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Shanelle Dawson lives in northern New South Wales, Australia, with her beloved wild-spirited daughter, Kialah. She has travelled extensively and lived in far too many places, though she’s trying to rein in the adventure-seeker to grow more solid roots and foundations. Childcare has been a wonderful job throughout her life, among many other things, but she’s intrigued to see how this next new chapter unfolds as she endeavours to transmute life’s poison into good medicine for those in similar circumstances to her Mother. Just as her Mother, and her Mother’s Mother before her, loved and delighted in swimming, so do Shanelle and Kialah. Dancing, singing to the Earth, meditation and good chocolate are the best of friends to navigate through this crazy and beautiful world. Shanelle has explored many healing modalities in her quest to come to peace with the tragic past and reunite with a sense of belonging in this world.
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Dedicated to all Mothers and every Motherless child, everywhere





The deeper that sorrow carves into your being,
the more joy you can contain

–Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet
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Foreword

The story of my Mother is one I need to tell, to reclaim. I am my Mother’s daughter. I have been told I have my Mother’s eyes and that when I was younger I strongly resembled her, though of course I’ve now outlived her by thirteen years. The wound of not having a mum has seeped into every aspect of my life. Sometimes the black hole she left behind vacuums me into its void, and the density of how she left us weighs heavily on my chest and shoulders, making it difficult to breathe.

Everyone has a story. This is mine. And hers. Our story.

You might have heard the story of my Mum, Lynette Joy Simms aka Dawson, or a version of it anyway. Part of her story has been written and reported about in the media, featured in the podcast The Teacher’s Pet, on the television program 60 Minutes, and investigated by the police. The story has been the basis of two coronial inquests, and a 2022 trial in the New South Wales Supreme Court where my father, Chris Dawson, was eventually found guilty of murdering my Mother and was sentenced to twenty-four years in prison.

The verdict came forty years, four months and one day after my Mum disappeared. My beautiful Mother left our lives on the 8th of January 1982. My younger sister, Sherry, was two and I was four. We grew up believing our Mum abandoned us. At the core of my being, I believe I’ve always known the truth of her disappearance, but it’s taken many years of peeling back the lies and deceptive programming to come to see the tragic reality, the nightmare that lay at the foundation of my world, when life should have been kind, safe and carefree.

In these pages, I’ve capitalised Mum and Mother as a sign of respect. I haven’t done the same for dad and father.

Some of you may find portions of this book completely unbelievable, unlike anything you’ve ever personally experienced … And some may find my journey tame compared to what you’ve lived to tell. My hope is that by sharing my story and by reaching out from my heart to yours, I may offer support, and encourage or inspire your own journey of life in some way.

Many of these pages are excerpts from my journals over the years, as well as dreams. I’ve been journalling from a young age and writing my dreams down since I was nineteen, always seeking messages from Spirit or, in later years, clues from my subconscious about what happened to my Mother. I have had a lot of spiritual, ghost and otherworldly experiences throughout my life. These have been integral in defining who I am and how I perceive the world.

In these pages, I have shared entries of my internal struggle to try to comprehend the tragedy, raw and uncensored. Please don’t judge me; have compassion and remember we’re all just doing the best we can. My world has also been a beautiful tapestry of amazing people and life experiences, but woven through these moments in time has always been an underlying, compressed devastation just waiting for its time to be remembered, felt … and to be integrated back into its rightful place on my internal timeline.

It is my hope that by sharing this story, the lies told as truth may come out from their hiding place and that my Mother’s life may be reclaimed from undeserved shame, to be honoured and cherished. Although we can’t bring her back, we can try to save others from her fate. It is my hope that our tragedy might be a nudge to others in her situation, to recognise the red flags of domestic abuse and to know that we all deserve to have kindness and mutual respect in our relationships. I want you all to exist/exit safely; may that be my Mum’s legacy.

May all wounds find the support they need to heal. May we get to the root of the problem and prevent the majority of this damage occurring in the first place. May we create systems in our society that support the healing of this epidemic of violence, in particular in what is supposed to be a sacred union. May the people who are harming also have the courage to ask for help and may it exist, thereby breaking the cycles of abuse. May the people who see harm speak up or offer support before it’s too late. Domestic violence exists in a world where we turn a blind eye or don’t know how to help, where we avoid asking the hard questions and pretend not to notice when a Mum-of-two vanishes into thin air. Or we shake our heads in momentary disgust as yet another fatality from domestic violence is reported on the news and yet we fail to do anything to change it. It’s hard to know where to start. Abuse hides in the shadows, and it festers in silence. This desperately needs to change.

In breaking my silence, and by reaching out from my heart to yours, I hope you might feel less alone in your journey.

I write and dedicate this book to all of the people in the world who have known trauma and tragic heartbreak, in particular at the hands of someone they love. May our destructive pain find creative outlets to be transformed. May our nightmares find healing channels that bring to others, good medicine. May we all choose to act from a place of kindness as much as humanly possible. May all of the people who are selfishly destroying our planet, because of greed and misguided power, come to remember connection to Source, to the beauty of nature, hence to each other and themselves.

