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Disclaimer


This is a true story. I have recreated events and conversations from my memories of them, and from discussions with people involved. In some cases names and identifying factors have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.







Testimonials


'Your life can spin on the head of a pin. That's what Travis Winks discovered. With brutal honesty, Travis takes us inside the terrible events that caused his family to implode over the course of a few life changing months. I couldn't put it down.'


Amanda Keller OAM - Media personality and Australian 
Commercial Radio Hall of Fame inductee



'Shattered is a raw, true, harrowing story that could have happened to any family, told in all its honesty, pain, grief, and love. News headlines too often oversimplify and distance us from the real people behind a tragedy. Travis Winks’s gripping account of his own family’s heartbreak is a clarion call that any of us could face a cascade of misfortune and overwhelm, that compassion is the first best response, and that looking out for each other is our only way forward. A moving, unforgettable read.'


Bob Harris — Author of The International Bank of 
Bob and Prisoner of Trebekistan



'A stark reminder that when things are bad, they can always get worse, but the love of your family will see you through the toughest of times.'


Jo Abi - Senior Journalist, Nine Entertainment 



'An extraordinary and compelling read. Travis brings incredible clarity to this true-life tragedy and unbelievable resilience in his response and writing. Impossible to read without tears and admiration.'


Glenn Daniel - Journalist/Broadcaster



'Travis Winks’ thoughtfully written heart-rending story centred on his father Russell touched me greatly, occasionally reducing me to tears as I recalled the lost, loveless childhood I had with my dad.


'If only my dad Ron was more like Russ — generous, thoughtful and faithful with unconditional love for his wife Joy and the four kids, Travis, Trent, Amy and Emma.


'What drove Russell to choose what he did will sadly never be known and reading Travis’s account of that terrible day in his family’s life it must have been like living some surreal never-ending nightmare.'


'More grief than any family should have to endure in a lifetime.' 


John Blackman - Australian media personality



'Shattered is a story of love, loyalty, hope and heartbreak. The hits for this family just kept coming. It will make you think about family and the people you love. I shed tears and laughed as I reflected on my own relationship with my dad and brothers. This story will shake you to the core and remind you that life is worth fighting for.'


Shaun Timmins - Australian, NSW State of Origin 
and St George Illawarra NRL legend 



'Achingly raw debut novel from broadcaster Travis Winks. Some families seem to cop more than their fair share of hard knocks. This novel shines a spotlight on some serious issues, domestic violence and mental health. Life can be fragile and sometimes people reach breaking point. Compelling read.'


Alex Tilbury — family friend & former News Corp journalist



'From my own lived experience of type 2 bipolar and creating and managing a company that specialises in workplace mental health I understand the importance of the topic and how it can affect people. I also understand the importance of sharing lived experience and what the power of story can do. This book delivers both in spades.


'This book is a very powerful read. It is real, raw and confronting. It takes you out of your comfort zone and provides a vivid outline of the reality of mental health struggles, domestic violence and the ripple effect of suicide.


'1 know this book will change the individual perception towards the topic of mental health. It will have the reader checking in with their loved ones and being proactive in looking after their own mental health and supporting others look after theirs.


'This book takes you on a journey that is tragic and so very sad, but it will be a game changer in Australia. You will not be the same after reading this book and that is a good thing.'


Dan Hunt — Former NRL player and Founding Director 
of the Mental Health Movement Pty Ltd 



'A harrowing and unforgettable reminder of just how fragile life, love and family can be. Shattered will lead the way in helping society understand the many different shades of mental illness and the toll domestic violence takes not only on the victim but on those that love them.'


Tania Doko - Songwriter and lead vocalist of Bachelor Girl










To my beautiful Amanda, your unconditional love and 
support has given me strength I never knew I had. Thank you 
for being you and for everything you do. I adore you.
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Prologue

 2016




Trent: Monday September 12, 7.48pm


We had just found a carpark, inconveniently about 500 metres from our apartment building. It was pouring rain. We had no umbrella and a heap of groceries. I opened up the boot and we grabbed as many bags as we could, the bag handles were already cutting the circulation in our hands. My phone rang.


‘Travis, it’s Emma. Trent’s in intensive care, he might not make it through the night, what are we going to do if we lose our brother?’ she cried.



Amy: Wednesday October 19, 3.35pm


My alarm had not long woke me up from my afternoon nap. I dragged myself out of bed for the second time that day, you never get used to 3am starts. I put on the kettle and made a coffee. I just wanted to zone out with some mind-numbing TV, maybe find a rerun of Seinfeld or Every Body Loves Raymond. My phone rang.


