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TESTIMONIALS


Vanished is written with insight and compassion. It comes from the author’s long-term personal commitment to raising awareness of missing people and those who are left behind – the loved ones who continue to search for answers and understanding.


Dr Elizabeth Davies, Coordinator of Families and Friends of Missing Persons Unit (2010 – 2018)


Vanished is a gripping read that could only have been written by one as intimately acquainted with the families of the missing as Nicole Morris. It has the meticulous detail of an investigative deep dive, but never loses compassion for the loved ones left behind.


Meshel Laurie, host of Australian True Crime podcast and author


There is surely nobody more qualified to tell the stories of the families of missing people than Nicole Morris, who has dedicated much of her life to the selfless and relentless pursuit of information and answers on their behalf. Nicole’s knowledge of Australian missing persons cases is incredibly detailed and she tells their stories with sensitivity and thoughtfulness.


Kate Kyriacou, Jounalist – The Courier Mail, and True Crime author and podcaster


A deeply disturbing true-life account of the trauma for family members when a loved one goes missing. Well researched, easily readable, but profoundly upsetting.


Mark Tedeschi AM KC, Barrister-at-Law


My utmost respect and admiration to Nicole for the tireless work she does with missing persons in Australia in her own time. Nicole advocates for many families at the worst times of their lives, bringing focus and a voice to families without one.


Leonie Duroux, family member of a previously missing person


Nicole’s commitment to finding the truth and advocating for families is an inspiration.


Esther Mckay, author of Crime Scene and Forensic Investigator, Mental Health Consultant at Police Federation of Australia, former NSW Police Officer and patron of the Australian Missing Person’s Register


Nicole is an angel in the darkness for families of the missing. She can’t perform miracles and bring them all home safe and sound but she gave us the chance for Trav to be found and brought home. So many others never get that and many years down the track they still don’t. That saddens me so much. I always say we were lucky Trav was found or that would be our lives ... ambiguous loss must be demolishing.


Sue-Anne Davis, family member of a previously missing person


From a parent of a missing child, thank you to Nicole from the bottom of my heart for everthing she does for missing people. She is an amazing person.


Rachel McCloy, mother of missing Tori McCloy




FOREWORD


Faye and Mark Leveson


Nicole will embrace and engender the interest of the reader by her clever use imagery where she allows one to feel as though they are there with victims and their families through this nightmare ride.


She helps you to feel a range of emotions felt by people closely affected by ambiguous loss and crime.


When our son, Matthew, was taken from us in 2007, we put our faith in authorities, thinking they were acting in our best interests. Sadly, this is not always the case. The public need to understand that the authorities are not perfect, that the investigators are not always right, that victims and their families become second class citizens in the so called “justice” system.


On reading these carefully crafted chapters you can feel the emotion, feel the hope, feel the devastation of having that hope destroyed and understand that quite often two people, provided with the exact same set of circumstances, can form totally different views.


So often, victims of crime and people who have suffered ambiguous loss, can lose friends. People just don’t know what to say to you so they will hide or step away. This doesn’t help victims or their families. The reader will come to understand this upon reading these pages.


Victims and those left behind, in order not to feel useless, will quite readily immerse themselves directly into an investigation, not the police’s but their own. Quite often we had police asking us for intel as ours was more comprehensive and current than their own. You will become to understand why the individuals you will read about did just that.


In many cases the authorities merely “work on” these cases, however, the families have “lived in” these cases. You will discover the distinct difference.


We commend Nicole for creating this wonderful record and the fact that it also keeps alive the memory of those who may no longer be with us and are unable to speak for themselves.




INTRODUCTION


My friend died. There’s no easy way of saying that, is there? You can’t just sort of slip it into a conversation. What an awful thing to have to tell people. Greg died suddenly, from a heart attack, in 2009. He was the same age as me so it was a terrible shock. We had been friends since we were four or five – we were in kindergarten together. A 35-year friendship. His sister rang me to tell me. I hadn’t talked to her in about 20 years, so I didn’t understand why she was ringing me, although I had always remembered her as Greg’s sweet little sister.


Poor Kathleen, to have to make that call, not just to me but to all Greg’s friends, people she didn’t know very well, people she hadn’t seen in a long time, people she may not have known at all. Saying the same thing over and over. My brother has died. Reminding herself of the awful fact every time she had to repeat it. Calling people and explaining who she was, that she was Greg’s sister and they may not know her, but she had something to tell them. Keeping her tone calm, trying not to break down while feeling like her world has collapsed around her.


But you can’t break down; you have important news to tell this person, you have to stay strong. She was amazingly strong on the phone to me, probably from saying her heartbreaking rehearsed speech so many times. It wasn’t until I said, ‘Kathleen, it’s so terrible for me to hear this, but this is so horrifically awful for you to have to make these phone calls and tell people.’ And it was then that I heard the falter, the break in her voice as she said, ‘Yes, it is…’


And that is why I wrote this book.


I started Australian Missing Persons Register in 2005, after realising that there needed to be an internet resource to help find the missing, and I decided to create one. Over the many years since then, I have come to know the families of the missing very well – they have become as close as family to me in many cases. I saw parallels with what Kathleen did for her brother and what siblings have to do when they have a missing brother or sister.


‘My brother is missing – can you help me?’ It’s a question I get on average every week. Just as often the word brother is replaced with sister. Sometimes my help is needed only for a very short time, and I rejoice when those people are found the same day. But sometimes days turn into months, then years. Then decades.


Brothers and sisters are often in contact with each other daily. I have usually spoken to my sister before 9 am every day; I know what her plans are for the day, I know who she’s meeting for lunch, I know what she’s planning to make for dinner. Even though I live almost 1000 kilometres away, I could tell you where she’s meant to be and when. If I didn’t know that, and her husband didn’t know, and our parents didn’t know, then I would start to panic fairly quickly. When someone is missing, a brother or a sister often knows, knows something has happened. My sister would not go a day without being in contact with me.


