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I say this as a sketch and in a whisper

for it is not yet time:

the game of unaccountable heaven

is achieved with experience and sweat.

And under purgatory’s temporary sky

we often forget

that the happy repository of heaven

is a lifelong house that you can carry everywhere.

OSIP MANDELSTAM, 9 MARCH 1937


One

Sydney, Australia

May 1970

I know what democracy is. It means living in a fair society, where you have free thought, equality and the right to live however you want – so long as it’s okay with everyone else, especially the law.

I know because I looked it up in a dictionary. This girl with sly eyes and sores on her face said it to me when I was put away.

‘It’s not democratic, this place,’ she whispered, stabbing her porridge with her spoon.

I didn’t have a clue what she was on about, but I didn’t want to look like a dummy by asking. And I was frightened one of the officers might notice and punish me. Talking wasn’t allowed in the dining hall.

I kept the word in my head for three days, till library session.

September 1970

There’s a girl in the next bed crying.

She’s got untidy blonde hair. I know she is crying, because her shoulders judder and now and then she whimpers. I’m used to seeing girls cry. We all do it, in here.

The room I am in shimmers like oil in a puddle, black and purple swirls. I rub my eyes, they are sandy and raw; this makes them even worse, sending tears across my temples to settle in pools in my ears.

I close my eyes to stop the stinging. My head is throbbing, my limbs ache, my memory is blank.

After a while I open my eyes again, blinking. I lift my head; it hurts, like it did that time when me and Louise drank some of Mum’s whiskey. I drop my head on to the pillow. God, what’s wrong with me?

I try to lift my head again. This time I am aware of something between my legs, and the pain in my tummy. When I move my legs a sharp pain tugs at my crotch. I reach down with my hand. There’s a bulky rough pad stuffed between my legs.

I lift the sheets. My nightie has got HOSPITAL PROPERTY stamped all over it in blue. I pull up the nightie and feel my tummy. It feels funny, floppy, and the skin loose like Granny’s elbows. It should be tight and swollen. It was like a drum-skin, last time I felt it. When? Today?

Nothing is familiar. This is not Sick Bay – the ceiling there is white; this one is blue. I glance around, but can only take in a forty-five degree sweep because I can’t move. God, what’s happened? It’s not Sick Bay, and it’s not my dormitory, or Jarrah Cottage, it’s a ward, a hospital ward. My baby! Is my baby all right? Why is my tummy all soft and flabby? What’s happened?

The girl next to me is sobbing softly into her pillow. I lie really still, listening to her. There is something about her voice that alerts me, something familiar. I lean up on my elbow, the pain between my legs is awful.

I can see her face now, one side of it. The other side is pushed into the pillow. Her blonde hair is matted and stringy across her cheek, and she is sucking a hanky. It is twisted, grey and soggy. She pushes her hair back a bit, and I can see who it is. Mary!

She seems completely unaware of me. Just stares into space. Must be frightened of having her baby. I lie back and stare at the ceiling, trying to figure out what has happened.

I glance along the ward; no sign of any nurses or doctors. The other beds, four on each side of the room, are empty. The door is shut; probably locked.

I move my legs apart a little and peer down in the gloom to see what is happening. My hand is shaking – will I see the top of my baby’s head poking out? The pad is soaked in dark-red blood. My baby! It must be coming! I try to sit up again, but can’t, because the pain cuts through me, right up to my back passage, like a razor blade.

I turn my head to search for a buzzer. Behind me on the wall there’s a square metal plaque, with tubes and wires and red buttons. Under one of the buttons it says: PRESS ONCE FOR ATTENDANT. I reach my hand over my head, the pain makes me wince, but I can’t reach it.

I fall back on to the pillow, breathless and dizzy. For a long time I just lie there. The ceiling is awash with hundreds of moving black spots.

Mary is quiet now, asleep, I think; her breathing is heavy.

After a while the ceiling becomes clear and the starkness of the paint seems livid. I close my eyes and try to remember.

Sister Dawson – where is she? She said I was going to the hospital to have my baby, but I wasn’t in pain, there were no contraptions like she said there’d be, and when I asked her she said: Don’t worry about a thing, you’re in good hands – she gave me an injection, said I needed it for the journey to the hospital – that’s right. She said I was going with another girl. Mary.

