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CLASSIC BOOKS FOR MODERN READERS


PRAISE FOR THIS HOUSE OF GRIEF


‘Attracted and repelled, Garner circles around the unspeakable abysmal horror. Can any story “explain” why a man might murder his children? … Garner’s narrative is lit by lightning’


JAMES WOODS, NEW YORKER


‘This impeccable account of the trial of a father who murdered his children has gathered a following to become one of the most highly rated of recent non-fiction works … it is impossible to imagine it being done better’


GUARDIAN


‘Like a latter-day Truman Capote, Garner sketches an ordinary small-town family with a terrible mystery at its heart. This House of Grief is as much about divorce, Bob the Builder and chips for tea as it is about criminal justice. It is one of the best books about inexplicable behaviour I have ever read’


BEE WILSON


‘Devastating and extraordinary’


JENNY COLGAN


‘Helen Garner describes with wonderful subtlety and honesty the trial of a man accused of drowning his three sons; she is fascinated by what we’re capable of and how fiercely we hide it from ourselves’


HELEN SIMPSON


‘A gripping account of a murder trial. An examination not just of what happened, but also of what we prefer to believe and what we cannot face believing’


JULIAN BARNES


‘If you’re a non-fiction reader, Helen Garner’s This House of Grief should be high on your list of greats. (Think In Cold Blood.)’


JENNY LANDRETH


‘One of Garner’s most acclaimed and beloved works of non-fiction. What makes it such a triumph is how Garner takes the act of bearing witness to newfound levels. She doesn’t merely observe and record what happens, but invests herself fully in the process and the outcome. In doing so, she implicates herself and, by extension, the reader’


SARAH WEINMAN


‘A rich canvas of heartbreaking drama. Her words, and the boys’ fate, will haunt us long after we’ve turned the last page’


GUARDIAN


‘Garner uses the case – and her reactions to it – to think about wounded masculinity, collapsing families, the theatricality of courtrooms and the unknowable mystery of human behaviour. Tinged with mourning, the book leaves us wondering what justice might mean in a tragedy where everyone winds up a victim’


NPR


‘A gut-wrenching courtroom drama. A book I would recommend to anyone’


SUNDAY TIMES


PRAISE FOR HELEN GARNER


‘There are very few writers that I admire more than Helen Garner’


DAVID NICHOLLS


‘A voice of great honesty and energy’


ANNE ENRIGHT


‘Helen Garner is a great writer’


PETER CAREY


‘Garner writes with the humour and precision of Joy Williams, the warmth and ferocity of Elena Ferrante and the investigative rigour of Janet Malcolm’


LITHUB


‘The greatest novelist you’ve never heard of’


NPR


‘One of those wonderful writers whose voice one hears and whose eyes one sees through. It is impossible not to follow her’


DIANA ATHILL


‘She is unafraid of showing pettiness, darkness, anger, ugliness. More daringly, she’s also a great writer of joy’


LAUREN GROFF


‘You always remember where you were when you read your first Helen Garner and you always regret it has taken you so much time to get to her’


FATIMA BHUTTO


‘Helen Garner writes the best sentences in Australia’


BULLETIN


‘The literary queen of Australia … the mother of autofiction’


KIRKUS




To the Victorian Supreme Court:
‘this treasury of pain, this house of power and grief’
DEZSÖ KOSZTOLÁNYI: KORNÉL ESTI
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INTRODUCTION


Loneliness brought me Helen Garner’s This House of Grief. One late summer evening in 2014, the year of its first publication, I happened to be at a party in a London bookshop: a launch for a writer, none of whose friends, it turned out, I knew even slightly. In search of something to do with myself in the long half-hour before I could respectably leave, I moved towards a table marked true crime – oh, the jaunty little sign – and there it was, rather pale and unassuming next to so much screaming scarlet. I read its jacket, tersely inviting, and then its opening section, in which Garner’s well-made sentences move from the quotidian (‘once there was a hard-working bloke who lived in a small Victorian country town with his wife and their three young sons’) to the utterly horrifying (‘the car sank to the bottom and all the children were drowned’) with the speed and dexterity of a nursery rhyme (those poor blind mice, I thought, picturing black water). Two minutes later, the book was in my bag, and I was on my way to the train.


	I expected to read this paperback quickly, with the same dazed compulsion with which I’d devoured Garner’s novel The Spare Room (2008), a novel about a woman who looks after a friend as she undergoes alternative treatments for cancer (the friend’s delusions – she believes she’s to be cured – stir a rage in its narrator that shames and exhausts her). But, in fact, I read it slowly, tiptoeing along carefully, like a person taking their first walk after serious illness. It was brilliant and relentless, fascinating and terrible, exciting and claustrophobic; to inhale too much of it in one sitting was, well, too much. When I wasn’t reading it, the book ticked away, like a bomb, waiting for my return. When I was, I turned its pages with infinite dread. This House of Grief is an eye-witness account of the trial of a man for the murder of his sons – and, like a good juror, I’d resisted the temptation to google the story. I didn’t know any of the details, including the verdict, and thanks to this, as well as to its author’s skill with pace and tension, I was permanently braced: ever fearful. Questions of innocence and guilt were almost irrelevant. The children were dead. Their father, who had been driving the car in which they died, was alive. What else but horror could possibly lie ahead?