When people do something ‘out of character’, a phrase I hear and use on a daily basis, then you just know something is wrong. When your sister fails to pick up her kids from school, when your brother doesn’t turn up for footy training, when your sister decides to get in the car and drive interstate on a whim, when your brother is meant to come over for dinner but doesn’t show. Those are the times when brothers and sisters start to worry, and that worry quickly turns to panic.


So, what do they do when that happens? At what point do they get the police involved? They think about calling the police, only to find their sister’s car broke down and her mobile battery went flat, and she’s fine, after all. And she’s cranky that you embarrassed her by calling the police. But what if she’s not fine? What if something actually did happen? Brothers and sisters of missing people live with guilt daily – did I do enough? Should I have gone out looking that night? I should have answered the call instead of letting it go to voicemail. Why didn’t I spot the signs that he was depressed before he went missing? Why didn’t I take her seriously when she mentioned suicide?


And then, like Kathleen, you have to tell people someone is missing. You have to tell their boss, their friends, their co-workers. At what point do you make those calls when someone is missing? After they have been missing a day? A week? When do you feel you have to start letting people know something has happened to that brother or sister? Do you keep paying your sister’s rent? For how long? What about her car payments? Those practical jobs often fall to brothers and sisters.


The moment a brother or sister goes missing, lives are instantly changed. The people you will meet in these chapters are not the same people as they were the day before their sibling was last seen. I remember reading about one father of a missing girl; he was getting a haircut and he saw the hairdressers whispering together and looking his way, sympathetic but not knowing how to talk to him. He left in tears. Wherever you go, whatever you do, when you have a missing person in your world people start to see you as something or someone different to how you were before. They define you by what has happened to the missing one. You are now the missing girl’s father, the missing man’s brother. You are not just you anymore.


The stories in this book are all different, but they have common threads that seem to link them all. You’ll see lots of similar patterns in each chapter. All of them have vivid dreams of their missing siblings, and sometimes they feel like the missing ones are trying to give them a message. Most of them still look for their siblings in crowds. There is a great deal of survivor guilt with many of them – did they do enough to try to find the missing one? Have they done enough in the years since to keep their missing siblings in the public eye and convince people to keep looking for them? Almost all of them have consulted psychics and mediums at some stage. And every single one of them cried when I spoke to them.


I hope this book will help these families to talk about what they’ve been through, and I hope it will give the community a glimpse into their worlds. I hope that if you have a missing person, this might give you some comfort in knowing you are not alone, and that others have been through exactly what you have. And I really, really hope that you, as the reader, will keep looking for the missing, and learn about who they were as people before it all changed. Before they became a face on a missing person poster.


So, to all the sisters and brothers who have had to make that same difficult phone call to people to say something awful has happened, this is for you. These are your stories.




CHAPTER ONE


Kay Docherty and Toni Cavanagh


[image: image]


Kay Docherty and Toni Cavanagh, both 15 years old, were last seen opposite the Warilla Grove shopping centre on Shellharbour Road, in Warilla, on the south coast of NSW, on July 27th, 1979.


Picture this: two Aussie teenage girls at the end of the 1970s; going to school, going to discos on Friday nights and weekends, hanging out with their friends, hitchhiking to the beaches. No longer kids, but not yet adults. In 1979 Kathy Lette and Gabrielle Carey wrote Puberty Blues, the classic but controversial novel about teenage girls set in the Sutherland Shire, just an hour away from where Kay Docherty and Toni Cavanagh lived, in Warilla, in the Illawarra region of NSW.


It was also the year Kay and Toni vanished, never to be seen or heard from again.


Warilla, at that time, was a growing coastal community made up of lots of young families, so there were always other kids in the local streets to play with. Tracey Shelton was one of those kids, went to the same school as Kay and Toni, and was close friends with Toni’s older sister, Vicki. ‘We all lived in Housing Commission houses,’ says Tracey. ‘Back then there was no stigma attached to Housing Commission. All the dads worked at the steelworks, a lot of the mothers stayed at home. We were all from middle-class families. We never went without; there was always meat and three veg, we always had a packed lunch and clean clothes, the houses were always spotlessly clean. Just normal families. We didn’t know the Dochertys well, but you could tell they were a decent family.’


Kevin and Kay Docherty were twins, born five minutes apart in Wollongong Hospital. Kay was the first one out, Kevin tells me with a laugh. In 1965 the family moved to Warilla. Kay was a very happy-go-lucky kid. ‘When I think of her…’ Kevin starts to recall his sister as a child, but the emotion sweeps over him, and he struggles to get the words out. ‘There was always a smile, and we had a great childhood. She was always more of a follower than a leader; she was quiet and did well at school, better than me,’ Kevin says with a grin. The kids they were friends with as children remained their friends as teenagers. All the kids would play out in the streets until it got dark. ‘Kay was scared of the dark,’ says Kevin. ‘Mum was really protective of us; we were allowed to play in the street just as long as she knew where we were, as long as she could see us, as long as she knew the other kids. Mostly we played near our house. Mum didn’t like taking her eye off us.’


Both Kevin and Kay attended Lake Illawarra High School, in the same year as Toni Cavanagh. Mavia Cavanagh is Toni’s stepmother, and she raised Toni and her sister Vicki from when they were very young. ‘I married Toni’s father when Toni was five and Vicki was six,’ says Mavia. ‘They’d been shuffled from pillar to post; they lived with lots of different people before we got married. It was really difficult. I was terribly young myself; I took the children on when I was only 20. Toni had a lot going on in her life; it would have been hard for her. There was a lot of unhappiness in the house. She and I got on really well, but she was insecure. She had it hard from the start, in the first four years of her life. I never had problems with Toni. She was never nasty to me, never said I wasn’t her real mother or anything like that.’


