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Chapter 1:


The Hardest Part


March 2000


The hardest part of being a policeman was seeing someone you were sure was guilty walk free, to see the victims distraught because of a complete and utter travesty of justice. That was why I did my job; to be the guy who did the right thing by good people, to try to bring some balance to the world when evil seemed to be taking over.


Thomas Andrew Keir had walked free after allegedly killing his second wife, Rosalina Canonizado. She’d died in rather suspicious circumstances, and it left a sour taste in the mouths of everyone who had worked so tirelessly to gain a conviction. However, I wasn’t worried about myself; most of all, I felt for my mate, Mick Lyons. He’d worked harder than any other copper I had seen to put Keir behind bars, and all his efforts had come to nought.


We had a second shot at it though, and Keir was eventually sentenced to twenty-two years imprisonment for murdering his first wife, Jean Strachan, with a non-parole period of sixteen years. While seeing distraught victims was the hardest part of the job, seeing a victim or a family when that moment of justice finally arrived was the most pleasing. The look on Jean’s mother Christine’s face when the guilty verdict was delivered was, without a doubt, the pinnacle of my police career.


It was done. I had fought for a conviction for over a decade, and now we finally had it. I could return to my job at the Coroner’s Court and, more importantly, I could devote myself to my family again. However, gaining our conviction had come at a cost.


I’d begun spending more and more time away from my family, which was bad enough, but to compound this I’d started having nightmares. Throughout the Keir investigation, my dreams were filled with the colour red, and the evidence from the case, but mostly with visions of Jean’s body stuffed inside a drum.


Policemen have nightmares, it comes with the job, and I dealt with them like most cops; I bottled it all up and pushed everything into the darkest recesses of my mind – until my nightmares started to be about my family.


They rocked me to the core. They were more vivid and more intense than anything I’d ever dreamt about before. I started to wake up of a morning feeling like I was coming apart at the seams. I’d gone through my whole career with a sense of being on top of things, of being in control of everything, but now it was slipping away, which was very unnerving. I knew who I was, and yet at the same time I didn’t. I’d often look into the mirror, and while sometimes I recognised the man staring back at me, at other times I was confronted with a complete stranger.


I wanted to talk to someone, to share my troubles, but old-school coppers were expected to keep this kind of stuff to themselves. Some things I discussed with my wife, others I didn’t. Some things I talked over with my mates, others I didn’t. Mostly, I locked everything away in the depths of my mind, in that place every copper has where he keeps things that will always just be for him or her to remember. Unfortunately, it didn’t work. My nightmares not only continued, they worsened.


It was towards the end of March. I’d been tossing and turning all night, waking up on the hour every hour, and I was dreading the buzz of my alarm clock. The temperature had been hovering around the high thirties the previous day, and nightfall had only reduced the heat by a few degrees. Summer was over, but the weather was still muggy, made worse by the fact that my bedroom was upstairs, where the heat had settled.


I woke up, rolled over and checked my alarm clock: 3 am.


‘Pete, are you okay?’ my wife Sue asked me as she rolled over and cuddled me.


‘Yeah, darl, I am. You go back to sleep.’ I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. Many things I’d seen throughout my career played over again and again in my mind, until I finally drifted off.
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My youngest daughter and I were walking along a bitumen road that led to a railway overpass. There were deep-red bricks forming the walls on either side, and the trees below were thick, like tangled vines. The night was dark, punctuated by a thick fog that was beginning to settle. It was eerily quiet, except for Tayla, who was being a bloody pain as she kept jumping up and walking along the top of the brick wall. ‘Look at me, Daddy!’


‘Tayla, get down from there!’ I shouted. She did as she was told, but we’d only walk a few more metres before she was up there again. Several times she slipped and teetered on the edge, and I’d leap over and grab hold of her just before she went over the side.


‘Daddy, you can let go, I promise I won’t go up there again,’ Tayla said sweetly and innocently as I put her down yet again. I let her go and, sure enough, she leapt straight back up again. ‘You see, Daddy, it’s okay,’ she said.


Just as the last word left her lips, she slipped and went over the edge. I lunged toward the wall and managed to grab her hand, holding on as tightly as I could as I watched her dangling beneath me. My hands were clammy and sweaty, and I struggled to hold on. I mustered all my strength, tightened my grasp around her wrist, and gave one final heave, but it was no use.