Over the course of her long career, Garner, who was born in 1942, has written novels, short stories, screenplays and journalism; she has also published her diaries. But many readers – I’m one – associate her most strongly with the kind of books she has said she doesn’t ever read herself: true stories, often violent, which have a mystery at their heart (though the puzzle in question has, always, to do with motivation rather than identity). The First Stone (1995) is about a university college principal who is accused of groping two female students. Joe Cinque’s Consolation (2004) is about the poisoning of a young man after a dinner party thrown by his girlfriend. This House of Grief, a book that swallowed many months – many years – of Garner’s life, relates the story of Robert Farquharson, a window cleaner from the small town of Winchelsea near Geelong in western Victoria, Australia, who in 2005 killed his boys by running his car off a road and into a deep dam, an atrocity committed in the wake of his separation from their mother, Cindy Gambino. Summarised like this, such books sound straightforward: mere feats of reporting. Except, they are very far from straightforward. Garner is interested in ordinary people who snap and do heinous things; whose ‘self-restraint suddenly stops working’. She knows such human beings are ‘just an exploded version’ of what many of us – most of us, probably – fantasise about in moments of intense anger or distress. Even to begin to explain such acts is difficult. ‘Unfathomable’ is the word that bobs to the surface of my mind.


	How does she do it? Of course there is diligence. Garner is attentive to that critical cliché, the telling detail. She is noticing, beady, persistently curious: ‘a small grim figure with a notebook and a cold’, as she once put it. But she gives of herself, too. Instincts matter, so long as you treat them with caution. What’s her gut saying? What does she feel in her bones? ‘I’m trying to take their story into me,’ she has said of the stricken, destroyed beings who are her great subjects. ‘[I] give it my full … attention, from the depths of myself, as best I can, to give full value to the people in the story, to respect it and to respect their dignity. And to do it in the language of literature, a bloodstained language, one of violent emotion.’ There are, she believes, ways to write such things without recourse to the cloying, clichéd language that is common to pulp, to so-called true crime. People note her honesty, which often seems to wind them, but I prefer to think of it as a kind of composure, a self-possessed clarity. Her way with complicated feelings is at once entirely at odds with the present moment, which demands that everything be black and white, and an antidote to it: a cool palm that may be applied to the brow of a hot head.


	For Garner, writing This House of Grief had an ‘accumulative cost’. By the time she was done, she was in ‘a very bad state’ – and no wonder. Farquharson’s car, en route to drop his children at their mother’s after one of his access visits, swerved off the highway on Father’s Day in September 2005. Garner saw the aftermath on the TV news. ‘Night. Low foliage … Something bad here. Something frightful. Oh Lord, let this be an accident.’ The following year, a magistrate committed him to stand trial on three charges of murder, by which time Garner already knew she wanted to write about the case. That August, she visited the graves of ten-year-old Jai, seven-year-old Tyler and two-year-old Bailey, little knowing that in the course of the next seven years – seven years – she would often regret she hadn’t simply ‘blessed them that day and walked away’. The trial began in August 2007 (read this later, if you also wish to be a good juror), at the end of which Farquharson was found guilty and sentenced to three terms of life imprisonment without parole. In December 2009, following an appeal, his conviction was overturned. In 2010, there was a retrial. Again, he was found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment, for a minimum of thirty-three years. Garner was there through it all, the sadness seeping into her very pores. What did she feel as her writerly dispassion frayed at its edges? As she surveyed this moonscape of misery? It was a bit like shame, she writes, struggling (just for once) to find the right word.


The things she saw. The things she thought.


I once tried to describe Garner’s work to a radio producer who was in a great, manly rush. ‘Janet Malcolm with a cold beer in her hand,’ I said quickly, thinking on my feet, aiming straight for target. What I meant is that, like Malcolm, a non-fiction writer and journalist whom Garner admires intensely, she is interested in what lies beneath the surface. What stuff is buried in the mud of the unconscious? What forces within us may not, cannot, be quietened by convention, propriety or self-restraint? Only, she writes more freely – more outrageously – than Malcolm. For a long time, she was Australia’s great secret. This was, you gather, something that she both minded, and did not mind. But either way, it released her, I think. She wrote about, and for, the people she knows, with whom she grew up (she, too, was born in Geelong). There’s something plain-speaking in her work; she will say the unsay­able, and never more often, perhaps, than in this book. She makes its cast – Farquharson’s sisters and his so-called friends; Cindy Gambino and her parents; the lawyers, the journalists and the gap-year teenager who sometimes comes to court with Garner – so vivid for us. If she doesn’t judge them, she nails everyone on whom her eye falls: their moods, their motivations, their barely concealed flaws. Politeness, discretion, what she would call bullshit, don’t interest her. She’s high-minded. Her intelligence is fierce, and her images are marvellous (on the wigs of the supreme court judges: ‘foaming and globular, as pale as raw ca­uliflower’). But all this is undercut with an understanding of the demotic, and a willingness to deploy it, and it’s this, in the end, that makes the book in your hand indelible.