There is something about hospitals that makes you feel safe. The smell of medicine, that clean smell, like the cough medicine my grandmother gave me. It’s a smell that makes you feel cared for. I close my eyes and try to relax, taking slow, deep breaths … but the pain in my tummy, and the pad, and the blood; what’s happening to me? Am I in labour? Does this always happen, this pain, and the blood? Sister Dawson said the contraptions would come and go in bursts, and when they got closer together, the baby would come. If that’s what the pain is, they are so close together they’ve merged. So my baby, it must be coming!

Suddenly, without warning, vomit slops from my lips on to the bed covers.

‘You okay?’ Mary says.

‘Where am I?’ I murmur, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

‘Mars.’

There’s a pool of yellow vomit on the sheet. The nurses will kill me.

‘Got any tissues?’

‘In the cupboard.’

I pull out a big handful and mop up the mess. There’s no bin near my bed, so I drop them on to the floor. The effort exhausts me. I lie back and close my eyes.

‘You had a shitty time, did ya?’ Mary says.

‘Eh?’

‘You had a pretty rough time. With the birth.’

What? I close my eyes and try to remember. I have a baby? Mary says I had a hard time. How does she know? It can’t be right. Can it? When? When did it happen?

I remember my feet being tied up with leather straps. My ankles were pressed into these cold, U-shaped metal stirrups and two nurses were holding my cracked heels, staring at my crotch and looking worried. I remember that much. Is that when it came?

I couldn’t move at all, tipped up like that on my back, I was trapped. I tried to push myself up on my elbows to see what they were doing.

There were people everywhere, crowded near the door and outside it, too, the ones at the back craning their necks. God! There must’ve been about forty of them. When I tried to sit up the nurses ducked under my legs and pushed me down. They gripped my shoulders and pressed me into the bed. One put a pillow on my chest so I couldn’t see.

‘What’s wrong, what’s the matter?’ I cried. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘You don’t need to worry about it,’ she said. She twisted her hand around my wrist till it burnt. ‘It has nothing to do with you,’ she hissed.

I remember … I remember now … I could feel my baby’s head, in between my legs. Like a bowling ball wedged there; the pain was terrible, as if I was being split open, like a seedpod.

I remember moaning, ‘Get … it … out … now!’ My voice didn’t sound like mine. It was deep and growling, and it frightened me.

After that there was a kerfuffle, and suddenly everyone except the nurses disappeared.

The other nurse stood over me and slapped my face.

I remember her lips. They quivered.

‘Shoosh!’ she said. ‘You lie still. We’ll take care of everything. Just lie still and you’ll be all right.’ Her voice had a catch in it. I closed my eyes and was lost.

The taste of vomit and salt makes me long for a bath. I want to clean my teeth and pour a gallon of ice-cold water down my throat. How can I lie here thinking about my furry teeth when I’ve just had a baby?

Where is it? Where is my baby? Why isn’t it by my bed? Won’t it need feeding? They’ll bring it soon, probably when I can sit up a bit. I can’t wait to see it.

I’m lying on my left side, facing Mary. Her cheeks are flushed pink. Her yellow hair has grown faster than mine. She is still staring at nothing. She hasn’t moved an inch. Her blue eyes are like milky pools.

‘It’s dead,’ Mary suddenly whispers, glancing at me. ‘My baby’s dead. Stillborn. That means dead.’

I’ll wet myself if someone doesn’t come. Any minute the wee is going to pour out into the blood-soaked pad and wash down my legs on to the mattress. The nurses will kill me.

I’m so hot and sticky; I’m dying for a shower. Where are the nurses? Why don’t they bring my baby to me?

‘Mary!’

‘Don’t panic. I’m not going anywhere.’

‘Ring the bell, will you. I can’t reach mine. My bum is killing me.’

‘I’ve got them too. Not as many as you, though. Sister said you’ve got them right up inside.’

I frown. She sounds so cheerful. For someone whose baby is dead.

‘Press the button, will you, I’m dying.’

