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I dedicate this book to all those living in a waking nightmare. There is a light at the end of the tunnel . . . just have to wait for it . . . bloody long tunnel.









The End


Sitting on my jail mattress, holding up a little compact mirror, I brush on bronzer and put on some cherry lip gloss, then snap the compact shut. I don’t know how many more times I’ll do this before they come to get me. It’s Friday and I’m checking out of Hotel K after ten years – well, nine years and three months, plus 36 days in police cells, but who’s counting? I don’t feel excited. I feel flat. The interminable days, nights, weeks, months and years have squashed me into a state of complete numbness.


Several hot, sticky hours pass. I start wiping off my make-up. The cells are being locked. The women’s block key is kept outside the jail, so nothing will happen now. Oh well, guess it’ll be Monday. There’s symmetry to this – on my very first weekend in jail, I was also waiting for Monday to get out.


I pick up a book, lie down and read. It’s familiar. I’ve read hundreds of books in here and weeks go by where I barely get off this mattress except to use the toilet. I’m not disappointed. I wasn’t excited.


Flatlining has kept me alive in here.


*


It’s Monday. I brush on my bronzer, patting it into my skin until it vanishes. I put on some more. I know outside there’s a pack of TV crews and photographers waiting for me – my sister told me – but this make-up is not for them. It’s my nervous habit. I check my lip gloss. I still feel nothing.


Someone comes to my cell. ‘Schapelle, you’re leaving now.’


I jump up, sprinting out of my cell, along the footpath and through the block door. I’m moving at lightning speed, like a spooked cat, for the first time in years, saying no goodbyes to ensure no one gets any photos of me. Ten years of sneaky shots drove me to a point of insanity – literally. Today, they’re not getting anything.


I race across the jail and into the hall. It’s full of guards. Usually they’re loitering in the garden, but not today. Two inmates arrive with my bags, as instructed, and a couple of female guards standing at a table start rifling through them. They tell me it’s a security check but no one else checks out like this. The other guards clamour, jostling with their phones held high in the air over each other’s heads to get their shots, as the women hold up a bra then underpants for display, one by one.


Are they being paid by media to film me? I wonder, then snap. ‘What are you doing? Give me those!’ I snatch my underpants and bra out of their hands, scoop my clothes off the table and shove them into my bags. Then I’m being led across the hall – the guards all trailing with their phones still held high. I’m about to see the boss. A final good riddance. I hate him and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t like me.


But he wants me to pose with him for a photo shaking hands as I accept my release papers. ‘No, no way.’ I rear back. ‘Why would you want a photo with me!’ A mass of guards surrounds us. I don’t care. ‘No, I’m not doing it, no, no,’ I say, pissed off.


Nick from Channel 7’s security team, a former SAS guy who we’ve called my uncle to get him in, is beside me. I plan to do one interview with Channel 7 after I get out. He tries to calm me down: ‘Come on, just do it so you can go.’ He doesn’t know what this jail boss has put me through. For a decade, they’ve used me, treated me differently. Why should he get this one last piece of me? No, no, no. Fuck off. Nick and my brother-in-law, Wayan, urge, ‘Come on, just do it.’ I relent – a quick snap, then I throw a shawl over my head and stick a hat on to hold it down, so no one can get shots of me. I hadn’t planned on hiding my face – the media will later say I did this to avoid ruining Channel 7’s exclusive, but I wasn’t asked to.


I don’t know when it is that I first step foot outside. I miss the big moment because I’m propelled, head down, through a jumble of guards and police making a tunnel through the pack of pushy photographers. Then, I’m at the prison van, stepping up, climbing inside. I sit, slide across. One other prisoner, also being freed, gets in the back, along with several police. The doors close, we’re off. Well, we barely move, but we’re rocking from the force of photographers pushing on the car, their cameras going clack, clack, clack, scratch, scratch, scratch all over the windows. I’m calm. I expected this. It brings back memories of going to court.


We roll forward and through the scrum. Photographers start running alongside us, their lenses pressed hard up against the glass until, one by one, they’re flung off as we gather speed. Next stop, the prosecutors’ office. It’s the same media mobbing, then we’re onto the parole office.


This time, I exit through the scrum and get into a private car. I’m no longer a prisoner, but not free either. The photographers throng around the car, rocking it. ‘I feel like a crab,’ I say – a hermit crab hiding in my shell. I spot a tiny camera in my face. Oh yep, I’m being filmed. My sister warned me about this – it’s part of the Channel 7 arrangement. I need a bit of money to live on, and we hope it will short-circuit the frantic media chase for me. So we’d agreed to GoPros in the car. I don’t mind; it’s a practicality. I just need to get through this.


*


It’s amazing what the human spirit can endure and adapt to. If someone had told me that I would spend ten years sleeping alongside rats, feral cats and fifteen girls in a tiny, stinking-hot cell that partly floods with human waste whenever the Balinese hole-in-the-ground toilet blocks, I would have said no way can I survive that.


If someone had told me that I’d be sentenced to that life for twenty years, I would have laughed at such a ridiculous notion. And yet . . .


When I flew to Bali on 8 October 2004, I imagined my biggest problem was going to be deciding which sarong to wear with which bikini. I was so happy and excited to be going on this holiday – two weeks of surfing, and celebrating my sister’s thirtieth birthday.


So as I happily stepped off the plane that Friday afternoon, looking forward to a poolside beer and cuddles from my niece and nephew, I couldn’t have imagined the turn my life was about to take.


Fast forward, and every day I woke in jail with the same unbelievably intense burden of pain in my chest. It was always the same, the reality of where I was. Sometimes I woke from a nice dream thinking I was somewhere else. But all too quickly the stench, the noise, the rats and mosquitos brought me back.


Every breath I took was suffocating, every second lived in the hope of freedom, but I was aware it could be years away. That was the monstrously heavy weight I wore around my heart – how long would my days continue to pass in a jail full of killers, paedophiles and terrorists who all knew my name? Every day I walked past the prison mosque and heard the Muslims taunt in their creepy voices, ‘Ha, ha Corby, you got twenty years . . . You die in heeere.’ They laughed like evil clowns, saying it over and over.


We lived like caged animals, locked up in our little cells for fifteen hours a day. We didn’t even have the simple luxury of darkness to sleep; bright fluorescent lights burnt all night. Most nights a rat skimmed across our sleeping bodies or crawled around our faces. Big red ants bit, leaving welts across my stomach. It was hot and cramped and I woke every night with sweaty limbs on top of me.


That place has taken a toll on my body.


I could have picked up any number of diseases; the place is riddled with AIDS and hepatitis. I had diarrhoea for years, I vomited often – sometimes for a whole day – I suffered regular eye and ear infections and my hair went grey.


Despite living in a dump, I took pride in my appearance, until I became too sick to care. I plucked my eyebrows, put treatments in my hair and dyed it as soon as the grey roots showed.


Making an effort to look good gave me a bit of dignity in a place where indignity is rife. Just when you think you’ve endured every humiliation possible, something else happens, something so gross you will never forget it. Like one morning I saw a bloody sanitary pad draped across my toothbrush, which I kept in a cup on the bathroom ledge.


