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I
t caught my attention as 
I walked through the waiting 
room. A brightly-coloured 
flower splashed over the 

front page of a newspaper. 
The symbol seemed quite 

familiar. It was still niggling  
me when I got home from  
my physiotherapy job, so  
I looked it up online. I was 
shocked to discover it was  
a tattoo found on a human  
limb washed ashore at Phillip 
Island, Vic, a few days earlier. 

How awful, I thought as I 
read that police were hoping the 
tattoo would help identify the 
victim. Suddenly though, I was 

struck by a truly sickening 
realisation. My eldest daughter 
Raechel had a tattoo just like 
that one. No, it couldn’t be…

It’s a common symbol, I 
reasoned. But gulping back 
panic, I remembered that I 
hadn’t heard from my girl in  
a week. ‘She’s a busy 27-year- 
old woman,’ I said to myself.  
But fear had me in its icy grip.

Raechel had gone through a 
difficult time. Two years earlier 
she had discovered that she 
was pregnant. It should have 
been happy news, but she  
was being treated for cervical 
cancer and sadly, she lost the 

baby. As a teacher who just 
adored kids, the tragedy left 
her devastated. I tried to 
comfort her, but in her anguish 
she ended up splitting with her 
partner of five years. A couple 
of months later, I thought she’d 
turned a corner when she began 
fostering two girls with troubled 
pasts. I was thrilled when she 
told me she’d got them back 
into school. But juggling 
full-time work with 
caring for them was 
tough – especially 
as she was still 
grieving. When 
an opportunity 
to work from 
home emerged, 
she took it. 

But over the  
next few months I 
became very worried by my 
girl’s behaviour. We used to be 
close, but she started missing 
family gatherings and her gaunt 
appearance really concerned me. 
When she called me one night, 
making wild accusations about 
people trying to harm her and 
the girls, my dad Neville and  
I realised we needed to act. 

Immediately booking Raechel 
into hospital for psychological 
treatment, we hoped she would 
get the help she so needed. But 
there, Raechel made a terrifying 
confession. She’d fallen into the 
murky world of drug-dealing as 
a way to make money to keep 
the girls in food and clothes. 

‘I wanted to blot out the pain,’ 
she sobbed, explaining she had 
turned to illegal substances as 
a way of dealing with her grief. 

As I held her tight, I was just 

relieved we were able to step 
in. When she was released a 
few weeks later, I felt better 
– seeing her back home and 
doting on her sisters Raine,  
19, and Kirra, 18, once again.

‘I’ve stopped all that stuff,’ 
she reassured when I asked 
how she was getting by. She 
seemed better, so when I 
couldn’t reach her for a week,  

I thought nothing of it. But 
now, as her phone 

rang out again, the 
panicky feeling in 
my chest only 
intensified. ‘Get 
the photo album,’ 
I yelled to Raine 
and Kirra. 
Frantically, we 

all started flicking 
through. That’s when  

we saw it – a beautiful picture 
of Raechel dancing barefoot at 
a wedding. I caught my breath. 
There was a tattoo on her left 
ankle. It was the same flower  
I had seen on the front page. 

Shaking, I called the police. 
‘I’m ringing about the remains 
that were found,’ I stuttered. ‘I 
think they might belong to my 
daughter.’ Within hours officers 
were at my house, swabbing 
my mouth for DNA. Everything 
felt so unreal. I felt sick as over 
the next few days, more body 
parts washed ashore. Please, 
let it not be her, I pleaded. But 
my wish wasn’t to be granted.

Forensics confirmed the 
remains belonged to Raechel 
and a feeling of hopelessness 
overtook me. ‘Find her killer,’  
I begged police. Whoever did 
this had to be brought to justice. 

Over the next three months, 
officers worked furiously to find 
the culprit. Finally, they phoned 
to say they had arrested a man 
called John Leslie Coombes. I 
didn’t recognise the name, but  
I recognised his photo as the 
man who Raechel said had been 
selling her drugs. ‘How did he 
seduce her into that world?’ I 
asked myself, remembering I’d 
seen him hanging around her 
house before she’d gone into 
hospital. I never imagined he 
could be a murderer. But the 
police informed me otherwise. 

‘Coombes has killed before,’ 
an officer revealed. My heart 
turned to stone as I heard that 
he’d stabbed a man to death in 
1984. He’d been released from 
prison 11 years later, but while 
on parole he was arrested again 
for the murder of a second man, 
who’d been missing for 12 years. 

Incredibly, 10 years after that, 
he was free. Had he killed a 
third time? I knew that it was 
true, and when Coombes faced 
Victoria’s Supreme Court in May 
2011 he even admitted his guilt.

I sobbed as I heard how he’d 
persuaded Raechel to go with 
him on a trip to Phillip Island. 
There, he strangled her before 
carrying her body to a bathtub 
and dismembering it. Then he 
wrapped the parts in plastic and 
threw them off a pier. The man 
was a monster. To make it 
worse, he made awful allegations 
about how my girl treated her 
foster kids, claiming he’d killed 
her as he’d discovered she had 
allowed them to be abused. 

Thank goodness judge Justice 
Nettle saw through his lies. He 

said the claim was a ‘fabrication’ 
and the evidence showed that 
Raechel was deeply attached  
to both girls she cared for. ‘It 
appears reasonably possible that 
the main reason she took to drug 
dealing full-time was to provide 
for the girls while spending 
more time with them,’ he said. 

Taking to the stand myself,  
I addressed my girl’s killer. ‘You 
have handed my family a life 
sentence,’ I wept. Although the 
court couldn’t say conclusively 
why Coombes murdered my 
daughter, he was sentenced to 
life with no chance of parole.

The victory was bittersweet. 
It won’t bring Raechel back, 
but a few months later I went 
to Newhaven Beach, where her 
body was found, and then held 
a memorial service with Raine 
and Kirra. As I tossed a purple 
flower into the sea we said our 
goodbyes. Now, two years on, I 
still miss her every day. At least 
we got justice. I can’t bear to 
imagine the pain we’d suffer if 
we had no answers. Our closure 
came thanks to her flower tattoo. 
That symbol will forever be 
etched on my heart. l
As told to Rebekah Scanlan

Raechel’s story 
appears in Missing 
You: Australia’s Most 
Mysterious Unsolved 
Missing Persons’ 
Cases by Justine 
Ford, published by 
The Five Mile Press. 
Visit www.fivemile.
com.au.
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Sandra’s daughter had been seduced into  
a dangerous world. Could a tattoo bring her 
killer to justice? Sandra Betts, 51, Belgrave, Vic
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