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PETER NORRIS' OPEN LETTER TO THE STATE GOVERNMENT OF VICTORIA.


In April 2024 Peter Norris was not permitted to read this statement at his hearing. The State representatives cited WHS reasons for this decision "it was too difficult for them to hear".


My name is Peter Norris.


At the outset, I acknowledge that not one person in this room is responsible for the horrific crimes committed against me during my time at Baltara Reception Centre.


The uncomfortable truths I share with you today – however difficult to hear – slice deeper than any of the physical wounds I have suffered. My lived experiences at Baltara have morphed into painful memories; ghosts that will haunt me until the day I die.


As a child of the state, this government stood as my legal guardian. You were supposed to be my surrogate parents and protectors. Instead, you fed me to the wolves.


I was just a small boy when the officer at Shepparton Police Station told me through sobbing breaths that I was being sent to a juvenile detention centre because there was nowhere else for me to go. My father had just been incarcerated and, through no fault of my own, I was set to suffer the same fate. I hugged the police officer as she cried, put on my best game face, and said: “Don’t worry Miss, I’ll be OK”.


How I wish those words didn't mock me still.


Unbeknown to that vulnerable little boy, I would not be OK.


Far from it.


My innocence would be ripped from under my tiny wings; my childhood stolen.


I understand that my placement at Baltara is not something I can be compensated for. But as a victim and a survivor, the horrific acts of abuse I endured there must be voiced and remedied. Not just for me, but for all the other kids whose lives were shattered before they even had a chance to begin.


I ask you this:


If it was your child, wrenched from their bed in the dead of night, stripped naked and beaten until they soiled themselves just for the crime of crying – what compensation would you demand for such brutality?


If it was your little one’s head being shoved underwater, their desperate gasps for breath and cries for help met with mirth from the very people entrusted to care for them – what price could you begin to put on that torture?


And if it was your baby being digitally raped; their battered body left to bleed on a cold, hard floor, what restitution could ever untarnish their stolen virtue?


For 35 years, the abuse I suffered as a child of this state stunted my spirit; my self-worth was decimated. A boy with boundless dreams and potential reduced to a hollow husk, convinced my only lot in life was to be the world's punching bag. It has taken lifetimes to claw my way out of the abyss, to reclaim any fragment of the man I was meant to become.


I don't blame you for the sins of your predecessors – but I do pray you have evolved beyond them. I implore you to look me in the eyes today and bear witness to the human cost of your failures.


The state promised to nurture me and keep me safe.


Yet it shattered my spirit and tarnished my soul.


I ask only that you find within yourselves the moral fortitude to deliver justice that can start healing what no child should ever endure.


My name is Peter Norris. When you go home tonight, as you tuck your babies into bed, I hope you’ll remember my name and my story. A story that shapes a history that should never be repeated.


Thank you for listening.




The life you seek is discovered in the brave choices you are willing to make.




PREFACE


Some dads coach junior footy. Others clock in 9-5. My dad?


My dad was a bank robber who outfoxed the law for two decades.


From Sydney’s sun-drenched harbour to Melbourne’s shadowy streets, he pocketed millions between 1965 and 1985, leaving chaos in his wake. Dad wasn’t just notorious for his robberies – he was legendary for his escapes. One of the first to bust out of Sydney’s Long Bay Jail, he turned dodging the police into a twisted kind of talent.


For years, my siblings and I were unwitting accomplices, dragged along on a cross-country crime spree. We told ourselves we didn’t really know what the old man was up to – whether that was true or just a comforting lie, I still can’t say.


Even now, with the full weight of his crimes heavy on my shoulders, I can’t shake my love for him. This messy, complicated love drives me to chase a life of better choices; to prove that a father’s legacy doesn’t have to be a life sentence for his kids.


I didn’t write this story to glorify Dad or his crimes. I wrote it to prove to myself, and to the world, that I am more than the sum of my father’s misdeeds. This is me saying: I’m more than what I was back then. I’m more than the Bank Robber’s Boy.