I dry retched for a few seconds, thinking, how often have I brushed my teeth without knowing she’s done this? Then I went to confront the girl, who had just come out of the bathroom.


‘Ah you! Can you go and get that off my toothbrush please?’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot,’ she whined.


‘Yeah, thank you for forgetting today because now at least I know to change my toothbrush. Did you do it yesterday too? And the day before? You’re a disgusting person. Get rid of it.’ My mum bought me a new toothbrush with a cover.


I saw prisoners bashed to a pulp, kicked in the face until it was just blood and bone, girls attacking each other with broken glass bottles, a woman miscarrying in my cell, prisoners having sex with prisoners and passionately kissing female guards.


I shared a cell with two heroin addicts who regularly shot up next to me. One girl often injected herself beside me as I chopped up vegetables to cook on my gas cooker. She’d spend five minutes pumping the blood in and out of the syringe to intensify the hit, while I focussed on my vegetable curry. I learnt later that this girl had often used my spoon to mix the heroin, no doubt spilling blood onto it, then gave it a quick wipe and put it back among my things. When we found out, Merc organised a doctor to come in and give me hepatitis injections.


I saw suicide attempts; women drinking a bottle of bleach then foaming at the mouth and twitching for the next twenty-four hours. I found a dead man hanging from the rafters in the hall with a noose around his neck.


That’s the reality of the little society I lived in.


I had to adapt. And, although I often vanished into a lonely daze, I couldn’t cut off completely, I still needed human contact – or I’d have gone insane. Or, more accurately, would never have recovered from going insane . . .


*


For several years in Hotel K, I thought I was part of a game like The Truman Show, but with a twist – it was jail instead of an island. I believed everyone was in on it and I had to find and decipher cryptic clues to get out. Other girls had played it and won. I watched them come and go while I stayed stuck, becoming the longest-serving female prisoner. It fed my mania. If the other girls found the clues, why couldn’t I? Was I just too dumb to crack the code?


At night, I spent hours maniacally digging a hole in the cell floor or slipping up, between sheets of tin, into the roof to hunt for clues – and to see if spy cameras were up there, filming me. I often got 300 letters a day and sat on my mattress, scouring them for clues. Sometimes they leapt out. Once, straight after seeing a picture of a duck on a card, I heard a quack and scurried up into the ceiling to follow it, desperate to find the next clue and crack the code to freedom. As I spiralled deeper into my psychotic world, climbing up into the roof became as regular as brushing my teeth.


Even when I wasn’t a total fruit loop, the years in Hotel K had dropped me into a mental abyss where I saw a world drained of all colour. Despite the bright Bali sun, every day I saw an overcast grey; palm trees, grass, dirt were all shades of grey. My brain had tuned out the colour, effectively sending me colour blind.


Today, I left those suffocating walls, but the lights didn’t flick back on, nor the colour automatically restore. I wasn’t going to unravel from an inmate to free person quite so fast. Some things I instantly missed – like the confinement; so much so that I spent whole days sitting fully clothed in a bathtub just to feel normal.


After a decade, I was out and free – sort of.









Little S


Be careful what you wish for. Like lots of starry-eyed kids, I grew up wanting to be famous. I imagined a glamorous and exciting world of pretty dresses and parties, of being feted and adored and pampered like a princess. Well, whoever waved the magic wand did a lousy job. Being known around the world as a notorious international drug smuggler wasn’t quite what I had in mind.


Being on FHM magazine’s Sexy 100 list or Who’s Most Intriguing People list might be flattering for a millisecond, but little good it did me in jail. If I could turn back the clock and live a life of quiet obscurity, I’d do it faster than you could say ‘boogie board’.


*


I was born on 10 July 1977 in a hospital in Brisbane and named just before I took my first breath. My mum actually made it up. She heard a French woman in the next bed saying, ‘Schapelle, schapelle.’ Between contractions, Mum thought, Mmm, that’s a nice name. I joke with her that the French woman was probably saying something like, ‘Let’s christen the new baby at the chapel’, but in her accent it sounded like ‘Schapelle’.


There are pros and cons to growing up with a name that your mum made up. No one else has it, and you don’t get confused with anyone else when the teacher calls it. But you are burdened with nearly always having to repeat it.


‘Michelle?’


‘No, Schapelle.’


‘Ah . . . how do you spell that?’


It was a name unique to me, thanks to Mum’s creativity, but the name is no longer mine alone. There is the yacht Schapelle, the racehorse Schapelle, and several people have named their babies Schapelle. Then there are the dogs, cats, birds and goldfish called Schapelle. I know about this because people have written to tell me. It’s a very strange feeling to get letters from people saying they’ve named their goldfish after you.


If I was forced to find a silver lining, I guess at least I don’t have to say my name twice or spell it out when I first meet someone now, because they know me as convicted drug smuggler Schapelle Corby. It feels so demeaning to have that title connected to my name. It’s certainly not the sort of fame I imagined as a kid, when Mercedes, our brother Michael and I held concerts in our suburban driveway. These were a highlight of my happy childhood. Merc and I were always singing and dancing around the house, and spent days choreographing and composing songs. When we were ready we’d teach Michael his moves, and sell tickets to all our neighbours for twenty cents.


From about the time we could walk, Mum had taken Merc and me to modern, tap, jazz and classical ballet classes, which we continued for about ten years. Although I’ve always been a little shy, I had no qualms about dressing up in my ballet costumes and dancing and singing my heart out.


Merc, Michael and I were and still are very close, as there’s just a one-year gap between each of us, descending in that order. Typically, as the baby of Mum’s first batch, I learnt early on to stick up for myself – which has stood me in good stead for my difficult future.


Although I’m writing about my life now, it really goes against my nature. I’m doing it to clarify a lot of the misinformation that’s been written about me. To have my life trawled over has been hard, but to have so many lies reported about me is painful and humiliating. A couple of the worst were that I worked as a prostitute in Japan and that I got pregnant in jail, but the most hurtful has been that my dad was a drug smuggler and responsible for the marijuana in my bag. If you choose a life in the spotlight, you also choose to accept a level of personal invasion. I didn’t choose the spotlight; it chose me.


I’m essentially a private person and have never been a big fan of talking about myself or even just talking for the sake of it. In fact, one of the things I can’t stand is when you meet someone and they talk a lot of crap and don’t shut up. I prefer to say what I have to say and finish.


I’m a people watcher and will often stand aside, observing, tending to look and listen more than talk. I can sit for hours lost in my thoughts as I watch the world twirl around me. I often did that in court, to pass the time in the sweltering heat as the judges or prosecutors droned on in Indonesian and the media surrounded me like hunters ready to pounce.


I don’t want to give the impression that I’m a loner. I also love having fun and spending time with close friends and my family. Growing up in a house with six kids gave me little chance to spend much time alone anyway.