‘Hi darling, I’ve done something and I don’t know what to do. I think the police are coming to get me,’ my sister Amy said with fear echoing through her voice.



Dad: Thursday November 17, 6.05pm


Split shift Thursday, worst day of the week. As I walked to my car after work, I couldn’t help but admire the spring sunset and welcomed the warmth in the air. Indian was on my lips as I thought about dinner. I wanted to get home and get it cooking before Amanda and Jane arrived. My phone rang.


‘The police are searching for Dad, he’s somewhere in the paddock and he’s got a gun,’ my sister Emma shouted.


‘What the fuck? What’s going on?’ I asked anxiously, my heart began to pound.
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Trent:


THE BEGINNING


OF THE END


The lead up to September 12







Amanda and I had been together for ten months. Finally, we were starting to feel more comfortable after the challenges and frustration of our respective separations. For the first time in almost a year we could see the light at the end of the tunnel. We were beginning to feel at ease and were excited about our future together. We had earned it. She is an intelligent, beautiful and supportive woman that I have fallen head over heels in love with. It had been a long day and with the pantry bare we ducked down to the supermarket to get some groceries and something quick to cook for dinner. It was a cold wet night. We cruised the aisles trying to get in and out as quickly as possible so we could get home and eat. Our shopping conversation was full of optimism as we chatted about the future, our dreams and goals together. We had been through the ringer with our separations and finally we felt like a normal couple.


We drove around for 10 minutes trying to find a damn park at our inner-city apartment, usually there was one out the back but not this night. The rain had set in and with a boot load of groceries mother nature was going to give us an early shower.


‘We can squeeze in there can’t we,’ suggested Amanda.


It was a tight park and Amanda’s door was going to be hard up against a tree but I got the car in. Now for the mission of trying to carry 10 bags of groceries 500 metres to our building.


‘Ah shit, I could have sworn there was an umbrella in the car,’ I said.


The mission was simple. Grab all the bags and get inside as fast as possible. As I hooked my hand through the final bag my phone started ringing. In this situation I would normally let it go, but something came over me. I answered.


‘Hello,’ I said.


‘Travis, it’s Emma. Trent’s in intensive care, he might not make it through the night, what are we going to do if we lose our brother?’ she cried.


My sister Emma has a history of embellishing things and I hoped she was sticking true to form but the fear in her voice said otherwise. I dropped everything in my hands, grocery bags hit the wet road along with my phone, I froze.


‘What’s wrong?’ Amanda asked worriedly.


‘It’s Trent, he’s in trouble,’ I said anxiously.


As I bent down to pick up my phone the rain got heavier. My thoughts went into overdrive about Trent’s developing disconnection from the life he once approached with such enthusiasm. Six months ago, my parents rang with the news that my older brother had gone missing, deliberately.


He was suffering severe depression. His marriage was on the rocks. He had not long taken a redundancy from a stable sales manager job and was focusing on a small roadside fresh seafood business that he had purchased with his wife Kylie. Turns out he hated it, so much so he decided enough was enough and on multiple occasions left goodbye videos on his phone and attempted to walk out in front of trucks on the highway. I only found this out after chatting to Kylie that night following a conversation with my parents, who at the time only had limited information.


Trent had driven off in his utility into the bush prepared to end his life. He had made the decision to quit everything and leave his three young children behind. I struggled to comprehend it because he was one of the strongest blokes I knew.


I saw on Facebook that evening a police notice with Trent’s picture. The post went viral. His friends shared it and after two sleepless nights for all of us, he was found, safe but not well.


He had depression but would not admit that he did. He attended some doctors’ appointments and occasionally took his medication but he was in a downward spiral, just like his marriage.


He gave good lip service and told you what you wanted to hear and for some inexplicable reason most of us bought it except his wife. Kylie saw his decline every day and within six months of attempting to walkout in front of the trucks on the highway she had told him their 10-year marriage was over.


What could he do? He had no job, no drive and too much pride and stubbornness to admit he had the black dog. Trent became a recluse and distanced himself from those that offered help. It was the beginning of a series of knock-backs and denial.


My parents had an apartment at Coolangatta on the southern end of the Gold Coast. We would affectionately refer to it as ‘the unit’ and we all loved spending time there. It was close to the beach and a short stroll to Twin Towns Services Club where we all enjoyed many a drink, feed and punt in the sports bar.