These are my memories, in truth as I remember them. Some names and details have been withheld or changed to protect privacy and to prevent litigation against me.

I write this book to honour my Mum and her life, taken from us for such selfish reasons, I can’t even comprehend. I write this for my dear Nanna Simms who showed me love and integrity. And for my beautiful daughter, nieces and nephew and for the loving grandmother they will never know.


Ocean Lullabies and Invisible Arms That Hold

As I sit on the Beach, my human senses long

To hear, feel, see and Know you

To feel your embrace holding me close

Your words of wisdom, your laughter

The speaking of my name in loving tones

And adoring your grandchildren

As a Grandmother should

The gravity of the ocean waves pull at my insecurities

Dissolving uncertainty and reassuring me

Of what is known deep inside as solid truth.

That never were there any real doubts of your love for me.

The salty kisses, ocean lullaby,

Soothes the space of longing for you

Reminding me you are still here

Though I miss your form your soul lives on

Your DNA sparks with life in your daughters’ bodies

Now inherent in those of our children

I see you in the tenderness of our maternal instincts in the graceful flutter of butterfly wings,

Hear you in the joy and sorrow of our hearts;

In the call of the sea, a whisper in a breeze

And feel your invisible arms that hold us like the warmth of the sun.

Ancient whale songs speak to my bones

Of our maternal lineage of ancestral dreaming

A direct link to the stars where I see you shine

I love you, our beautiful Mother.
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(I wrote this as a letter to my Mother while I was living in Hervey Bay on the 24th of August 2018.)






A Note from the Co-writer

By Alley Pascoe

My name is Alley Pascoe and I am a journalist and writer. Like so many Australians and people around the world I was captivated by the story of The Teacher’s Pet, told prominently in an award-winning podcast by Hedley Thomas about the disappearance of Sydney woman Lynette Dawson in the 1980s, and the suspicion that her husband Chris had killed his wife. I listened to the podcast and read the news articles, and was saddened and shocked by the story that was unfolding. The story struck a nerve and it stayed with me, as I’m sure it did with many others. But that’s what it was: a story. At the end of each episode and every news article, my life continued. Meanwhile, the lives of Lyn’s loved ones continued to stand still. This wasn’t a story to them; it was their lives.

In 2022, the story made headlines and caught my attention once again when Christopher Dawson stood trial for the murder of his wife. He was found guilty of the charge. I remember feeling relieved when I read the news. ‘Yes, they got the bastard,’ I thought to myself. Finally. For Lyn’s family – including her eldest daughter Shanelle – the verdict was bittersweet. There were still so many questions, so much trauma, and more to the story. It was hearing Shanelle’s victim impact statement that made me realise the story was far from over. When Shanelle addressed the court and her father, the raw emotion in her voice stabbed my heart. But the grace and strength of this woman blew me away. Shanelle was four years old when her mother was violently removed from her life. The ripples of that disappearance and murder would shape Shanelle’s life from that moment on. In the courtroom that day, Shanelle showed such grit to stand before her father to tell him the cost of what he had done. And to ask him to reveal where her mother’s body was. Imagine living with the knowledge that your father had murdered your mother and lied to you your whole life, allowing you to think she had left because she didn’t love you anymore. What would that do to you? How could a father do this to his child? How could he do this to a woman he at one time loved?

It stopped me in my tracks. The sheer horror and tragedy of it all. I was so impressed with Shanelle Dawson on this day, honouring her mother and holding a mirror up to her father with such strength.

Then, earlier this year, I was asked if I would be interested in helping Shanelle Dawson write her story. I was honoured. Working with inspiring women, resilient women, has been one of the greatest gifts of my writing career. I jumped at the chance, and together Shanelle and I have talked for hours, as she allowed me into her world and told me about her life. While her life has been inextricably shaped by the loss of her mother, Shanelle is so much more than that. She is a poet, a creative soul, and a woman who in normal circumstances is capable of writing a book on her own. But these are not usual circumstances, and so she needed help to navigate the trauma she had lived through not as a therapist, but as a journalist telling a true story.

Helping someone write a book is a strange process as you take the truth and details of their lived experiences and help shape these into a narrative that readers can understand and connect with. Sometimes it means filling in gaps and giving information that the subject knows in their bones but still needs to be fleshed out for others to connect the threads. It means that my words and the subject’s words can meld. Shanelle has then edited these words to make sure her story is not embellished or altered from her truth. There are places where I have added facts or recounted information gathered from court records and media reports. However, the text on these pages tells the truth of Shanelle’s life. These are her words. Shanelle tells her story with truth and integrity, and shares parts of herself directly from her diary and dreams.

Together my hope is we allow you, the reader, to know her story and that it pays tribute to her mother, Lyn. I hope at the end you will all realise what a truly exceptional woman Shanelle Dawson is.
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