Chapter 1


A SILENT CAR RIDE


My brother Dave remembers Dad being handcuffed and hauled away by the police early one morning. He must have been seven at the time. Of the four kids, he was the oldest. Tina came next – she was five – then Kelly, three, then me. I was an infant at the time.


Dave remembers that we had spent the last few months hiding out at Mum’s parents’ place in Kellyville. He doesn’t remember much about the property, only that it had old cars in the yard, chickens, a couple of goats and a dog. The dog’s name was Codie. He was a mutt. Dave, Tina and Kelly played with him for hours at a time, while I sat watching from my Baby Bouncer.


Pop had built the house himself. It was large but basic, and always smelled like pine, a smell that grew stronger on hot days. We were bathed in a tin tub on the porch until Pop gave in and built a small bath. It was concrete and Dave remembers it felt rough on his arse. Pop’s hands were rough, too, when he bathed him, but he never questioned that the old man loved him. Even at five, Dave knew our grandparents loved us more than our mother.


The day the cops took Dad away, Mum shouted and swore at them, then locked herself in her childhood bedroom. Dave played with the girls and Codie, then came inside to eat at the formica dining table with Nan and Pop. When Kelly said she wanted to give Mum a cuddle, Nan said she needed her rest.


Dave has no idea how long Dad was gone that time. When he finally came back, though, he didn’t mention the cops or the arrest. He said he’d been down in Tasmania cutting trees for a big logging company. He showed Dave a long, puffy scar on his upper back and said it was from an axe wound. A couple of weeks later, Dave remembers hearing him tell the girls he got the scar fighting off a bear. They were too young to know that Australia didn’t have bears.


As young kids, we moved around a lot. Shortly after Dad came home, we found ourselves in a blonde brick semi-detached house in the Sydney suburb of Summer Hill. As was usually the case, our houses were housing commission, simple without any of the modern amenities or appliances many other families had, but Dave doesn’t remember complaining. So long as we were all together, he was happy.


At the blonde brick house, Mum and Dad had lots of parties – barbeques, where people would arrive in the early afternoon and wouldn’t leave until the following day. One of Dad’s best friends at this time was named George, but Dad and his other friends called him ‘The Kid’.


Dave remembers visiting George’s house too. It was much bigger than ours, in a much nicer neighbourhood. He even had a games room, complete with billiard table. On one visit, Dave picked up the cue to play, but Dad said he was too young and would rip the felt. Then George came over. He showed Dave how to use and hold the cue, with a forefinger over the stick for safety. Dave completely fluked it and sunk three reds on his first shot. All the men cheered and laughed. Dave remembers how proud Dad looked. He was always allowed to play billiards after that.


Thinking back now, it seems obvious that most of Dad’s friends were criminals. ‘George’ was George Freeman, whom Dad met while they were locked up in Grafton Jail. Grafton was notorious for its brutality, both from inmates and from prison officers wielding rubber batons. George had gone to jail when he was only eighteen, and apparently Dad and his mates had taken the young and vulnerable George under their wings and got him working alongside them in the bakehouse. After they got out of jail, George rose quickly through the criminal ranks, while Dad – for all his faults – remained in the background. I like to imagine that this decision was about protecting his family, although that may be wishful thinking.


Whenever we moved, we changed names. Dave remembers having to introduce himself as Dave Gregg, Dave Wright, Dave Reynolds. He prided himself on never making a mistake, although the girls weren’t so lucky.


Dave thinks the family went by Reynolds when we moved to the Melbourne suburb of Sunshine. He had only just been enrolled at Sunshine Primary School and had made his first friend when the police came for Dad again. Last time, he had only seen them from a distance. This time, there was a policeman in his bedroom when he woke up early in the morning. He wore a suit, but as he stretched to search the top of Dave’s wardrobe, Dave saw the handcuffs clipped to his belt.


