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For Jai, Tyler and Bailey.

Your mum promised to be the voice you were denied on 
 Father’s Day 2005, and I promised her I would be hers.

This is her story and yours.


Testimonials

“On Father’s Day” by Megan Norris is a harrowing, deeply compelling narrative that plunges the reader into the dark heart of domestic violence and the unimaginable horror of retaliatory filicide. … a mustread for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of coercive control and the extraordinary strength it takes to overcome it, even after leaving the relationship. It offers a powerful roadmap of red flags and warning signs that, once recognised, cannot be ignored, and serves as a poignant reminder that Cindy’s life and legacy can inspire us in our own journey’s.

Dr Yvonne Kallane Leading Expert, Adviser and Advocate on Coercive Control and Criminalisation in Australia-Adjunct Senior Lecturer @ UWA | Social Impact Fellow | Board Member | Author

‘Extraordinary read - the events so accurately described in this book provide powerful insights into the widespread patterns of coercive control and profound impacts of enduring trauma.

Sharon Wilkinson Sydney - DV Lawyer, Family Mediation and Coercive Control facilitator.

‘In this book, Cindy’s experience and Megan’s thorough research provide a devastating, confronting and utterly compelling read. I commend it as a unique contribution to our knowledge of this intractable issue,’

Dr Deborah Kirkwood, Author of Just Say Goodbye and internationally renowned former researcher for Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria.

‘An excellent book – the best analysis I’ve read of the ultimate act of family violence … no other journalist and writer has had the involvement in this case like Norris has,’

Emily Webb, Author and podcaster.

‘This book accurately paints the portrait of Cindy’s life before and after the loss … this is definitely a book that needs to be shared and a story that shouldn’t be forgotten.”

Kirsti


Foreword

Dr Deborah Kirkwood

The release of this powerful book is timely. There is growing concern about fathers who kill their children, but we struggle to understand their actions and the motivations for their crimes.

Yet these tragedies are not inexplicable. When fathers deliberately kill their children, it is often because they are angry with their former partners for leaving the relationship. The father may appear to love his children and may not have been violent toward them. The act of killing them appears to be directed against the mother as the ultimate form of punishment.

In researching cases where fathers kill their children after separating from their partners, I have come to understand their behaviour as part of the broader social problem of violence against women. Robert Farquharson, the father whose actions are so vividly depicted in this book, indicated an intention to ‘pay back’ his estranged wife, Cindy Gambino. Taking away what mattered to her most – her children – would ensure she suffered for the rest of her life.

Not understanding why fathers kill their children after separation, we fail to recognise that the mother is the real target. There is a widespread perception that fathers are driven to act violently because the Family Law process too often deprives them of access, causing them enormous distress. But in many instances, fathers have actually killed their children during access visits.

There is no logic to the thinking that a person would decide to kill his children out of distress about not spending enough time with them. If, however, the person is consumed with anger and hatred towards his former partner, it is a horrifyingly effective way for him to take revenge on her.

Cindy’s story is important because we understand so little about these cases. By sharing her experience, she has helped us understand these events so we can equip ourselves to prevent further deaths.

This book provides vital information for those who deal with family separation and violence – police, lawyers, judges, mental health workers, mediators, family violence support workers and those who conduct men’s behaviour change programs. The more we can learn about these cases, the better we will be at identifying risk factors and devising appropriate interventions.

Indeed, the whole community can benefit from reading this book. Fathers who kill their children often tell someone of their intentions – perhaps a family member or a friend – but their threats are not taken seriously. Yet, if people are aware of the potential risks to children when such threats are made, they may be better able to respond.

When a father kills a child, it has an indescribable impact on surviving family members, particularly the mother. As Cindy’s story demonstrates so vividly, for a mother to lose her children is a source of unimaginable grief. That grief is compounded when the perpetrator is the children’s father and the mother is forced to live with the knowledge that her children’s lives were senselessly taken as a means of punishing her.

One terrible outcome of our lack of understanding is that mothers are often implicitly held responsible for their children’s deaths. Victims of family violence are blamed for their own victimisation. But responsibility for violence lies with the perpetrators and with the community that allows the attitudes underlying family violence to persist.