‘Don’t steal the limelight,’ she says, pressing the buzzer.

It’s a weird thing to say, but I’m too worried about not wetting the bed to be bothered with jokes.

A few minutes later the double doors swing open and a large nurse waddles in. She has short bleached hair with an inch of black regrowth.

‘What’s the problem, Mary?’ she says. She is standing by Mary’s bed, peering through piggy blue eyes.

‘Not me, nurse. Ellen. Needs a wee.’

‘Hurry, please, nurse, I’m nearly wetting myself.’

She disappears through the double doors again, her mouth pressed into a red slash. I groan and reach down to press my fingers against my urethra (I’ve got the lingo now).

The nurse comes back carrying a large, shallow metal bowl with a piece of green paper towel over the top. It lifts at one corner, as though a ghost has slipped in.

She places the bowl on the bed, tilts it into the mattress and firmly wedges it under one cheek of my bum. Then she eases her arms behind me, one each under my armpits, as though she is about to drag a dead body off.

‘When I get to three, lift yourself up and back,’ she says.

‘But … I can’t, it hurts.’

‘It’s not that bad. You girls do exaggerate. Come on: one, two … three.’

I manage to move a few inches. The pain, like hot needles, makes me cry out. I can’t bear to put any weight on my bum. I slump sideways, panting.

‘Straight back,’ she says, ‘you can’t use the bedpan lying on your side.’

‘But it hurts—’

‘Come on. Once again, one, two … three.’

I heave myself back. This time I do it. I’m sitting up, but oh God, it hurts. I feel sick again, and dizzy. The nurse is a white blur.

She forces the pan under me. I wriggle on to it breathless, like a stranded whale struggling over the sand back to the sea.

At last the cold metal is snug. She pulls my nightie up over my tummy, eases the pad away and deposits it in a bin at the end of the ward. The smell of old blood wafts up from my body.

It is awkward and embarrassing, perched on the bed weeing in a pan. At first it makes a loud noise, like a tap filling a metal bucket. Mary is watching the whole procedure, transfixed. I want to hit her. I try to control it so it trickles, but I can’t. The relief is enormous. Pieces, like jelly, ooze out. My insides are coming out. I can’t reach the tissues to wipe myself.

At the end of the bed the nurse is smoothing the sheets.

‘Finished?’ she inquires, looking past me.

‘Thanks,’ I sigh. ‘Thank you, nurse.’ I’m so grateful I could kiss her.

She removes the bedpan; it is full and I’m worried it might spill. But she manoeuvres it with a surgeon’s steady hand, places it carefully on the locker and covers it with the green paper. From her pocket she takes a clean pad and stuffs it between my legs.

‘Can I have a bath? Or a shower?’

‘You have a lot of stitches. Wait until you feel better.’

‘Did I have a boy or a girl?’

‘A girl,’ she says, flatly. As though it’s no big deal. I don’t suppose it is, to her.

She gathers up the sicky tissues and drops them into the bedpan, then walks to the end of the ward, balancing my wee, and disappears behind a door. I hear the sound of a toilet flushing. I close my eyes. The heavy aching returns, pinning me to the bed. It’s not a physical pain, like the one between my legs and in my tummy; it’s inside me, right through me. A girl. I had a girl. I can’t believe it – I’m a mother. Just like that. I want to see my baby; I want to touch her, smell her, feed her. Will she have my big ears? I hope she’s pretty, and smart, and brainy, not like me. I don’t want her to be like me. My breasts are leaking. I want my baby. Oh, I do wish they’d hurry up and bring her.

‘Nurse! Nurse!’ I shout.

But it is too late. The slow swoosh of the door punctuates the air, and the room is quiet again. I hear footsteps fading along the corridor. I lie still, heart pounding, helpless, the urge to leap off the bed so powerful that my skin feels as if it will rupture.

I lean up on both elbows, ears pricked. Footsteps, I hear footsteps, coming this way, she’s coming back. With my baby, I bet. The double doors swing open and she marches towards me, stomach first. She is holding a small silver dish.

‘Be quiet!’ she barks. ‘You’ll wake up the dead.’