Tracey, who was best friends with Toni’s older sister, Vicki, remembers Mavia and Toni being very close. ‘Anyone walking into that house would not know Mavia was her stepmother and not her real mother.’ Toni was clearly deeply loved by her family, who find it extremely painful to talk about her. ‘Toni was a bubbly sort of person,’ says Tracey. ‘She was very softly spoken but she was always cracking up laughing. She was very happy.’


Most people love their mums, but Kevin Docherty’s devotion to his mum, Jean, is remarkable and beautiful. Part of that devotion is because when Kay went missing, Kevin was really all his mum had left. ‘Mum and I were close. We were really, really close,’ says Kevin. ‘We became closer after my sister went missing. When I was fifteen and nine months I made a pact with my mum that I would never leave her. At that age, I probably didn’t know what I was saying, but I’m a man of my word, and I honoured that. It’s something I had to do. She was a beautiful person, and she didn’t deserve all the hardship she had in her life. She tried to do everything right; everything was about her family. I needed her as much as she needed me. As I get older I realise that more. I’m proud to have been in the position that I was, being able to look after her. I left everything – my job, I was just about to be married and have kids and buy a house, but I left all of that to be with my mum.’


I spoke with another school friend of both Kay and Toni, who has asked to remain anonymous. She is eager to give me her perspective on the girls:


Kay had a different personality to Toni. They weren’t close-close friends, but there were groups at the school of girls who were best friends, and those circles of girls always overlapped; they always had groups of girls who would mingle together. You’d quite often see large groups of girls together doing things. But Toni and Kay were in separate groups of friends. I’d known Toni longer than I’d known Kay; I went to kindy with Toni, then right the way through, and I met Kay in high school. I met her on the first day of grade seven and instantly liked her. She was just the sort of person that you couldn’t not like. She was so kind, generous and open. She was quietly confident; she was a good student, she worked hard for her good grades and that was important to her. She was good at sports too. One of those kids who was good at everything. She was very popular, really well liked, because she had such a lovely personality. Both the twins were very well liked.


Kay and Toni were similar in a lot of ways, but had very different personality types. They were both quiet girls. Kay knew what she wanted to do in life. She had a smaller group of friends that she would confide in, and the rest of the girls she’d always be pleasant to.


Toni was very small, a very tiny girl. She was only five foot, two inches at best. She was thin and had strawberry blonde hair. I think she was the target of bullies at times. She lacked some self-confidence. I can remember an incident at one of the school dances where she had been bullied, and one of the girls actually punched her. I remember walking over and asking what was going on. Toni really didn’t have the confidence to stand up to her.


However, Tracey disagrees with the idea that Toni was bullied, and thinks she could hold her own if necessary. ‘Maybe that was a one-off occasion. She didn’t pick fights, that’s for sure, but if she and Vicki had a fight, it was on. Toni wouldn’t back down. They had sisterly name-calling, pushing and shoving, slamming doors, like every other normal family. But at school, I never remember anyone ever picking on her.’


Mavia also doesn’t think Toni was bullied at school, and remembers her having a lot of friends. ‘She always had people in tow, and was bringing them home.’


It’s important to Mavia and her family that people understand Toni was not the wild child she may have been portrayed as in the media, and they are upset that Toni is seen as the instigator of what happened that night. Mavia believes the girls planned the evening together and says it’s not fair that people seem to think it’s all Toni’s fault. She says that Toni was no angel, but she was far from being ‘bad’.


‘I’d say she did get up to mischief at times, but no-one ever told me she did anything terribly bad. She wasn’t totally innocent, but she was a kind and loving girl. She was very social. She was at that giggly girly stage that all teenagers get to; these days they’d all be on their phones together. You just can’t put all the blame on one of them, especially at that age.’


Kay had a small circle of close friends, and being the same age she and Kevin often shared friends. ‘When we went to high school, we started to get different friends than we’d had as kids,’ says Kevin. ‘Toni was in some of my classes at school. Some of Kay’s friends were good friends of Toni’s, so that’s how they came to meet. But before they went missing they’d never been anywhere together, never spent any time together. Kay had never mentioned her name at home, ever. It was really bizarre, the way it all happened.’


Tracey agrees. ‘There were two main groups of girls at school; Toni was in one group and Kay was in the other group, but now and then we did all sit together in one big group. There was no fighting, everyone got on. In Warilla, Thursday night shopping was a big thing so the two groups would get together then and go out. So, when Toni and Kay got together to plan their night out, that wasn’t unusual. But it might have appeared unusual to their families.’


‘When I found out it was Kay who was with Toni that night I was really surprised,’ said the girls’ school friend:


I hadn’t pictured the two of them going off and doing something together that way, because they weren’t best friends. It was one of those crossover friend things. Toni would have tried a few other girls first; I’m pretty sure her best friend was grounded that night and other people had things on so they couldn’t go out. Toni never really did anything that was extremely dangerous, but she would take little risks here and there. She was very different to Kay in that respect. It was just a horrible choice that they both made. I’ve often wondered why.


And it was unusual that she wanted to go to the disco in Wollongong, because the ones we used to go to were at the Council Chambers, the Blue Light disco in Warilla and the one where the old library was – we used to go to that one regularly – and we’d been to one numerous times at the Spanish club in Warrawong. So, why she wanted to go to the one in Wollongong is beyond me. The roller disco was on every Friday night at Oak Flats.