In this book, Cindy’s experience and Megan’s thorough research combine to provide a devastating, confronting and utterly compelling read. I commend it as a unique contribution to our knowledge of this intractable issue.

Thank you, Cindy, for being brave enough to tell your story under such extraordinarily difficult circumstances, and thanks to Megan for undertaking this work. It is very difficult to write about such traumatic events. It is now up to the rest of us to learn from Cindy’s experience and to find ways to prevent family violence and further deaths.


Dr Deborah Kirkwood

Former Researcher, Domestic Violence Resource Centre of Victoria and Adjunct Research Fellow, Monash University

September 2013




CHAPTER 1

The Photograph

Jai and Tyler were racing in and out of the bathroom with their hair still wet, flicking each other with towels. It was the day of Tyler’s birthday party, and they’d been running on adrenalin from the moment they’d opened their eyes that morning. But their mum was on a mission.

‘Come on, this won’t take long,’ Cindy promised, ushering them into the lounge, where she’d placed 2-year-old Bailey in the middle of the blue sofa. The older boys leapt on the cushions either side of their baby brother, giggling and pulling faces, trying to get him to belch out the belly laugh that made everyone else laugh too.

The other mums at playgroup said Bailey’s smile could melt hearts. Cindy guessed he’d break a few too when he was older, with his cheeky grin and chocolate-brown eyes. But for now he was her baby, and with the older boys growing like sunflowers, Cindy was determined to enjoy every second of her time with this delightful tot.

‘Now, I want you all sitting up straight and smiling,’ she said, grabbing her digital camera as the boys sat to attention.

Tyler, Cindy’s middle son, had turned 7 the day before, and she’d slipped two $50 notes into his birthday card so he could choose his own present at the nearest Kmart. She wasn’t too happy when he decided to spend almost half of his birthday money on a giant laser gun, which he’d no doubt be zapping at his brothers by the time they got home. Still, the Power Rangers toy was no surprise. Tyler was an avid collector of the series, his line-up taking pride of place in the bedroom he shared with his brothers.

As she’d watched Tyler wandering around the toy section, his money burning a hole in his hand, Cindy had wondered where seven years had gone. She’d spent most of his lifetime stuck in an unfulfilling marriage to his father. When she’d married Robert Farquharson in August 2000, they’d already been together for more than six years and had two sons. Yet even on her wedding day, she’d had doubts about her relationship with Rob.

On the surface, things seemed unexceptional. Rob was a hard worker, pleasant and amiable enough. They were renting a house in the Victorian township of Winchelsea, close to their parents and long-time friends, while they built a new home on the other side of town. But underneath the façade, Cindy and Rob were drifting apart. By the time Bailey was born, two years into the marriage, Cindy had begun to feel that nothing could plaster over the cracks.

‘We’re going nowhere,’ she told her neighbour, Kathy Carter. ‘It’s a mortgage, not a marriage. I don’t love him – I’m over it.’ It wasn’t simply boredom that was undermining the relationship. Things had been steadily deteriorating since 2000, when Rob’s mother, Faye, had been diagnosed with cancer. She’d passed away before Bailey was born, and by then Rob had become moody and unpredictable.

It was difficult living with a man in the grip of a depression he refused to acknowledge or address. Behind closed doors, he’d harass Cindy and relentlessly tease the older children, especially Jai. To Cindy, as she soothed her tearful son, Rob’s behaviour felt like bullying. There was something quietly angry – almost abusive – about it.

After months of agonising, Cindy finally told Rob the marriage was over, and in November 2004 she left the house while he packed his bags. Within days of his leaving, she’d filed for divorce and reverted to her maiden name, Gambino.

But Jai cursed through sobs of frustration when Cindy told him his father was moving out. In spite of the tormenting, he loved his dad, and he was angry and distressed to learn that his parents no longer wanted to be together. At first, he blamed Rob.

‘No, Jai, don’t blame Dad for this,’ Cindy said. ‘It wasn’t Dad’s decision to leave us – it was mine,’ she said, stroking his head. ‘I asked him to go.’ She tried to reassure Jai. ‘Sometimes parents stop living together, but that doesn’t stop them loving their children.’

She swallowed hard when she saw the hurt on Jai’s face. ‘Dad will always love you,’ she said. ‘And he’ll always be your dad. That’s never going to change, mate.’