‘Where’s my baby? Can I see her now, please?’ I say eagerly. I smile at the nurse, but she hasn’t noticed, her eyes avoid mine.

‘Lie still,’ she says. She turns her back to fiddle with something in the dish.

I crane my neck to see what she is up to: a thin fountain of water squirts out of a needle and sprinkles the lino.

‘What’s that?’ I say.

‘Time for your painkiller,’ she says.

‘I don’t want it. It makes me feel sick.’

She clicks her tongue as if I’m a naughty kid.

I don’t like nurses. I don’t like hospitals.

‘You’ll do as you’re told,’ she snaps. ‘You are still in custody. Sister Dawson will be here later. If she hears you’ve been playing up you’ll be punished. You don’t want to be sent to Myalla now, do you?’

Myalla is way out in the bloody back-blocks. It’s an old prison they use for real bad girls. Anyone who plays up at Gunyah goes there. They make you build brick walls all day in the sun, then you have to knock them down and build them again the next day. I saw girls come back skin and bone. No one ever looked proud when they came back from Myalla. But I’m not scared of going there, I’m not scared of anything any more.

‘But when can I see my baby?’ I say. ‘I’m all right. I can hold her here in bed with me. I won’t be sick any more, I promise.’

Her eyes slide away from mine, but she is grinning, as if I’m stupid. I remember my plan, the one I put into action at Gunyah. I think: It’s not getting me anywhere, being nice.

‘You don’t have to worry. Your baby is in good hands,’ she says, matter-of-factly. ‘The staff here are all well trained and she is being fed regularly.’

‘But I want to see her. Give me my baby, you fucking bitch.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You heard. It’s my baby, and I want to see her. Bring her to me now, I want to hold her.’

‘I don’t think so, somehow,’ she says. ‘Not when you speak like that.’ She reaches behind me and presses the red buzzer. Seconds later the doors swing open and three grim-faced nurses burst into the room.

‘This girl is giving me problems,’ she says to them. ‘Give me a hand to hold her still, please.’

‘Fuck off!’ I shout. ‘Don’t you know anything about democracy?’

One positions herself at the foot of the bed and grabs my ankles. I struggle, but the pain is crippling.

Another scurries to grip my wrist, twisting the skin in a Chinese burn. The third one performs the same trick on the other arm. I hear something clatter on to the floor.

The fat, bleached nurse pulls up my nightie. Without turning a hair, she jabs the needle into the side of my thigh.

The room is black. My head hurts. I try to lift it, but can’t. There’s a smell of stale blood. My eyes are full of grit. My bottom hurts. What’s happened to me? Where am I? Where’s Sister Dawson? Vomit seeps into my mouth, like bitter milk, and spills on to the pillow. It settles beneath my cheek; I can feel the sticky warmth cooling against my skin. I close my eyes and sink.

My own groaning wakes me. My chest is aching; there is something around me, pulled tight. I reach under my nightie. There is material, rough bandages, wrapped around my chest, like a mummy, squashing my bosoms flat. Spasms of pain fire through them, and they throb. Like a mummy. I’m a mummy. My baby, I want to see it. I’ll go and find it, in the nursery, with the others.

When I push back the sheet a sour smell wafts out: blood, sweat and vomit. I shuffle my legs to the edge of the bed, and let my feet drop to the floor. It is cold and gives me a jolt.

I rub my eyes. I can hear breathing in the next bed. The darkness is swimming. My body sways like a reed. I bend over and drop my head between my knees, taking deep breaths.

I sit there for ages, crouching over myself, breathing in the stale smell of my own body, like a drunk.

After a long time, I lift my head and listen.

A baby is crying. The room is pressing down, I can’t breathe, it’s as if I have a plastic bag over my face. I am still swaying, and my head pounds. I try to steady myself and take deep breaths, but it’s no use, there’s no air, no air at all … Then suddenly I hear my own voice screaming in the darkness, and I stagger off the bed in search of the baby’s cries.

There’s a square of pale light in the distance. I stumble towards it, frantic, because beyond it the baby is there, somewhere, and it might be mine; it might be my little baby, crying for me.

At the block of light I stop. My heart beats hard inside the bandages. I peer through the glass panel at a long, softly lit corridor.