Tracey was a couple of years older than Toni and Kay, and she and her friends were just starting to go out on their own at night. They’d head to the Police Boys Club disco, or the Blue Light disco in King Street, Warilla, but Tracey doesn’t think Kay and Toni ever went to these together. Tracey remembers Mavia used to take the girls, including Toni, to a Christian disco at Oak Flats. They had to stay inside the hall and were not allowed to wander around outside. Tracey knew the Cavanaghs very well, and said Mavia and Barry were quite strict with their children, and they wouldn’t have knowingly let Toni go out on her own to a disco.


‘I can’t remember Toni going to discos, unless they were to do with the school,’ says Mavia. ‘But she was always going to somebody’s house, or bringing them home.’


Older sister Vicki was told she had to be home at a certain time if she went out with Tracey. ‘There were rules we had to stick to,’ says Tracey. ‘There was no “free to come and go”. My parents and Vicki’s parents made the same rules, so we had to be home by 9 or 10, and as Toni was younger, it would have been earlier for her.’


Mavia is fairly sure Kay had been to her house once before, but says she was a new friend of Toni’s. Unbeknownst to Kevin, Mavia says the girls actually approached her a couple of days before and said that Kay’s aunt had asked Kay if she would like to go to the movies on the Friday night. Kay told Mavia she had asked her aunt if Toni could come too. ‘I said yes, that’s fine,’ says Mavia.


Kevin was later approached by a woman he’s known for years, who was at school with Kay and Toni. She was also re-interviewed by police to recall what she knew about the girls’ disappearance. The woman told Kevin that the day they went missing, Toni had gone to all her friends at school, telling them there was a disco on that night in Wollongong, and asking if they wanted to go with her. All the girls told Toni no, they couldn’t go with her, their parents wouldn’t allow them. The woman recalled that Kay was not one of the girls Toni asked. The woman walked home from school with Toni that same afternoon, and Toni asked her to go to the disco. Again, Toni was told no. It was Friday, 27 July 1979.


The Cavanaghs were told the movies story; however, the Dochertys were told a different story. Kay told her mother that Toni asked Kay to come to her house to help her babysit her younger siblings, and said Toni’s mother would be home by 9 pm. It was the first time the Dochertys had heard of Toni Cavanagh, and the very protective Jean Docherty was very reluctant to allow her daughter to go anywhere at night.


‘Kay was in discussions that afternoon with Mum,’ says Kevin. ‘There was a bit of a debate going on. Mum was saying, “No, no, no.” She said, “You don’t go out at night.” Then Kay started getting upset and crying, and went into her room. Mum started feeling guilty so she said to me, “Kevin, if I let her go, can you go there on your bike and pick her up at 9 o’clock?” I had band practice that night and was on my pushbike. I said, “Yeah, okay, not a problem.” I can’t really remember the details, but if I’d known more about it I would have said to Mum, “No, don’t let her go.” I remember Mum going into her room and saying to Kay, “Okay, if you want to go, you can go. Kevin’s going to take you there and pick you up at 9 o’clock; make sure you don’t leave the house.” So, Mum just took her word for it. Today, one parent would probably ring the other parent, but in those days you didn’t have to worry about that sort of thing. We didn’t have Toni’s mum’s number; in fact, we’d not long had the phone put on.’


Despite not wanting to deceive her mother, Kevin says Kay would have ‘easily’ been talked into something. ‘When you’re that age, and you’re in a group of girls, you’re the quiet one, on the outside of the circle, not in the thick of things, and you have this other girl who’s more outgoing and everyone likes her and listens to her, you’d think, well, if she says something I might just go with it. She wouldn’t argue, she was more a follower than a leader.’ Kevin thinks Kay would have admired Toni, as she was popular; she may have envied her.


Mavia Cavanagh had no idea the girls had lied to her. ‘Apparently, they told Mrs Docherty that I was going out, and I wanted Kay to come and stay with Toni while she babysat my children. Then the story to me was that Kay’s aunt was taking them to the movies. I believed them, and Mrs Docherty must have believed them too.’


Kay was wearing ordinary day clothes when she left to go to Toni’s house, nothing fancy. She did own dressy clothes that she could have worn to a disco, but she didn’t take these with her that night. ‘When Kay left, I can’t remember what she was wearing,’ says Kevin. ‘Mum did, though. Those little things really hurt me, that I can’t remember all the details. But she wasn’t dressed to go to a disco.’ Police later stated that Kay was wearing fawn trousers, brown floral top, black boots; Toni a blue blouse, fawn jacket with hood and white jeans.


Tracey remembers the girls were just coming into an age where they wanted to be a little more grown up. ‘Kay was definitely not outrageous; she was sometimes quiet, but opened up when she was around people she was comfortable with. Was Toni out there? Definitely not. But they were getting to the stage where boys were getting interesting. I remember Toni was starting to wear makeup. She had this really good compact foundation makeup; every time I went over there I’d borrow it. She was very freckly. She’d come off her skateboard or a bike and skinned her forehead, and she had this strip down the middle of her forehead where the freckles never grew back, and that’s why she started to wear the makeup, because she was very freckly. Both she and Kay had that red hair and freckles and pale skin.’


The Dochertys did not drive, so Jean was relying on Kevin to transport his sister to and from the Cavanaghs. ‘When I took her on my pushbike, she didn’t have a bag or anything with her,’ says Kevin. He dropped her off at Toni’s house at about 5.45 pm and told her he’d be back to pick her up at 9 o’clock. It was the last time he’d ever see his twin sister.


Mavia recalls that day. ‘The afternoon it happened, the day they went missing, Kay came over to our house, and she and Toni were in the bedroom, giggling and carrying on, as teenage girls that age do. Toni got dressed. It’s hard to remember exactly what I thought was going to happen, but I was under the impression they were going from my house to the aunt’s house. If they’d come to me and said, “We want to go to a dance in Wollongong, can you drive us in and pick us up?” then I would have done it. That’s what I did with my younger daughter when she grew up and wanted to go out. Toni was probably thinking, Mum won’t let me go, and Kay’s mum’s not going to let her go. So, they fibbed.’ The girls left the Cavanagh house on foot, and that is the last Mavia saw of them.