Our parents, Joy and Russ are two of the most generous but fiery people I know. By mid-2016 Amanda and I were the only ones using the unit. Dad would book us in his little notebook — he didn’t really need it because it was only ever our names that went in it — until Trent finally accepted some help and moved in.


At 40 years of age Trent reluctantly left his home and family. He packed a bag of clothes and $8000 and moved into the unit where we all hoped he would begin to get back on his feet in familiar territory.


Coolangatta was a place he knew like the back of his hand as our family holidayed there annually when we were growing up.


I have fond memories of us spending a week each January at Coolie. Trent and I would beg Dad for a few bucks each to go and play games at the computer arcade. We would swim and play beach cricket and touch footy which would almost always end up in us having a brotherly scuffle. Even though I would annoy him he always looked after me. He was my big brother and I looked up to him.


My parents lived on small acreage on the outskirts of a tiny rural town called Freestone. It was their piece of heaven. A peaceful place surrounded by gum trees and at night you could not only see the Milky Way but hear the sound of crickets ring out across the valley. If your timing was right you could even spot the occasional owl or koala.


Mum and Dad would rarely use the unit so they had given a key to one of their neighbours in the building just in case anything went wrong. When they did go and stay there it felt like holidays because it was about a three-hour drive from Freestone to Coolangatta.


From all reports, Trent appeared to be settling into life at the unit. Mum and Dad would call him every couple of days and at this point in his depression, it was only them and his three children that he would take calls from. He would chat to the blokes down at the club where he would bet on the horses but overall, he was an extremely private person. Trent had an impressive knowledge of the thoroughbreds. He would study the form and follow the ones he identified with talent — something he was good at because he could pick a winner more often than not.


He missed his children. His phone was full of photos and videos of the trio. They were young. The eldest was 10, the youngest just 6 and not being with them left a hole in his heart. With his separation becoming increasingly challenging and ongoing, unwanted involvement from his father-in-law, Trent was struggling to deal with the distance from his kids. They were almost 2000 kilometres away. He was also refusing to accept that he would never live in the family home again, the one he helped create by flogging himself in his sales career.


Mum and Dad tried calling him one weekend in early September. The first few times that he didn’t answer they weren’t too worried as that would often happen, but when that carried into the Monday, they started to become concerned. My mother is a worrier, always has been. My father is highly intelligent, calm until a point and then when pushed too far, he would explode into action, good or bad.


They made the decision to ring the neighbour in the building who had a key to the unit. Allan had met Trent a few times over the years because he would sometimes come down and have a drink with Mum and Dad.


‘Allan, Trent has been staying at the unit, have you seen him at all?’ Dad asked.


‘A couple of days ago, I ran into him in the lift, why?’ Allan said.


‘We’ve been trying to call him for almost two days and he’s not answering. He might have left without telling us but do you think you could go and see if he’s there?’ Dad requested.


I can only imagine what was going through Allan’s head as the lift came to a halt at level four.


This has got to be a waste of time, he’s probably packed up and left. What if he’s got a bird there with him? Allan pondered to himself.


Allan knocked and knocked and knocked. It wasn’t a huge apartment. Three tight bedrooms and an open plan kitchen, dining and living area that opened up onto a long balcony that overlooked the Tweed River and Pacific Ocean. It was a view you could never get tired of. He knocked again. There was no answer so he decided to ring Mum and Dad.


‘He’s not here, I knocked for a couple of minutes, no answer,’ Allan said.


Mum was starting to get anxious. She always had this ability to sense something wasn’t right.


‘Have you still got a key?’ Mum asked.


‘Yes,’ Allan said.


‘Could you please go in and see if his things are there?’ Mum asked with concern in her voice.


‘No problems Joy, I’ve just got to go back upstairs to get the key and I’ll call you back once I’ve had a look,’ Allan promised.















2


Amy:


WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?


The lead up to October 19







My big sister Amy is a beautiful woman. Generous, loving and driven but she is impatient and far too trusting of people.


Amy is seven-years older than me. We have always been tight. She used to walk me to and from the bus for pre-school every day.


I remember one morning, Dad dropped us at the corner on his way to work so we could catch the school bus. All four of us would get on single file with Amy right behind me to make sure I was safe. We had only been on the bus for about ten minutes when we came to a halt. The road was blocked by emergency vehicles. Lights were flashing and there were two cars in a mangled mess of metal. As sticky-beaking kids, everyone on the bus was up against the left-hand windows trying to get a look at the accident.


