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it’s almost impossible to understand 
there is a part of you that believes you 
are to blame, that it’s all your fault, 
you were chosen because there is 
something wrong with you and you 
must live with the shame forever.  
Now that I’ve written the book I feel, 
(without sounding like a cliché) more 
at ease with myself. I’d been talking 
about my past for years and now I don’t 
feel the urge to ‘go back’ through my 
childhood as much. One of the reasons  
I wrote the book was to face that 
Wednesday night with the policemen 
and to really try to remember why I 
didn’t report it. I wish I had. And that 
is my message to girls, to report and talk 
about it and not hide because perpetrators 
need to be identi�ed to protect others.” 

RELEASING THE SHAME
When Alannah moved to Melbourne 
and forged her incredible career in the 
rag trade, becoming one of our most 
successful designers, she turned her life 
around. She went on to have a son, 
Edward, who is now 16. Throughout  
it all she longed for her mum to �nally 
recognise her talent, but it never 
happened. Aileen refused to come  
and celebrate her daughter’s success 
and whenever Alannah called her, she 

continued to belittle her triumphs. 
“I knew instinctively that moving  
to Melbourne was my way of starting 
again, reinventing myself and hiding my 
shamed childhood. I think I knew on a 
fundamental level that my parents were 
damaged, they couldn’t look after us kids 
emotionally and I couldn’t keep living 
with them and the big secret [the sexual 
assault]. When we hold secrets, it creates 
shame, and shame is a great barrier to 
success and living. Feeling ashamed is 
like wearing a veil. Everywhere I went 
I wore the shame veil and I think that 
in writing the book the veil seems to 
have lifted. What was holding me back 
allowed me to release the shame.”

On one of her few visits back to 
Tasmania before her mother died, 

Aileen made an incredible confession. 
“Mum told me she had known all 
along I had been molested on that train 
all those years before.” It was an 
emotional revelation which ended 
with Alannah comforting her mum.

When her mother died, Alannah was 
inconsolable. A Red Cross nurse had 
found Aileen collapsed beside her bed; 
she’d been dead for almost three days. 
“Mum died alone in her smoke-�lled 
bedroom. I hadn’t spoken to her for a 
month,” says Alannah. “I’d neglected 
Mum as I felt she had neglected me,” 
she writes. But “I had loved her all 
along and now she was gone.”

Alannah’s business has been through 
its own highs and lows and while she 
says she can never live with a partner, 
she is happy in a relationship and is 
devoted to son Edward. I ask Alannah 
if she now feels free from all that hurt 
and at peace with her mother. “I guess 
I’ll always feel a little sad about the past, 
I freak out if I’m too happy! We all at 
times look in the mirror and believe the 
lies we tell ourselves: that I’m not good 
enough, I’m not clever or wise, I’m too 
emotional, too sensitive, I’m not fooling 
anybody, everybody is going to see 
straight through my mask. We all have 
�aws, but learning to like the person 
staring back at us is often a mountain 
too hard to climb. That’s how I get 
through life, really, understanding that 
we cannot be happy 24 hours a day. 
Happiness for me is around 15 or 20 
minutes a day, two hours tops! The rest 
of the time we’re just bobbing along, 
doing our best. It’s a little like being in 
love. You cannot sustain happiness 
unless you have the down times. The 
down times can be dark, lonely and 
brutal but I think within that darkness 
we can learn about ourselves”

In a poignant letter to her mum at 
the end of her memoir, Alannah tells 
her about the time two years ago she 
came across her Penguin hairdresser, 
Roz, in Melbourne. “Oh Alannah,”  
she said, “your mum just loved you, 
she was so proud of your success,  
it was all she talked about.” AWW

Butter�y on a Pin by Alannah Hill, 
published by Hardie Grant, RRP 
$32.99, is on sale May 1.

“When we hold 
secrets, it creates 

shame, and 
shame is a great 

barrier to success 
and living.” 