Dave jumped out of bed and ran towards the lounge room. As he passed the girls’ room, he smelled the acrid stench of old nappies and saw both girls sitting on their beds, being supervised by a uniformed female officer.


Dave found mum in the lounge room. She was sitting on the couch, crying. When he put his hand on her shoulder, she recoiled.


‘Where’s Dad?’ he asked, but she didn’t answer and he already knew. Dad was gone.


This time, he hadn’t been arrested. He’d done a runner.


A couple of nights later, Dave was woken by the sound of a man’s voice in the hallway. As he opened his eyes, his bedroom door opened. He squinted against the glare. Dad stood there, his dark brown hair and stocky shoulders silhouetted against the light. ‘Davey?’


‘Mmmm,’ Davey muttered sleepily.


‘You’ve got five minutes to get dressed. Pack what you can. Leave the rest.’


Obediently, Dave slipped on his jeans, t-shirt and tennis shoes, then started packing. He took his record player, three prized 45s, and some clothes, all of which he shoved into his school bag, while Mum raced up and down the hall, tossing things in a rucksack for the rest of us. Dad came back for Dave and took him by the hand, then led him to the white Monaro in the driveway. It was still covered with fingerprint powder.


For a couple of weeks after that, Dave remembers the family hiding out at a racehorse stud and agistment farm with one of Dad’s mates, a guy named Kenny Stocken. Once they’d put the city behind them, the tension between Mum and Dad had seemingly evaporated. Life on the farm was great, particularly for Dave. Being the oldest, he was allowed to drive a converted lawnmower, which towed a trailer filled with horse feed. Then, just as suddenly as we’d arrived, we left again. Dave never found out why, but he didn’t question it. It was just the way things were.


Mum and Dad took us to Garners Avenue, Marrickville, where Dave and Tina were enrolled at the local school under the surname ‘Norris’. This was my mum’s maiden name. It’s the name I use today.


Dave doesn’t remember much about the school, but he remembers being picked up by Dad and a mate one afternoon. They were driving a small truck, so the three of them were crammed into the cabin. They drove out of town, until housing estates turned to paddocks. At some point, Dad motioned to something up ahead, and his friend said, ‘Yep. I see it.’ They pulled up alongside a big red truck loaded with bales of hay. Opening his door, Dad climbed down from the cabin and sauntered towards the red truck.


‘Where’s he going?’ Dave asked, more curious than worried.


‘Don’t you worry,’ Dad’s friend said. ‘He’s good at this. One of the best.’


Dave had no idea what the man was talking about. He watched Dad walk the length of the red truck, then glance into the cabin. Having done so, he turned around and scanned the road, then the neighbouring fields. Finally, he turned towards his mate and Dave and shrugged, then grinned. Moments later, he was opening the passenger side door, then pulling himself up and into the red truck’s cabin. Dave waited, holding his breath. The red truck’s engine spluttered once ... twice ... then roared to life.


For the next few minutes, both trucks drove along the highway at a sensible pace. Then Dad indicated left, and Dave watched him make a tight turn onto a dirt road. As they followed the red truck’s lead, Dave saw dust rise behind the truck’s wheels and tiny fragments of dirt fell on the windscreen between them.


In this secluded spot, both trucks stopped, and Dave watched the men unload the hay off the back of the red truck and onto Dad’s mate’s truck. Then his mate climbed back into the cabin. His red face ran with sweat. Dave didn’t like the way he smelled, and moved slightly further away from him while he watched Dad.


What Dad was doing now confused him. In one hand he had a newspaper, in the other his cigarette lighter. For a moment, Dave wondered whether he was going to sit down and have a smoke while reading the paper like he sometimes did, but that didn’t make sense.


While Dave watched in awe, Dad rolled up the newspaper, lit one end, and walked to the open passenger window of the big red truck, where he tossed it inside. Then he sauntered back to his mate’s truck and climbed in beside Dave. ‘Alright,’ he told his mate, then ruffled Dave’s hair. Unlike his mate, Dad didn’t look hot and sweaty. He was still grinning.