Her wrist, and then her fingertips, slipped from mine and she fell. Everything played out in slow motion as I watched her body land in a crumpled heap on the railway tracks below. It was deathly silent as I rushed from end to end of the bridge, desperately searching for a way to get down to my little girl, but the gnarled, twisted trees barred my way. The silence was suddenly broken by a distant rumbling, and I looked up to see an oncoming freight train. Tayla was lying prostrate on the tracks as the train hurtled towards her. The train’s horn blared, and now I could see the driver, his face a mask of utter horror as he tried absolutely everything he could to slow down the tons of steel under his control. Meanwhile, Tayla, despite her injuries, was struggling to rise to her feet, but just as she did…thump. The train struck her and continued on under the bridge. I searched frantically for any sign of my daughter, hoping against hope that she’d somehow managed to survive the impact, but once the train had passed all I could see were Tayla’s legs, arms, fingers and toes strewn all over the tracks. I screamed out in anguish, at which point I woke up. I sat upright in bed, feeling desperately guilty that I’d let my precious baby die. I was sweating profusely, my heart was pounding, and tears were streaming down my cheeks like a waterfall.


Sue now woke again. ‘Pete, are you sure you are okay?’


I buried my head in my hands and shook my head.


‘You had that dream again, didn’t you?’


I nodded.


Sue wrapped her arms around me. ‘It’s okay, honey,’ she said as she stroked my head until I fell back into a fitful sleep.


Beep! Beep! Beep! The shrill sound of the alarm clock resonated in my ears, and it took several whacks before I finally managed to turn it off.


‘Shit, I only just got back to sleep,’ I muttered to myself as I wearily lifted myself out of bed, clicked into autopilot and headed for the shower. I closed my eyes as the hot water washed over me, and images of other dreams I’d been having flashed through my mind; retrieving fingers and other body parts from railway tracks, the hair and faces mangled together until it was impossible to tell them apart, legs bent in ways that I’d never thought possible.


What the hell is going on? Why am I having these dreams? I thought to myself as I ran my hands through my hair, took a deep breath and let out a loud sigh. I closed my eyes again but no matter what I did, the nightmares continued to play over and over.


The worst ones were the ones involving Tay. There was another one where she was falling into a dark hole. ‘Daddy! Daddy! I don’t want to die!’ she’d scream as she looked up at me with outstretched arms. I’d lean down as far as I could and try and grab her, but I could never reach her, and she kept falling into the abyss.


I tried to push it all from my mind as I let the water from the shower flow over my body, soothing me. I would have stayed in there for hours if I could have, but I had to get to work, so I jumped out, dried myself off and quickly dressed in a pair of black trousers, a lightblue business shirt, a striped tie and black shoes and socks.


I headed downstairs, and was pensive as I ate my cereal. I really wasn’t looking forward to the hour-and-a-half commute to work. The last thing I needed right now was to have nothing else to do but sit and think, allowing my nightmares to play over and over in my mind. I finished my breakfast, made my way back upstairs and crept towards my three daughters’ bedrooms. All their doors were ajar, and I peered inside Jenna’s room first. She was curled up and sleeping soundly. I moved on to Tayla’s room. She was flat on her back and sprawled across the bed. Finally, I went to Ashleigh’s room. She was lying on her right side, her messy black hair covering her face. My little angels, I thought to myself as I closed Ashleigh’s door. I don’t know what I would do without them. Seeing my daughters reminded me that all my dreams were just that; dreams.


I made my way back into our bedroom, kissed Sue on the forehead, and was soon out the door and wandering the hundred metres or so down the road to catch the 5.35 am bus to Penrith railway station.


The usual early starters were already at the bus stop, including two guys with whom I’d become particularly good mates over the past twelve months. On mornings like this it was really great to have a couple of fellows to shoot the breeze with. Despite it being early, they were always chirpy and cheerful, and we’d talk about the news, sport and whatever was happening with our respective jobs. It didn’t matter what we chatted about; any topic that took my mind off things was fine by me. Time always passed quickly, and before long the bus would pull up outside the station and we’d make our way onto the platform to wait for the train to the city.


The same faces greeted me on the platform, and it felt a bit like Groundhog Day as the boys and I squeezed our way onto the train, continuing our conversations as best we could. Half an hour later, I said my goodbyes, got off at Westmead and walked the kilometre to the hospital. Talking with the boys had taken my mind off things, but now, left to my own devices again, my thoughts were consumed by images of Tayla plummeting off the railway bridge.