Jai looked unconvinced. ‘I’ll never be happy again, Mum,’ he sniffed.

Still smarting from his wife’s decision, Rob had moved in with his father, Don, who lived around the corner in Hesse Street. It was cramped at Don’s place, but at least Rob could see his boys regularly.

So yesterday, on Tyler’s birthday, Cindy wasn’t surprised to see Rob arrive with a present for their middle son.

‘A footy!’ Tyler whooped. He was so excited that he barely had time to read the birthday cards from Dad or Grandpa, though he was quick to spot the money inside each one. He handed them to his mum and raced out the door with Jai to practise their handball.

Tyler, Jai and Rob all loved Aussie Rules football and were avid Essendon fans. Tyler had recently enrolled in footy coaching at Auskick and, like his big brother, was showing signs of talent. When he was old enough, he’d join Winchelsea’s junior football club, where Jai already played for the under-12 side, which was enjoying an undefeated season and was tipped to win the grand final.

But today Rob was working, so it had fallen to Cindy to organise Tyler’s party. The venue was Rug Rats, an indoor play centre in North Geelong, half an hour’s drive away. Rug Rats was the ideal birthday venue for a group of youngsters with energy to burn. There were colourful indoor slides and helter-skelters – perfect for high-octane games of chasey – and a maze of tunnels and play equipment for playing hide-and-seek.

At Rug Rats, Cindy knew she’d have no hope of getting her children to stay still long enough to photograph all three of them together. They’d be too busy rushing around with Tyler’s young party guests.

If Cindy wanted that photo, she’d have to do it before the fun began.

‘Come on, be quick,’ she said, sorting the boys into an orderly row on the sofa.

With Father’s Day a little over a month away, Cindy was already planning ahead. ‘If it’s a really nice photo, it will make a great Father’s Day present for your dad,’ she told the children. ‘We could have it blown up and framed.’

The boys squirmed and fidgeted while Cindy adjusted her camera. Ten-year-old Jai was in a white polo T-shirt with a surfing emblem, Tyler in a dark sweatshirt, and Bailey in the middle in his beige Bob the Builder sweatshirt with matching pants.

Jai smiled confidently into the camera, encouraging Bailey to do the same. ‘Say “cheese”,’ he said, flashing a big grin. Even Tyler managed a self-conscious smile.

‘Come on, Tyler. Smile for Dad,’ Cindy coaxed, clicking away.

She checked the images on the little screen and was pleased with the results. By the time she looked up, Jai and Tyler were already outside kicking Tyler’s new football while Bailey was scouring the floor and chairs for his dummy, which she’d hidden so it wouldn’t spoil her photo.

‘Wiggles,’ he lisped, handing her his favourite DVD. He sat down in front of the TV, remote in hand, waiting expectantly.

There was a flurry outside, and the older boys came flying back into the house with Tyler’s best friend, Bryan Kennedy, in tow. Bryan’s mum had dropped him off to join in the excursion to Rug Rats. Tyler and Bryan, inseparable school friends, posed for Cindy’s camera, saying ‘cheese’ through missing front teeth, then raced out to the car as the party beckoned.

Two weeks later, Cindy took the best snapshot of the boys to a camera shop in Geelong and asked for it to be enlarged.

‘Cute kids,’ the sales assistant commented. ‘They look really happy.’

Just like their mum, Cindy thought. Maybe her newfound happiness was infectious.

With Father’s Day approaching, she’d also bought Rob a set of saucepans – something to help him adjust to living independently. She ticked his presents off her list and turned her attention to the other fathers in her life. Cindy never left anything to the last minute.

‘What about a Bunnings voucher for Dad?’ she asked her mother, Bev. Cindy’s dad, Bob Gambino, was handy around the house and enjoyed his garden, but choosing something for him was always hard. This way, he could make the selection himself.

‘A voucher would be good,’ Bev agreed. So Cindy ticked another present off her list.

This coming Father’s Day would be the first since she and Rob had split. She was worried when she realised that it fell on a day when Rob wouldn’t normally see his children, who were with him every second weekend.