I was the baby for five years, until Clinton was born. By this time my parents had split and Mum was married to Clinton’s dad, Mick. My dad, Michael, left when I was about two, so I have no memory of life being any other way than Dad living up in the coalmines in central Queensland and Merc, Michael and me visiting him during school holidays. I never felt a loss or longing for my dad to be living with us because it seemed normal. The split between him and Mum was so amicable that he always spent Christmas with us and often made surprise visits. He’d just appear at breakfast some mornings after driving through the night, then stay several days. We were always excited to see him and he enjoyed spoiling us.


I can remember when I was about four years old, Merc and Michael were already at school, and I’d get Dad all to myself. I loved those days – just the two of us. We were like best mates. He’d take me to Sea World on the Gold Coast and as soon as we’d paid the entry fee, I’d drag him by the hand to the swinging ship. He’d sit with me for two straight rides then stand next to the ride operator, chatting and watching me swing for almost the whole day.


We always had a great time at Dad’s place. It was an adventure to camp on the floor of his room in the coalminers’ living quarters. There was a smorgasbord restaurant, the best in town, and since Dad worked at the mine as an auto-electrician we ate for free every night. With my sweet tooth it was heaven to be able to have two desserts, even for breakfast, if I felt like it.


Dad usually took his holidays to coincide with ours so we could drive down and hang out on his property at Sarina, about three hours away. It had its own private beach and Merc and Michael would drive around in the beach buggy that Dad had built from old car parts. I had no interest in driving, preferring to sit in the back with my dolls and handbag. The four of us would also go bushwalking for hours across Dad’s land.


Although he lived hundreds of kilometres away, somehow Dad knew every single thing that went on with us, even when we got in trouble. We’d ask, ‘Dad, how do you know that?’ He’d always answer: ‘I’ve got spies, spies everywhere.’


We were always the centre of Dad’s life and he never left any shadow of a doubt that he loved us deeply. Seeing me in jail broke his heart. I saw that in his eyes every time he came to visit. I love my dad and I was always his baby, as he didn’t have any more kids.


Mum calls me her baby too, although she went on to have three more. Clinton has always been difficult and, as it was widely reported, he’s spent time in and out of jail. He has a problem; he’s a kleptomaniac. My family still tries to look after him because we love him and we’re always hoping that one day he’ll learn and change.


James and Mele are numbers five and six to Mum’s third partner, who we call ‘Big James’. Little James was always a good kid, very quiet, polite and law-abiding. He even made school captain. It shocked all of us to see him commit a crime and wind up in jail. Mele is the true baby of the family and we’ve always been very close, as I was twelve when she arrived and she was like my doll who I dressed up and pampered.


Growing up with five siblings was great fun, and we did a lot together, like bike riding or camping at the beach most summer weekends. Mum never showed favouritism; she shared her love, time and affection equally.


We weren’t rich, but we never went without. We almost always got what we asked for, we’d just have to wait until Mum had saved up. She worked several factory jobs and deprived herself so she could give us more. If I wanted a hundred-dollar pair of shoes, Mum would buy them when she was able to. Kids in our neighbourhood and at school said that we were spoilt.


I can’t talk about my life without talking about Merc in the same breath, because she’s played such a defining role. She’s always encouraged and protected me. I thought that’s what big sisters were invented for, although I never imagined I’d end up depending on her for almost every basic essential in life.


As kids, Merc often snapped into the role of mother if Mum worked late, making dinner and school lunches and ensuring we were okay. She was my best friend. If I needed to talk to someone, I talked to Merc. We shared everything from a bedroom to secrets and friends. We were virtually inseparable.


Mum often dressed us in matching outfits, like blonde and brunette twins. But we were as different as our hair colour. I like neatness, while Merc is the messiest person I know. I’m reserved and find it uncomfortable sparking up conversations with strangers, and trusting people. Merc is a born extrovert who tends to trust instantly. It’s a beautiful trait and one of the reasons why she’s so special, but very dangerous when you’re thrown into deep trouble like this, with all kinds of people crawling out of the woodwork to ‘help’. Her open nature has taken a battering in the last decade, as we’ve both been burnt by people we’d put our trust in.


A lot of the things I’ve done have been the result of being swept along in Merc’s current. I can just drift, whiling away the hours drawing or watching TV. A day like that would send Merc crazy. She’s dynamic, always on the go, creating things to do and encouraging me along with her.


I followed Merc and Michael into the local surf club, and at fifteen, discovered my love for boogie-boarding. I found it the perfect compromise between the thrill of riding the waves and the danger of fin chop: challenging and fun, but not too scary. Merc was into riding a surfboard, and fearless. Her feet often didn’t even touch the board – she’d catch a wave so hectic that she’d wipe out. The three of us also trained as lifeguards and every weekend patrolled the beaches in our uniforms. I didn’t rescue anyone but Michael, who became a full-time council lifeguard, saved a man and his son from drowning in a rip.


I’ve always had a passion for sport and at school was much more successful outside the classroom than in it. Despite my projects being beautifully presented, I wasn’t exactly a straight-A student. On the sports field it was blue ribbons all the way. Throughout my school years, I could outrun the wind.


I was placid, easy-going and so often laughing that my primary school teachers nicknamed me ‘Giggling Gertie’. One of them wrote to me after my arrest saying I was the student who she least expected to ever get into trouble.


I was good, but I wasn’t perfect. In high school, for instance, I did have the occasional beer and puff on a cigarette, despite Mum being strictly against it. And like many teenagers I tried smoking marijuana. It’s hard for me to write about this because of what dope has done to my life and the warped significance it may hold in some people’s minds. But I feel I shouldn’t have to hide it. A bit of teenage experimentation doesn’t make me guilty of smuggling marijuana ten or so years later. I’ve got absolutely nothing to hide, and from the very start of all this, in an interview with 60 Minutes, I readily admitted this.


I first tried dope when I was about fourteen years old and had gone down to the Gold Coast for the weekend with about seven friends from the surf club. Everyone wanted to try it, so we each kicked in five dollars then walked down to the beach, sat in a circle between the rocks for a windbreak, and prepared to smoke through a Coke can. I was curious but felt awkward and shy because I didn’t know how to do it. I watched carefully as the can was passed around, until it was my turn. I put my mouth over the can and drew back. It was harder than it looked and the thick smoke sent me into a coughing fit. I tried again and was soon laughing uncontrollably.


That night I had a great sleep. We tried it a couple more times the next day but I didn’t find it as funny. I just felt lazy and hungry, and ended up in a takeaway shop.


I didn’t try it again until I was eighteen. I had maybe one or two puffs at a couple of parties, but I soon learnt that dope wasn’t good for me. It made me feel so paranoid that I wouldn’t even speak to my friends. I’d lock myself in my room with a horrible feeling of self-loathing and a depressing, distorted way of looking at the world. Since then I’ve known that I can’t smoke pot because it doesn’t agree with the chemicals in my brain. I didn’t touch it again after I was eighteen and became quite anti marijuana, refusing to even talk to anyone who was stoned because they were usually so out of it, with sad, red eyes.


*


Although I liked school, I quit halfway through year eleven so I could earn my own money. I now see that was a mistake, as I understand the importance of education and will urge my kids, if I have any, to finish school. But at the time, Mum didn’t fight with me as she thought I’d realise work wasn’t so much fun and go back to school.