‘There was something frantic about the way we danced attention on the silent man,’ she writes of Farquharson, up there in the dock, as if on a stage. ‘This “horrendous snorer”, this “sook”, this “good mate” and “loving dad” and “good provider”; this stump of a man with his low brow and puffy eyes, his slumped spine and man-boobs, his silent-movie grimaces and spasms of tears, his big clean ironed handkerchief.’ Here is fury, vengeance and pity, the words knotted together like rope. Once read, they cannot ever be expunged from the memory.


—RACHEL COOKE




‘Are you going to the Farquharson
hearing? I’ve got two reactions to this.
He can’t possibly have done it. But
there’s no other explanation.’
LAWYER WALKING PAST THE SUPREME
COURT OF VICTORIA, 16 NOVEMBER 2007


‘There is no explanation of the
death of children that is acceptable.’
LEON WIESELTIER: KADDISH


‘…life is lived on two levels of thought and
act: one in our awareness and the other only
inferable, from dreams, slips of the tongue,
and inexplicable behaviour.’
JANET MALCOLM: THE PURLOINED CLINIC




Once there was a hard-working bloke who lived in a small Victorian country town with his wife and their three young sons. They battled along on his cleaner’s wage, slowly building themselves a bigger house. One day, out of the blue, his wife told him that she was no longer in love with him. She did not want to go on with the marriage. She asked him to move out. The kids would live with her, she said, and he could see them whenever he liked. She urged him to take anything he wanted from the house. The only thing she asked for, and got, was the newer of their two cars.


The sad husband picked up his pillow and went to live with his widowed father, several streets away. Before long his wife was seen keeping company with the concreter they had hired to pour the slab for the new house. The tradesman was a born-again Christian with several kids and his own broken marriage. Soon the separated wife began to accompany him to his church. Next, the husband spotted the concreter driving around town in the car that he had slaved to buy.


Up to this point you could tell the story as a country-and-western song, a rueful tale of love betrayed, a little bit whiny, a little bit sweet.


But ten months later, just after dark on a September evening in 2005, while the discarded husband was driving his sons back to their mother from a Father’s Day outing, his old white Commodore swerved off the highway, barely five minutes from home, and plunged into a dam. He freed himself from the car and swam to the bank. The car sank to the bottom, and all the children drowned.


I saw it on the TV news. Night. Low foliage. Water, misty and black. Blurred lights, a chopper. Men in hi-vis and helmets. Something very bad here. Something frightful.


Oh Lord, let this be an accident.


Anyone can see the place where the children died. You drive south-west out of Melbourne on the Princes Highway, the road that encircles the continent. You bypass Geelong, resist the call of the Surf Coast turn-off, and keep going inland in the direction of Colac, on the great volcanic plain that stretches across south-western Victoria.


In August 2006, after a magistrate at a Geelong hearing had committed Robert Farquharson to stand trial on three charges of murder, I headed out that way one Sunday morning, with an old friend to keep me company. Her husband had recently left her. Her hair was dyed a defiant red, but she had that racked look, hollow with sadness. We were women in our sixties. Each of us had found it in herself to endure—but also to inflict—the pain and humiliation of divorce.


It was a spring day. We passed Geelong and were soon flying along between paddocks yellow with capeweed, their fence lines marked by the occasional windbreak of dark cypresses. Across the huge sky sailed flat-bottomed clouds of brilliant white. My companion and I had spent years of our childhoods in this region. We were familiar with its melancholy beauty, the grand, smooth sweeps of its terrain. Rolling west along the two-lane highway, we opened the windows and let the air stream through.


Four or five kilometres short of Winchelsea we spotted ahead of us the long, leisurely rise of a railway overpass. Was this the place? Talk ceased. We cruised up the man-made hill. From the top we looked down and saw, ahead and to the right of the road, a body of tan water in a paddock—not the business-like square of a farm dam but oval-shaped, feminine, like an elongated tear drop, thinly fringed with small trees. Its southern bank lay parallel with the northern edge of the highway, twenty or thirty metres from the bitumen. I had imagined the trajectory of Farquharson’s car as a simple drift off the left side of the highway; but to plunge into this body of water on the wrong side of the road, the car would have had to veer over the centre white line and cut across the east-bound lane with its oncoming traffic. As we sped down the Winchelsea side of the overpass, forcing ourselves to keep glancing to the right, we saw little white crosses, three of them, knee-deep in grass between the road and the fence. We flew past, as if we did not have the right to stop.


We had a vague idea that six thousand people lived in Winchelsea, but a sign at the entrance to the township gave its population as 1180, and by the time we had rolled down the dip to the bluestone bridge that spanned the Winchelsea River, then up the other side and past a row of shops and a primary school, the outer limits of the town were already in view. In a place this size, everyone would know your business.


A mile or so beyond the township, we turned down a side road and found a grassy spot where we could eat our sandwiches. We felt awkward, almost guilty. Why had we come? We spoke in low voices, avoiding each other’s eye, staring out over the sunny paddocks.