I reached the large sliding glass doors at the hospital’s entrance and made my way past the kiosk and through the warm corridors. As I wandered past the wards, I tried to remind myself that everybody in here was suffering, and that in comparison, my life was really not that bad. I continued on downstairs, past the forensic pathology unit, which also housed the mortuary. I’d walked past it hundreds of times, but try as I might to resist, my eyes always found their way to the door, and I would think about the people inside. How had they died? Had they lived their life to the full? Were their families shattered? What had they left behind?


I continued on out the back door, across a small car park and grassed area, and then passed through the back entrance to the Westmead Coroner’s Court. The court itself was a creamy brown-coloured building made from smooth bricks. There was only the one courtroom, a couple of cells for prisoners who were transported to and from the court, two offices for the sergeants who took the early morning reports of death and fires from the police, three Police Prosecutors’ desks and four more desks for investigators from the Coroner’s Support Unit. Then there was the main office for the court staff, as well as a meals room and toilets, and at the back of the building, was the Coroner’s Chambers, currently occupied by Jan Stevenson.


The familiar faces of the two police officers, Senior Constable Roger ‘Dolly’ Dyer and Sergeant Kevin Scott, greeted me as I walked through the door. Roger was in his fifties, with light-brown hair, rugged features and a raspy voice. He was an institution in the court, and absolutely everybody knew him. He was one of those guys who did his job to the best of his ability, and promotion was something that had never really interested him. Scotty was the ultimate professional, one of those guys who commanded everyone’s respect. Everything had to be done by the book, but despite his fickle ways, he was still a real man’s man. He had a gruff exterior, and when he was on form, he’d scare the crap out of the coppers who came to the court. What I liked about him most was that he never took any shit. More experienced coppers would come in and try to circumvent the rules, but not only would he staunchly stick to his guns, he’d start putting the wind up them too!


‘G’day, Dolly, Scotty,’ I called out.


‘G’day, Pete,’ they replied in unison. They’d barely said their hellos when the phones started to ring. This wasn’t at all unusual for this time of the morning, because if a death occurred during the day, there was always someone on hand to deal with the paperwork, but first thing in the morning, all the deaths that had occurred overnight would create a backlog. The night shift was coming to an end, and the officers reporting the deaths would all ring in at once, understandably reluctant to do any overtime.


I made my way to my office, and as I went, I could hear Dolly giving his usual advice to the police. ‘What was the time of death? When did you arrive on the scene? Have you done all the paperwork? Has the P79A (reporting a death to the Coroner) been done? Has a doctor signed off on the life extinct certificate? Has the doctor determined a definitive cause of death and have the relatives been informed?’


The casual, matter-of-fact way Dolly spoke would probably have shocked most people, but I had heard the spiel so many times I had become numb to it, so I paid no attention as I made my way to my workstation, which was a pretty simple affair; a desk, a filing cabinet, an In tray, an Out tray and an overhead locker. I sat down and switched on my computer, and while I waited for it to warm up, I looked with dread at the pile of briefs requiring my review on behalf of the Coroner, those compiled by officers who had investigated a suspicious death or fire. Suspicious deaths were the ones where a doctor was unable to determine the exact cause of death, and therefore was unable to provide a death certificate. The Coroner would then assess the matter and make a determination as to whether the death actually was suspicious and required further investigation. If not, the file was closed. If so, the investigating police would be instructed to gather more information from the scene, and from any witnesses.


The Coroner’s main role, however, was to determine the identity of the deceased. First, the body needed to be identified, either by the family, through dental records or by means of any identifying marks such as tattoos or jewellery, which was particularly useful when a body was unrecognisable, and then the Coroner needed to determine the date and place of death, the manner of death and the circumstances surrounding it.


In the case of a fire, for example, the Coroner had to make a determination as to the nature and cause of the fire, as well as the exact date on which it occurred. Ultimately, if there was evidence to identify a known person as being responsible for the death or the fire, the Coroner would make her findings and refer the matter to the Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP) to make a further decision on whether to have the person charged and put before the court. For example, in the case of a hanging, it might seem clear-cut to begin with, but it wasn’t always that straightforward. There might have been a suicide note, but that still wasn’t enough. It might have been a case of homicide made to look like suicide, in which case the Coroner could order a thorough police investigation to see what the Forensic Pathologist’s post-mortem revealed. Of course, the police investigators could also make their own decision to charge someone if they believed there was sufficient evidence.