I started as a Coles checkout girl and not long after had a bit of a teenage identity crisis, swapping my colourful dresses for black gothic clothes. My personality didn’t change but it worried Mum enough to send me to live with Dad at Middle Mount.


Wow, it was boring – even for me, who rarely feels bored. There’s nothing in Middle Mount but mines, so everyone there works in the mines. It’s hard to describe the nothingness of that town. To shop for anything but basic groceries you had to drive five hundred kilometres to the next town of Emerald. And if you wanted a swim to escape the heat, it was a three-hour drive to the closest crocodile-infested mangrove swamp.


I hung out with one girl my age, went for walks, did a bit of gardening and watched the one TV channel we could pick up. I was bored and missed home, but Middle Mount gave me the chance to spend time with Dad. Some nights we drove along the straight road out of town until there was nothing but bush and wildlife. He’d stop the car, turn off the headlights and we’d gaze up at the night sky. The stars were magnificent with no city lights to interrupt their brightness, the entire sky covered with twinkling diamonds. I would always pick out the brightest star of the night and think of Grandpa, my dad’s dad, who died when I was very young. I’ve always believed he was shining down, looking over me.


On Dad’s days off we’d go driving along the open roads with the windows down and singing along to his favourite songs. I had my learner’s permit by this time, and sometimes Dad would pull over and swap seats for a bit. Our drives gave us something to do and I loved hanging out with my dad.


*


Out of the blue one day, I got a call from Merc, asking if I wanted to have a holiday with her and Michael in Bali. She was living in Japan on a working holiday visa, and was returning there from a break at home. Bali was a stopover from Australia to Tokyo on Garuda Airlines. I’d never been overseas and Merc thought it would be fun for me, and a change from Middle Mount. I jumped at the chance, never imagining that in just a matter of years the little island paradise would grant me my childhood wish for fame in the most hellish of ways.









Travel


I didn’t fall in love with Bali; in fact, I was pretty unimpressed. It was dirty, with stinky open sewers along the roadsides, and hawkers constantly hassled us, crooning ‘Plait your hair, me plait your hair’, or trying to sell fake Gucci sunglasses. The tourist hot spots were full of poverty – crammed with homeless kids, hairless dogs and cigarette-smoking monkeys. We drove out to remote beaches, which were Bali’s only saving grace. We’d track single file through the jungle, our boards under our arms, until the wilderness opened up to reveal crystal-clear waters as far as the eye could see.


I brought my own boogie board as I was pretty serious about surfing. Merc had won it in a motorised surfboard competition in a Gold Coast bar, as part of the grand prize of a trip to Bali. That had been her first time to the island, 1992, when she was seventeen, and it blazed the way for her, and consequently my, connections with Bali and Asia.


I waved goodbye to Merc after our holiday, unsure when I’d see her again. Michael and I enjoyed another week of surfing then we flew home.


Middle Mount seemed duller than before – Bali’s strong colours and culture really highlighted its total lack of both. So when Merc phoned about two months later, inviting me to come to stay with her in Japan, it was great news.


‘Oh, really?’


‘Yeah, get your passport and come!’


I was seventeen. I guess we rarely know what huge impact a little step in the short term might have in the long term – that one small step can change the whole direction of our life. Going to Japan for two months was the catalyst for a whole new chapter: my ‘secret life’, as one of the women’s magazines bizarrely headlined it.


*


Merc was excitedly waiting for me at Tokyo’s Narita International Airport, and it wasn’t hard to spot her blonde head among the crowd. She was living in a seaside town called Toyama, about 600 kilometres away, and had taken an overnight train to meet me. After hugs and tears we took a taxi to a city hotel where she’d booked a very tiny but expensive room. Early the next morning we took a cab back to Narita and flew to Toyama.


Just like when we were kids, I followed Merc around like a shadow. We took judo classes and a Japanese language course together although, after living there for six months, Merc was close to fluent. She was working several jobs; serving in a noodle bar, hostessing in a restaurant and teaching English conversation to old Japanese women in a language–cooking class. It was amusing to watch. Merc would simply describe in English what the cooking teacher was doing, like, ‘Crack the egg and put it in the bowl.’


Japan was an eye-opening, awesome experience and a wonderful place to visit but, as I discovered a few years later, not to live.


*


I returned to Australia and moved to the Gold Coast, unsure of what to do next, unaware my connection with Japan was about to intensify. I spotted a cute Japanese boy standing in front of a huge triangular stack of oranges in the fruit section of Coles at Pacific Fair. If I hadn’t just been to Japan, I probably wouldn’t have given him a second glance, as I’d never before found Japanese guys attractive. But I thought, Mmm, he’s cute . . . Cool, I’ll go and speak some Japanese. I’d really only learnt to say ‘Hi, my name is Schapelle. How are you?’ and ‘123456789’, but I still thought I was pretty smart.


So I went up to this guy and spoke Japanese. ‘Hi, how are you?’


‘Ah, who . . . is it me you talk to?’ he replied, pointing at his nose.


I just thought, Oh my God, that’s so Japanese . . . Of course I’m talking to you, but I’m not sure I want to anymore.


I said goodbye and as I turned to walk away saw him pull an orange from the very bottom of the stack. Noooo, I thought as he sent them all flying.


I confess, I didn’t help him pick them up because by this point I was thinking, What an idiot. I walked off to finish my shopping. While I stood in line to pay, he approached me wanting to continue our abruptly ended conversation. His name was Kimi and incredibly he came from Toyama. He’d spent one month in Australia on a twelve-month working holiday visa.


He seemed nice enough, but after I’d paid for my groceries I said goodbye again and went to catch my bus. As I was about to board, he came running over and asked for my phone number. I’m not used to saying no and still thought he was kind of cute, so I gave it to him.


When he called two weeks later, I invited him to my eighteenth birthday party the next night. After that, he shadowed me everywhere, every day, just as I used to do to Merc. I liked him and really enjoyed his constant company, but it took almost six months before we became an item. When his visa expired a few months later, we were in love.


He was my first real boyfriend. I’d had one in high school but we didn’t actually even kiss because I had braces.


Kimi and I decided that the simplest solution was for us both to move to Japan. Being so young and in love, I had no doubts. And Australia would always be home. I could always come back. As it turned out, I could only get a maximum three months’ holiday visa, so we regularly returned to renew it. By this stage, Merc had moved to Bali with her Balinese boyfriend, Wayan.


Kimi and I moved to an old fishing village called Omaezaki, about four hours south of Tokyo by car, renowned for strong winds and windsurfing – it’s even on the pro circuit. Each year the town would transform into an international hotspot, and I was given the prestigious job of timekeeper: holding the stopwatch, giving the countdown and blowing the horn. The honour had been passed on to me from an English girl who’d had a baby.


