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DEDICATION


To my husband, Des, for always believing in me.




‘I have asked myself countless times why I have
 lived to fight battles that could never be won and
 suffered the futility of defeat.’




Foreword


Between 1940 and the late 1980s, 250,000 newborn babies were surrendered for adoption—most of them unlawfully taken from young unmarried mothers in one of the most shocking mass violations of human rights in contemporary Australian history.


Among them was Lily Arthur’s eight-day-old son.


Incredibly, despite a forty-year career covering some of Australia’s most horrific crimes, it was an atrocity I knew nothing about until I met her at a local writers’ group on Queensland’s Gold Coast in 2021. It was my first meeting, and our session began with a quick trip around the table where everyone gave a summary about their latest work in progress.


I remember the stunned silence that fell upon the room as this unassuming retiree told the group about her memoir—a manuscript she had started writing more than thirty years earlier on a clunky old manual typewriter.


It was clear from her brief synopsis that this was no ordinary memoir. It was an explosive first-hand account of a shocking crime perpetrated against an entire generation of young women at a time when having a child out of wedlock was viewed as a stain on moral society.


Lily’s nightmare began in February 1967, when she was arrested and charged with being in ‘moral danger.’ Her ‘crime’— she was pregnant and unmarried.


In an age when the Infant Life Protection Act of 1905 mandated that every illegitimate birth in Australia had to be reported, even at six weeks pregnant, her unborn baby was on the radar of the local authorities.


After a night in the cells at South Brisbane Watchhouse, Lily, 16, was taken before the Children’s Court and made a ward of the state. She was ordered to be indefinitely detained at the Holy Cross Retreat for ‘wayward’ girls on Brisbane’s North Side where she was put to work in their notorious Magdalene Laundry. When she finally gave birth, her newborn son was taken away before she could see him, and she was forced to give him up for adoption.


How could this have happened?I asked her, stunned that I had never heard about this terrible injustice.


‘Because they bloody well hid what they did to us, love,’ she told me wearily.


Lily’s traumatic loss sparked a lifetime of grief, heartache, and searching. In the early 2000’s she ran in the Federal Elections against the now Minister for Climate Change, Chris Bowen, and campaigned tirelessly for a Federal Parliamentary Inquiry into forced adoption. The inquiry report released in February 2012 led to then Prime Minister, Julia Gillard’s National Apology to the thousands of victims who had suffered under the illegal forced adoption practices of past governments.


Sadly, on that day—21 March 2013—a Labour leadership coup saw the media abandoning the landmark event for a ‘bigger’ story, and the crimes a country tried to hide disappeared beneath political headlines.


Determined to expose the truth, Lily dug out her manuscript and decided to tell the story herself.


Lily’s memoir is much more than a mother’s journey through loss and grief. It is a confronting account of the systemic persecution and abuse of tens of thousands of Australian women—and thousands more worldwide—who suffered at the hands of medical staff, social workers, church, and government officials at a time when the stigma of illegitimacy brought shame, prejudice and punishment.


It shines a light on a Dickensian health and Welfare system rife with medical malpractice which flourished in an era when adoption was viewed as a permanent, cost-effective solution to Australia’s overcrowded children’s homes and orphanages.


Denied options that might have allowed them to keep their children, the fundamental human rights of an entire generation of vulnerable young women were callously stripped away to provide an available supply of babies that would satisfy the demand from childless couples wanting to adopt.


Driven by society mores of the day, thousands of women and girls were banished to unmarried mothers’ homes or locked in institutions where they were subjected to abuse and harsh punishments.


Their torment continued in hospitals where they were often denied pain relief and forced to ‘sweat it out’ during prolonged and agonising labours. As Lily’s story illustrates, young unmarried women gave birth shackled to beds with pillows, blankets or sheets covering their faces to prevent them from bonding with babies marked for adoption. Under the ‘clean break’ philosophies of the day, newborns were taken away before their mothers could see them, a cruel, inhumane practice touted as being in mother and baby’s ‘best interests.’


It was nothing more than a vile myth, the enforced separation denying newborn babies the love and nurturing crucial to their early development causing lasting psychological damage. Similarly, the trauma left their mothers with a lifetime of grief and mental health issues, which for many ended in suicide.


Tragically, while many of these young women and girls were branded ‘promiscuous’, the majority had become pregnant to first boyfriends because of a prevailing ignorance about sex and contraception. For young victims of rape or incest, being punished and further humiliated by the professionals who had sworn an oath to care for them, only compounded the shame and trauma of their earlier abuse.


Their torment continued as they returned empty-handed to maternity wards filled with married mothers and babies, while their newborns were hidden away in nurseries screaming to be held.


To subdue their distress, they were heavily medicated with phenobarbitones and other harmful drugs making them more pliable to coerce, intimidate or even trick into relinquishing infants for adoption that they desperately wanted to keep.


Unmarried mothers were routinely overdosed with the lactation suppressant Diethylstilbestrol (DES), a synthetic form of the female hormone estrogen originally introduced to treat miscarriage. This dangerous drug was withdrawn in Australia in 1971 for the treatment of miscarriage after being linked to fertility issues and rare gynaecological cancers or testicular cancer in children exposed to DES in utero. It was found that mothers who had been given the drug during pregnancy were at three times greater risk of developing breast cancer than their peers.


While medical experts continue to maintain that DES posed no threat to women who were administered it as a lactation suppressant, in the absence of any medical research into their long-term health, it is impossible to confirm the truth of this assertion.