‘Rob is bound to want the children on Father’s Day,’ she told Kathy next door as they sipped coffee during a break from housework. It had become customary for the two women to race wildly around their homes, doing a cleanup while the children were at school. When Kathy was finished, she’d rattle the fence and call out that it was time for a cuppa, which the two friends would enjoy with their feet up in one of their adjoining backyards.

It had been almost ten months since the separation, and while Cindy was moving on and felt happier than she had in years, she knew Rob was still struggling. She half-expected him to phone asking if he could change his usual access so he could spend Father’s Day with his boys, but several days went by with no word. She was relieved when the phone rang at 7.30 p.m. on Wednesday and Rob’s voice came down the line. ‘It’s me.’

‘Hi, Rob,’ she said pleasantly.

‘I’ve been crook,’ he said, sounding forlorn. He told her he’d spent all week in bed with fl u.

Cindy was sympathetic. ‘You’ve been working long hours,’ she said, recalling how tired he’d looked the last time he dropped the kids off.

It was all the encouragement Rob needed. He launched into a litany of woes, complaining about the delay in selling the house they’d been building. ‘I really need to get a place of my own,’ he sniffed. ‘But until the house sells, I’m stuck. And the car’s a shitheap – there’s always something going wrong with it. But I can’t get a loan for a new one until the house sells. I’m so broke.’

Cindy refused to take the bait. The division of cars remained a bone of contention between them. After their separation, Rob had got the old car, a white Commodore VN Berlina, while Cindy kept the newer silver Commodore. When he asked her to sell it and split the proceeds, she refused, saying she needed a reliable car to transport the kids. He’d been complaining bitterly around town that he’d come out of the marriage with the ‘shit car’. Child support payments were rising too. No wonder he was broke.

‘I’ll never get ahead while I’m having to pay maintenance,’ he griped.

Cindy tried to steer the conversation to more positive subjects. She suggested he look for somewhere smaller and cheaper – maybe a one-bedroom unit? – and told him she was willing to forget about child support if that would help. ‘It’s more important that you get your own place so the kids have somewhere to come,’ she said. But nothing seemed to help. Everything was bugging Rob.

He said he was thinking of moving to Queensland.

‘You can’t do that!’ Cindy said. ‘You can’t leave your kids!’

He’d spoken before about going north, where his older brother lived. When he’d mentioned it previously, he was thinking of setting up some sort of business. But in view of his failed mowing business, she’d thought it was just talk. Besides, Rob would never leave Winchelsea.

She put the phone down and began wrapping his present, mulling over the conversation. There hadn’t been any discussion about Father’s Day, and Rob sounded more down and out than he had in a while. She knew he was depressed, but this spiralling hopelessness was a worry.

They next met on the Friday. It was the presentation night for the junior football club, and Jai’s team had indeed won the premiership. Winchelsea’s under-12 side hadn’t won the flag for 38 years, so it was a big occasion.

She held Bailey and encouraged him to clap for his big brother, then she handed the tot to Rob, who sat alongside her, bouncing the lively youngster on his knee. Pride in their eldest son’s achievements temporarily gave them common ground. They clapped together as Jai received his pennant and had his photograph taken with his teammates.

Cindy had expected Rob to mention arrangements for the coming Sunday, but he didn’t, so she raised the subject.

‘What do you want to do about Father’s Day?’ she asked.

Rob sniffed. As a result of the time he’d taken off sick, he’d been rostered on to work that Sunday morning and wouldn’t be home until 3 p.m. Cindy asked if he’d like her to drop the children off after that, and he said he would.

Cindy thought Rob seemed a little brighter that night, though he still seemed tired and unwell. His good friend Richard Campbell also saw him at the function and gained quite a different impression. Campbell later said Rob ‘seemed very sad’. He didn’t stay long, and before he left he remarked to Campbell, ‘I can’t wait to get out of here.’

In spite of his eagerness to leave, Rob later returned to the club. He’d received a call from Cindy to say that Jai was upset because he’d lost his pennant somewhere on the footy oval. Campbell recalled that Rob spent several minutes scouring the oval in the dark before he found the missing flag.

Later, Cindy told the boys of the arrangements and detailed the gifts she’d bought Rob. Jai proudly told her he’d bought a backscratcher at the school Father’s Day stall, and Tyler said he’d bought a block of chocolate. ‘Dad will really like that,’ Cindy said as she kissed them goodnight.