Omaezaki is also well-known for energy windmills and, sadly, a nuclear plant. Once a year the plant’s rep would come knocking on every door to give out thank-you cards with fifty thousand yen, about $60, as a little goodwill token/bribe to say thanks for not protesting. But we should have – it wasn’t healthy. I’ll never forget the day I surfed with Kimi on a popular little break in front of the nuclear plant. After minutes in the water, my face blew up like a puffer fish, turning my eyes to slits, and I was sneezing non-stop. The pain in my sinuses was so excruciating I thought they’d explode. I got out fast, refusing to ever surf there again.


We lived a simple life in a very old, traditional Japanese house that we shared with a couple of Kimi’s windsurfer mates. The amenities were so basic that they were remarkably similar to the ones in Kerobokan; an old squat toilet and a bucket and ladle for showering. It’s almost like I had training.


Kimi worked as a seasonal tea farmer and a shaper in his mate’s surfboard factory. We all spent a lot of time there, usually before and after a surf. We lived to surf in those days and I became pretty good at it, easily getting up on one knee, doing 360s and catching the big powerful waves that came through during the cyclone season. I’d come to really love boogie-boarding.


I struggled to find work and spent the days cooking Kimi lunch and hanging out with him at the surf factory. I had two western girlfriends who lived in the town, one from England, who was married to a pro windsurfer, and the other from Canada, who taught English.


I was a bit bored until landing a job at the town’s hotel. It was gruelling. I started at dawn making breakfast and rolling up futons, cycled home for a quick lunch, then returned to prepare dinner and roll out futons. I also began seasonal farming of strawberries, melons and tobacco. Kimi and I would spend days working in a field with a bunch of really old, hunchbacked Japanese women.


We lived frugally. Our rent was $80 a month and surfing cost us nothing, but we were always saving to get enough money for flights to Australia. Within the first two years, we flew home about six times. Sometimes we stayed for a couple of months to spend time with my family and I’d get a casual job. Merc was still living in Bali, so sometimes we took advantage of the Garuda stopover.


But immigration in Australia and Japan began giving us a hard time for renewing our visas so often, and we were tired of the constant struggle to find the money. So it reached the point; either split up or get married. I hate saying it like that because it sounds as if we only wed for a visa, but the truth is we were really in love and neither of us wanted to let go.


Kimi was five years older than me and had often said, ‘Let’s get married’ during our first two years together. I was a bit daunted by the idea and kept stalling, ‘Yeah okay, one day . . . later.’ I clearly recall the night I finally agreed. There was no diamonds-and-champagne proposal or big ‘Oh, I will. I will.’ We were in our TV room, talking about our future, and he said, ‘Ah . . . maybe we’ll get married now?’ This time it was do-or-die, so I said, ‘I’ll just call my mum and my sister.’ It was important to me that they thought it was a good idea. I might have seen Mum marry and divorce, but for me, marriage was forever. And I really believed Kimi was ‘the one’, which was a bit naïve given that he was my first boyfriend and I was only twenty years old.


I phoned Mum and Merc, and they both excitedly said, ‘Congratulations.’ So it was as low-key as putting the phone down and saying, ‘Okay, let’s get married.’ And that was that.


I started making plans, but things began to unravel. We hadn’t set a date, but I was excited about our big day and bought a pretty mauve silk slip dress with a chiffon cover and ordered invitations. I imagined a small wedding party in Japan first, then a bigger one in Australia – after all, I was the bride. Kimi had other ideas. He’d been brought up in a culture where women obeyed men, especially once they’re married.


One morning, a couple of weeks after we’d agreed to marry, we were enjoying our usual early surf when Kimi abruptly said, ‘Let’s go.’ I assumed he needed to get to work so we paddled in, loaded the gear in the car and drove off. We weren’t heading home but he refused to tell me where we were going, which he’d started doing a bit – it annoyed me a lot. He pulled up at Omaezaki’s town hall and leapt out of the car, calling back, ‘Aren’t you coming?’


With my hair dripping wet, wearing board shorts and bikini top, I traipsed behind him into an office and unwittingly signed our marriage certificate. I assumed it was some bank document, until back in the car he said, ‘We’re married.’ My jaw dropped and tears sprang to my eyes. We drove home in silence, and I refused to talk to him for the next two weeks. His best friend saw how hurt I was and gave me a beautiful bunch of flowers, saying, ‘Congratulations’.


The only way to explain it is to say that it was very Japanese.


Things went downhill from there. I was his wife and Kimi became more controlling, always wanting to know where I was. The cultural and language differences were becoming more of a problem rather than less. And combined with my nagging loneliness and homesickness, little things started to annoy me, like having to explain a simple joke.


It wasn’t all bad. We still had some good times – otherwise we’d never have stayed together for another two years. I tried teaching him not to control me so much, and he tried. He was sensitive to my loneliness; he’s a nice guy and wanted to help me feel less homesick, taking me camping in the Japanese countryside or on a surfing trip for a few days. We still really enjoyed each other’s company most of the time.


Looking back, I think most of Kimi’s friends could see how homesick I was, even more than I realised myself. They always tried to speak with me and help me to feel comfortable, although we struggled to understand each other. I spoke a decent amount of Japanese by this stage, but most of Kimi’s friends weren’t Omaezaki natives and their dialects were like other languages.


In the end, we decided it was best if I went home; it was a mutual thing. We’d been married for two years, although without a piece of paper I might have left sooner. My belief in marriage as a lifelong commitment had kept me holding on, but eventually I realised I was young, lonely and unhappy and I didn’t have to stay. I’m just grateful we didn’t have babies.


It was late June 2000, just two weeks before my twenty-third birthday. I called Mum, told her the news and asked if she’d meet me in Bali for a break on my way home. My devoted mum didn’t hesitate to jump on a plane and we spent two happy weeks together. It was so good to see her and, rather than being sad, I was simply relieved to be going home.


I had packed up my life fairly neatly, taking with me one suitcase full of clothes and my boogie-board bag with my new $400 yellow board, which I’d bought in Japan, and my flippers. I surfed in Bali while Mum sat on the beach, watching and having her nails painted. My next fateful trip to Bali, four years later, would be with the same boogie board, the same bag and the same flippers, but they wouldn’t hit the water.


*


Although Kimi and I stayed in touch for a year or so, sending Christmas cards and birthday presents and occasionally talking on the phone, all contact died off as we moved on with our lives. I haven’t heard from him since my arrest, nor do I expect to. He’s got a new life with a new wife and kids. The first he knew about me being in jail would most likely have been when one of the women’s magazines tracked him down to get the story of my ‘secret life’. According to the article, we were married for only three months.


*


By the time I arrived back in Queensland, Merc was back living there with her new Balinese husband, Wayan. After being together for five years, they’d decided to get married when Merc learnt she was pregnant. Kimi and I had gone to the wedding in Bali in March 1999, along with all of my other siblings, Mum and Dad, and various aunties, uncles and cousins. It was a huge event, in stark contrast to mine; a month-long Hindu wedding, as Merc had decided to convert to Wayan’s religion.


Back in Australia, Dad had bought a two-storey duplex on the Gold Coast as an investment, and I moved in upstairs with my brother Michael. Merc, Wayan and their two little kids, Wayan and Nyeleigh, lived downstairs. So, just like old times, we were all together, which put me right back in my comfort zone after Japan.