Do you think the story he told the police could be true—that he had a coughing fit and blacked out at the wheel? There is such a thing. It’s called cough syncope. The ex-wife swore at the committal hearing that he loved his boys. So? Since when has loving someone meant you would never want to kill them? She said it was a tragic accident—that he wouldn’t have hurt a hair on their heads. His whole family is backing him. In court he had a sister on either side and an ironed hanky in his hand. Even the ex-wife’s family said they didn’t blame him. But wasn’t there weird police evidence? The tracks his car had left? And didn’t he bolt? Yes. He left the kids in the sinking car, and hitched a ride to his ex-wife’s place. He looked massive in the photos—is he a big bloke? No, he was small and stumpy. With puffy eyes. Did you see him close up at the committal? Yes, he held the door open for me. Did he smile at you? He tried to. Maybe he’s a psychopath—isn’t that how they get to you? By being charming? He didn’t look charming. He looked terrible. Wretched. What—you felt sorry for him? Well…I don’t know about sorry. I don’t know what I was expecting, but he was ordinary. A man.


The cemetery, on the outskirts of Winchelsea, was a couple of acres of wide, sloping ground, open to the sky. Nobody else was around. We wandered up and down the rows. No Farquharsons. Perhaps the family came from another town? But as we plodded up the path to the car, I glanced past a clump of shrubbery and saw a tall headstone of polished granite that bore a long surname and three medallion-shaped photos. We approached with reluctant steps.


Some AFL fan had poked into the dirt beside the grave an Essendon pinwheel on a wand. Its curly plastic blades whizzed merrily. In the upper corners of the headstone were etched the Essendon Football Club insignia and a golden Bob the Builder. The little boys faced the world with frank good cheer, their fair hair neatly clipped, their eyes bright. Jai, Tyler, Bailey. Much loved and cherished children of Robert and Cindy…In God’s hands till we meet again. I studied it with a sort of dread. Often, in the seven years to come, I would regret that I had not simply blessed them that day and walked away. In the mown grass sprouted hundreds of tiny pink flowers. We picked handfuls and laid them on the grave, but the breeze kept blowing them away. Every twig, every pebble we tried to weight them with was too light to resist the steady rushing of the spring wind.


A year passed between the committal hearing and the trial. When Farquharson’s name came up in conversation, people shuddered. Tears would spring to women’s eyes. Everyone had a view. The coughing fit story provoked incredulity and scorn. The general feeling was that a man like Farquharson could not tolerate the loss of control he experienced when his wife ended the marriage. Again and again people came up with this explanation. Yes, that must have been it—he couldn’t stand to lose control of his family. Either that, or he was evil. Pure evil. I don’t get these guys, said a feminist lawyer. Okay, so the wife dumps them. Men don’t have biological clocks. Why can’t they just find a new girlfriend and have more kids? Why do they have to kill everyone? Whether he did it on purpose or not, said an older woman, a Christian, how is he going to atone? Countless men declared in anger and distress that it couldn’t possibly have been an accident; that a loving father would never leave the car and swim away. He would fight to save his kids, and, if he failed, he would go to the bottom with them. Rare were the ones who, after making such a declaration, paused and added in a lower voice, ‘At least, that’s what I hope I’d do.’


When I said I wanted to write about the trial, people looked at me in silence, with an expression I could not read.


On 20 August 2007, two years after his car went into the dam, Robert Farquharson’s trial opened in the Supreme Court of Victoria. As a freelance journalist and curious citizen, I had spent many days, solitary and absorbed, in the courtrooms of that nineteenth-century pile in central Melbourne, with its dome and its paved inner yards and its handsome facade along William and Lonsdale Streets. I knew my way around it and how to conduct myself inside its formal spaces, but I could never approach its street entrance without a surge of adrenalin and a secret feeling of awe.


This time I had brought with me a close friend’s daughter, a pale, quiet sixteen-year-old with white-blonde hair and braces on her teeth, dressed in jeans and a sky-blue hoodie. Her name was Louise. She was in her gap year. I would come to be grateful for her company, and for her precocious intelligence. We squeezed into the press seats of Court Three with a gang of cheerful journalists. From the tone of their gossip, Farquharson was already hung, drawn and quartered.


The court was beautiful. It had a soaring ceiling, pale plaster walls, and fittings of dark, ponderous timber; but, like all the courtrooms in that grand old building, it was cramped, and awkward to move around in. The dock ran along the rear wall, and in it, behind a red velvet rope, sat Robert Farquharson in a glaring white shirt with a stiff collar and tie. He had entered a free man, but now his bail had ended and he was in custody. Though the room was packed with his supporters, he looked scared, and small, and terribly lonely.


Jeremy Rapke QC, Acting Chief Crown Prosecutor and soon to be appointed Director of Public Prosecutions, had appeared for the Crown at Farquharson’s committal hearing. He was a lean, contained-looking man, with a clipped grey beard and a mouth that cut across his face on a severe slant, like that of someone who spent his days listening to bullshit.


‘Wow,’ hissed Louise. ‘He looks like a falcon.’


