it.

‘Right then, dear, good luck. I’ll check in with Tessa later today. See that you get there, alright?’ She hung up with a sharp click, and I listened to the dial tone, knowing I should be relieved, but there was a tight knot in my tummy. What will this Tessa be like? What will her place be like? I feel so scared and alone.

I headed back to the YWCA, packed and collected my suitcase, returned the key to the counter, walked to Central Station and caught a taxi. It took an eternity to drive through the Sydney streets, which were so strange to me, and I was thankful the driver was listening to the radio and didn’t want to make small talk. I peered out the window as the taxi negotiated Edgecliff Rd and pulled up in front of a cream-coloured, single-fronted, double-storey terrace house with a wrought iron fence. ‘Okay, love, we’re here,’ the driver said.

I stepped out of the taxi onto the footpath while he retrieved my case from the boot and tipped his hat in farewell. I stared at the place that would be my home for the next couple of months, my heart in my mouth and my palms sweaty. Oh, hell! I’m walking into the unknown. It took me a while to summon up the courage to open the gate and knock on the door.

A woman in a floral dress and an apron answered. She carried a baby and was followed by two young boys, who stared at me with wordless curiosity.

‘You must be Jan,’ said the lady. ‘I’m Tessa, and this is my brood: Andrew, Dion and baby Kate. You’ll meet my husband later when he comes home from work. Come on in with your things.’

I followed Tessa down the hallway, stepping over discarded toys into the back area of the house. I was relieved to be in a place that wasn’t dark and brown.

‘Sit down, Jan, and I’ll make you a cup of tea. How do you have it?’ Tessa said.

‘Oh, white please.’ What am I doing here with these strangers? I hid my anxiety with the manners Mum had taught me. ‘Thank you, Tessa.’

‘You’ll be sharing a room with Dion.’

Dion smiled at me. He seemed to be a nice boy, although I hadn’t had a lot to do with children. Andrew lost interest and went off to play. Baby Kate sat on the floor and gurgled.

Over the next few weeks, I settled into the routine of the house by attending to household chores and helping Tessa look after the children. I moved into Dion’s bedroom, claiming a small space for myself, amongst his books and toys. The days were full of tiresome activity, the nights long and fretful. I felt lonely, abandoned and scared, and my confidence and self-esteem were at an all-time low. I was no longer the ‘Golden Butterfly’ that good things would happen to. Maybe I was being taught a lesson for being so self-centred all my life. I still couldn’t really believe I was pregnant and thought it must be one of those false pregnancies I’d read about.

One day, Tessa asked, ‘Have you told your mother?’

I shook my head. ‘Ahh, no.’ If I tell her, she’ll tell my father. And even though I love my father, I’m frightened of him. When I was four or five, the teenage boy next door sexually molested me—he told me we were playing doctors and nurses—I’ve never forgotten his ugly, powerful smell. When my father found out, he gave me a belting on my bare bottom with his razor strap, saying, ‘Naughty girl! Never do that again!’ It hurt so much I couldn’t sit down. I was so confused; I didn’t know what I’d done wrong, and he never really told me. So how can I tell him I’m pregnant? His anger would be huge.

‘I haven’t told anybody—not a soul—just Roy.’

‘Hmm,’ Tessa said, unaware of my inner turmoil. ‘What does your mother think you’re doing in Sydney?’

‘Having a holiday,’ I answered. ‘She thinks I’m staying and partying with friends, going to the theatre, seeing the sights and doing a little bit of work on the side. I write to her and Dad often.’ I feel so guilty about telling them blatant lies, but what else can I do?

Raelene, who was also pregnant, lived in a separate flat upstairs. She and I formed an alliance of sorts, if not a friendship. Raelene was from Western Australia and had already decided to keep her baby.

‘How are you going to cope?’ I asked.

‘My brother is going to help me with the financial side of things, and eventually, when the baby’s big enough, I’ll get a job.’ Raelene rubbed her tummy and smiled.

I couldn’t help feeling jealous of her determination and decision. ‘My boyfriend, Roy, wants me to adopt the baby out. He doesn’t want to be tied down.’

‘Have you thought about keeping it yourself?’

‘Of course, but I don’t know how.’

‘It’s not an easy decision, is it then?’ Raelene paused before she asked. ‘Are you scared about the birth?’

‘Yes. I don’t know anything about what’ll happen to me.’

‘I’m petrified,’ Raelene said. ‘I want to ask questions, but no one will talk about it, not even Tessa, even though she was a nurse. Can you feel your baby kick yet?’

‘Yes, usually at night when I’m trying to sleep.’

Raelene laughed. ‘I think mine is going to be a boy and a footballer. The kicks are so hard. What do you think you’re having?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe a girl—maybe a boy. I don’t mind either way as long as it’s healthy and everything is okay.’

Raelene said, ‘God, I feel so fat and awkward, and my belly’s so tight, like a drum.’

‘Mine too. My body keeps changing. I feel so heavy.’ I was relieved to complain to someone who’d listen. ‘Everything takes so much effort, even washing the dishes and sweeping the floor.’