Life moved along happily. I was working a couple of jobs – one in the ANA Hotel galleria and another tour-guiding Japanese people – and after about a year I had a new boyfriend, Shannon. He’s had his share of unwanted publicity since my arrest, with a couple of photos of us stirring debate. Merc brought in the articles, which showed what people said looked like a joint in an ashtray. It was a Marlboro Light. Although I’m anti dope-smoking, I smoked cigarettes, and it was my cigarette in that ashtray.


Our relationship lasted about two years before Shannon and I both realised it wasn’t right. I was single for eighteen months before coming to Bali.


Growing up, I always loved playing with make-up, doing facials, and all those girly things. So, as I was still doing odd jobs at this point, Mum suggested that I study to become a beautician. I agreed, and began a year-long course. I had one unit to finish when Dad was diagnosed with prostate cancer.


For ages he’d complained of lower back pain, and he’d been told by his doctor to take a course of antibiotics and stop drinking beer for a week or two. The doctor diagnosed it as a urinary tract infection. When they finally gave him the proper tests, Dad was told he had six months to live, as the cancer had spread to his bones. He got a second opinion and that doctor was more optimistic, telling him he could maybe go on for a few more years.


At first, Merc and the kids moved in with Dad on his land up north, but it soon got too difficult for her and she was spending so much time away from Wayan. So, we organised a nurse to check on Dad every couple of days. After she found him collapsed at home, I decided it was my turn to look after him, just like he’d always looked after me. I picked him up in my old Toyota Corolla and brought him back to the Gold Coast to live with me.


Merc’s father-in-law had also had cancer and had died recently in Bali, so in July, she and Wayan went to Bali for five months, planning to be back by Christmas. It meant Wayan could spend some time with his much younger brother and the kids could get a taste of Balinese culture before little Wayan started school the following year.


Merc was determined that her kids would have a good education and wanted them to be schooled in Australia. Merc and Wayan had argued over it, as both wanted to live in their own country, but eventually they’d agreed on Australia.


The idea for a group of us to go to Bali that October to celebrate Merc’s thirtieth wasn’t spontaneous. She was a bit depressed by the idea of leaving her twenties, and when a few friends talked about coming over for a party, she warmed to the idea. In the end, about sixteen of us were going to be there for the big night.


It was a bigger night than any of us had expected.









Bali Bound


Two nights before I flew to Bali, I was sitting and talking with Dad, enjoying a beer as I glued the ripped plastic on the top of my boogie board. I’d spent the day cleaning the house and stocking the fridge so that Dad would be okay for the two weeks I’d be away.


The night before I flew to Bali was just as normal. I slept in a bed with my little sister Mele, while my travelling buddies, Katrina, Ally and my brother James were in the other beds. We were all staying at Mum’s, as she lived only twenty-five minutes from Brisbane airport and we had a 6 am flight.


‘I believe the seven months I have been in prison is severe enough punishment for not putting locks on my bags.’ I said this to the judges at my trial. It wasn’t a crime, but it was dangerously foolish not to lock my bags. I sure know that now.


But it was the joke of the day when we noticed that virgin traveller, Katrina, had carefully locked her suitcase and already lost her key. We thought it was hilarious – our nervous little travelling mate. I even teased, ‘You don’t need to lock your bag, you’re only going to Bali. And you’ve lost your key anyway. Ha ha ha.’


I’ve eaten those words.


At the airport, Ally, Katrina and I checked our bags in under my name, as I’d booked the flights, and we were told to take the boogie board up to the oversized luggage counter. James was checking in at another desk, with Mum. She’d booked his flights but had been unable to get him a seat on our Sydney leg, as it was full. He was due to fly down an hour later, meet us in Sydney and travel with us to Bali. But a last-minute seat came up as he checked in, and he flew with us to Sydney after all. That is why James’ bags weren’t in my name, nothing more sinister than that.


We all went together to check in the boogie board. Then Mum said, ‘Quick, quick, a photo’ and took a snap of the four of us, right beside the counter where my fate had just been sealed. I had no idea this photo would come to represent my last hours as a carefree young girl. I felt so relaxed and happy. It was easy to smile for the camera.


I hadn’t wanted to fly via Sydney but all the direct flights had been fully booked. I’d waited until the last minute to confirm, hoping that seats on a direct flight would free up. Obviously, none did. It annoyed me at the time that we each had to pay an extra couple of hundred dollars for the privilege of wasting three-and-a-half hours transiting in Sydney Airport. Now, it really pisses me off. I believe that if I’d flown direct, none of this would have happened.


During the flight from Sydney, I sat next to Ally, and we were pretty merry after drinking a couple of beers in transit and a few more on the plane. Feeling tipsy, we spent most of the six-hour flight laughing at nothing. I hadn’t been to Bali since meeting up with Mum on my way back from Japan, and I’d never flown overseas with my good friends, so I was well into the holiday spirit.


As we got off the plane at Bali’s Ngurah Rai Airport at about 3.30 pm, I had no sense of foreboding that within minutes my life as I knew it would be finished; no clue that the freedom and joy I was feeling in those moments would become just a surreal memory of a life gone before.


I walked over to the baggage carousel and collected my suitcase, but couldn’t see my boogie-board bag. A second or so later, I spotted it on the ground several metres away and went to pick it up. I saw that the little handle I normally carried it by had been cut. Nasty people, who’d do that? I wondered, grabbing it by a shoulder strap on the other side instead and dragging it. Ally saw me struggling with all my bags – my boogie board, my suitcase and my little blue carry-on bag – and sang out to James, ‘Go help your sister.’ He did, dragging the boogie board along with his own stuff to the customs counter. Ally and Katrina went through without having their bags checked.


James put his suitcase up first and opened it for inspection. The customs officer might have been a bit shocked to see that it was crammed full of tuna tins. He’s super healthy and into body sculpting and never leaves home without a protein supply. But the officer just zipped it back up and pointed to the boogie-board bag. ‘Is that yours?’ he asked James.


In high spirits, I cheerfully picked the bag up off the floor and placed it on the counter, saying, ‘No, no, it’s mine. Here you go . . .’ Almost in the same movement, I went to unzip the bag. He didn’t ask me to; I just did it. I had nothing to hide.


I noticed that the two zips were done up in the middle, which surprised me because I always did them up to the left side. Any bag with two zippers I always did up to the side, never in the middle. Pedantic, but that’s me. I thought, Oh, that’s strange. But like all the slightly odd things that happened, I didn’t think much about it at the time. After all, this bag only had my flippers and boogie board in it. It didn’t even cross my mind that someone might have put something into the bag.


I may have paused momentarily when I noticed the zips, but things were still moving quickly. Then time stopped dead.


As I opened my boogie-board bag I was struck by the sight of something I knew I hadn’t put in there. Whoa! I reeled back slightly. My heart stopped. I knew what it looked like but wasn’t sure. I shot a look at the customs officer to see if he’d seen it too. I couldn’t tell. In a panic, in shock, I shut it fast. The unmistakable smell of marijuana flew up and hit me in the face. My hands started to tremble; I couldn’t breathe. What was happening? I knew it wasn’t mine, but I also knew it was now my problem. It flashed through my mind that this was just like a scene from a movie; a bad movie.