The 2012 Senate Inquiry heard that a study by Origins Australia SPSA (Supporting People Separated by Adoption) of 120 members in NSW alone, revealed eighty percent had gone on to develop cancer.


While it has been argued that the drug was not administered according to marital status, unmarried women were routinely given DES before adoption was ever discussed—sometimes receiving up to three times the dosage of a drug with no known safe level.


Today, as experts continue to monitor the health of DES exposed patients, Origins is calling for victims of forced adoption to be included in those medical studies too.


Big things have happened in Lily Arthur’s world since she published her memoir. Now the CEO of Origins, she has addressed the Scottish Parliament on behalf of her organisation and supported its sister organisation in Scotland to secure a National Apology for its victims. The Welsh and Irish Governments have since followed and it is hoped that New Zealand and England will too.


When Big Sky Australia learned that Lily’s self-published memoir was sitting in boxes due to a lack of distribution, the visionary Sharon Evans stepped in. She saw the potential in this important story, offering to rework and re-release it with a new title and cover. The result was Prisoner of the State a fully updated memoir that exposes in detail the horrific truths Lily hadn’t fully detailed.


Now, with the eyes of the world watching, Lily has taken the fight for justice to the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights in Geneva, hoping international pressure will shame the Australian government into honouring its recommendations to compensate the thousands of victims who were silenced for years by a shame that was not theirs.


It was, and remains, Australia’s shame.


The battle lines are drawn, and the most powerful weapon in Lily’s arsenal is her book which gives a voice to as many as 500,000 victims of forced adoption worldwide.


Lily Arthur is a formidable warrior fondly remembered by former Australian Family Court Justice, the Hon Nahum Mushin MA—the lawyer who led the Federal investigation into forced adoption—as the ‘scariest woman I know.’


It is a wonderful tribute to a woman who spent most of her life scrubbing floors, looking up at people who looked down on her or did not see her at all.


‘Me—scary?’ she scoffed when I told her what he had said.


‘You’d better bloody believe it love—when I take my final breath the last words on my lips will be ‘The bastards stole my baby.’


Lily Arthur—don’t stop being scary. I am blessed to call you my friend and grateful to have you in my life. Your powerful book fills the blank chapter in Australian history that was waiting to be written. It is your legacy to all the mothers who are no longer here to speak for themselves.


Megan Norris, author and journalist. September 2024




‘People unknown to me made decisions that altered my life
 and gave my identity as a mother to a stranger.’




Chapter 1


Taken


The first day of spring 1967 arrived with a cold snap that nipped at my bare toes as I followed the procession of shivering girls along the walkway to morning Mass.


Our daily ritual began every day at 5 am when Sister Isobel swept into the dormitory ringing her bloody school bell telling us it was time to get out of bed and off to church to pray for our sins.


It was still dark when we woke on 1 September 1967— the drafty old dormitory that had been sweltering during the Queensland summer now as cold as a graveyard on this chilly Friday morning.


Groaning, I forced my aching body out of bed, my hands self-consciously covering my pregnant belly. I’d spent a sleepless night trying to find a comfortable position to relieve the dragging ache in my back and felt as weary today as I had when I crawled into bed the previous night.


‘Hurry up—get dressed,’ snarled Sister Isobel, pausing at the foot of my bed with her bell and scowling at me.


‘We mustn’t keep The Lord waiting.’


‘Bugger the Lord’, I sniffed, hurrying out of my nightdress and into the flimsy white cotton shift and rubber thongs that identified us to the Catholic congregation as one of the inmates from the ‘bad girls’ home next door.


Separated from respectable society by a ten-metre-high fence, barred windows, and locked doors, the notorious Holy Cross Retreat for ‘wayward’ girls in Wooloowin, was run by the Sisters of Mercy, who were skilled at correcting the errant ways of juvenile ‘delinquents’ like me.


Of the twenty-four young inmates incarcerated behind the walls of this three-storey Victorian brick building—most were teenage runaways who had fled abusive family’s, safer on the streets than they were at home.


Holy Cross also had its share of more troublesome offenders whose criminal and anti-social antics had landed them on the wrong side of the law. These inmates, particularly violent girls, had been deemed ‘uncontrollable’ by upstanding society, and like me, were here for their own good.


Mostly aged between thirteen and fifteen we were all wards of the state, ‘immoral’ girls, delinquents in need of reform and a firm hand.


At seventeen, I was the oldest and the only pregnant state ward, sent here in February 1967 for being ‘exposed to moral danger.’


At the time of my arrest, I was living with my fiancé, Steve Benko, an aspiring twenty-year-old musician. We were happy and in love, and although the pregnancy had not been planned, we were looking forward to a new life together as parents.


Sadly, the authorities had taken a different view. As far as they were concerned, I was ‘living in sin’, single and pregnant. It was enough for them to know I needed locking up. Indefinitely.


So here I was on this cold September morning with the icy wind cutting through my flimsy shift, packed off to church with the bad girls to pray for God’s forgiveness. Again.


We were considered too ‘unworthy’ to enter the church through the main entrance with the other ‘good’ Catholics and instead, were ushered through a side entry into the annexe where we took our seats on one of the hard wooden pews. These were strategically located behind a wall that separated us from the rest of the upstanding congregation.


We were joined by the ‘hospital girls’ who lived at the unmarried mother’s home behind the main building where our dormitory occupied the middle floor. Some were younger than me but were nicknamed the ‘hospital girls’ because they would remain within the confines of the convent until they were taken to the Women’s Hospital in Brisbane to have their babies.


They were not state wards or offenders, so they were free to come and go, usually to buy bits and pieces from the local shops and generally before they started to ‘show.’