My job as the Police Prosecutor (formally known as the Sergeant Assisting the Coroner when in court) was to assess the briefs for the Coroner, and once I’d read all the material, I could make a number of determinations.






	1.

	
Make a recommendation to the Coroner as to whether there should be an Inquest (in the case of a death) or an Inquiry (in the case of afire). This occurred when there was a known suspect, but insufficient evidence to lay charges. Then we might need to take it to a court hearing to bring out further evidence that might get to the truth of the matter.





	2.

	
Make a recommendation that there were no suspicious circumstances and the matter could be dispensed with by the Coroner with sufficient evidence to make the necessary determinations.





	3.

	
Find that there were further enquiries to be made, and direct the police to make those enquiries and re-submit the brief.





	4.

	
Make a determination that there was sufficient evidence to charge a known person with an indictable offence.





In all cases except those where further enquiries were needed, the file then went to the Coroner so that she could make her own assessment and give a final decision as to how the matter should proceed.


Looking at the pile of briefs, I realised I wasn’t ready to tackle them, so I grabbed my coffee mug and headed off to get my morning caffeine fix. Outside, the sun was rising and the first rays were beginning to filter through the meals room. Like most government offices, they didn’t splurge on expensive coffee. I wasn’t a big fan of International Roast, but it would have to do. Cuppa in hand, I made my way back to my office, took a sip and grabbed the first brief from the pile. When I opened it, my initial thought was, Oh fuck! I think I’m going to have to give this one to someone else!


The brief was a four-year-old girl who had drowned in a pool accident. Shit, I thought to myself, this is not something I would ever want to have to review, let alone first thing in the morning! Thoughts of my daughters ran through my mind. What if that had been one of my girls I was staring at? I couldn’t fathom it. I didn’t want to. I couldn’t imagine how I’d even begin to cope.


During my time in the cops and in the Coroner’s Court, one thing always hit home harder than anything else; when a child died before their parents. This had been exacerbated by everything that had happened during the Keir investigation. Throughout all the ups and downs, I had always tried to place myself in Christine’s shoes, tried to imagine how she would be feeling about losing her daughter. However, perhaps quite selfishly, I’d often pushed it to the back of my mind, pretty much because I just didn’t want to think about it. I’d reverted back to the defence mechanisms I’d used when I’d first started as a cop, before I was married or had my girls, and that was to not think too much about living or dying, just to do my job to the best of my ability. It was no use. Things were different now, and what had once worked no longer did.


I thought about several close calls throughout my career. One time, my partner Ted and I were working night shift. We’d been trying to serve some subpoenas on several witnesses in the Windsor area without success. Every time we went to the premises, there was no-one home. We were nearing the end of a night shift when Ted suggested it might be a good idea to serve the subpoenas early in the morning, before the witnesses headed off to work.


The next morning, we were driving down one of the main streets in Windsor on our way to test Ted’s theory. I was in the passenger seat, staring out the window at nothing in particular when we passed a car dealership and something caught my eye. ‘Ted, quick, pull over! There’s a bloke with a metal bar in his hand hiding behind one of the cars in that car yard!’


‘What? What’s going on, Pete?’


‘Just pull over, quick!’ Ted pulled up just beyond the car yard, whereupon I jumped out of the car and immediately gave chase on foot, the bloke having seen me and started running. Fucking hell, I thought to myself, I don’t need this shit at this time of the morning.


The bloke weaved his way in and out of the streets, heading into the residential areas. I kept after him, leaping over fences and running through people’s yards and driveways, and I was gradually closing on him as he took more and more looks behind him. He leapt over a Colorbond fence and I followed, but unbeknown to me, there was a barbecue on the other side, and I landed right on top of it. Normally, this wouldn’t have been too much of a drama, but the owners hadn’t cleaned the hotplate in some time, and as soon as my feet touched it I slipped, fell and almost broke my neck.


The bloke disappeared from view for a bit, but I soon caught sight of him again. I jumped a couple more fences, gaining on the bloke with every step. I almost had him as he ran down the side of someone’s house, and after following him into the front yard, I finally tackled him just as he reached the nature strip.