At 9 o’clock Kevin rode his pushbike back to the Cavanagh home in Martin Street, Warilla. ‘I really thought nothing more about it until Kay’s brother turned up and said, “I’ve come to get Kay,”‘ says Mavia. ‘I said, “Kay’s not here, she’s gone to the movies.” He said, “But she’s supposed to be here babysitting!” I told him she couldn’t be babysitting, as my two children had gone to the Snowy Mountains that weekend with the neighbour across the street. Toni’s father was in bed asleep and I’d been watching TV, waiting up for Toni to come home. I didn’t have any idea they weren’t going to the movies, or weren’t doing what they said they were, until Kevin turned up.’


‘When I got to Toni’s house, her mum answered the door and told me they’d gone to the movies,’ says Kevin. ‘I was shocked. I said to her, “What do you mean they’ve gone to the movies? They weren’t supposed to be going anywhere! She’s not allowed out after dark!” And that was a big thing for me to say to an adult, at 15; you didn’t question adults. Apparently, Toni gave her a change of clothes and they said they were going to the movies.’ Kevin is under the impression that Mavia told him they’d gone to the movies with a girl who lived around the corner and that girl’s mother; he doesn’t remember mention of an aunt, but Mavia is certain that’s what the girls told her.


‘Some things are vague, but one thing I remember really clearly is standing there looking at her mum and thinking, I’ve got to go home and tell Mum now,’ says Kevin. ‘I didn’t know what I should do, if I should just wait there for her or go home. I can’t remember if I asked her mum what time they were due home. I probably did, but I was so shocked.’


Kevin was left feeling helpless and confused about what to do next. He decided he better go home and let his mother know that Kay was not at the Cavanaghs. He rode his pushbike home as fast as he could and broke the news that he didn’t know where his sister was. ‘Mum was devastated, really worried,’ says Kevin. ‘She was shattered, actually. That night is a bit of a blur. Mum and Dad didn’t drive, and I was too young, and we didn’t have the Cavanaghs’ phone number, so Mum went to see some of the girls who were friends with Toni, who lived in our street. She got the phone numbers of some other girls and started calling all their mums, asking if the other girls had gone with Toni and Kay or if they were there, just trying to get some information. She was doing that for most of the night.


‘She left the lights on all night. It got to about 11 or 12 o’clock at night and she just got to the stage where she knew something wasn’t right, so she went to the police station. She walked there, at midnight, on her own. I don’t know why I didn’t go with her or where I was. I kick myself when I think of these things now, why I wasn’t with her every step.’ Kevin’s father was at home, but had been out that evening and had come home and gone to bed. Jean was the one who dealt with Kay’s disappearance. ‘Any family issues were Mum’s strongest point,’ says Kevin. ‘So, she went to the police station and told them Kay hadn’t come home. The police told Mum it was too early to report her missing, and she should go home. Mum told them it was the first time Kay had ever been out at night on her own.’


But it made no difference; the police refused to look for Kay, telling Jean to come back the next day if she still hadn’t come home.


Mavia continued to wait up that night, expecting Toni home any minute. ‘I thought the movies probably wouldn’t get out until nearly 11 pm, and as it was in town, in Warrawong, it would take them at least another 20 minutes or so, so, I wasn’t really expecting them until sometime after 11 o’clock. I waited until then, then an hour or so later. Then I woke Toni’s father and said she wasn’t home. There was nothing much I could do until the next morning, then I started ringing around all her friends.’


Tracey Shelton vividly remembers that phone call. ‘I even remember the phone being green. I can remember my father saying on the phone, “I’ll get her,” then coming to me, tapping me on the shoulder and saying, “Mavia Cavanagh’s on the phone. Whatever you do, you tell the truth.” I remember the phone call clearly. I remember every little detail because I know what I saw, and I know what happened.’


What Tracey actually saw was the girls immediately before they disappeared:


They were at the bus stop across the road from Warilla Grove shopping centre, on Shellharbour Road. I was on the opposite side, hitchhiking to Kiama. I actually spoke to the girls. It was right on dusk, closer to dark than daylight, being winter. I asked them where they were going. I told them I was going to Kiama. They said, ‘We’re going to Wollongong’ and that the disco was on. I can’t remember exactly, it was so many years ago, but I feel like they said they were going to Pump Hill disco. Everyone used to go there and hook up with their boyfriends.


I know that me and my friend got a lift before them. I think they were waiting for the bus, because when we hitchhiked, you’d come down Queen Street and you’d turn left, because there was room for the cars to stop there. If you were to hitchhike in front of the bus stop, which I had done before, that would usually be late at night as there were less cars, but because it was early when the girls went, there was lots of traffic – all the steelworks traffic and the retail workers, that was all flying past, you just couldn’t stop a car in front of that bus stop. There was no parking lane. So, that tells me they were waiting for the bus, or waiting for a person they’d arranged to pick them up.


Hitchhiking was very common at this time, with almost everyone doing it. There was no thought to it being unsafe. As a retired police officer from Warilla said to me, ‘Kids would rather spend the bus fare on something else.’


Tracey used to hitchhike everywhere. ‘Vicki and I used to hitchhike all the time,’ she says. ‘We didn’t try to hide that we were doing it. We eventually got boyfriends and that was a relief to our parents, as that meant we didn’t have to hitchhike anymore. Tracey says that Toni had hitchhiked before, with her sister and Tracey. However, the experience terrified her.


‘We used to hitchhike to Unanderra horse riding on a Saturday morning, all the time. This day Toni came with us, and she was crying. We told her to stop it, if she wanted to come horse riding with us she had to hitchhike. She cried all the way there. She did it because she had no choice, there was no bus. She was still very innocent.’