Many of the hospital girls had been sent here by disapproving parents to avoid the shame their pregnancies would bring on their families. They may not have been delinquents, but they were treated with the same contempt, the social prejudices of the time, deeming all unmarried mothers ‘promiscuous girls’, immoral, sluts.


Hidden discreetly away from the rest of the flock, we were all here—to pray for God’s forgiveness—even those of different faiths, or no faith at all. As far as the nuns were concerned, we had all ‘sinned.’


There were plenty of sinners between the Holy Cross home and the unmarried mothers’ home to keep the priest busy at Confession on Saturday’s where he must have been sick to death of listening to our mostly benign sins. These included swearing, fighting, stealing lollies from the little convent shop, giving cheek to the nuns, and occasionally nicking the odd swig of whisky from the bottle in the kitchen which they liked to keep for themselves.


On Sunday’s those who had ‘confessed’ were allowed to take Communion, when we were all marched back to church, ironically looking as pure as driven snow in our stiff white shifts. I was not permitted to take the Sacraments because I refused to confess, so I stayed in my seat thinking about breakfast.


We had the same thing every day, Rice Bubbles or Cornflakes with cold buttered toast, eaten in the communal dining room at the end of the main building. We had all our meals there, fish on Fridays, sausages on Saturdays, cheap offal such as tripe or brains—and bloody shepherd’s pie in between.


Afterwards, we were dispatched to perform various housekeeping duties, some of us scrubbing bathrooms, others cleaning the dormitory, the dining room, recreation room and offices. Two lucky girls were dispatched to the convent, in the old weatherboard homestead on church-owned land adjacent to the main brick building. These inmates cleaned the nuns’ bedrooms and changed the bed linen, which in an establishment where cleanliness was next to godliness was a breeze.


The rest of us were sent to the Magdalene Laundry next door, where there was plenty of work for the idle hands of the church’s young unpaid labour force.


The busy commercial laundry was a lucrative enterprise for the Catholic Church responsible for the dirty linen from all the big hotels around Brisbane, which were booming during the swinging sixties.


In the steam room at the back of the laundry, a couple of local men performed the heavy work of loading the dirty laundry into the large front loading washing machines, while we unravelled the tangled mass of wet linen that later spilled out of them. A couple of girls folded the heavy wet sheets and fed them into the giant canvas covered roller heaters while I waited with another girl to catch them on the other side.


Together, we folded the neatly pressed linen into neat bundles and placed them on a long wooden bench ready for delivery back to the church’s well-paying customers in the city.


At the time, the Child Welfare Act decreed that state wards ‘under care and control’ could not be paid for their labour. I struggled to fathom how it was perfectly legal for minors to work all day every day for no payment at all. It was unpaid slave labour as far as I was concerned, and the only beneficiary was the church which made money off everyone’s backs.


The ‘hospital girls’ performed lighter duties in the ironing room off the laundry, pressing the shirts and dresses of the respectable folks of Wooloowin.


Working in the laundry was hard yakka, and all the bending and lifting had played havoc with my back, which had worsened during my pregnancy.


I’d spent my seventeenth birthday in the laundry, stinking of scented soap powder and folding sheets. I hated the bloody place, though, on cold mornings like today, the warmth from the heated steam rollers thawed my feet, which felt like blocks of ice in rubber thongs.


Friday morning Mass began as always with the priest chanting words that had resounded in my head since my early childhood. Although my English-born mother was Jewish, she had converted to my Irish father’s Catholic faith after their marriage in 1949 and had raised her nine children as good Catholics. We’d all been baptised, celebrated our Communions and knew the names of all the Saints off by heart.


At the altar we watched the priest dropping to his knees to lead us in prayer. I reluctantly followed, wondering how the hell I was going to get up again.


I hadn’t been given a date for my baby’s birth, but by my calculations, he or she, was due at the end of August or early September. From the size of my belly, I reckoned I might be overdue.


As we prayed, I felt the sharp sensation of tiny feet jabbing me in the ribs.


‘I hope you’re warmer in there little one than I am,’ I whispered, stroking my hard round belly.


‘It’s bloody freezing out here.’


On my darkest days, the sensation of new life growing inside me had been a gentle reminder of the love waiting for me when they finally let me out of this place. God knows when that might be.


The Amen’s stopped, and I hauled myself back into my seat, vaguely registering a warm, wet, uncomfortable sensation creeping down my thighs.


Looking down at my shift, I was horrified to see a bright red patch of fresh blood slowly seeping through the thin cotton, growing and spreading before my eyes, my panic witnessed by the entire congregation.


From the other side of the pews the attending nun, distastefully observing the tell-tale signs of early labour, rushed over and hurried me out of the annexe to the office.


The prospect of one of her delinquents giving birth in front of the Holy Virgin herself—another unmarried mother with an illegitimate child—was ironic. I had never understood how a faith that promoted the notion of an immaculate conception had had the nerve to lock me up for being in ‘moral danger.’ If my child was a bastard, what about hers? Bloody hypocrites!


I was hurried into the office while Sister Liam, the Mother Superior rang for an ambulance. My nightmare was just beginning.


I was completely unprepared for this moment. In more than seven months at Holy Cross, not a word had been mentioned about my pregnancy, not even when it had become too obvious to ignore; not by the other girls who were all younger than me, or by the nuns who had sent me to work as though it wasn’t happening.


Once a month, and more recently every week, a skinny social worker with a pinched face had arrived from the Department of Children’s Services to drive me to the pre-natal clinic at the Brisbane Women’s Hospital—a chore she’d completed in icy silence.