Lawyers I knew said he was formidable in trials, and at the committal he had been enthralling to watch: he did not seem to exert himself, and he spoke sparingly, in a low, courteous voice, as if his words were only the upper layer of some more crucial process that was going on inside his head. But his final submission that day, delivered in the same conversational tone, had flowed out of him in a scorching stream, elegant and devastating. Now, beside his shiny-faced, brown-haired young junior, Amanda Forrester, who had clattered into court in ankle-strap stilettos, Rapke sat with curved spine low in his swivel chair, his wig tilted forward, his cheek resting on the palm of one thin, dry-looking hand.


The narrow, glass-paned timber doors at the back burst open and Peter Morrissey SC came barging in, with his black gown hanging off one shoulder and his wig pushed back from a shiny forehead. He was big, fair and bluff, Irish-style, with the bulk and the presence of a footballer: as he strode towards the defence end of the bar table, dwarfing his junior, Con Mylonas, he whistled through exaggeratedly pursed lips the provocative anthem ‘Good Old Collingwood Forever’. He veered close to the dock and called out in a hearty, man-to-man voice, ‘G’day, Rob!’ If Farquharson replied, I did not hear him. Morrissey, people said, was just back from the International Criminal Court in The Hague, where he had won his case. His stocks were high. He looked a spontaneous, likeable man. Farquharson’s family seemed to share this view. Out in the lobby they would crowd around his massive, robed figure, looking up at him with trusting smiles that filled me with anxiety.


Justice Philip Cummins entered, a silver-haired man in his sixties with an open, good-humoured face. He wore a scarlet robe, but no wig. A tiny diamond stud flashed a point of light from the lobe of his left ear. Cummins was well known in the city. I did not need the journalists to tell me that his nickname was Fabulous Phil. But he was reassuring to look at, not lofty or threatening; behind his high bench he would lean forward on his elbows and address the court with genial warmth.


A jury was empanelled, ten women and five men, the requisite dozen plus three spares: this trial would not be short. By the next morning one of the women had already been excused. The jurors filed into the box and sat with hands folded, looking about nervously. Their shoulders were bowed, as if their new duties were pressing them into their chairs. From now until the end of the trial, every time they entered the court, Farquharson would spring to his feet in the dock and remain standing until they were seated—a protocol that seemed to say my fate is in your hands.


On the evening of Sunday 4 September 2005, Father’s Day, two young Winchelsea men, Shane Atkinson and Tony McClelland, left their dogs to be minded overnight by a lady they knew, and set out in Atkinson’s Commodore for a barbecue in Geelong, to celebrate the birth of a baby that Atkinson’s fiancée had, that day, brought home from hospital.


As Atkinson, the Crown’s first witness, negotiated the narrow aisle past the family seats, two women who, from the shape of their eye sockets, could only be Farquharson’s sisters raked him with cold stares. Dark-haired, tall and thin, he was dressed from head to toe in black. He stood in the box, facing the Crown’s Ms Forrester with the stooped, appeasing posture of a kid expecting to be told off. Speech was labour for him. He drawled and fumbled, writhed and bowed his head. Whenever a coarse word escaped him he would drop his face and grin with an embarrassed, goofy sweetness.


It was about 7.30, he said, and already dark, when he and his mate Tony approached the railway overpass, four or five kilometres east of Winchelsea. They saw several cars ahead of them suddenly swerve and keep going, as if dodging something. Then a bloke stepped out into their headlights, vigorously waving his arms. Shane’s nerves were raw: his brother had taken his own life only a few months earlier. He slammed on the brakes and jumped out. The man ran towards him.


‘I said to him, “What the fuck are you doing, standing on the side of the road? Are you trying to kill yourself, mate?” We couldn’t get no sense out of him. He was swearing, like, “Oh no, fuck, what have I done? What’s happened?”’


The man jabbered that he had put his car into the dam—that he had killed his kids, that he had done a wheel bearing, or had a coughing fit. He had come to and found himself in water up to his chest. All he wanted, he said over and over, was to be taken back to his missus’ house, so he could tell her he’d killed his kids.


The bloke was short and chunky, panting and wringing wet, covered in slime and mud. What was this crazy story? Was he all there? Shane thought he might have Down syndrome or something: they got some weird cunts out that way. Tony was a relative newcomer to the township. Until this moment he had barely registered that there was a dam at the foot of the overpass. Shane was a Winch boy, and had driven past the dam countless times, yet even he had no idea it was deep enough for a car to vanish into it without leaving so much as a bubble. He stood up in the doorframe of his Commodore and strained for a better view of the water. He and Tony walked off the road as far as the fence. The night was very dark, but dry and clear. Every time a truck roared down the overpass, they followed the sweep of its headlights to scan the dam’s surface. The water looked like glass. Surely nothing had happened here.


Shane had credit on his mobile. He tried to give it to the man so he could ring the ambulance, the police. The man refused. Again and again he begged them to take him to Cindy’s.


‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said Shane, ‘if you’ve just killed your kids! We’re two skinny little cunts—we can get in the water and try to swim down!’


But the man kept saying, ‘probably a hundred times, “No, don’t go down there. It’s too late. They’re already gone. I’ll just have to go back and tell Cindy.”’