Mavia was unaware that Toni had hitchhiked before. ‘A friend of Vicki’s told me that all the girls hitchhiked. So, there were a lot of things going on that I didn’t know about and probably a lot of other parents at that time didn’t either.’


The girls’ schoolfriend also confirmed hitching was very common amongst their group. ‘Everybody hitchhiked then, we all did; we’d hitch to the disco at Warrawong. None of us ever had any bad experiences or close calls or anything like that; we never felt uncomfortable about it.’


The girls would both have likely been nervous, being out at night. Kevin says Kay was scared of the dark and would never have gone anywhere on her own. ‘Especially Wollongong,’ says Kevin, ‘and she wouldn’t want to do the wrong thing by Mum.’


I asked Mavia if Toni would have accepted a lift with a stranger, or if she would have been too scared. ‘She was a bit scared,’ she says. ‘She was a scaredy-cat – her friends said that too – so it must have been somebody who came across as trustworthy, or somebody she knew. Thousands of kids have done it. Lied to their parents, gone out and done something and got away with it. But Toni and Kay were the unlucky ones to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and whatever happened, happened. Whatever it was.’


The next morning Jean Docherty returned to the police station, by now absolutely frantic that Kay had not come home all night. She said to the officer, ‘Don’t just push me away, she’s not a runaway.’ The police did take her report about Kay being missing, but assumed she was, indeed, ‘just a runaway’.


‘Things fell on deaf ears with the police for many years,’ says Kevin. ‘They didn’t expect people to go missing, in those days; they thought they’d just run away.’ This assumption by police meant the girls’ disappearance was not promptly investigated. Police did not even speak to anyone who had been at the discos in Wollongong the previous night to see if the girls had made it there. The same morning Mavia Cavanagh also went to the police to report Toni missing, and has a similar story about being brushed off.


Nobody had seen her and nobody knew anything. The police were more or less, ‘Oh, they’re probably runaways.’ I remember a few days later, I had been at work all day and I went to Warilla Police Station. I said, ‘Have you heard anything about Toni Cavanagh and Kay Docherty?’ and he just looked at me and said, ‘Oh, we’ll let you know if we hear anything.’ It made me feel like I was looking for a lost dog or something. When we moved into Warilla it was a new Housing Commission area, all brand new houses; all the people who moved in had little kids and all these kids grew up together, but there wasn’t much for the kids to do. I think a lot of Warilla kids were getting into trouble. So, I think the police brushed off the girls going missing as ‘just those Warilla kids’ , they’ll turn up.


But I knew they hadn’t just run away, because if you’re going to run away, you take with you the things that you really love. Toni had a cassette tape deck and she used to play this thing all the time – there’s no way in the wide world she would have gone anywhere without taking that. And clothes – she loved clothes, and she didn’t take the clothes that she really liked. To just walk out empty handed… All she had with her was the money I’d given her to go out and nothing else. And she didn’t come back to collect anything else. It was quite obvious to everybody that she wouldn’t have done that. Not one of our family ever thought she’d run away.


Kevin recalls his mother being constantly on the phone to all of Kay’s friends’ mothers. Jean questioned all Kay’s friends and learned about their intentions to go to a disco that night. They had talked to their friends about going to one of two discos – the under-18s disco at Wollongong’s Pioneer Hall or the licensed Hoffra House in Crown Lane. Tracey says they mentioned Pump Hill. According to Kevin, police never interviewed anyone from any of these venues, and it is unclear which one they were heading to, or whether they even got there. It is also unclear whether police spoke to the bus drivers and ascertained if the girls ever boarded a bus that evening. The police response was poor, at best. Kevin does remember a Constable Dakers, who was helpful and in contact regularly with the family. That young police officer, now retired, is still just as keen to solve this case, and I recently spoke with him directly.


‘I was the first constable to engage in the missing person enquiry,’ says Jeff Dakers. ‘We were working afternoon shift, and we went around making enquiries about these missing girls. We contacted all their friends, and we spent the whole shift trying to locate them. When we couldn’t find them, it was passed on to local detectives. After that, we were left off the case. It was heart-wrenching at times, because Kay Docherty’s father used to come into the police station quite frequently and enquire: “Have you found my daughter?” It’s one of those things that, as a member of the police, you find very, very challenging.’


Jeff is clearly still emotional about that time; the helpless feeling of not finding the girls has never left him.


‘We found out the girls were missing at school the following week,’ says their school friend. ‘I didn’t know over the weekend. I didn’t think they’d run away, but maybe gone off to a party with someone for a few days. Not that I’d ever known Toni to do that before. The other girls had different ideas: some thought they’d run away and some were spot-on that they’d been abducted. I know the families suffered terribly, but it was all their friends too. We felt like the world was a safe place, you trusted everyone, you knew all your neighbours, you could walk the streets at night and be safe, and we had no idea the world was a bad place. In that moment it was like evil came into our neighbourhood and left a dreadful stain. We were all changed from that moment on. It had a dreadful impact on all of us.’


In the week after Kay went missing, Kevin actually didn’t think the worst had happened to her. He also didn’t think she’d run away. ‘I just thought, okay, they’ve gone somewhere, and it’s got to the stage where Kay’s become too scared to come home. I thought they were staying low until things had blown over a little bit, because she knew she’d be in trouble. Mum and Dad thought that too, but Mum was more worried. We didn’t really think she’d left Warilla as she didn’t know anyone outside this area. We thought she was somewhere close.’