Sometimes, she arrived with a colleague, the women staring through me as they gestured me into the back of their VW Combi Van for the drive into the city, me sitting invisibly in the back while they casually chatted between themselves as if I didn’t exist.


Before each appointment, I was called into the office where Sister Isobel handed me an orange smock dress the nuns had run up for me on one of their old Singer sewing machines.


‘Here put this on,’ she snapped, carefully averting her eyes from the evidence of my ‘sin’ which was bulging under my shift.


Before I left, she handed me a plastic wedding ring to help me blend in with the married mothers at the clinic. This was supposed to spare me their disapproval, though the fake wedding ring and orange veneer of respectability hadn’t fooled anyone.


In the hospital’s crowded waiting room, the married mothers had shifted uncomfortably in their seats, neither speaking to me or looking at me. Sometimes they held polite conversations around me, and after I left, probably conversations about me.


The nurses treated me with the same cold indifference as the social workers. I was just another ‘slut’ from one of the various church-run homes around the city—unworthy of their compassion or a kind word— ‘second hand goods’ that no decent man would ever want to marry.


The only words came from the nurse who barked my name across the waiting room. ‘Mrs McDonald,’ she shouted, frowning when I cautiously raised my hand to signal my attendance. ‘You know the drill,’ she sniffed, handing me a jar for a urine sample, without looking at me.


If I was lucky, she might even call me by my real name, not the one the nuns had given me the day I arrived at the home. At Holy Cross, I was Leanne. This was supposed to protect my anonymity, so there would be no trace of my having ever been there. Personally, I thought it was just another way of erasing my identity.


Apart from that, there was little interaction, no-one really spoke to me or asked whether I had any concerns—or even if I was hoping for a boy or a girl. It was if my pregnancy didn't exist. I didn't exist. I was invisible and irrelevant in the scheme of things—an incubator.


The male doctors examined my growing belly with the same cold efficiency, listening carefully to the foetal heartbeat and measuring the fundal height to determine my baby’s growth. They performed the examination in silence, telling me nothing about my baby’s progress or offering any advice for the birth. I learned from these visits how punishing silence could be.


Generally, they just poked and prodded, only speaking to let me know I had sugar in my urine or when I needed iron tablets because I was anaemic. At each visit, I left with a small bottle of pills, which Sister Isobel immediately confiscated when I got back. I handed back the orange smock and fake wedding ring and was sent back to the laundry in my bad girls’ uniform which had kept me cool in the sultry Queensland summer but had left me chilled to the bone all bloody winter.


At around 6.30 am the ambulance finally arrived, and I was transported to the city in silence, the paramedics ignoring me just as everyone else had.


At the Women’s Hospital, I was wheeled into a small private room off the labour ward and left me ‘to get on with it.’


It was now 7 am and apart from my aching back, nothing was happening.


A couple of hours passed before the midwife put her head around the door to look in on me.


‘Any pains yet?’ she asked, crisply.


‘No,’ I said, apologetically.


I continued to watch the clock on the wall, willing its fingers to move faster, counting every minute, every second. No pain, just endless waiting.


I thought of my mother who had given birth to nine children.


How hard could it be if Mum had managed nine of us? I wondered.


My thoughts turned to Steve, and I wondered where he was and what he was doing. I imagined he’d be on his morning tea break at work. Was he thinking about me, about us, about our baby? I ached for him and wished he was here.


In my early days at Holy Cross, I’d been so traumatised it had been months before I’d registered the early signs of the new life growing inside me. I’d had been so numb back then I’d felt nothing at all.


But as the weeks passed, the unmistakeable kicking of hard tiny feet injected much-needed hope into the nightmare. I just wished Steve had been able to share those precious moments with me.


The last few nights I had fallen asleep with my arms wrapped tightly around my tummy, gently hugging the baby inside me. Sometimes I ran my fingers across my growing belly, feeling the unmistakable shape of a head, a protruding elbow or a tiny foot. I already knew and loved this baby.


‘It will work out for us little one,’ I’d whisper, reminding myself that one day we’d be free.


As my pregnancy progressed, I started to panic. Being locked up meant I’d had no opportunity to go baby shopping like the ‘hospital girls.’ They had shown me the bits and pieces they’d been collecting for their babies and the items they’d bought for their hospital stay.


Realising I had nothing for my child, I’d begun to squirrel away whatever I could get from the convent shop the nuns ran from a back room; essentials like baby talc, soap and shampoo which I’d placed in my locker on the home’s front veranda.


I kept my stash of lollies in my locker too, aware that the small unsecured bedside cabinet next to my bed would be an easy target for some of my light-fingered companions.


One of my former work colleagues, Mrs McKenzie, had crocheted me a beautiful white matinee jacket and matching bonnet for my new arrival, which I’d placed in my locker for safe keeping.


When I checked a few weeks later, I discovered the lock was broken and the lollies and toiletries missing. I was utterly heartbroken that the little I had left was gone. Fortunately, the culprits had overlooked the baby clothes, which held no value to anyone but me, and I was incredibly grateful. That baby outfit meant everything to me; it had been carefully packed in a small suitcase, to take to the hospital with me.


In my panic to get to the hospital I had forgotten all about my suitcase. I hoped one of the sour-faced social workers would drop it off for me later. I was mulling this over when the nurse returned to check on my progress.


‘Still nothing?’ she sniffed, checking the clock.


Later, she reappeared with a long metal tool and instructed me to open my legs.


I winced as the cold sharp instrument found its way inside me.


‘This will hurry things along,’ she said, addressing a colleague who had followed her into the room. They watched as fluid gushed out of me and onto the sheets and left again without saying a word.