Meanwhile, Ted had been doing his best to follow us in the car, and he pulled into the street just as I wrestled the guy to the ground. Ted jumped out of the car and ran over to help me. The bloke stopped struggling, and we lifted him up and bundled him towards the car. ‘What are you doing!’ he cried. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong!’


‘Mate, if you haven’t done anything wrong, then why are you running from the police?’ I said as I put him in the back and slid in beside him.


‘I just got scared is all. I’ve had blokes chase me before.’


Ted started the car and headed off towards Windsor police station. The bloke seemed pretty relaxed at first, but after a few minutes he decided to bung it on. I reached for my cuffs, but I’d only managed to get them on one of his wrists when he unlocked the door with his free hand. Ted, aware of the commotion going on in the back, had slowed the car down, and suddenly the bloke opened the door and dived out, taking me with him. We both rolled a few feet along the road, and with arms and legs going everywhere, the free ring of the handcuffs smashed me above my left eye. It cut me up pretty good, but I didn’t even notice, being more focused on restraining the bloke properly.


I did my best to secure the guy from behind, and had the arm with the cuff up behind his back while I tried to reach around and grab his other arm. Ted came up in front of the guy, put him in a headlock and yelled at him to stop struggling. Suddenly, I heard Ted yell, ‘He’s going for my gun. Shit, he’s got it!’ The guy had been able to reach up with his free hand and rip Ted’s gun from his shoulder holster. I grabbed his arm just as he pulled it out from under Ted’s jacket, and held onto it for dear life. I could just feel the butt of the gun as we forced him to his knees. Ted reached down, and I could feel him twisting the guy’s hand back until the gun was pointing back at him. ‘Mate, you pull that trigger and you’re the one that’s gonna get shot!’ Ted screamed.


What the… I thought to myself. If the gun goes off, the bullet will go through this guy and then through me. To my relief, the guy let go of the gun and it fell to the ground. Ted quickly picked it up and we hauled the guy to his feet, secured him and took him to Windsor police station. At the time, it had never really sunk in that I might have died.


My mind returned to the brief I had in front of me, and I began to think about other briefs I’d looked at. I’d investigated every horrendous act that you could possibly imagine, assaults, rapes, robberies, murders, and no matter how hard I tried not to, there were times when I envisaged these things happening to my girls. Most of the time, I tried to push it to the back of my mind. I knew that if I thought about it too much, it would eventually destroy me, and there were many times when I thought to myself, Gees, I wish I’d never investigated these matters. Perhaps I’d be better off being ignorant about it all.


I wanted to do something else, anything, to be somewhere else. I wanted nothing more than to put this brief on someone else’s desk and forget I’d ever seen it. I put it to one side and closed my eyes, only to open them after a few seconds and pick it up again. I nodded resolutely. I had to get through this one. If this had been my daughter, I would want some answers, and this family needed theirs, which began with me making my determinations. I checked the time of death, the date, the officers who had attended, who they had spoken to and when the ambos had arrived. I checked the P79A to see if a formal identification had been made, as well as the witnesses’ versions of events. I also checked to see if counsellors had been contacted, and I examined the photographs of the pool gate.


Lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed the Senior Prosecutor, Dave Parcell, walk into the office. I looked up to see his short, wavy, mousy brown hair atop his solid six-foot frame. Dave and I had known each other for many years, as he had been the Prosecutor at Blacktown when I’d first got into the job, and I’d convinced him to come over to the Coroner’s Unit at Westmead. ‘Hey, Pete, how’s it going?’ he said casually as he put his bag down next to his desk.


‘Um, yeah, mate. I’m just bloody great,’ I said.


‘You right, Pete?’ he asked with heartfelt concern, sensing the shakiness in my voice.


‘No, mate, not really. My first brief this morning was the drowning of a four-year-old girl. Don’t suppose you want to do it? I’ll swap you for whatever you’ve got.’


‘I’d love to help you out, mate, but I think I’ll pass. I hate those ones just as much as you,’ Dave replied, plainly relieved that I’d gotten the brief and not him.


‘Great help you are!’ I said as I opened the file again and began reviewing the statements, trying to come to some understanding of how such a sweet, innocent little girl had come to such a tragic and untimely end. I read through the pathologist’s post-mortem report, the scientific determinations and the detectives’ statements, searching for anything that might suggest this was a case of foul play.