Father’s Day, Sunday 4 September 2005, began with a beautiful morning. For Cindy, who’d planned every detail but the weather, it was a perfect start to the day.

By 9 a.m. she’d showered and was combing her long, dark hair, smiling back at herself in the bathroom mirror. Her parents weren’t expecting her till noon, and her mind was brimming with thoughts of another father. She’d met Stephen Moules, a 38-year-old concreting contractor, when he’d poured the slab for the new home she no longer wanted. There was no romantic relationship between them then, but their friendship had blossomed since her separation.

Stephen, too, had three children – Zach, aged 9, Luke, aged 8, and Natasha, aged 5 – and he’d gone through a bitter separation from their mother. Since his relationship ended, his faith in God had grown even stronger, and he’d found hope among the congregation of the local Bayside Christian Church. The church’s 40-day life-changing program had given him a new sense of purpose; he’d set up his own concreting business, become a church elder and trained to help with the Sunday school. He was enjoying his kids and found time to help with the local cub scouts, where Jai was a familiar face.

To Stephen’s delight, Cindy had agreed to join him and his kids at the Bayside church services, bringing her boys on the Sundays when they were with her. They’d sit with Stephen and their mutual friend Cassie Van Galen in the 400-strong congregation. But Stephen was wary of entering into a new relationship, especially with a woman who was not yet divorced. When he’d first met his former partner, she was in the process of separating, but the divorce hadn’t been finalised. As a result, Stephen had found himself embroiled in a triangle that took months of heartache to resolve. It had been a difficult start to a tempestuous relationship.

‘Your marriage is none of my business,’ he’d told Cindy frankly. Time might allow their friendship to grow into something more, but for now they agreed to remain in separate homes at opposite ends of town. Stephen felt he needed to focus on providing a stable home life for his children.

‘They need me so much right now,’ he’d told Cindy during a heart-to-heart discussion on her back porch. ‘They’ve had a hard time – they have to come first.’

Despite his wariness, Stephen felt a powerful connection with Cindy. She was energetic, easy-going and fun to be around. She willingly helped him with the after-school run, supervised his boys’ homework along with her older children’s, and cooked up delicious meals for the two families to eat together around one big table.

For her part, Cindy felt a rush of hope and expectation. She was already imagining a time when there might be a future with this private, independent man.

‘I have very strong feelings for him,’ she told Kathy next door. ‘With him I feel like an equal, like someone worth valuing. He’s nothing like Rob. Being married to Rob was like being a single mum – only with four kids!’ Respectful and thoughtful, Stephen offered the prospect of a happy life where she’d no longer need to mother a grown man.

So choosing a surprise present for Stephen had been foremost in Cindy’s mind when she began planning gifts for Father’s Day. She searched the shops in the Geelong suburb of Waurn Ponds until she found what she was looking for – a giant electric wok. Standing at the checkout, she smiled as she pictured Stephen in his untidy kitchen, slaving over a hot stove to cook his favourite chicken stir-fry. She hoped this wok would be big enough to hold meals for two families.

Later, as she wrapped the wok, she worried that the gift might not be special or personal enough. This gave her another idea. The night after her depressing phone conversation with Rob, she called on Stephen’s parents around the corner for a chat and a cuppa.

‘Do you have any photographs of Stephen with his kids?’ she asked his mother, Lee.

Lee was pleased to help. It had been distressing to watch her son struggling through his marriage breakup. He’d been so upset recently when Natasha, his youngest, had returned to live with her mother, and while Stephen had devoted his time to his boys, it would be nice if someone pampered him for a change.

Lee delved into her cupboards for some shots of Stephen and his children. Happy family shots were scarcer than she’d realised, but she managed to find a few.

‘Everything OK?’ she asked Cindy, putting on the kettle.

‘I’m fine,’ Cindy said. ‘It’s Rob.’

In Winchelsea – Winch, as the locals called it – everyone knew everyone, and Lee was aware that Rob was back at his father’s. She also knew he wasn’t happy about Cindy’s growing friendship with her son.