They drove back down the dirt path, and were turning onto the highway when Dave heard a dull roar from somewhere behind him. He jumped, and looked up at Dad, who winked. As they drove down the highway, he followed Dad’s gaze and watched a plume of thick black smoke curl up from the clearing deep inside the bush.


Dave didn’t tell Mum or the girls about the truck. It was his secret. Whenever he thought about it, it gave him a little thrill, but it also made him worried. He kept expecting the police to show up again. Maybe, this time, they would ask him what he’d seen. What would he say then?


Despite his fears, life in Marrickville was remarkably uneventful. Over the weeks that followed, Dad got a job as a cleaner at the Petersham Private Hospital and even took Dave to work with him a couple of times. It was on one of these occasions that Dave saw Dad watching the security guards. He had stopped cleaning and there was an intensity to his expression that made Dave worried all over again.


Dave doesn’t remember exactly when, or how, he found out what happened at Petersham. According to news reports, however, one morning two armed men wearing balaclavas robbed the hospital’s payroll, which was said to be around $10,000, a substantial amount in those days. Perhaps it was no surprise that we were soon on the move again, this time to Blacktown. Dave and Tina attended Seven Hills West Primary. Dave was enrolled in Grade 2, while Kelly had just started Prep. She cried a lot whenever he had to leave her. At recess and lunch, he would rather play cricket or footy, but he sat with her. He knew Dad would have flogged him if he heard otherwise.


After a few months in Blacktown, we were permitted to rent a housing commission unit. I had recently celebrated my first birthday and had begun to walk. For hours at a time, I pushed my toy wheel barrow around the yard, while Kelly played and occasionally caught snails, which she then ate, their squirming bodies bubbling over her lips as she spat out their broken shells. Dad had used some of his proceedings from the burglary to buy Dave an air rifle, which they used to shoot at cans in the backyard.


Compared to our last few houses, this one was nice. It was solid brick and filled with new furniture. It even had a pool table in the lounge room. This wasn’t as fancy as George’s billiard table, but Dave still loved it.


My parents hosted parties regularly, including card nights, attended mostly by Dad’s mates. One of these mates was Darcy Dugan. As I would learn years later, he was famous for committing many armed holdups, but gained more notoriety as a prison escape artist. His biggest escape, however, was when he had his death sentence commuted to life imprisonment. When he was partying at our place, he must have been on the run, but if he was worried about being recaptured, he didn’t show it. Dave remembers him as the ultimate larrikin, full of fun and laughter.


Even though life was good, Dave still felt on edge. It was a sunny day when Dad packed the kids into the car – at the time, a bright yellow VW - and told them they were going for a drive. They had been driving for what felt like a long time when Dad told Dave that he and mum weren’t getting along.


When he heard this, Dave realised what his anxiety had been about. ‘Are you going to split up?’ he asked.


Dad paused for a moment, then said, ‘We already did, mate. She’s been seeing some bloke she met at the pub.’ He didn’t sound angry, just disappointed.


Dave doesn’t remember hearing about lawyers or anybody fighting for custody. It seemed like Mum and Dad just made an arrangement. We would live with Dad most of the time, but would still get to see mum once a fortnight. Each Friday, Dad would drive two kids over to mum’s boyfriend’s place in Mount Druitt, where they would stay until Sunday evening.


Mum’s boyfriend’s name was Tim. He was an ex-commando from England, with short-cropped hair and thick muscles across his chest and shoulders. When Tim saw that Dave was interested in soldiers and guns, he tried to strike up a friendship, but Dave formed an instant dislike for Tim out of loyalty to Dad.


One weekend, instead of having Dad drop the kids at the house in Mount Druitt, Mum and Tim drove over to our house to pick up Dave and Tina. The four of them drove to Manly, where Tim had splashed out on a couple of hotel rooms. On Saturday, he gave Dave a two dollar note and told him he could spend it however he liked. Dave visited the shops that lined the esplanade and the fun park on the pier, and bought an ice cream, which he ate while sitting on the warm sand on his own.