I push the door – it’s open – and pad across the shiny floor towards the crying. It’s cooler in the hallway, and the fresh air wakes me a bit. I can smell Dettol and other mediciny smells. The baby’s crying is louder now; the sound of it makes my blood pump harder, my breathing comes in short gasps.

Halfway down the corridor there’s a broad window overlooking a blue room. There are lights with blue bulbs hanging from the ceiling and, regimented beneath them, dozens of cots with tiny, tight bundles of white, like sleeping silkworms. I can see their heads poking out of the parcels, some with dark tufts of hair, others bald and wrinkled. Some look grey, as if bruised.

I stand there staring with my mouth open, as though I’ve just discovered gold. I can’t count them – there are too many, thirty at least. Some of them are crying, but I can’t tell which ones. I stumble further down the corridor.

At the end there’s a door that I figure must lead into the nursery. I turn the handle, but it’s locked. I limp further along, searching for another way in. There’s another door. This one is open. Inside it’s dark, but through the gloom I can make out a big chrome sink and buckets, and bedpans, and shelves stacked with towels. At the far end in the gloom are two cots.

For a moment I just stand there open-mouthed, too scared to move. Too scared to look. I take a deep breath.

My hands are squeezed into tight fists over my mouth. I hold my breath and move closer. In each cot lies a sleeping baby. I think of baby Jesus in holy swaddling. These babies are wrapped in regulation hospital sheets; I can see the blue printing: HOSPITAL PROPERTY.

Slowly, I put my face closer to one. Its pearly eyelids flicker. What do babies dream about, I wonder? They have no experience, nothing before their birth, no pain – or does it hurt them when they are born? Do they dream of their birth? Do they remember their mother’s womb, the soft, warm interior, the gurgling of veins and blood?

I reach into the cot and gently place the back of two fingers against its cheek, my hand seems enormous; its skin is warm and silky. I am shaking, and a sudden urge to hold the baby close overwhelms me, a surge of something unfamiliar.

Two tiny hands are poking out at the top of the bundle, tucked just beneath its chin. Around one wrist there’s a name tag. Carefully, I move the tiny hand so I can see what it says, but the room is too dark, so I put my head closer, squinting. It says: PERRY. Perry?

I turn to the other cot. My heart feels as though it might implode, the bandages are pulled so tight round me.

The baby’s delicate profile is dark against the white sheet. I move my face closer, and my lips brush through its feathery hair. My warm breath against its cheek comes back at me. Its tiny, moist mouth releases short, sharp breaths.

I can’t see the wrist band, as its hands are tucked tight inside the blanket, so I unravel the covers. It is so small, so small and helpless, I can’t believe how tiny it is. Its hands are tucked amongst the tight folds of a cotton nightdress, fingers furled at the tips. I pull the tagged wrist away, straining in the dark to read the printing.

It says: RUSSELL. I clamp a hand over my mouth. I look at the baby’s face. My baby’s face. She is sound asleep. Her mouth is dewy and puckered, as though she wants to be kissed.

Suddenly my mummified chest feels as if it is filling with hot liquid. The pain makes me wince.

‘Just what do you think you’re up to?’

The voice cuts through the silence, like a mallet on my skull. I reel around. A nurse is silhouetted in the doorway. She has a resentful look on her face, the look that means: You worthless piece of shit.

‘This baby,’ I blurt, ‘it’s called Russell. That’s my name, my last name. Is this my baby? Is it mine, nurse? Is this my baby? Why is she here, in this cold room? Why isn’t she in the nursery? Why can’t I have her next to me in the ward—’

‘Be quiet and get back to your bed, you’re not well enough to be wandering around.’

‘No. No, I won’t. Not until you tell me—’

‘Get back to bed. I heard you’re a troublemaker.’

She is blocking the doorway, hands on her hips like a bossy rooster. There’s something familiar about her thin red mouth and pebbly eyes with their stubby eyelashes. Before I know it, she’s on me, holding both wrists tight; she twists her fingers and the burning collapses me.

She quickly wrenches my arms behind my back and locks me in front of her. I push back against her, but she sticks her knee into the small of my back and shoves me towards the door. I try to fight her, but my limbs are floppy from all the injections.