‘He sounds pretty down,’ Cindy explained. She told Lee about the depression she believed had dogged Rob since his mum’s death. ‘He wouldn’t get help till we were over,’ she said sadly. ‘But by the way he sounds now, I’m really worried he might . . . well . . . do something to himself.’

Lee was lost for answers.

Cindy packed up the handful of snapshots for her surprise. ‘Don’t tell Stephen about the photos,’ she whispered. ‘Remember – it’s a secret.’

On Friday night, with her children safely in bed, Cindy spent hours creating a collage of photographs, many portraying the good times that had followed Stephen’s return to Winchelsea eighteen months earlier. Alongside the family snapshots of Zach, Luke and Natasha as tots, she added photos she’d taken that Easter and during their frequent days out together, including a shot of both families on an impromptu camping holiday in January.

When she’d finished her photomontage, it provided tangible evidence of the bond forged between the two families. The hint of future happiness made her giddy. Just as her Father’s Day gifts to Rob conveyed the message that it was time to move on, the same could be said about this gift for the new man in her life. She put her collage in a frame from the same store where she’d bought the frame for Rob’s Father’s Day photo.

Perhaps, she thought as she wrapped the present, Stephen might glimpse the dreams she’d been daring to dream – that two families helping one another heal could in time become one big happy family. On Father’s Day morning, Stephen opened his front door to find an excited Cindy on his doorstep with her children waiting in the car.

‘For you,’ she said, handing him two large parcels. She felt a flutter of pleasure as she watched tears filling his blue eyes. I knew it, she thought. Nobody had given Stephen a treat in a long time.

‘We’re off to church to the Father’s Day service,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you come back later and help me christen that wok? We’ll have a Chinese chicken stir-fry for dinner.’

Cindy felt happy as she drove up the street. All was going exactly to plan. Father’s Day had got off to a great start, and now a home-cooked chicken stir-fry was on the menu.

She pulled onto the Princes Highway for the ten-minute drive from Winchelsea to the village of Birregurra, where her parents still lived in her former childhood home. Like Winchelsea, Birregurra is close to the Great Ocean Road, which winds through some of the most dramatic coastal scenery in Australia. On the way, it passes through the holiday town of Lorne, where that morning Rob was doing his cleaning job at the upmarket Cumberland resort.

By now, the gift voucher Cindy had bought for her father had been ready for more than a week, and the three little boys couldn’t wait to deliver it.

Her mother had been rostered on to work at the Lorne Hospital that day, and Bob was alone at home, reading the Sunday papers, pottering in the garden and waiting for the arrival of his much-loved grandchildren. Just after 11 a.m., the three little boys tore across the back veranda, eager to give Poppy his present and share his delight as he feigned surprise that anyone had remembered him.

While Poppy took Tyler and Bailey into the kitchen for a biscuit and an icy pole, 10-year-old Jai was already angling for his regular chance to earn some pocket money.

‘Can I mow your lawn, Poppy?’ he wheedled. ‘It can be another Father’s Day present.’

Bob smiled and helped Jai onto the ride-on mower, knowing he’d happily while away an hour or so meandering around the property. Jai rode in circles on the grass, content in the knowledge that the chore, which really wasn’t a chore at all, would soon see Poppy digging into his pockets to reward him with $20, which he’d put towards some Essendon football memorabilia.

It really was a lovely day, Cindy thought as she gathered up the boys’ things for the drive back to Winch. The only hiccup had come when Bob discovered he didn’t have a spare $20 note. He’d searched the house, opening drawers and emptying pockets, hoping to find enough loose change to pay Jai.

‘It’ll have to wait, mate, until next week,’ he said, disappointed. His good-natured grandson shrugged. ‘No worries, Poppy,’ he said, hopping into the car. ‘I’m only going to save it anyway.’

Cindy looked at the boys’ reflections in her rear-view mirror. They seemed happier and more settled than they had in months. Her thoughts were interrupted by Jai. ‘I’ve forgotten the present I bought Dad from the Father’s Day stall,’ he said, his face clouding.

They’d left the backscratcher behind in their rush to leave the house, but there wasn’t time to pick it up now. She reassured Jai that they already had presents to give Dad, and he could have this extra gift when he dropped them off later. Jai nodded reluctantly and resumed his chatter with his younger brothers until Cindy pulled up outside Rob’s father’s house.