‘Tell me about it. I’ll be glad when it’s over, and my body gets back to normal.’ Raelene sighed. ‘Oh, well, better go and hang the washing on the line while the sun’s out. The radio says it’s going to rain later today.’

One afternoon, while Kate was napping and the boys were at school, Tessa sat me down at the kitchen table and made a pot of tea. ‘I’ve been wanting to talk to you, Jambee, but it’s been hard to find a quiet moment.’

I squirmed as Tessa used Andrew’s pet name for me, sipped my tea and waited.

Tessa said, ‘Now, have you thought about what’s the best thing for your baby to make sure it has a happy life? Have you thought about having it adopted out?’

I flinched at her words.

‘It’ll be very difficult if you keep it. You know the terrible stigma of being an unmarried mother. How would you manage to look after it and work as well? You must think about the baby; it would be better off with a good, normal, happy family.’

I placed my hand on my belly. Don’t I have a good, normal, happy family?

As if reading my mind, Tessa said, ‘I mean, the baby would be better off with a happily married couple. A ‘real’ mother and a father, and, perhaps, some brothers and sisters—something you can’t possibly give it. If you truly love your baby, you must know that’s best for it.’

I looked at the floor.

‘I suppose so, but …’

‘Don’t you want what’s best for the baby?’

‘Well … of course …’ Aren’t I the best for it?

Tessa continued, ‘I have a friend whose sister and her husband have adopted children, and they’re hoping to adopt another child. They’re quite lovely and are a very good family who live in a nice brick house in a respectable suburb. Your baby would have a proper home and siblings to help take care of it. Something you certainly can’t give it. I’ve told them about you, and they’re very interested in your baby. What do you think, Jan? If you really, truly love your baby, you’ll do this.’

I twisted my pearl ring around my finger. Every fibre of my body screamed, No, I want to keep my baby. Why should I give it away to strangers? I mumbled, ‘I don’t know. Of course, I want the best for it.’

‘Well, have a good long think about it. It would be so wonderful for the baby to have a ready-made family. Think how much it would be loved.’

‘I’d love it,’ I said defiantly. Why is my love less than theirs?

‘Of course, you would. But it’s not quite the same thing now, is it? You’re really not fit to bring up a child.’ Tessa stood up. ‘And you wouldn’t want the baby to be spurned and accused of being a bastard when it goes to school, would you?’

Flabbergasted, I said, ‘A bastard?’

Tessa gazed at me with sympathy. ‘Because you’d be an unmarried mother. Your baby will be illegitimate. That’s what they’re called, dear.’

I felt I’d been kicked in the guts. My baby would be illegitimate because of one mistake.

As she left to pick up the boys from school, her parting remark was, ‘Remember, as you make your decision, the baby is the most important one here.’

I felt extremely pressured by what she’d said. My mind was filled with indecision and guilt, so I wrote to Roy (we had been exchanging letters) and told him how miserable and terribly lonely I was.

The days passed, and every day, I searched the letterbox for a reply. My heart leapt when it finally arrived. He hadn’t forgotten me. When the house was settled for the night, and Dion was reading by torchlight under his bedcovers on the other side of the room, I turned on my lamp and held the envelope to my heart. Maybe, he’ll say he’s coming to rescue me.

He complained about the long hours he was working and the terrible Melbourne weather and said that the latest musical was progressing well. He was happy that I was staying with Tessa and asked if I would name the baby. He wasn’t keen on it going to a Catholic home, although religion really didn’t matter if it was a good home. We could have given it that. He hoped





























OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Half Title



		Copyright



		Title



		Dedication



		Contents



		Authors Note



		Prologue



		1. The Golden Butterfly



		2. The Brink



		3. Stigma



		4. Feeling Valueless



		5. A Steel Band



		6. A Photo



		7. J.C. Williamsons



		8. Sydney



		9. In the Bubble



		10. Packed Houses



		11. ‘Sparkle Darling’



		12. Losing Myself



		13. An Overseas Adventure



		14. Bathing in a Bucket



		15. Working with Theatre Royalty



		16. Comedy Time



		17. Love, Loss and Showbiz



		18. Home Again



		19. Part of the Grundy Family



		20. Neighbours



		21. Sadness and Joy



		22. A Primal Scream



		23. Changes



		24. The Show Must Go On



		25. Validation and Love



		26. ‘The Past is a Foreign Country’



		27. Being a Grandmother



		28. A Rollercoaster Ride



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		About the Authors



		Back Cover











OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
What will the
Neighbours Think?

Love, loss and
showbiz

Jan Russ

My memoir as told to Robyn Bishop





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
What will the
Neighbours Think?

Love, loss and
showbiz

BIG SKY PUBLISHING
www.bigskypublishing.com.au

Jan Russ

My memoir as told to Robyn Bishop





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘As a colleague ... priceless. As a friend ... even better.
lan Smith (Harold Bishop, Neighbours)

What will the
Neighbours Thmk?

Love Ioss
and showbiz.

Jan Russ

My memoir as told to Robyn Bishop





OEBPS/images/copy-1.jpg
| ! ”!ll A catalogue record for this
i

N ATIONAL book is available from the
LIBRARY National Library of Australia

OF AUSTRALIA