It took me almost an hour. I’d start reading, and then it would all become too much, and so I’d get up from my desk and pace up and down the office trying to convince myself to get back to it and get it finished. I’d sit down, read some more, and then repeat the whole process all over again. It was probably one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do.


No, the family need answers, I thought to myself, I’ve got to keep going.


Eventually, I came across a yellow envelope. I knew what was inside. I knew I had to examine its contents, but my hands felt like they had lead weights attached to them as I lifted the flap. I reached inside and retrieved half a dozen photographs taken by the scientific officers.


I might as well have been flicking through one of my own family albums, albeit a tremendously sad one. There was the little girl with long dark hair, lying on a hospital bed with tubes protruding from her mouth and nose. Her pale arms were hanging limply by her side, and she looked just like a porcelain doll. It was plain that the ambos and doctors had tried everything they possibly could to resuscitate her, and I wondered how they were coping with their grief. I knew they must have seen a lot in their jobs, just as I had as a policeman, but anything to do with children was always unbearable.


Due to the terrible nature of what I was viewing, I’d glanced at the picture, but hadn’t really looked at it closely, so I forced myself to cast my eyes over it again, searching for any signs that this might have been a murder and not an accident. The first thing I looked at was the girl’s face, and a shockwave of emotion immediately pulsated through me. I was transfixed, unable to move, unable to think. I closed my eyes and hoped that somehow, when I opened them again, what I was seeing had changed. It hadn’t. I felt sick to the stomach. My mouth went bone dry as I felt the bile rising in my throat. Fuck me dead! This girl’s a dead-ringer for Tayla!


Every tingling nerve in my body tried to convince me that I was indeed looking at my own little girl, despite the fact that I knew Tayla was safe and sound at home. Tay was a couple of years older than this poor girl, but the resemblance was uncanny, and I had to put the photo down. I just couldn’t look anymore. Tears welled up in my eyes and started to trickle down my cheeks. It took every ounce of strength I had to keep it together as I pictured her parents, distraught in their grief and sorrow, and wondered how on earth they were going to cope with the loss of their beautiful daughter. Several times, I willed myself to take another look, to finish the job I knew I had to do, but it was no use. I couldn’t take it anymore.


I grabbed my mug and headed back to the meals room, where I made myself another coffee and then walked out the back door and sat down beneath the umbrella that shaded the wooden picnic table. I stared blankly at the adjacent brick wall, my emotions alternating between horrified and petrified; horrified because of what I had just seen, and petrified by the thought that, but for the grace of God, that could have been my daughter.


Unbeknown to me, Lesley Newling, one of the court staff, had come out for a cigarette and had started talking to me but, completely consumed by my thoughts, I hadn’t heard her.


‘Pete, are you okay?’ she asked as she sat down opposite me.


It took a few moments for me to register her presence, but when I did, I simply looked up at her and said, ‘No, not really.’


‘Why, what’s up?’


‘I was just reading a brief about a pool drowning, and the dead girl looks exactly like Tayla. It completely freaked me out.’


‘Oh my God!’ Lesley said. ‘Just have your coffee and stay out here for a bit. Why don’t you get Dave or Martene to do the brief?’


‘Nah, I’m alright. I’ve read it now, and I feel like I have to finish it. I just can’t believe how much she looks like Tayla.’


‘Do you mind if I take a look?’ she asked.


‘Sure, the photos are sitting on my desk.’


Lesley walked inside and returned shortly after. ‘Oh, Peter!’ she said sympathetically. ‘She does look like her. I can see why it freaked you out.’


‘Do you know what?’ I said.


‘What?’


‘Sometimes you have to wonder what we’re doing in this job. Some days are great, like when we get through all the briefs or when we have barbies with everyone, but then you get days like this when bam, something comes out of left field and completely knocks you on your arse. I think I’m starting to understand how a cop or ambo must feel when they go to a car accident and find it’s either a family member or someone they know. I wonder how you deal with something like that?’


‘I don’t know, love. I guess we have no choice but to get on with life as best we can,’ Lesley smiled.


‘Yeah, I guess you’re right,’ I said as I reluctantly hauled myself up and made my way back inside. I lingered beside my desk and looked around my office, directing my gaze anywhere but the one place I knew I had to. The photos were where I’d left them, but all I could do was take a few fleeting glimpses before I had to put them back in the envelope.