The next morning, at around 6:30am, Dave woke up and walked through the door that separated his and Tina’s room from Mum’s. In the half-light, he didn’t know what he was seeing at first: the shapes moving under the sheets. Then Tim noticed him by the door and climbed off mum. Reaching into the bedside table, he pulled out his wallet and removed another two-dollar note. When Dave remained where he was, Tim said, ‘Come on, what’re you waiting for?’ Dave crossed the room and took the two-dollar note from the man’s hand. Before he left, he heard Tim say, ‘Now get lost!’


As he had done the previous day, Dave walked down to the pier, but the park wasn’t open yet. Then he had another idea. With the two-dollar note, he bought a ticket for the ferry and caught it from Manly to Circular Quay. Then he found a taxi rank and climbed into the first cab he found. When he gave the driver our address in Blacktown, the driver asked how much money Dave had. Dave showed him the change he’d received for his two dollars from the ferry conductor, and the driver told him it would cost a lot more than that.


Walking to a nearby phone box, Dave called Dad. He explained what had happened, and Dad told him to bring the taxi driver to the phone. Minutes later, Dave was sitting in the cab as it crawled through the city on its way to Blacktown. As Dave disembarked, Dad walked out of the house and paid the driver, then tapped the tin roof of the taxi and watched it drive off.


Inside, over hot milo, Dad asked Dave a lot of questions. Then he roughly tousled his hair and told him he’d done the right thing coming home. ‘Keep an eye on Kelly and Peter when they wake up, would you?’ he said. Then he switched on the TV and left the house. Moments later, Dave heard a car door slam shut and Dad’s VW peeled out of the driveway.


Later that afternoon, Dad came back with Tina, whom he led by the hand. Dave wasn’t surprised to see them, but he was surprised to see Mum. She walked behind Dad and Tina, her face ashen, her head down.


A couple of days later, when everything had settled down and Dave had the chance to ask him what happened, Dad said that Tim wasn’t so tough after all. When Dad showed up, he’d refused to open the hotel door, so Dad used a tomahawk to smash it in. Then he turned the weapon around and used it on Tim’s skull.


Dave must have looked shocked, because Dad said, ‘He’ll be alright. Just knocked a bit of sense into him.’ Using his knuckles, he made a hollow knocking sound on the side of his own head.


Although the family was together again, Dave noticed how much Mum cried over the next few days. She hardly spoke, and whenever he happened to walk into a room where she was on her own, she seemed to be staring into space. One night, Dave woke up to hear commotion in the house, and saw Dad and a neighbour carrying her, fully clothed, into the shower, where they ran cold water over her limp body. Finally, she woke up, screaming as she tried to make sense of what was happening. They eased her out of the tub, but she was shaking violently, and as Dad closed the bathroom door Dave watched her slump to the floor once more.


It was while mum was still recovering from what Dad called her ‘breakdown’ that another one of his mates came to live with us. Dad told us to call him Uncle Billy. His wife’s name was Evette. Uncle Billy was skinny, with coke bottle glasses, and looked like the quintessential nerd. Even at age seven, Dave wondered how a guy like Billy had managed to find a wife like Evette. She had gently curled blond hair, wore bright red lipstick, and had big breasts that she showed off in brightly-coloured halter tops.


Uncle Billy was Billy Harrison, and along with Neddy Smith, was known as one of the best street fighters getting around Sydney in the 80's.


One night, Uncle Billy and Evette had offered to shout the family to fish and chips. Dad had just placed our order when three bikies entered the shop, proudly showing their colours. They immediately turned their attention to Evette. One of them asked whether she’d like a ride on his Harley. At first, Billy ignored them. The man asked again. Dave watched Evette’s cheeks redden. Billy politely asked the men to stop being rude and to just let them eat in peace, but they laughed it off, one of them placing his thick fingers on Billy’s shoulders and giving him a squeeze that made the smaller man wince.