Kevin believed the Docherty and Cavanagh families never met nor spoke with each other, not even during the inquest more than 30 years later, but Mavia does recall she did a television interview at the Docherty home. Kevin feels that Jean probably quietly blamed Mavia for allowing the girls to go out. ‘Mum was never one to speak out,’ says Kevin. ‘She’d hold her own, but she was a quiet sort of person. If she didn’t have something good to say to someone, she probably wouldn’t say anything.’ Mavia feels this is very unfair, as she truly believed that the girls were being driven to the movies by Kay’s aunt, and that they would be perfectly safe.


Within a couple of days, the Dochertys started their own search for Kay. They felt Sydney was the obvious place to start looking, being the closest big city. Every day Jean Docherty would be on the phone, calling whoever she could think of to try to find Kay. She phoned religious groups and even cults, and also the Salvation Army, shelters; anyone who might be able to help or point her in the right direction. She even quit her job to devote every day to searching for Kay.


‘She was this timid little lady, walking the bad streets of Sydney with her friends,’ says Kevin. Jean took on most of the searching herself, with her husband struggling to cope with what had happened to his daughter.


‘Dad kept a lot of things to himself,’ says Kevin. ‘He did start drinking a bit more, but he’d never do it at home. He just had to get out; he’d go to the pub, and have a talk to his mates, I think. I probably didn’t realise the effect it had on him, as we never spoke much. Deep down, losing a child has got to be the hardest thing. I think he was dealing with it the only way he knew how. It wasn’t until years later that his mates would tell me, “Your dad used to be in tears at the pub.” I couldn’t believe it. I said, “My dad doesn’t cry!” They told me he was saying he didn’t do his job properly, to protect his daughter.’


Kevin was able to talk to his mum about the way he was feeling, but says he also went into his shell for a long time. Even now, he has painful memories of that time. ‘I get flashbacks, and it tugs at my heartstrings. Mum never really talked to me about how she was feeling, as she would have felt that was burdening me; she was all about everyone else and never herself.’


‘Mum and Dad’s friends would come and pick them up and drive them to Sydney,’ says Kevin. ‘They’d walk the streets and put posters up, especially around Kings Cross.’ The Cross was notorious for attracting runaways from all over Australia, and as much as they hated to think of Kay heading there, they knew it was possible. Kevin does not recall any police involvement at this stage, with his family and their friends having to search on their own.


The Cavanaghs also went to Sydney to search. ‘It was a week later, when we got the letter, that Toni’s father went up to Sydney,’ says Mavia. ‘He went to the Wayside Chapel in Kings Cross and put photos of Toni up there. He walked all over Kings Cross putting up photos. Nothing happened. Nothing came of that.’ The letter she mentions is a very crucial piece of this complex puzzle. Both families received letters, purporting to be from the girls, about a week after they went missing. Despite thinking Kay was still near Warilla, Jean Docherty continued to search inner city Sydney. Her fears seemed to be realised when the letter came in the mail postmarked Darlinghurst, an inner city area of Sydney, not far from Kings Cross. It was addressed to Jean. The first letter is dated 30 July 1979, and this date is underlined – three days after the girls went missing. It reads, exactly as written:


Dear Mum + Dad, I have gone away with a few friends to Sydney I will be back in a week. I am all write so don’t worry about me. Love Kay. Xxxxxxxxxxxx P.S. I Love you both very much xxxxxxx.


The misspelling of the word ‘right’ raises Kevin’s suspicions, as Kay excelled in English and is unlikely to have made an error like this. ‘The envelope’s gone,’ says Kevin. ‘The police took it for fingerprinting and DNA and we never got it back. They don’t have it anymore, and I think that also happened to one of the letters. In 2004 the detectives came and told us the truth about losing the envelope. They said they were very sorry, but over the years things have gone missing and records were not kept properly. It’s unbelievable. It was like everything went against us from the word go, and it’s still happening today. What did I do to deserve this?’


To my surprise, Kevin reveals there were actually two letters received, not one. Like most people, I was unaware of the second. When they received the second letter, they were even more certain Kay had not written either letter.


‘The second letter said they were all right, but “the job fell through”. What job? She was 15 years old! Then it said, “I love you both and we’ll be home soon.” Now, the writing – Mum knew straight away it wasn’t Kay’s writing. I knew too, by the ‘e’s. Kay did her ‘e’s a special way. This was our first contact since she went missing, so we didn’t immediately check the writing or the spelling, we were just so excited that we got a letter from her, that she was still alive. As time went on we started to examine it more closely. What went through my mind was that someone else wrote it, or someone made Kay write it under duress, that she was forced to write it. It was the spelling, and the e’s. When they sent it to forensics, more than 10 years later, they examined it and they came to the conclusion that it was Kay’s handwriting. But then later we had another test done, and they said it wasn’t her handwriting. Then they came and got the second letter, and they said that was her handwriting. They tested it for DNA and they took my DNA, more than 10 years ago. At that time, I thought I was a suspect! They took me to the police station, put a video camera on me, took my DNA. They had to send the sample to America because they didn’t have the processes here to do it.’


The family never received any results from the DNA testing, as Kevin says police lost the envelope sample. On further examination of the handwriting, Kevin also thinks Kay would have written ‘Mum and Dad’, not just a plus sign in between the words. There is also, curiously, no mention at all in either letter of Kevin, her twin brother, who she was very close to. Nowhere in either letter does Kay say she’s sorry to her parents for leaving, and by all accounts of her character, if she had actually run away, she would have been terribly sorry for what she’d done, and she would have known how frantically worried and upset her mother would be. Immediately after she received the first letter, Jean headed back to Darlinghurst, where the letter was postmarked. She found no trace of Kay. It was about a week after the first letter arrived that the second letter came, in the same handwriting as the first.


Toni’s family received a similar letter, but Mavia does believe it was written by Toni. ‘I believe it was her handwriting, because she always put a little heart above the “I” on Toni. It had to be someone who either really knew her closely, or it was Toni herself. But they were probably forced to write them, if they were with someone bad. I gave mine to the police, and never got it back. It said basically the same things that were in Kay’s letter – “I’m in King’s Cross with friends, we’ll be home soon, love you, Toni.” Mavia was not aware until I spoke to her that the Dochertys received two letters, and is sure her family only received one.