I started typing up my recommendations for the Coroner: that this was a tragic accident. All things considered, it was one of the simplest briefs I’d ever had to do, but it took me until well after lunch to type it up, and by the time I’d finished, I couldn’t handle any more; I was just too messed up. I completed the paperwork and put it in the Coroner’s tray. Just then, the phone rang. ‘Westmead Coroner’s Court, Peter Seymour speaking,’ I said.


‘Mr Seymour, how the devil are you, sir?’


Much to my surprise, it was Mick Lyons. Just like it had been in the old days, he seemed to have a knack of calling me right when I needed it most. ‘G’day, Mick, how’s things?’


‘Everything’s wonderful in beautiful downtown St Marys,’ he replied. ‘How are things with you at the Coroner’s Court?’


‘Mostly good, but today’s been a bit of a shocker.’


‘Well, if that’s the case, I think it’s about time you came back to the detectives and did some real work for a change!’ Mick said light-heartedly.


‘Why? Are you offering me a job?’


‘As a matter of fact mate, I am. There’s a position available if you want it. As you know, I got moved over here in charge of the detectives’ office, and a spot’s just come up. It’s only a very junior office, and we could sure do with some experience out here.’


It’s funny how things come along in your life exactly when they’re supposed to. I’d been working at the Coroner’s Court for six years and as a Police Prosecutor for eight, and whilst I hadn’t really been considering a return to the Ds, given the morning’s events, I started to wonder whether the time was right to make a change. I’d spent almost a decade prosecuting matters in court, visiting death scenes and reading about pretty much every possible way a person could be killed. I’d investigated a pilot being chopped up by two plane propellers at an aerodrome. I’d investigated an industrial accident when a worker had been mashed up when he got his hand caught in a grinder. Suicides, hangings, shootings, car accidents, pool drownings, people falling off cliffs, electrocutions: I’d seen them all. Perhaps it was all catching up with me. Perhaps the time had come for a change of scene. ‘You know what, Mick, I am interested! Let me chat to Susie about it and I’ll call you tomorrow if that’s okay.’


‘No worries, mate. How are Sue and the girls, by the way?’


‘They’re all going well. How’s your tribe?’


‘Yeah, they’re good,’ he replied. ‘Listen, I’d better go, things to do, people to see. As soon as the position came up, I thought of you. It’d be great to work together again, so definitely give it some thought.’


‘Will do, mate. I’ll call you tomorrow.’ I put the phone down and contemplated Mick’s offer. I reminded myself that there were several reasons why I’d got myself out of the Ds, mostly for the sake of my family, and I needed to have a good hard think about whether I really wanted to go back. I’d opted out of the promotion race when I’d moved to the Prosecutors, so if I was to return to the Ds, at least there would be a chance for advancement. The girls were older now, and it wasn’t so imperative that I spend more time at home. Ashleigh was nearly twelve, Jenna was nearly nine and Tayla was going to be seven in a month.


I contemplated Mick’s offer on and off, but spent most of the rest of the day in a bit of a daze. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake the images of the dead girl from my mind. No matter what I did, the picture kept finding its way back in, and the girl’s face always became Tayla’s. I had to finish my day’s work, but I was desperate to get home and cuddle my little girl. When I finally knocked off, I hurried back through the hospital and rushed to the railway station. It was peak hour and the train was packed, so I stood there crammed in like a sardine as I examined people’s faces and wondered which ones had kids of their own. I wondered how they would cope if it was their baby girl in the picture. I prayed none of them would ever have to suffer that torment. Faces disappeared, new ones arrived, and still the same thoughts continued to play over and over in my mind.


The train eventually pulled into Penrith, and I hopped on the bus. As it wound its way through the suburban streets, I stared out the window and reminded myself just how lucky I was to be blessed with three beautiful kids. I closed my eyes, and fought the urge to fall asleep. My head would drop and I would snap my eyes open, only to drift off again, the pictures of the little girl fixed in my thoughts.


When the bus stopped in my street, I leapt down from the step and quickly covered the hundred metres or so to my front door. I dashed inside, and was immediately greeted with a simultaneous cry of ‘Daddy!’ from all three girls. Life doesn’t get much better than this, I thought to myself. While I love all my daughters equally, it was Tayla who I held onto the tightest that afternoon.