Not long after, another midwife returned with a rubber tube.


‘On your side,’ she snipped, forcing me to roll over onto my side on the bed. Again, without speaking, she roughly inserted the tube into my back passage and began pumping water inside me.


‘What are you doing?’ I gasped, the horror of this unexpected invasion telling me this was not going to be the walk in the park I’d imagined after all.


‘It’s an enema,’ she said sharply.


I had no idea what an enema was, but from the impatient glare on her face, I didn’t dare ask.


The pains began almost immediately. By early evening I was drowning in a violent whirlpool, the contractions dragging me deeper into oblivion. The sweet sickening smell of gas overpowered me and, in the distance, a reverberating voice near my face barked ‘Keep breathing.’


At some stage in the blurred hours that followed, I was shackled into a running position on my side, my left leg tied in a stirrup to the side of the bed and my right leg pushed tightly behind me.


I was unable to move and felt a searing pain running down my back like an electrical current.


From somewhere outside my own body, I heard myself screaming in agony.


‘Let me lie on my back—you’re breaking my back.’


Nobody was listening.


‘Keep pushing,’ snarled the midwife, as her colleague, using the full weight of her body, forced my shoulder down onto the bed, pressing my face into the mattress until I couldn’t breathe.


Through the pain, I registered cold sharp steel slicing the most private part of me. They didn't warn me I was to be cut or said anything that might have allowed me to prepare for this unexpected assault.


Howling in agony, I felt my baby slipping between my legs, and the pain disappeared. The room continued to spin around me.


‘What did I have?’ I asked, breathless with exhaustion.


‘A boy,’ came a cold response.


A boy! I felt a surge of excitement running through me. A son for Steve. I had just given him a son. He was a dad.


But where was my son? I glanced around the room in time to see a tiny green bundle being carried out of the room by a nurse. He gave a weak and distant whimper letting me know he was alive and had survived his brutal arrival into the world.


My baby’s faint cry stirred every cell in my soul; an inexplicable maternal bond had been forged between us nine months earlier—a connection that had grown stronger with every kick and was imprinted in our DNA. It was a miraculous, invisible bond that could never be broken. This tiny human already recognised my voice, my touch, my love. There was no need for words between us—his cry evoked a primal, instinctive love that only a mother feels for her child. He was my son. Mine.


The world slowly spun back into focus. Other people were now in the room— doctors and nurses casually wandering in and out, observing me, studying me, invading my most intimate moments.


I was painfully aware of my legs in the stirrups, exposing the most personal part of my body as I delivered the placenta for all the world to see. Had these intruders glimpsed my humiliation? Did they even care?


The final assault was undertaken by a doctor who stood with his colleague, heads pressed together, blithely discussing his plans to stitch me ‘inside and out.’ They did not discuss this with me; It was a conversation about me. Invisible again; a nothing.


I screamed again as something sharp—a needle—pushed its way inside me, deeper and deeper into the place where I had created a life.


Swept away in agony, I felt myself slipping out of my body, observing my degradation from a safer place, somewhere high above the room. Dissociated, I listened emptily to the doctor’s casual banter, as his colleague peered between my legs inspecting the damage, debating their preferred choice of stitching.


‘I usually use a herringbone stitch,’ I heard the doctor say, as flippantly as if he was discussing the weather. All the while I lay there, cold and shaking, as still as a corpse, devoid of my humanity.


Beyond the pain, a finger found its way into my anus.


‘Better make sure we haven’t stitched up there,’ the doctor quipped.


I sluggishly observed them leaving the room. The naïve seventeen-year-old girl was gone. And so was her baby.


‘Where is my baby?’ I heard a voice pleading. ‘What have you done with him?’ It was a voice I recognised. It belonged to me.


My panic dragged me back to earth. The stirrups and restraints were gone, and I was on the move. After sixteen long hours, my nightmare was finally over.


I felt my bed being wheeled into a darkened ward, lined with beds filled with sleeping bodies. The wheels came to an abrupt halt and the footsteps hurried away.


I was on the hospital’s infamous ‘Heartbreak Ward.’ And as I was about to discover, I was there for a reason.




Chapter 2


The Heartbreak Ward


A watery September sun filtered through the hospital windows, teasing my eyes open. It was Saturday morning, and I was still dopey from the medication I’d been given the night before.


Through my drug-induced haze, I heard voices murmuring around me. I sluggishly propped myself up against the pillows, the stitches biting with every move as I warily cast an eye around my new surroundings.


‘What did you have?’ one of the other mothers asked me.


‘A boy,’ I replied, suddenly aware of my baby’s absence.


The mothers exchanged surprised glances.


‘We all had girls,’ said another mother.


I wasn’t listening, my mind drifting from their baby talk to my baby’s father. I needed to let Steve know he had a son. But how? Still groggy from the medication, I scanned the ward. There were no locks in here as there were at Holy Cross. It was now or never.


I glanced around for signs of a nurse. Good; there were no staff around to stop me. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and balanced precariously on my feet. My legs felt heavy and could barely hold me upright, but from out of nowhere adrenalin had begun to kick in and I managed to make my way out of the ward and down the corridor towards the hospital’s main entrance.


I felt dizzy, disorientated and confused but I kept going. I had to tell Steve about our baby.


I found a phone box, though I was so drug-affected I would later not recall whether I’d phoned anyone, or if someone had offered to do this for me. A visitor perhaps? Some Good Samaritan who had been happy to help a young mother on a mission? Had I asked them to call Steve’s workplace? Or maybe my older sister, Jenny? Had the message got through to someone. I hoped so.