‘No,’ Amy screamed. She covered my eyes.


‘No, no, no, it can’t be,’ she yelled and then paused.


I loosened my head free. She had tears rolling down her cheeks. It was Dad’s car.


Amy went to the bus driver and told him that it was our father’s car. He walked her off the bus over to the police. She was frantic. I then lost view as she walked towards the front of the bus with a police officer. Trent, Emma, myself and the rest of the kids on the bus sat and waited for what seemed like an eternity.


When she walked back onto the bus, she came to the three of us, threw her arms around us and said, ‘He’s ok, he’s alright.’


‘He’s a bit cut up and the ambulance is going to take him to hospital but they said he will be ok,’ Amy told us.


As a five-year-old that was my first taste that as humans we are breakable, that people can get hurt. Even though I loved my father, it was that point that made me realise just how much.


I think if my big sister Amy could have found a man that was a carbon copy of Dad then her life would have been a whole lot different. Instead she was like a magnet to men who wanted to control her. Not all of her lovers were like that but some were, especially her last.


She is a tough woman. Strong and independent so I’ve never understood why she would fall in love with men who try to run every facet of her life. The only bloke who didn’t was her ex-husband John who was and is nothing but a gentleman. To this day they remain close friends and co-parents; if only they could have just stayed in love.


Amy is about as loyal as they come so for one partner of hers to not trust her, so much to the point where he would follow her and make her check in; I didn’t get it and neither did Dad.


One night she called me in an absolute mess.


‘Geoffs trying to kill me, he told me he’d kill me,’ Amy said anxiously.


‘Where are you? What’s happened?’ I demanded.


‘I got home from work late and I could see he had been drinking all afternoon. He accused me of being up to no good and then just started laying into me,’ she said.


‘Are you safe?’ I needed to know.


‘I’m running from the house, all I could grab was my phone, what do I do?’ she asked.


‘Get to a safe spot and call the bloody police, that guy is a fricking maniac,’ I told her.


‘I’ve tried calling Dad but I couldn’t get him. The bloody lack of reception out at their place is no good. I’m heading down my street and I’ll walk towards the shops where there are people,’ she told me.


‘It’s not the first time he’s done this Trav, he’s hit me so hard before and for no reason. He’s so insecure,’ she revealed.


‘The guy is an animal. He can’t treat you like this, you should just leave him for good,’ I said.


‘But I love him. Every time this happens, I go and he wins me back over. He promises to never do it again and now look where we are,’ she said.


‘Cut and run sister, you can do so much better than him. He’s an alcoholic vermin scumbag that uses you. You deserve better,’ I said angrily.


‘Do you need to go to hospital?’ I asked.


‘I don’t think so,’ Amy answered.


‘Where are you now, what are you going to do?’ I asked.


‘I’m almost at the shops. I’m going to try and ring Dad, he could be here in half an hour to get me,’ said Amy.


‘Ok, you call the old boy and then let me know how you are,’ I said.


Amy finally got through to Dad and he got straight in the car to go get her, although he made one stop before picking her up.


Dad drove to her house and confronted Geoff. From what Dad told me that worthless excuse of a human squirmed like worm on a fishing hook. Dad was pretty cut and dry and told me that Geoff wouldn’t hurt Amy again.


I hear so many stories of women who suffer domestic violence in their relationships and either don’t leave or keep going back. Amy had both these problems.


The things she had told me were disturbing. He would slap her, hit her, strangle her, say the nastiest things to her, basically treat her like an unwanted dog.


She shared a number of his messages with me over time. I hated hearing them. They made feel extremely angry and disgusted but I would listen to her and provide an outlet for her to get the hurt off her chest.


The bloke had no soul. After one of their arguments where he had accused her of not being loyal, he messaged:


You’re a disgusting low life mother. Not sure why we were ever together. You’re the kind of bar slut we used to joke about. You paint yourself like a clown every day. You’re a fat, old, flabby, hail damaged whore.


The barrage kept coming:


I’ll remember you as if you perished in a plane crash. I won’t go to a funeral/memorial, just rule a line through the most disgusting liar I’ve ever perceived. I hate you and glad to be rid of you.


This was my sister! Why were we letting her go back over and over again? He was like a drug and she was the addict, except her hits resulted in many cases with bruising, blood and severe mental scarring.


Dad had cut him. He had made it very clear to Amy to move on and I know at points after that night when Dad went and saw him, Geoff slithered his way back into her life. Amy just kept their relationship secret from my parents. If Dad knew he would have gone off like a fire cracker. I would say to Amy, ‘If you have to hide him from those that love you, that’s got to tell you something. He’s not a nice person.’