Farquharson, who had wept helplessly right through the terrible accusations of the prosecutor’s opening address—‘a shockingly wicked and callous act’—listened to all this in the dock with his head tilted and his small eyes narrowed in a sceptical expression.


‘And,’ said Ms Forrester gently, ‘did you take him back to Cindy?’


In the front row of the public seats, accompanied by their quiet husbands, Farquharson’s sisters sat still, their mouths stiffly downturned.


Shane Atkinson hung his head. ‘Yes,’ he said, in a low, miserable voice. ‘I done the stupidest thing of my whole life, and I did.’


Shane made the sodden man sit beside him in the front, with Tony in the back ‘so he could punch him in the head if he went nuts’. He spun the car round and headed back to Winchelsea. Just as they reached the outskirts of the town, Shane flicked on the interior light and took a proper look at their passenger. The penny dropped. It was Robbie Farquharson. Since Shane was a little fellow, he had seen Robbie mowing people’s grass and driving the same sort of Commodore as Shane had now, except that Shane’s had mag wheels. And suddenly he twigged which Cindy he was raving about, this wife he was so keen to see—Cindy Farquharson, his ex, who everyone in Winch knew was on with another bloke, Stephen Moules.


They pulled into Cindy’s drive, all three men panicking and yelling. Farquharson and Shane ran to the back doorstep and shouted for Cindy. One of Stephen Moules’ kids came to the screen door. Cindy followed him. Where was Rob’s car? Where were the kids?


Farquharson gave it to her straight. There’d been an accident. He’d killed the kids. Drowned them. He’d tried to get them out, but he couldn’t. Cindy started to scream. She called him ‘a fucking cunt’. She went to hit him. Shane stepped between her and Farquharson and tried to take her in his arms. Then he leapt back into his car and drove so fast to the police station that when he pulled up outside he did a doughnut.


The station was locked. He ran to the sergeant’s house next door. Nobody home.


By now every man and his dog was out on the street. Somebody dialled 000 and Shane told the ambulance where the car had gone into the water. A bloke called Speedy from the State Emergency Service rushed off to get his truck. Shane got into his car with Tony and a couple of strangers who had jumped in. He drove back to Cindy’s but her car was gone, and so was she, with Farquharson and the kid from the kitchen door. Shane roared out on to the highway.


He pulled up near the overpass. Farquharson was standing against the fence, nodding, lurching, wheezing. He was ‘smoking cigarette after cigarette’, and begged the new arrivals for another. Tony McClelland threw a whole packet at him, climbed through the fence and ran stumbling across the dark paddock. Shane hung back. ‘I didn’t wanna go near the dam,’ he told the court, hanging his head as if ashamed of his dread.


Cindy had got through to 000 on her mobile and was rushing back and forth on the bank in the dark, sobbing and shrieking directions to the operator, but she kept calling it the Calder Highway instead of the Princes. She must have rung Stephen Moules earlier. He was already there, stripping off to wade into the dam. The water was black and terribly cold. Moules took a few steps in from the edge and the bottom dropped away under his feet. Tony had to grab his arm to save him. This was the moment they all realised how deep the dam was.


But not until the police gave their evidence in court would its true dimensions become clear. It was not an ordinary farm dam with sloping sides. It was the pit left behind when the road-makers dug out the soil to build the overpass, and it went straight down for seven metres.


Tony McClelland stalked past the Farquharson family to the witness stand with a self-possession that looked like anger. He too had dressed in black. He was thin and tousled, with sharp cheekbones and high eyes, a face of striking beauty. He had no memory of Shane offering his mobile to Farquharson, but he recalled that, on the wild drive back to Winch, Farquharson had mumbled, ‘My wife will kill me.’ When Farquharson announced to Cindy that the boys were in the water, she cried, ‘Why didn’t you stay there?’ Farquharson replied, ‘They’ve already died.’


At this, Farquharson lurched forward in the dock and covered his whole face with his handkerchief.


At the dam it was McClelland who enfolded the shrieking Cindy in a bear hug and grabbed the phone from her hand. He gave the 000 operator coherent directions. It seemed only moments then until the emergency services arrived. Shane moved his car to make way for the ambulance. He and Tony gave the police their details.


Then they sat in the car for a little while, Tony McClelland, twenty-three, apprentice carpenter, and Shane Atkinson, twenty-two, new father, currently unemployed. They had a smoke, and tried to talk. They told each other that they should have looked for the car. They were distraught because the kids had died, and because they were the ones who had taken Farquharson away.


A big plasma screen had been set up facing the jury, in the narrow space between the press seats and the pews where the families were sitting. Displayed on this Smart Board were digital photographs of the road, the paddock and the dam. Mr Morrissey, cross-examining, asked Atkinson and McClelland to make marks on the images with a special pen, to show the relative positions of various vehicles on that night of the crash. Farquharson’s family continued to gaze faithfully at Mr Morrissey, but the purpose of his complex manoeuvre was a mystery to me.