‘Alright,’ Dad said, after watching the scene. ‘I think we’ll head home.’


Dave was disappointed. He’d hardly eaten any of his dinner. But there was something in Dad’s voice that told him not to argue. Dave, Tina and Kelly left the shop ahead of Mum and Dad. Dad was carrying me. Evette had left too, and was walking with mum.


They were half a block from the fish and chip shop when Dave heard a crash and looked back to see one of the bikies fly through the plate-glass window. There was the sound of something breaking inside the shop, as well, before Billy emerged, dragging another of the men. As the bikie begged him to stop, Billy pushed his bearded cheek onto the shattered glass that littered the pavement. Then he began raking the man’s face back and forth. The last thing Billy did was to collect the food he had ordered for everybody. According to Dave, we ate the fish and chips at home. They were a bit cold, and the newspaper in which they were wrapped were covered in blood, but nobody seemed to mind.


Uncle Billy and Evette slept in mine and Dave’s room, so we slept in the living room, Dave on the couch, me in my cot. Dave remembers that he was often woken by Dad’s voice, angry and guttural, and Mum’s plaintive cries in response. One night, he heard Dad demanding, ‘What did you tell him? What did you fucking tell him?’ Then he heard the unmistakable sound of Dad’s bolt-action .22 being cocked and Dad asked the same question again, much softer this time. Dave couldn’t hear mum’s answer, only her whimpering.


Instinctively, Dave knew who Dad meant by ‘him’. Tim. Mum’s ex-boyfriend. He understood immediately that Tim was threatening to stir up trouble for the family. This was confirmed a couple of days later, when Dave heard Dad and Uncle Billy talking. Billy asked whether Dad wanted him to ‘get rid of the cunt.’ Dad seemed to think about it for a while, then said no.


Rather than admiring Dad for showing restraint, Dave felt angry. He had never liked Tim. Why should he have the right to hurt the family, maybe separate them? For the first time, Dave felt ashamed of Dad in that moment, of his weakness for not allowing Billy to do what had to be done.


The following week, Uncle Billy and Evette left for Townsville. The next morning, Dave woke up to hear the chirping of birds, but he immediately knew something wasn’t right. He climbed out of bed and walked down the hallway. He could hear Tina and Kelly crying. As he entered the lounge room, detectives were walking Dad down the front stairs, his hands cuffed behind him. This time, Dave didn’t cry. Neither did Mum.


A couple of hours later, Pop turned up in his Chrysler. He told all of us to grab what we needed, so Dave collected his air rifle, some clothes and his bike, and packed them in the back of the car, along with everybody else’s belongings. Pop drove us to his place. He and Nan had recently sold the Kellyville property and moved out to smaller plot at Dural. Nobody talked much.


The following day was April 12th 1975. Mum said she was going shopping, hugged us all and left.


It was the last time we saw her.




Chapter 2


THE DAY WE WERE TORN APART


We had been living at Nan and Pop’s place for three months with no word from mum.


Pop worked at the local timber yard. One Friday afternoon, he came home, parked his car in front of the garage as usual, then sat in his car for a few minutes. Finally, he opened his door, then made his way slowly along the veranda, his feet sounding heavy and hollow. At least that’s how Dave remembers it.


Pop entered the house without a word.


While Dave and Tina played cards in the living room, Pop put on the kettle. It was when he scolded himself that Dave knew something was wrong.


For a long time, Pop stood at the faucet, washing his red- streaked hand, staring out the window at the bush beyond. Dave watched his back – the slump of his shoulders – and tried to think of something to say. Then Pop went to the hall that led to our bedrooms.


Nan was on the porch, where Kelly played in the dirt just beyond her reach. Every couple of minutes, Kelly would toss dirt in the air, and Nan would tell her to stop it. Otherwise, she was silent.