She bulldozes me into the corridor, and I curve back into her, groaning. She shoves harder and wrenches my arms further up my back; my fingers are pressed just beneath my wing-bones.

I press harder and harder into her, moaning, ‘Let me go, let me go.’ But her grip tightens and she propels me past the nursery, then suddenly two nurses appear beside us. They crouch down and grip my ankles.

I try to kick them, but my body has turned to lead. As they lift me into the air blood trickles between my legs. They plonk me on a stretcher like a butcher’s carcass.

‘Hold her hands tight here, hurry, while I get these straps into place,’ the fat nurse barks. The other two – thin and pale-faced – separate and scramble to each side of the trolley. They pinch their bony fingers around my wrists and squeeze hard.

I struggle as the fat one pulls the leather strap across my ankles; I try to kick her in the face, but she’s too quick for me, she has it fastened in no time. She pulls another strap over my thighs, and two more across my stomach and arms. Now I can’t move at all. I think: Is this a straitjacket? Why are they putting me in one? I’m not mad. Am I?

The fat one disappears, mumbling, and the other two push the stretcher along the corridor in silence, with expressions that mean: There, that’ll teach you a lesson! They put me in a small room. I stop struggling and take deep breaths, trying to gain some control, because it’s like being trapped inside a glass box; my throat has seized up, and when I try to scream there is only the sound of husky gasps. Mum would call it Rothmans’ Rumble.

The fat nurse rushes in carrying a silver dish with a syringe on a square of green paper.

‘What’s that? What are you giving me?’ I gasp. ‘I don’t want any more medicine. I don’t need painkillers, I’m all right. Why don’t you tell me if that’s my baby? Tell me. Please, tell me,’ I sob. ‘I want my baby, I want my baby.’

The needle stabs and twists into my skin. I close my eyes, groaning. Then blackness.


Two

March 1970

The magistrate reckoned I was in moral danger. Whatever that means.

The courtroom door opened and my mother walked in, looking nervous and pale. My heart began to pound; I hadn’t seen her for three months, not since I left home because of my stepfather and Mum’s nagging.

She criticised everything: my clothes, my hair, my weight, my table manners, my speech, nothing – not one thing – I ever did or said was right.

There was a big fight the day I left because I wanted to go to a pop festival with my friend Louise, and they wouldn’t let me. We struggled on the front verandah, Jack and me, and he broke the gold bangle that Mum gave me for Christmas. I was more upset about that than the fight.

As I ran down the drive he shouted after me, ‘If you dare go, I’ll get the police on to you.’ I laughed. I laughed out loud because some of my friends were allowed to go. He couldn’t stop me.

Mum shut the courtroom door, paused and looked at me as if to say: Why, Ellen? Why? That pained look, as though someone was dying.

I turned my head away from her and stared at the walls, pretending to study the paintings – grim scenes of Australia in the olden days: caged convicts and angry soldiers firing pistols at the sky; early settlers in stiff outfits rowing ashore from tall ships; sweaty sheep-shearers in outback sheds and greedy-eyed gold diggers living rough on their wits.

It went against the grain, turning my back, because Mum always said it was rude to turn your back on someone. But I couldn’t help it. I was thinking: I’m not going to look at you, I’m not, because it’s your fault, all this; if you and Jack hadn’t told the police, I wouldn’t be here now, I’d still be with Robbie. We weren’t hurting anyone. We were happy. We were.

Mum tiptoed across the room and stood next to me in front of an empty chair. When she tried to grab my hand, her nails scratched at my skin. I pushed her hand away. She fiddled with her white gloves. I wished she’d go away. I didn’t want to see her.

On my left was Miss Riley, a large, orange-haired policewoman, who seemed to hate my guts. She really had it in for me, but I don’t know why.

By the door a dark-suited bloke with a peaked cap stood with his legs apart, his thick arms folded across his chest. He stared straight ahead, as though we weren’t even there.

The room was small and stuffy, with no windows, just a bare light bulb inside a plain brown shade. Facing us was a large desk, inlaid with brown leather. Next to it sat a pinch-faced girl in a pink dress.