Still foggy from the drugs, I stumbled back to the ward and crawled into bed, praying I hadn’t been missed.


I had to let Steve know he was a father so he could make plans for my discharge. In my time at the home, not one of the unmarried mothers had returned with a baby, or at all. I would need my suitcase.


I wondered if the nuns had made any arrangements for me and the baby, as they had for another expectant mother who had recently arrived at Holy Cross.


The teenager had arrived at the home approximately ten days earlier, but her stay had been short and sweet. At sixteen, the girl was younger than me, another ward of the state and pregnant too. From the size of her baby bump, I imagined she was due before me.


She had told me her name was Sue, though I doubted this was her real name any more than mine was Leanne. Nobody was who they said they were in Holy Cross.


In one of our few conversations, Sue told me the nuns had been organising a flat for her baby’s arrival and that the social workers were taking her to a warehouse that provided clothing for state wards to wear when they were finally discharged. A few days later a social worker arrived at the home and took her shopping. She had returned with some dresses and other items and left the home a few days later, probably to have her baby.


Doing something like this for me had never been mentioned, but if they were doing this for this other state ward, I imagined they’d do the same for me too.


I slept much better after Sue left convinced it was only a matter of time before I went home with my baby. With luck, I’d leave and have a home of my own too and Steve and I would finally get married and be our own little family. I’d regain my respect as a wife and a mother, and nobody could accuse me of being in moral danger.


I scanned the ward, wondering where all the babies were, probably in the hospital’s nursery with my newborn son.


Exhausted from the exertion of giving birth and the drugs the nurses had given me; I drifted into a deep sleep dreaming of Steve and the happy life that lay waiting for us.


The next few days passed in a drug-induced haze. My body felt strangely weak and heavy, my thoughts disordered and scrambled. Nothing felt real: I was trapped in a horrible dream—a nightmare. I heard myself begging to see my baby. The nurses kept refusing.


‘You’re not allowed to see the baby until Children’s Services come to see you,’ they snapped, their words sounding strangled distant and removed.


Had I dreamed it? The world around me suddenly felt vast and terrifying. Panic and anxiety consumed me, and I retreated under the bedclothes, pretending I was in another place. In my confusion, I was oblivious to the fact that the medication I’d been given was making me drowsy and paranoid—the very effect it was intended to produce.


In this disorientated state I saw myself in familiar surroundings. Images of Steve’s flat in Rocklea flooded my mind and new calm swept over me. I saw myself snuggled up to Steve in bed, sunlight streaming through the window of his bedroom. He was strumming me to sleep with his guitar, serenading me with a song he had written for me. I could hear his voice, his words. They were imprinted in my brain.




‘The angels listened in, and they heard me praying


The angels listened in, and they heard me saying,


“Please send me the whole wide world wrapped up in a little girl,”


My darling and the angels sent you.’”





I felt the warmth of his body as he leaned over me and gently kissed me goodnight. It felt so real and despite all the drugs I’d been given, I knew I wasn’t dreaming—it had really happened.


It was a memory from another lifetime when I was happy and free. This had been my real world before all my dreams came crashing down. I felt a surge of relief wash over me. I was not hallucinating, after all, I was remembering.


Images of my first meeting with Steve came slowly back into my consciousness. The little shop, the chance encounter, the magic. It had taken place one Friday afternoon towards the end of 1966 as I’d been making my way home from the mattress factory in Rocklea where I worked as a junior sewing machinist.


Every day for two years, I had made the thirty-minute rail commute from my family home in Woodridge to Rocklea in Brisbane’s North, and back again at the end of each working day.


On my way back to Rocklea Railway Station I stopped at the little shop to buy myself a coke, or a chocolate bar to eat on the train ride home.


But on this Friday, I had been daydreaming when a young guy caught my attention. Not overly good-looking but a Charles Bronson type with a rugged olive complexion and shiny black hair. I couldn’t stop staring at him. He must have noticed me gawking because he finally wandered over and introduced himself.


‘Hi, I’m Steve,’ he said.


‘My real name is Stephan—my family are from the Ukraine.’ Unbeknown to me, my mother’s Jewish ancestors originated from Russia; maybe that was why I was attracted to him. Steve was nineteen and left home when he was very young as I had. He had struggled in life, like me.


Steve told me he lived with his brother, Mike, in a flat in Rocklea.


‘What about you?’ He asked.


‘Woodridge,’ I said.


‘On my way to catch the train home.’


He continued to chat with me, pausing to speak to people as they wandered in and out of the shop which made me smile. This stranger was friendly with an easy cheerful manner who chatted with everyone. His energy was infectious.


I was still nursing a broken heart from my recent break-up with my previous boyfriend and was not looking for a new romance. But there was something different about this intriguing, outgoing guy that was very appealing.


‘Better be on my way then,’ said Steve, hopping onto his pushbike.


‘See you around Lily.’


I smiled.


‘Yes, see you around,’ I said, giving him a self-conscious wave.


When I arrived at the shop the following Monday afternoon, Steve was there with his bike. Was he waiting for me? I wondered. He was there again the following afternoon and the days after that. By now I was looking out for him.


‘What are you doing this weekend?’ he asked me one Friday afternoon.


‘Nothing,’ I said, a flutter of excitement rising in my chest.


We agreed to meet outside the station and catch the tram to Stones’ Corner to one of the jukebox soda lounges popping up all over Brisbane in the sixties.


‘It’s a date he said,’ grinning back at me over his shoulder as he cycled off.