Finally, Pop carried three big bags through the living room and dropped them on the porch. Dave looked over, and saw the look Pop exchanged with Nan: the tight lips, the creased forehead. Then he said, ‘Kids, onto the porch.’


We sat on the faded wooden porch boards while Pop spoke to us in a soft, serious voice. He explained that mum wouldn’t be coming back. Dave said he had been expecting to hear this for months, so it wasn’t exactly a surprise, but he still found himself crying. Dave was sitting on Nan’s knee, something he wasn’t usually allowed to do because he was too big. She was crying too. He could feel her body shaking against his back.


Only I didn’t cry. I was still too young to understand.


‘Right,’ Pop said, after a couple of minutes, as the girls’ sobs threatened to become wails. He slapped his big hands on the faced knees of his jeans and pushed himself into a standing position. ‘That’s enough sooking.’ He looked at Nan when he said that. She started to cry harder and made her way round the side of the house. ‘In the car, you lot.’


Dave carried me to the car and put me in the back seat between my sisters. Tina buckled me in. Then Pop started the engine and opened his window, clearly looking for Nan. He honked the horn twice. When she didn’t reappear, he pressed the accelerator and the car tore out of the driveway.


Halfway down the highway on the road into town, Kelly started to cry again. Dave turned around in his seat and held her hand, and she calmed down. I stared out the window, naming the things I saw: ‘Tree.’ ‘Bird.’ ‘Grass.’


After only a few minutes, Pop pulled into the expansive parking lot of the local Seventh-Day Adventist Church. He had begun attending in the late forties and was now a senior member. Whenever we had visited the church before, it had been during service, when arriving late meant standing in the back. On a Friday evening, the church was almost empty. Only a couple of parishioners were in attendance. Pop greeted them by name, exchanged some pleasantries, then begged off and took us to the parish house, an office above the knave.


To this day, I am still not certain of the legalities around what happened next. After a brief meeting with the priest, we were led back to the rectory, where three families stood in self-contained huddles, waiting for something. Then the priest nodded to the father of one of the families and he approached the pew where I sat.


It was as the man reached for me that Tina realised what was about to happen. She leapt forward and grabbed me, hugging me to her chest and backing away from the man. Then she grabbed Kelly with her free hand and wrapped an arm tightly around her, but it was no use. As the man pried me from Tina’s fingers, the priest held her shoulders. Dave stood by helplessly, pale and shaking.


Within minutes, the four of us had been separated. Kelly, Tina and I had been taken – ‘adopted’ – by parish families, while Dave remained with Nan and Pop.


Pop had hated my dad for a long time for the way he had treated Mum. By placing us with separate families, and without a paper trail or formal adoption process, he must have figured it would be almost impossible for my dad to find us when he was released from jail. I guess he thought he was protecting us, but his actions would have repercussions that continue to this day.


*


As harrowing as I’m sure that day in the church was for me at the time, I have no memory of it. Instead, I remember nothing of my life with the Robinsons until I was around four. Looking back now, I can see them, and still feel the sense of attachment I had for them. I assumed they were my family. There was Bill (Dad), Jane (Mum) and my siblings John, Matthew and Karen. We lived in a modest and immaculately clean house in the suburbs of Sydney. I had clothes, toys, and plenty of food to eat. I even had my own bedroom.


We attended church regularly, often more than once a week. When they met a new parishioner for the first time, Bill or Jane would always introduce us the same way: ‘These are our children,’ one of them would say. ‘John, Matthew and Karen. And this is Peter, our Gift from God.’


One day, after church, I was thinking about this expression – wondering why God had chosen me to be his gift – when I felt a warm rush from my nose, and looked down to see blood trickling down the front of my favourite Spiderman t-shirt and onto mum’s teal velvet couch. ‘Mum!’ I called, worried. She walked in, then knelt quickly and told me to put my head back. Immediately, blood flooded the back of my throat, and I spluttered, but she held the bridge of my nose and in a couple of minutes her touch seemed to stem the flow.
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