We went into the dining room and sat down to dinner. I revelled in the joy that my family gave me, but at the same time, I felt guilty. I couldn’t shake the thought that somewhere else in Sydney, a family was sitting down to dinner one family member short, eating their meal in silence and thinking about the daughter they’d lost, thinking about all the memories they’d had and all the things they’d never get to see or experience. I looked at my three girls as I ate, and thought deeply about the offer Mick had made.


I was torn. I did like my job, and it meant I got to spend a lot more time with my girls, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure I could deal with the stress anymore. I looked at Sue, and wondered what her opinion would be. I was a little concerned about bringing it up, but we always shared everything, and any decision I was going to make would affect the whole family, so it wasn’t just my call; it was theirs too. No, I thought, after what I’ve seen this morning I can’t work at the Coroner’s Court anymore. ‘Sue,’ I eventually said.


‘Yes, Pete?’


‘I had a call from Mick Lyons today.’


‘Oh, yes, how is he?’


‘Yeah, yeah, he’s all good.’


‘What was he ringing about?’


‘Well, actually, he offered me a job back in the Ds.’


‘Wow, really? It sounds like you’re thinking about it.’


‘Yeah, I had a bit of a rough day today.’


‘Pete, I don’t think one rough day is enough to make you change jobs.’


‘It’s not just today, I think today just tipped the scales.’


‘What do you want to do?’


‘I don’t know. I love the Monday to Friday, nine to five, but I’m not going to get promoted where I am, and I do think I need a change now that the girls are older. At least I’ll get every second weekend off.’


‘If that’s what you want to do, then do it,’ Susie said supportively. ‘As you said, the girls are older now, so you need to do what’s best for you. Besides, if it means more money, then I’m all for that!’


Sue always has a way of lightening things up and drawing me out of my darkest places. ‘Yeah,’ I laughed. ‘I’ll give Mick a call in the morning and have another chat to him about it.’ It was great to have my wife’s full support, regardless of whatever decision I made. She hated me doing shift work, ever since an incident when she had been stalked by a bush-rock delivery guy, and for her to put that aside and back me up meant a lot.


When I went to bed that night I found it hard to sleep, as the possibilities kept running through my mind; was I better off staying at the Prosecutors, or was it time to go back to the Ds? One minute I’d decide to go one way, only to completely change my mind a minute later and be convinced that I was going the other. With my mind reeling, I eventually drifted off, but I hardly slept a wink, as I had the same nightmares about Tayla yet again.




Chapter 2:


Careful What You Wish For


The alarm buzzed just before 5 am. I was quickly up, dressed and out the door and on my way to work, still trying to decide what I wanted to do. Where did I want my career to go?


When I got to work, I sat down at my desk and stared at the phone. Overnight, in between my nightmares, I’d pretty much decided what I wanted to do, but there were still some lingering doubts. I grabbed a cup of coffee and decided that this was it; the time had come. I picked up the phone and rang St Marys police station.


‘Hello,’ Mick said.


‘G’day, Mick, it’s Pete Seymour.’


‘Officer Seymour! How’s things, mate? Did you have a think about my offer?’


‘Yes, mate. Listen, I had a chat to Susie last night and I might just take you up on it. Are they actually advertising the position, or can I just put in for a lateral transfer?’


‘Leave it with me,’ Mick replied. ‘I’ll speak to Glash about it. I reckon if you can get approval from your end, he’ll jump at the chance of getting you here.’


Detective Inspector John Glasheen, or ‘Glash’, was Mick’s boss, and once he’d approved the move, all the paperwork had been done and the transfer papers submitted, I was on my way back to St Marys to begin work as a detective senior constable, although it wasn’t until the middle of June 2000 that the transfer became official.


I arrived early on my first morning back in the Ds and spent a few moments standing out the front of the station looking up and down the Great Western Highway, watching the peak-hour traffic starting to build. I headed inside and made my way upstairs, and discovered that there were two offices. One was to the left, away from the highway, and led through to the back offices. The other was to the right and led to the front offices, where the windows looked out over the highway below. There were four large wooden desks in each office, while the front office had a smaller fifth desk, which was where Mick sat.


It was strange to be back. I was awash with mixed emotions. I couldn’t shake a feeling of déjà vu, and part of me felt like the last eight years had never happened, or that I’d somehow stepped back in time. However, despite my reservations, I was actually excited. I was coming into a very young office, and I was looking forward to passing on my experience, not only to the other detectives, but also to the uniformed guys, from both my previous work in the Ds and in the Prosecutors.
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