The young men too looked baffled, but strove to cooperate. To sketch cars and trucks and ambulances with their little markers, they had to leave the witness stand, edge along the aisle, and reach up past the journalists’ heads to the screen. We could see the gel that messed up their hair, the fineness of their skin, the tremors of their facial muscles, the details of McClelland’s piercings. On the stand, inarticulate and awkward, they could have been misread as off-hand. Up close, they radiated a troubled solemnity, a jaw-grinding guilt and sorrow. When Atkinson was finally excused, when he trudged out of the court followed by the glares of Farquharson’s sisters, Louise, the gap-year girl, said to me in a shaky whisper, ‘You feel you should at least be able to give him a hug.’


Next morning I opened the Herald Sun and saw a photo of the young men crossing the road outside the Supreme Court. Tony leads the way, scowling, gripping a bottle of water in one hand, his knees flexed, his torso bending forward as if he is about to break into a run. Behind him strides the taller Shane, with a wool beanie pulled down to his brow, shoulders back, arms along his sides, his face broad and sombre. They are thin, dark-clad figures with haunted eyes: two souls fleeing before the blast.


Farquharson may not have plunged into the water to search for his boys, but other men did.


One of the Winchelsea SES members who headed for the dam as soon as Shane Atkinson raised the alarm had rushed out the door barefoot in track pants and a singlet. His level-headed wife gathered up an armload of dry clothes and towels, and drove out the highway after him. She told the court that she pulled up beside the dam and saw Farquharson standing on his own, soaking wet, with a blanket round him. ‘Robbie!’ she said. ‘It’s not you?’ She threw her arms around him and he began to sob. Then he stepped back and looked her in the eye. He said, ‘I’ve had this flu. I had a coughing fit and blacked out. Next thing I knew, the car was filling up with water.’ He told her he had tried and failed to get the kids out. Then he said, ‘How can I live with this? It should have been me.’


Two volunteer fire-fighters from the Country Fire Authority, one of them a high-school student of sixteen, took the stand. They had arrived at the dam towards 8 p.m. and heard a woman sobbing somewhere in the dark, crying out that she would not be able to bury her children. They stumbled round with their torches, following tyre marks in the grass, looking for the spot where the car had gone in. Was it here, where a piece of a tree had been snapped off and broken glass was scattered on the ground? By then a police chopper was hovering over the dam, shining a spotlight on to its surface. There was no sign of the car. Someone would have to get into the water.


Tethered by ropes to other firemen, the two CFA volunteers and the owner of the property waded into the dam. Not far from the edge, the bottom drastically dropped away. They began to swim. The water was shockingly cold. They put their heads under and were blinded by murk. They could not feel the bottom with their feet. Had the car floated before it sank? Had it drifted sideways? Without equipment, shallow diving was the best they could do. They floundered about in the water for fifteen minutes, gasping and shivering, until the paramedics shouted at them to get out. Of the car they found no trace.


When the paramedics had pulled up on the shoulder of the road, they found Farquharson standing near the fence, wet through, with a blanket round his shoulders. His skin was cold and he was shivering. His pulse rate was up, his blood pressure normal. Neither of his lungs was wheezing or crackling. They asked him to cough. He brought up no phlegm. Breathalysed, he blew zero. He had no history of blackouts, he said, but had had a dry cough for the past few days.


He told the paramedics that his oldest son had opened the door, causing the car to fill up with water and sink; that he himself had got out, flagged down a vehicle, and gone to Winch to tell the police and his ex-wife what had happened.


On the drive to Geelong Hospital the paramedics considered that their patient was more stunned than in shock. They heard him give vent to several more unproductive coughs. As the ambulance sped along the dark road, Farquharson, from his stretcher in the back, asked one of the paramedics, ‘Did I do the right thing? How am I going to live with myself after all this has happened?’ Perhaps these questions were merely philosophical. Perhaps Farquharson was murmuring to himself. Either way, the paramedic in the witness box, badged and epauletted in his dark blue uniform, did not say whether he had replied or tried to offer comfort. He told the court only that Farquharson then fell silent, and lay in the ambulance shaking his head.


Just across Lonsdale Street from the Supreme Court, outside the glass façade of the County Court, stands a shiny metal caravan that houses an espresso machine and a pair of gun baristas. Everyone from the world of the law seems to patronise it: the loftiest silk in wig and rosette; Homicide detectives with their sinister black folders; road police in bomber jackets; constables in caps and tunics; irritable tipstaffs smoking over the turf guide; all the way down to the lowly drifters from the Magistrates’ Court in William Street with spider webs tattooed on their necks and hinges in their elbow crooks. Even the occasional judge has been seen to throw back a short black at that democratic counter.


On the Monday morning of the trial’s second week, a couple in the coffee queue struck up a conversation with the gap-year student and me. Hadn’t they seen us in court, with our notebooks? They introduced themselves: Bob and Bev Gambino, the parents of Cindy, Farquharson’s former wife—the drowned boys’ grandparents. We looked at them in awe, but they chatted on in their unguarded country way, drinking the good coffee, watching the lawyers come and go. Bob was short and round-faced and solid, Bev slender with fine-rimmed glasses and straight, greying hair. They told us they lived near Winchelsea, in the town of Birregurra. Since Bob was a CFA volunteer and one of their three sons a full-time firey, the firefighters’ union had offered them free use of a flat above the Fire Services Museum for the duration of the trial. Everything about the city seemed to please them: the hospitals, the trams, the fresh food you could buy at the Victoria Market. Bob rambled on unprompted, in his drawling voice.