‘But I love him Trav,’ Amy declared.


Geoff’s charm is what caught her intrigue the very first time they shared words, ironically on Remembrance Day back in 2011. She was enjoying a rare night out on the town with a couple of her girl friends at the Story Bridge Hotel in Brisbane. Not long into their discussion he went all out, reciting the words of Lord Byron’s poem, She Walks in Beauty. When she told me that all I could think about was please tell me you didn’t fall for that.


‘The bloke sounds like a pants man,’ I said to her when she shared the news of the mysterious new interest.


Geoff followed up with a dinner date a couple of days later and Amy was attracted to his conversation, his general knowledge and his look. She would rave about how he dressed like Dad, Trent and myself; jeans, long sleeve button-up shirt and RM Williams boots.


Amy had long craved intimacy as it had been more than four years since her split with John and the pants man was angling for more than just conversation and dinner. As they were finishing their evening, he asked her if she wanted to join him back at his hotel. She knocked him back and went home alone but she was perplexed why a bloke who claimed to live in a house on the outskirts of Brisbane would be staying in a hotel in the city.


I was fascinated too as she kept me updated with their blossoming relationship.


‘He’s going through a separation Trav, he still lives in the family home to help with the transition for his kids but he’s getting ready to move out into his own place and when that happens, I’ll see if the relationship goes anywhere,’ she told me.


He was definitely a smooth operator, an answer for every scenario and slick moves that sounded greasier than a truck wheel.


Amy would say, ‘He’s so romantic,’ and before she knew it the poetry was flowing again.


I remember her telling me about their next dinner and I couldn’t believe the moves I was hearing about, he sounded more like a well-rehearsed actor looking for one thing rather than a genuine man who was 10 years her senior. During their meal he casually slipped the drink receipt under the table and into her hand with more handwritten words from the poem he recited the night they met.


It was those early recollections of their relationship that often made me wonder about his motives and commitment.


Despite the fact I despised the bloke I stuck by my sister over the years of their tumultuous relationship, just like she supported me as far back as I can remember.


Their unhealthy relationship continued for ages after the night he threatened to kill her, she ran out of the house and Dad went to see Geoff. Every now and then Amy would call me with the same problems and I would offer the same advice but she would never act on it.


As time wore on his behaviour became more and more abusive and possessive. It got to the point where she decided she needed to move house.


Amy moved into a small place on the fringe of Brisbane and even though this parasite had sucked her dry of her money and degraded her for years you could not question her spirit.


I would arrive at her new place with the kids for the night and despite being on the bones of her ass, she would always have the fridge stocked for us and cook up bacon and eggs for breakfast. Nothing was too difficult for her, she is just that type of person.


Geoff must have been stalking her because it didn’t take long for him to rock up at the new house, pining for her to take him back.


She did, much to my disappointment. I call it 'beaten favourite syndrome'. It is the vicious cycle of a domestic abuse victim. It's like a punter who tells themselves just one more bet because what if the next one’s the winner. Amy just wanted to be loved and she kept opening the door in hope that eventually he might start to treat her right.


She was wrong.


Only recently she told me about his issues with her friends, especially her good friend Martine. For some unknown reason Geoff didn’t like her. I don’t think he really liked anyone Amy mixed with because he was so possessive. She would often confide in me that he would ruin her friendships because he didn’t want her to have any external support in her life.


Just weeks before Amy’s phone call to me on October 19 her and Martine spent an evening drinking Vodka and sodas discussing anything and everything. They had a good old fashioned deep and meaningful. Throughout the evening Amy could hear noises outside, towards the back corner of the house but she just fobbed it off as a possum and the wind.


The next morning, Amy was outside hanging the washing on the clothes line and noticed a pile of empty beer bottles right near where she had heard the noises the night before. She knew he had been there eavesdropping on her private conversation.


Amy probably should have addressed her discovery of the beer bottles because by October 19 it was all too late.


I had not long woken from my nanna nap. I had just sat down on the couch, turned on the TV, taken a sip of my coffee and my phone started ringing. It was Amy.


‘Hey, how are you? I’ve been trying to call you for a few days,’ I said.


‘Hi darling, I’ve done something and I don’t know what to do. I think the police are coming to get me,’ my sister Amy said with fear echoing through her voice.


‘Well that’s a way to start a conversation, what’s happened?’ I asked with trepidation.
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