I looked at the customs officer again. His smile was unreadable. I still didn’t know if he’d seen it or smelt it. Either way, I knew I was in trouble. This stuff was not mine and whoever owned it was going to come and get it from me somehow. My heart was banging, my head feeling light. I couldn’t understand it. I didn’t know what was going on.


A man in a uniform appeared very close beside me, then exchanged smirks with the customs officer and murmured, ‘Ahhhh.’


The room was spinning.


Still smirking, the officer went to open my bag. I was petrified. I’d seen it, it wasn’t mine, but who the hell was going to believe me?


Panicking, I watched the customs officer move across to our side of the counter. He pointed at the bag and said to James, ‘You carry this to the office.’


James looked lost and confused.


I felt like I was going to throw up, but I instinctively wanted to keep my sixteen-year-old brother out of it. I knew it had nothing to do with him. It was my bag, so my problem. I’d also had a lot of experience talking to people whose English was poor and could usually get their drift, whereas I knew James would struggle. So I said, ‘This is my boogie-board bag – I’ll carry it. Why does my brother have to carry it?’


‘He carry it, not you, you stay here.’


It was the first of many fights I lost.


They made James carry it to the customs office, even though I’d just claimed ownership of the bag, had opened it, and my name was clearly written on the tag hanging off it.


Standing there with my suitcase, no customs officers around me, I was free to follow the exit signs and walk out the front door. I could easily go outside to Ally and Katrina, get on our hotel pick-up bus and leave.


I didn’t even think about it. They had my little brother, and whatever was in that bag, whatever was going on, had nothing to do with James or me. I figured I’d just have to go into that room, make it clear to the officers that the dope wasn’t ours, and then James, Ally, Katrina and I could leave in the hotel bus together.


Through a window, I spotted Katrina patiently sitting on her suitcase in the Bali sun, waiting to start her holiday. I then found Ally and, through my tears, told her the news and asked her to wait for us. She went to pick up James’ and my suitcases to take them outside. They’d been left at the customs counter; bizarrely, mine hadn’t even been searched.


I ran to the room where James was being held, then froze in the doorway. I couldn’t believe my eyes.


My yellow boogie board lay on a table, on top was the now infamous clear plastic bag. It was as big as my board and as thick as a pillow. This wasn’t happening. I felt faint and leant on the doorframe for support.


Tears slid down my cheeks as I silently watched the frantic activity inside the room. I felt detached from the world around me. It was chaos. People were racing in and out, touching, smelling, pointing and laughing. The room was electric. People were talking loudly and animatedly on their mobile phones, looking and laughing at me and James. Many came in with little black plastic bags, collecting and taking chunks of the dope. It was a feeding frenzy. There was a lot of loud, excited chatter and it appeared almost as if they were having a party. It was obviously a very happy Friday afternoon for these people.


James and I were the only ones not moving. We were like bewildered statues, frozen by shock and fear in the middle of this crazed activity. He was sitting on a chair. I was standing near the door. Occasionally we exchanged looks but didn’t say a word. We were too shocked for words.


But it was as if we weren’t there. No one said anything to us. No one questioned us or interrogated us. The only reason I was sure I wasn’t invisible was because people kept laughing in my face.


Then I noticed some plain-clothed men come in a side door, cameras in hand, and start snapping away.


‘Who are these people? Close the door! Close the door!’ I wailed at an officer, opening my mouth for the first time. One of the cops did actually close the door.


Ally had grown impatient and walked back in through the airport’s sliding glass doors and up to the little customs office to find out why we were taking so long. Instantly, she saw why and gasped, ‘Oh my God . . .’


At least an hour or so passed before any official said anything to me, although time had become meaningless. A man in a suit walked up and pointed to the plastic bag, saying, ‘This is yours?’


‘No.’


‘What is it?’ he asked me.


I didn’t want to be tricked so I said, ‘I don’t know what it is.’


Again he asked, ‘Is it yours?’


Pointing to the bag of marijuana, I told him, ‘That’s not mine. The boogie board’s mine, the boogie-board bag is mine, but that is not mine.’ He walked off.


In court, this man claimed that I said the bag of marijuana was mine. It was my word against his. But why would anyone in my situation claim it as their own, whether it was or not?


He came back a while later to do a narcotics test on the marijuana. He put some liquid in a small plastic bag to mix with a tiny sample from the big plastic bag in the centre of the room. If it turned purple, it was a narcotic. It did.


He didn’t feel any need to prove that it actually belonged to me. No fingerprinting was done on the plastic bag because so many hands had already touched it. James had even been forced to pick it up to put it on the scales. ‘James, don’t touch the bag, don’t touch it,’ I told him. But they made him. It weighed 4.2 kilograms. Officially, it was listed as 4.1, after a hundred grams was taken out for testing, although I’m sure more than a hundred left the room that afternoon. Later, when Merc arrived and demanded fingerprinting of the bag, the police just laughed. ‘Too many people touch.’


‘Well, stop touching it now. Just stop touching it!’ Merc yelled.


The marijuana was mine because it was in my bag. Case closed. Looking back, I never stood a chance.


But I didn’t yet understand how bad things were. I’d seen all the ‘Death penalty for drug traffickers’ signs around the airport, but I wasn’t a drug trafficker and these weren’t my drugs, so I wasn’t too worried about long-term consequences. Please . . . just let me go and start my holiday, I thought. It was too ridiculous. I hadn’t even been interrogated, so how serious could it be?


*


Back when we’d first arrived, Merc was relaxing poolside with some friends and their kids at a villa she’d rented for her birthday. She was happily looking forward to seeing us. But as time ticked by, she started to get pissed off with me. She’d sent Wayan to pick up the four of us from our hotel and he was told, ‘No Corby here.’ She then rang the hotel herself and was told the same.


Merc guiltily recalls saying to her friends: ‘Bloody Schapelle, she’s given me the name of the wrong hotel! God, I can’t believe this, I’ll just have to wait for her to call me.’


Then she got a call. It was Katrina. ‘Merc, you’ve got to come quickly. They’re saying that Schapelle’s been found with drugs – marijuana.’


Merc thought she was joking. ‘Yeah, right. Where are you? Which hotel?’


Katrina broke down and the shock and fright in her voice told Merc that this was for real. Katrina was in a police car being driven to a customs office outside the airport and had the smarts to borrow the policeman’s mobile phone. Merc asked to speak to him and was left in no doubt: this wasn’t a joke.


Merc, who rarely swore, apparently got off the phone and said: ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck . . .! What am I going to do?’ Wayan had gone with the kids to the beach for a swim and hadn’t taken his phone. Merc thought it must just be a mistake or that somebody had left half a joint or a tiny speck or something in my bag. She knew I loathed dope and didn’t smoke it, but also that everyone knew someone who did.