The girls’ school friend said: ‘I really wanted to believe the letters were from the girls but they didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me; there was something weird about them. I agree with Kevin when he said Kay would have never misspelled words. She was very good at school. They would absolutely not have run away, Kay was devoted to her family.’


As I’m chatting to Kevin, I mention two other girls who went missing in Sydney around the same time as Kay and Toni, who also had strange letters sent to their loved ones. Marion Sandford, aged 24, went missing from Cammeray in Sydney in January 1980, five months after the girls. Her brother received a handwritten letter from Marion, reading, ‘I am not at all sure when I will be home but it should be within 2 days to 1 week at the latest I suppose! Met a couple of friends. See you later, love Marion.’ Her brother received the letter three days after she went missing. It’s eerily similar to Kay’s letter.


Linda Davie, aged 22, went missing from Sydney’s North Shore in April 1980, about eight months after Kay and Toni. Linda’s boyfriend received a strange letter from her, saying, ‘I shall be gone for a few days, until the middle of the week, see you then, I love you lots.’ Like Kay’s letter, it ends with a large number of ‘x’ kisses. Like the girls’ and Marion’s letters, Linda’s boyfriend received it three days after Linda disappeared. And like the girls, there’s a Kings Cross connection, with Linda visiting the Cross and meeting two men the night before she went missing.


Photos of Marion and Linda’s letters can be seen on their pages on my website, www.australianmissingpersonsregister.com. Kay’s letter can also be viewed on the website, on her page. I have never seen a copy of Toni’s.


Six months after Kay and Toni went missing, two other girls went missing together – Kerry Joel and Elaine Johnson. They were last seen in Cronulla, in southern Sydney, and like Kay and Toni, their parents searched the streets of Kings Cross, without success.


Another family to search the streets of Kings Cross was that of Tanya Farrington, aged 14, who went missing from Crows Nest, on Sydney’s North Shore (not far from where Marion and Linda went missing) in March 1979 – she is thought to have been sneaking out to go to a disco, just like Toni and Kay.


Rather than reassuring her, the letters just made Jean Docherty worry even more. ‘She’s got something, but really there’s nothing there,’ says Kevin. The letters contained no information about where the girls were, what they were doing, or when they’d be home, and, of course, they never came home. As the months rolled on with no sign of his sister, Kevin found it very difficult to cope. ‘I remember there was a party near our house, I think it was the end of school, 1979, and all Kay’s friends were going. I wasn’t going to go but Mum said I should. I remember talking to one of her friends, and I was crying. For me, to cry in front of her friends, it was a big thing. I never thought something bad had happened to her, but so many months of hoping had got to me.’


Like Kevin, Mavia Cavanagh waited for news that never came. She is understandably frustrated that there seems to be much more interest in the girls now than there was in 1979.


I get a bit cranky, because all of this is coming up now, but at the time we were bashing our heads up against a brick wall, all the time. We tried to get in touch with the papers about Kay and Toni, but they weren’t interested. But when that poor girl1 got killed and cut up in Wollongong I had newspapers ringing me, and I actually did an interview on TV, but that was months later. The police at the time didn’t take Toni and Kay’s case seriously, but down the track they did. The missing persons people were really good. Kevin Docherty really kept pushing it with the police and the papers, but there was nothing said in the papers about it for months and months.


Months turned into years of no leads, and not knowing. In 1996 NSW detectives, working on the Ivan Milat murders, visited Kevin. Ivan Milat is a serial killer who was convicted of the murders of seven young people between 1989 and 1992. He was sentenced to seven consecutive life sentences plus eighteen years, without parole, in a maximum security NSW prison. Milat never admitted to any of his murders, but is thought by investigators to be responsible for more murders than the seven he was convicted of. He is known to have been working in areas where young people have gone missing throughout NSW, and was known to have been working near Kiama at the time Kay and Toni went missing, about 15 minutes from Warilla. Milat travelled on Shellharbour Road both day and night at this time.





1 Mavia is talking about 19-year-old Kim Barry, who was murdered in 1981 by Graham Potter. Kim met Potter at a nightclub in Wollongong. He lured her back to his flat in Corrimal, killed her, dismembered her and dumped her remains below Jamberoo Mountain lookout. Potter spent 15 years in prison for her murder.


Police told Kevin that because they knew Milat had been in the exact area at the time the girls went missing, he was a person of interest in the investigation into their disappearance. Milat was interviewed by police about Kay and Toni but, like all his interviews, he refused to speak about them or admit anything. ‘Sometimes Mum and I would watch TV and Ivan Milat’s name would be mentioned, and her ears would always prick up,’ says Kevin. ‘Then another night they’d say bones had been found in a national park or something… Every time they said a body or bones had been found, or mentioned Milat, it was like another bloody burden. I had to watch Mum, as she wouldn’t talk about it, but I knew I had to get her through those few minutes the story was on TV.’


Tracey tells me a truly spine-chilling story about a time when she and her friend hitchhiked between Warilla and Kiama:


We used to hitchhike between the hotels, Thursday, Friday, Saturday nights. We used to get a lift from near the Holden caryard, opposite the Oxford Hotel in Wollongong, because it was near the pub and we felt a bit safer if people at the pub could see whose car we got into. We were only 16. My friend got in the front and I got in the back of this car. It was a yellow Kingswood with a black stripe, and the guy had a khaki green tank top and a bit of a moustache. He didn’t say much as we drove through Warrawong; we told him we were going to Kiama. We got to Warilla and he started going through a few back streets. We asked him where he was going, and he got back onto the main road.
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