Soon we were spending every weekend together, catching the tram from Coorparoo to Stones Corner to grab a milkshake and hamburger in our favourite café with a jukebox selector in every booth.


We spent hours there, listening to music and talking. It felt like a scene from a corny Hollywood teenage movie setting, two young lovers sucking on two straws, sharing the same milkshake and staring into each other’s eyes. With Buddy Holly’s ‘Heartbeat’ playing in the background, we slowly fell in love.


Steve told me he played guitar and was trying to get into a band. I thought this was exciting. At the time the influence of British pop groups like The Beatles and The Kinks was driving a new wave of bands all around Australia. The thought that Steve might one day be famous made me feel special that he had chosen me to be his girlfriend.


I was completely seduced by his easy personality and his big broad smile. He was fun to be around and with our shared passion for music, we were inseparable.


On one of our outings to South Brisbane, he spotted a local photo booth and dragged me inside where we posed, heads together, two young people in love. A couple. Later Steve gave me a beautiful gold friendship ring. When we could afford it, he would replace it with an engagement ring.


In November 1966, my mother and future stepfather, John Johnson, announced they were relocating to Sydney with my seven younger siblings. Earlier that year, my volatile Irish father had been jailed for ten months for stabbing Mum’s new man in a drunken rage. His sentence was coming to an end, and fearing fiery repercussions, my mother and stepfather had decided to leave Queensland before he was released on parole.


‘I’m not going,’ I told my mother, stubbornly.


‘I have a home, a job and a boyfriend and we’re going to get married—my life is here in Brisbane.’


My sister Jenny, who was a year older and had recently moved in with a friend, told mum she was staying too.


The truth was, I saw an opportunity. I couldn’t stand my controlling, abusive future stepfather and was desperate to leave my noisy overcrowded family home to escape him.


John was an abusive man with a drinking problem. Behind his back, I referred to ‘as the old boy,’ our mutual contempt growing more hostile every day. Their move offered me a chance to make my escape.


Mum was upset when I told her I would not be moving to Sydney with them. But I was sixteen and a half and she understood I had my own life.


In November, while Mum was packing up the house in Woodridge, Steve found me a room to rent with a German family he knew in Rocklea. The room was sparsely furnished with a bed, a wardrobe and a small cupboard to put some of my belongings in. The best part was I could come and go as I pleased without anyone annoying me, so I was happy with the arrangement.


I’d only been there three weeks when I started to feel uneasy, convinced someone was watching me. There was a little peephole in the door looking into the main part of the house and I found myself repeatedly checking it to make sure no-one was at my door.


One day I was lying in bed when I thought I heard shuffling outside and when I looked through the door’s keyhole, I was shocked to see an eye peering back at me from the other side. It was the old father of the family; I hadn’t been imagining it, someone had been spying on me from the other side of the door.


‘I’m scared—he’s a creepy old perve,’ I told Steve, who was horrified but offered a solution to my dilemma.


‘Mike is moving out, why don’t you move into my place,’ he suggested, cheerfully.


In December 1966, as my mother and stepfather began the long drive south to Sydney, I packed my bags and moved in with Steve on the other side of Rocklea.


His flat was in an old, converted Queenslander-style house divided into two separate units. Steve’s half had a large bedroom with a wooden bed and an old creaking wardrobe in the corner. The kitchen was a long, enclosed veranda area with a small single hotplate stove, sink and cupboards, and a wooden table and chairs at the other end.


It was basic, but it was heaven to me. I could still walk to work and rush back to our little home in time to cook our evening meal. When Steve wasn’t under the house tinkering with his old motorbike, we spent lazy weekends in bed, where I was happy to lie quietly behind my sleeping lover. He looked so handsome when he slept, his olive skin and jet-black hair pressed against the whiteness of his pillow.


The hot sultry days of the Queensland summer had arrived, and by Christmas, my mother and the family had decided to break up the long drive south with a short holiday in one of the caravan parks scattered along the Gold Coast.


She posted me a Christmas card with a letter telling me all about it.


‘You should come down and join us for the holidays,’ she suggested.


‘You can stay in the annexe next to the caravan.’


Steve thought it was a great idea and after Christmas, we caught the train from Brisbane to the Gold Coast to join them. We spent six idyllic days at Tallebudgera walking on the beach, splashing around in the surf and eating ice-creams in one of the many cafes along the esplanade. On romantic wind-swept summer nights, we took long walks along the sand holding hands. I had never dreamed it was possible to be this happy and wanted the holiday to last forever. Steve was talking about getting married. Life didn’t get much better than this.


But all good things come to an end, and in January we returned to our little love nest in Brisbane.


By now, Steve and his mate Alan Shaw spent most nights at our flat rehearsing new songs. I never tired of watching them practice or listening to them play their guitars.


In January they had formed a band and landed a few gigs at local parties. I stayed home, realising it wouldn’t help their rockstar credibility having one of their girlfriends tagging along.


Australia’s ‘summer of love’ was coming to an end when I first started feeling nauseous. Although my period was late, it hadn’t occurred to me I might be pregnant. But by February the first waves of early morning sickness had taken hold, and I couldn’t stop vomiting.


My constant trips to the ladies to throw up soon attracted the attention of some of the married women, and later my boss, Mr Rose, immediately summoned me into the office for a chat.


‘Are you pregnant?’ he asked, cutting straight to the chase.


I told him I was.


I hoped if I was truthful, he might understand and tolerate me being sick for a while. I was a hard worker and did not want to lose my job; I wasn’t ready to give up working so early in the pregnancy and with a baby on the way, we needed the money.