Merc changed from her bikini into jeans and a shirt, and jumped on her motorbike. First she went to Wayan’s family home, hoping to find someone to take with her. But only a sick old uncle was there. So she zoomed off, scared and alone.


*


I was slumped in a chair, leaning my elbow on a desk so I could prop up my heavy head in my hand. James, Ally and Katrina were huddled together on the couch. Although I have no memory of it, we’d been driven from the airport to the main customs office just outside. I recall stumbling up five small steps in the dark. I think the shock had really hit me.


This room had become the new party zone and was alive with frenetic activity when Merc walked in. She looked at us and asked, ‘Are you guys okay?’


No one spoke. We gave her stunned, useless looks.


She walked out of the room. She hadn’t yet seen the marijuana on the floor, as she’d been too worried and focused on us. In these moments she still thought it was probably a tiny speck and that she could fix this.


Just outside the door were a couple of guys sitting relaxed at a table, and Merc asked them what the hell was going on. She noticed a bowl on the table, filled with finely chopped marijuana. The men didn’t say a word; they just smiled and pointed back into the room towards the floor.


Poor Merc turned around and screamed. I looked up and saw her legs collapse as she stumbled through the doorway and over to the couch.


The huge bag was open, with bits of marijuana on the floor and sticking out everywhere, where it had been pulled apart earlier by grasping hands. No one needed to tell her what it was. She just thought, Shit, what is going on?


Not for a second did she think the drugs were mine. Not once has she asked me. It wasn’t blind faith – she knows me well enough to know I wouldn’t be so stupid.


There were now five of us sitting silently, dazed and shocked in that horrible room. But things were about to get worse. The many windows were starting to fill with local photographers and reporters. News had travelled fast: ‘white girl with marijuana’. They were poking their lenses right through the open glass louvres and into the room, clicking frantically. More and more appeared until the windows were completely filled with faces and cameras. The flashes were going off like crazed lightning. I’d never seen anything like it – I felt like a caged animal on display at the zoo. I didn’t have any chance of keeping my story out of the headlines.


I made futile attempts to hide, trying to find places around the room where the cameras couldn’t get a clear view of me. But every corner I crouched in, they seemed to find an angle to snap me. I kept my hands over my face, using my hair, blankets, anything, to hide from them. The others were trying to help me too, standing in front of me and shutting the curtains.


The photographers grew more frantic and were aggressively tearing aside the curtains and reaching their cameras into the room. I became hysterical as hands snaked in, touching my face, grabbing my shoulders. I leapt up, screaming, ‘Leave me alone, leave me alone,’ fighting off their clawing hands.


None of the officials did anything to help. In fact, a policewoman was taking photos with her mobile phone – she had been all day. Merc angrily asked what she was doing. ‘Paperwork,’ she said. But she was clearly taking shots of me and the marijuana, and we saw her send them. No doubt she was being paid, as the next day her photos were in the local newspaper and ended up in the Australian press. We knew they were hers because no one else had that angle.


I was sobbing when even more humiliation was dumped on me. With the cameras still clicking away and the hands still clawing, about ten men walked in, circling me and saying, ‘Strip. Take your clothes off now and strip.’


I shot a panicked look at Merc and we both lost it. ‘What? What?’


‘Take your clothes off . . . strip . . . strip search.’


I just thought, Strip – in front of my brother? In front of all these cameras, and these men? No way.


Merc was crying and pleading, ‘Please, please, can’t she have a woman with her? You can’t do this. Please!’


God only knows how, but miraculously she got them to leave. They sent in a woman ten minutes later.


She took me to a disgusting, covered-in-shit toilet and told me to strip. So, in that stinky place, I got naked in front of her.


I had never been so humiliated. I felt so small, so vulnerable. Everything was totally out of my hands. I could do nothing to help myself. Nothing! I put my clothes on again and, feeling dirty and ashamed, walked back into the room to more flashbulbs. I was exhausted. What the hell was going on?


By now, I’d been frightened, upset, shocked and horrified for nearly eight hours, but it wasn’t until the next moment that I became truly scared for my life. A big important-looking man walked in holding a couple of papers, which he shoved at me, saying, ‘Sign.’ A bunch of police and plain-clothed men also gathered around, saying, ‘Sign, sign.’


I looked down at the papers in my hands and my whole body began to shake. Everything was in Indonesian and I didn’t have a clue what it said. Merc came over to sit beside me and began trying to translate as she speaks basic Indonesian. But this was all tricky legal jargon.


A couple of the men started reading it to me in broken English, but Merc told me they weren’t being truthful. She worked out pretty quickly this was a confession.


It was right around this time the reality hit me. That those signs at the airport declaring ‘Death penalty for drug traffickers’ could actually apply to me, to my life. I knew I was in big trouble. I needed a lawyer.


Merc and I both started saying, ‘We should have a lawyer – we would like a lawyer.’ But they kept responding: ‘No, no, tomorrow. Just sign. It will be harder for you if you don’t sign.’ They pushed hard. I didn’t have a clue what my rights were, but had seen enough movies to know that you don’t sign anything without your lawyer present. This just kept going through my head: Don’t sign anything, don’t sign anything, don’t sign anything . . .


They finally gave up when they realised I wasn’t dumb enough to just sign it. I would love to know what those papers actually said, but I didn’t see them again, and they were never shown to my lawyers.


The fireworks were nearly finished but not quite. It was around 11 pm and they were planning to take the four of us to the police station for the night, though Merc convinced them to release Ally and Katrina.


All of our suitcases were still sitting in the back of a police car. Despite the fact that they were ticketed in my name, Ally’s and Katrina’s weren’t searched, and mine still hadn’t been opened; I don’t know if it was ever searched. The suitcases weren’t kept as evidence; Ally and Katrina took theirs home that night. If they’d been kept, everything could have been weighed, which would have instantly proven that I didn’t do it. The whole thing would have been sorted out straight away. But we didn’t know things like that at this point.


They brought my suitcase inside so I could grab a few essentials. I took my toothbrush, toothpaste, change of underwear and my make-up. I gave Merc my $1000 spending money, still hoping that in a day or so I’d be spending it myself, and handed my mobile phone and address book to the police.


We all walked outside together and a dozen or so photographers went berserk. It was dark but their flashes brightly lit our path. It was a taste of what was to come and truly frightening. Police stood on either side of me, holding my arms to drag me through the media scrum. They’d put my large blue scarf over my head, causing the photographers to shove their cameras underneath it and blind me with their flashes. I was pushed down into the back seat of the police car as a photographer leapt in next to me, taking more shots, before jumping back out. James was put in the other side of the car.


I heard Merc wailing and screaming out, ‘Leave them alone’ as the car door slammed shut. It hurt to hear her pain. I shut my eyes for a second and tears streamed down my face. What a shit day.


I turned to look out the rear window and saw poor Merc sitting helplessly on her bike, sobbing, just watching us pull away. I’d forgotten to wish her a happy birthday.


The photographers were running alongside the car, still yelling and screaming and snapping wildly. As we sped up, they fell behind, eventually growing smaller and disappearing in the distance. Relentless, some of them were soon alongside us again on motorbikes. My new life had begun.
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