‘The court people kept asking us “Which side are you on?” First I didn’t know what they meant. Then I realised they didn’t want to make us sit with Rob’s family if we didn’t want to. So I said to the bloke, “Listen, mate, there aren’t two sides.”


‘Rob and I used to work together on the shire,’ he went on, jerking his head in the direction of the Supreme Court. ‘He was a lazy little bugger. If he didn’t want to do something, well, he didn’t. Not motivated. He was—you know—a sook.’


These unflattering estimations he delivered with an indulgent grin, as if teasing someone he was fond of or had at least learnt to put up with. His wife made little contribution, apart from her friendly attention.


It was nearly 10 a.m. On the other side of the road I spotted Farquharson’s sisters and their husbands heading for the Supreme Court entrance in a phalanx: ordinary, reputable working people, self-effacing in their comportment. The woman I picked as the elder sister, identified by the Gambinos as Carmen Ross, had a soft, intelligent face and a serious demeanour. Kerri Huntington, the younger, more flamboyant one, wore her hair in a big bleached perm that flowed back over her shoulders. On my fridge door at home I had a newspaper photo of Farquharson leaving the court with the curly-headed blonde on the summer day he got bail after his arrest. What made me clip the photo and keep it was the way she is hauling Farquharson across the pavement. He trots beside her. She has an impatient, double-fisted hold on his left wrist that yanks his hand like a toddler’s across the front of her hips. As the eldest of six children I recognised that hold: it was a bossy big-sister grip. Now I watched her charge up the steps into the court, her hair bright as a banner in the grey street.


‘Today,’ said Bob, draining his paper cup and chucking it into the bin, ‘it’ll be the cops.’


Victoria Police contains a highly respected outfit called the Major Collision Investigation Unit. Its officers drive out at all hours from their bases in Brunswick and Glen Waverley to attend traffic accidents in which people have been killed or suffered life-threatening injuries. These are the cops we see on the TV news, standing pensively on the freeway edge around a pile of gashed and smoking metal.


Sergeant Geoffrey Exton was the MCIU officer who had first taken command of the chaos on the night of the crash. He was a tough-looking fellow in his late fifties, with a thick moustache and a cannon ball of a skull that bristled with short grey hair. ‘Another perfect buzz cut,’ whispered Louise. ‘They must have a barber in there 24/7.’ He took the oath in a hoarse, smoker’s voice, holding the Bible away from him with a rigid arm.


When Exton got to the dam towards 10 p.m., and found that a Search and Rescue Squad diver was already preparing to enter the water and that the coroner was on his way, he and Senior Constable Jason Kok set off to do a walk-through of the scene.


Stooping and crouching to shine their torch beams along the ground, the two police officers worked their way down the right-hand verge of the sealed carriageway on the Winchelsea side of the overpass. Part way down the slope they found marks in the roadside gravel that they thought must have been made by the tyres of a vehicle leaving the bitumen in the direction of the dam, at an angle of about thirty degrees. Then, in the grass beside the road, they spotted some rolling tyre prints that seemed the natural extension of the marks in the gravel, angled in a general westerly direction and curving slightly to the right. With no sign of braking or skidding, the rolling prints continued across the longer grass, through a broken post-and-wire farm fence, and all the way to the dam’s edge, where debris from a side-mirror housing suggested that the vehicle had clipped a small tree on the bank before it plunged into the water. From the bitumen edge to the bank of the dam the car appeared to have travelled about forty-four metres.


From there, the men turned and retraced their steps, following in reverse the same long, linear indentations in the grass back to the point where they had first seen the tyre marks in the roadside gravel.


These marks Sergeant Exton outlined with stripes of yellow paint from a spray can.


On the face of it, this was a brutally simple account of the car’s trajectory. Now it would be Mr Morrissey’s job to complicate it. In fact, to defend Farquharson against the Crown’s claim that, in order to get into the dam on that arc, he must have made ‘three steering inputs’ and thus could not possibly have been unconscious at the wheel, Morrissey would have to blast the police evidence full of holes. He would have to make the jury doubt the accuracy and even the integrity of the Major Collision investigation. He set about his onerous task with a will, aided by certain errors and miscommunications the police had made on the night and later.


Of these there were quite a few.


For example, Sergeant Exton’s yellow paint marks in the aggregate turned out, even before the sun rose on the Monday morning and the investigation continued, to be not quite parallel with each other. Nor were they correctly aligned with the rolling tyre prints in the grass; and the reconstruction team from Major Collision, when they arrived at the dam, had apparently based their entire mapping of the crash on one of these imperfectly angled paint marks. Furthermore, twenty-nine photos that Sergeant Bradford Peters, one of the police investigators, took at the dam on the Monday and Tuesday—some from a helicopter, some at ground level—had been brought back to Major Collision HQ on a memory stick, downloaded into a job file, and forgotten for two years. It was only now, a fortnight into the trial, that the Crown, let alone the defence, had been made aware of their existence.
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