But as soon as I admitted I was pregnant, Mr Rose’s amiable expression disappeared, and his tone changed.


‘I’m sorry, Lily,’ he said


‘I can’t have you working for us if you are pregnant: you may get hurt or something and I don’t want to be responsible for that.’


He had no other choice than to let me go.


I was mortified when I realised, I was being fired. I immediately raced out of the factory, uncomfortably unaware that the men in the ‘wire section’ were staring at me. Did everyone know? I wondered, feeling embarrassed. Tears streamed down my face, but I tried to be brave and hold myself together.


In tears, I broke my bad news to Steve.


‘Don’t worry about it, I’ll look after you,’ he soothed, cuddling me. At that moment all my fears disappeared, and like a small, wounded child I felt safe and loved.


My distress over the firing, and my lingering morning sickness left me too ill to listen to band practice that night.


‘I’m going to have an early night,’ I apologised.


‘I’m not feeling too great.’


I left Steve and his mate, practising in the sitting room and disappeared to bed.


The music was so loud that we didn’t hear rapid knocking on our door or the two burly police officers who let themselves in and found their way into the bedroom where I was sleeping.


‘Wake up, wake up,’ I heard an unfamiliar male voice say as I sleepily registered someone shaking me awake.


Fear caught me by the throat, and I turned over to see the brown trousers of a policeman towering over me.


‘Get up, we want you to come into the kitchen with us we have a few questions for you,’ he said. It sounded more like an order than a request, and I sleepily climbed out of bed and obediently followed him. I was aware that another policeman was standing in the corner with Steve and Alan, and I was gripped with terror. Why were they all looking at me? What was happening? I was still half asleep and struggling to comprehend what was going on and I meekly followed the officer in his brown uniform into the kitchen.


‘Can you leave us—we have to ask Lily a few questions?’ the officer told Steve and Alan, who immediately made themselves scarce.


The policeman sat me down at the kitchen table and started his interrogation. ‘How old are you? What are you doing here? Where are your parents?’ The questions were coming at me from all directions and my mind was spinning.


‘I will be seventeen in a month,’ I answered, confused.


He then asked me the question that sealed my fate. ‘Are you pregnant?’ I nodded, too scared to lie.


The policemen exchanged knowing looks.


‘I’m sorry, Lily, but I have to take you into custody. If you were a month older there would be nothing I could do,’ said the tall policeman.


Custody? What did he mean by ‘custody’? Where were they going to take me?


I broke out in a cold sweat; fear was racing through my veins. ‘What have I done? Why are they taking me away?’ I wanted to scream.


‘You had better go and put some clothes on,’ the tall policeman directed.


I started to sob. ‘Steve, they’re going to take me away.’ I hung onto his arms crying, hoping the whole thing was a nightmare.


The police waited outside the bedroom door while I hurriedly dressed, feeling sick to the stomach as I reappeared in my favourite spotted suit.


‘Don’t worry babe—I’ll sort this out tomorrow,’ said Steve, watching helplessly as I was frogmarched out the door towards a waiting police car. They drove me into the city in complete silence.


I was taken to the South Brisbane Watch House where the officers told me I would be spending the night in the cells. It was an old grim stone building with a large reception area where a fat, grumpy-looking Sergeant with a red face sat behind a high bench. He eyeballed me as I was marched in front of him.


‘What have we got here?’ he asked, addressing the two policemen.


‘We picked this kid up living with a young bloke in Rocklea,’ the tall policeman replied.


‘She’s pregnant.’


The sergeant behind the counter raised an eyebrow.


‘How old is she?’ he asked, looking me up and down.


‘Nearly seventeen,’ answered one of the officers.


‘Couldn’t you take her to stay with anyone?’ he asked, sympathetically.


‘It was too late,’ they replied.


The sergeant considered this for a moment.


‘You know you could get hung for bringing her here,’ he said, giving me the once over again. I was so small and skinny I probably looked younger than I was.


He leaned over the bar and whispered to the officer, ‘I’ll put her in a cell, and she can go before the court tomorrow.’


The sergeant looked at me, ‘Have you got a belt on or any watches or jewellery?’ he asked, looking stern again. I nodded, pointing to the belt holding up my skirt.


‘Take it off and give it to me,’ he instructed.


I did as he asked, reluctantly slipping the friendship ring that Steve had given me from my finger. It felt like an omen as if we were being forcibly ripped apart. My heart was thumping so hard I could hear it in my ears. My mind was telling me that this was a nightmare, that I would wake up soon. God, please wake me up, please!


With a bit of a laugh, the sergeant said: ‘I’m going to put you in the deluxe cell—you get to have sheets on the bed.’


The guard led me up a corridor. Like a zombie, I followed; there was no escape. He opened a steel door with a hatch and showed me inside. My heart sank as I looked around this tiny prison cell where a mattress was placed on a concrete slab with a blanket, a stainless-steel toilet and a washbasin but no sheets.


‘You’d better go to bed and get some sleep; you’ve got a long wait ahead of you, and the court won’t open until ten o’clock tomorrow,’ said the officer. I sat on the hard bed trying not to cry. The grey blanket scratched my legs. When the door slammed shut behind me, I put my head on my knees and sobbed my heart out.


I spent the longest night of my life, alternately crying and vomiting. My stomach was heaving, and my skin crawled from the grey blanket that left me scratching all night. Occasionally the hatch opened, and a face peered in, amplifying the ranting of the drunks and local thugs who yelled abuse from the other cells. I was out of my head with anxiety, wondering what was going to happen. My head was pounding so hard that all I could do was dry retch.
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