The door opened again and the magistrate walked in. My heart began to pound, because although he wasn’t that scary-looking, the atmosphere in the room changed as he settled himself behind the desk. You could tell they were all nervous by the clearing of throats and the straightening of backs.

The girl handed him a black ring-binder. He nodded at everyone, gave me the once-over, as though I was a specimen, and sat down. Everyone else began to sit, so I did.

‘Stand up,’ he bellowed. He glared at me as I stood up again.

I didn’t know where to put my hands. In the end I folded them, put my weight on one leg and tilted my head, but it felt wrong … awkward.

It struck me then that I was on trial, like in a movie, and I thought the whole thing was pretty stupid. I didn’t hurt anyone, or steal anything. We were happy, me and Robbie, we were so happy. I thought: Soon as I tell the magistrate, and my mother says she doesn’t mind me living away from home because of the fights with her and Jack, he’ll be okay about it and let me go.

He read the papers in the ring-binder, then looked at Miss Riley over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses and said, ‘Would you care to read your deposition, Miss Riley?’

She stood up, holding a piece of paper in front of her. As she rose the smell of stale sanitary pads lifted with her and settled around me and Mum. I noticed my mother’s nostrils flare in and out.

‘Yes, sir, Mr Callahan,’ Miss Riley said. She clamped a fist over her mouth, cleared her throat and began to read her statement in a clear, loud voice.

‘This deponent on oath states: My full name is Erica June Riley. I am a Constable of women police attached to Coolamon Police Station. At about 4 pm yesterday, the third of March 1970, I saw the young person now before the court at Coolamon Police Station, where she had been brought by myself and a Sergeant of police, from a room in Searles Court, East Esplanade, Manly.’

She paused to clear her throat again, then continued.

As she read her statement, an odd feeling swept through me, like you would imagine the warm earth must feel when a black, cold shadow creeps over it, blotting out the sun and the light.

‘I said, “Ellen, you know me?” She said, “Yes, Miss Riley.” I said, “What is your full name?” She said, “Ellen Jane Russell, I’m sixteen.”

I gasped. ‘I never said that!’ I looked at the magistrate. ‘I never said that to Miss Riley.’

Mr Callahan had one of those straight, thin mouths, like a bloodless knife-wound. He glared at me and the slash grew thinner. I couldn’t imagine him ever kissing anyone.

Come to mention it, I couldn’t imagine any of them kissing anyone, not even Mum. They all had smirks on their faces, as if I was a fool; I could tell that’s what they were thinking.

I waited, expecting him to say, ‘Well, what did you say to Miss Riley?’ But he just gave me a long, hard stare.

I whispered, ‘I never said that—’

‘Be quiet,’ he snapped, ‘and let Miss Riley finish. You can have your say later.’

I chewed at the skin around my fingernails. A piece came off in my teeth and blood bubbled up. It streaked the rim of my cuticle. I sucked it hard to stem the flow, but it kept pouring out.

My heart was knocking against my long, flimsy dress – I could actually see the regular pulse of it. I had dressed in a hurry when the police came to get me yesterday, so it was crumpled from being on the floor of our room, and the bodice was egg-flecked from breakfast at the station: revolting cold scrambled eggs and soggy white toast.

My mother was ashamed of my appearance. I could tell by the angle of her mouth and the glaze of her eyes, when I glanced at her. She was moulding a nicer girl in her head. A girl in patent-leather shoes, frilly white blouse with lace and milkmaid sleeves and a tartan jerkin over the top, green pleated skirt, and a hanky tucked into her trainer bra.

Instead, she had a daughter she didn’t know standing next to her. A girl who was turning into one of those hippy types. A girl she couldn’t figure out.

Yesterday, after they took me to the police station the jovial sergeant said to Miss Riley, ‘Don’t take this girl’s prints, will you? She’s only fourteen.’

But Riley had other plans. I knew by the look in her red-lashed eyes. I don’t know why she didn’t like me, but she didn’t. Maybe because it took her so long to find me. But I wasn’t hiding. Mum knew where I was, because I phoned her, and she sent me some money once. She said to me, ‘So long as you’re safe and you’re behaving yourself. Just be careful. If you want to come home you know you always can.’

When the sergeant told Miss Riley not to take my fingerprints, she raised one ginger eyebrow at him, as if to say: You softie.

The sergeant went into a back room to collect his jacket and car keys, then signed off at the front desk. As he left the station through the front door he winked across the room at me. I smiled, and gave a small wave.

Miss Riley was standing behind the duty desk, shuffling papers.

I was seated in a corner on a gummy vinyl chair, locked in a wooden pen, lost in thought. I expected Mum to come through the door any minute to take me home. I imagined her face, full of shame for dobbing me in to the police.

As soon as the front door’s swishing settled and the sergeant’s unseen footsteps faded somewhere down the street, Miss Riley unlocked the gate and said, ‘Get over here.’

At the desk she lifted her arms to grip my hand, and a strong whiff of BO travelled up my nostrils. I reeled. She tugged me closer and snapped, ‘Stand here and keep still!’ Then she stared at my head and grinned. ‘What do you call that?’ She pointed at my hair and curled her top lip, ‘Heinz 57 Varieties?’

‘The sergeant, he said not to …’

‘I’m in charge now,’ she snapped. When she moved, her crisp blue shirt crackled.

On the desk was a shiny wedge of flat brass set into a wooden block, about nine inches long. With small, firm movements she pushed a small roller across the top of an ink pad that oozed black, then across the length of brass. I wondered how she managed to get things done with such long fingernails; fiddly things, like typing, and locking and unlocking handcuffs.

She took my hand and separated my first finger from the others, pressed the tip on the inky brass, then lifted my hand, as though it wasn’t connected to me, and rolled the tip of my finger from side to side, just once, on a piece of paper, lifted it and took another clean finger and repeated the process. When Riley’s skin touched mine it felt cold and clammy. The uneven freckles on her white arms gave me goose bumps.

I looked at my prints and thought: That’s not me.

She said, ‘There. That’ll fix you. Now go and sit down.’

Later, hours later, Robbie came through the front door of the station with my blue suitcase. He glanced at me, as if I was an embarrassment.

He had his good jeans on, which surprised me, because he only ever wore them for special occasions, like going to the disco or the doctor. He had on a clean short-sleeved Hawaiian shirt, too. It reminded me of my mother and her holidays. His long blond hair was combed and wet.

I rose up from the chair a bit, smiling. I was so pleased to see him, but I was disappointed and surprised at his reaction. I thought he’d come rushing over to me, all worried. He lowered his eyes and swaggered over to the reception desk.

He and Riley whispered for a few minutes with their backs to me; I strained to hear, but couldn’t.

Then Robbie turned to leave, lifting a hand to wave at me as he walked across the room. When our eyes met he grinned sheepishly and looked at the floor.

At the door he paused. He propped it ajar a few inches with his knee, then swung it wide open, gave me a look that was full of pity, and disappeared. The door hissed as it closed.

I could have followed him. Although I was locked inside the pen, like a sheep, I could have hurdled over it and walked out on to the street. But I didn’t. I just sat.

In the trapped air of the small courtroom, the magistrate was looking at Miss Riley with his chin pressed into his neck. His mouth curved down as though Miss Riley was reading something that would change the course of history. His eyeballs were raised in the upper sockets, leaving an expanse of veiny white below. I wondered if it came naturally, this gruff image. Or if he went home at night with a smile and a lighter mood, to cuddle a loving wife and play with his kids …

‘…I said to the young person, “Ellen Jane Russell, you were reported missing at Coolamon Police Station on the twenty-ninth of January 1970. Where have you been since then?” She said, “I went up to the Ourimbah Pop Festival and I met a boy, Robert Clarke, and I’ve been with him ever since.” I said, “Were you sharing a room with Robert at the boarding house in Manly?” She said, “Yes”.’

Miss Riley’s voice would curdle milk, I thought, hating her.

I looked at the floor and shifted my weight to the other foot. She shot me a glance, as if she could read my thoughts. I lifted one hand to my mouth and chewed at my thumbnail; my chest was getting tight, as though I was in a
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