‘Do you want me to come and pick you up for tea, or do you want to do something with Dad?’ she asked Jai as she turned off the ignition.

‘We want to do something with Dad,’ Jai said firmly. Their relationship had become closer since the separation, thought Cindy; while Jai remained fiercely loyal to his dad, Rob was definitely a better father to his boys.

Rob was already home from work, and the older boys bounded into his bedroom, carrying his presents and watching like expectant puppies as he opened his gifts. Only Bailey hung back, clinging to his mum and wanting to go home with her. ‘Me too, Mum,’ he said, holding out his arms to be picked up.

‘Come on,’ she coaxed. ‘You’ll be right. Come and see Dad.’

Rob opened the photo she’d had framed for him. Tears welled up in his eyes, but he quickly wiped them away. He seemed a bit emotional and worn out.

‘It will do for the wall when you get your new place,’ she said, glancing around the bedroom. This place was cramped, and so cold that she often referred to it as ‘the morgue’.

Rob really did need a place of his own. His sister Kerri had offered him a caravan on her property at nearby Mount Moriac, but he’d refused.

‘The kids have asked if they can stay with you for tea,’ Cindy said, trying to sound positive.

‘Well, I haven’t got anything to cook,’ Rob replied, still downcast.

He held her gaze as he opened the saucepans she’d wrapped for him. Something else for his new place. For when he finally moved on. As she already had.

He watched her scoop up the boys in her arms and kiss them all goodbye.

‘Love you, Mum,’ said Jai, looking ruffled in his khaki cargo pants and orange UV T-shirt.

‘Love you too. Have fun with Dad,’ she responded. Next she embraced Tyler, whose thoughts were on the plans for the afternoon.

Bailey toddled towards his mother, arms outstretched. ‘Cuddle, Mum,’ he lisped, his baby teeth gleaming like a row of white pearls.

He held his dummy in his hand and pushed his face towards his mum so she could kiss his moist mouth. She hugged him tightly. ‘Love you,’ he said.

‘Love you too, Bailey,’ she whispered, inhaling the scent of his hair.

‘There’s spare nappies in Bailey’s Bob the Builder backpack,’ she told Rob, handing him the bag. ‘There’s wipes in there too . . . oh, and his favourite drinking cup. Have them back to me at 7.30.’

Rob nodded.

‘Have fun,’ she said brightly to the boys as she closed the door behind her.

That afternoon, the few hours Cindy had to herself simply flew by.

She called Stephen from her mobile. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked. He said he was planning to drive to a new housing estate near Geelong and check out the preparations for a slab he wanted to pour the following week. ‘Come with me,’ he suggested. When they reached the estate, a light shower was falling, and Cindy stayed in the car, chatting to Stephen while he set about his work. By the time they returned to Winchelsea, the showers had given way to a chilly afternoon.

Later, they sat in Stephen’s kitchen in Main Street, where Zach and Luke were lost in a Super Nintendo game while their dad chopped chicken for his stir-fry and his 18-year-old cousin Ahren handed him a beer. Cindy felt a glow wash over her. Was it possible to be this happy?

‘I knew I’d forgotten something!’ Stephen said. ‘I need two-minute noodles to finish this.’

Cindy laughed. ‘No worries,’ she said. ‘I’ve got some in the cupboard at home. I’ll bring them back with me when I collect my kids.’

When she left to meet the boys, Zach begged to join her for the five-minute ride across Winch. He’d grown particularly close to Jai, who was a year older but played with him at Winchelsea Primary School, where he was in Grade Three. Zach wanted to be there to tell Cindy’s boys they were all coming back to his place, where they could play their favourite card game, Yu-Gi-Oh! while their parents ate dinner.

At 7.25 p.m., Cindy pulled into her driveway, pausing momentarily to reflect on what had been an altogether perfect Father’s Day.

She delved in her handbag to search for her house keys, but they weren’t there. ‘Your dad’s not the only one forgetting things today,’ she told Zach.

She hadn’t time to drive back to Stephen’s for her keys. ‘Quick, Zach, you’re smaller than me – hop in through the window in the playroom and open the front door for me. There’s a good boy,’ she said.

Zach giggled as she hoisted him up by the back of his tracksuit pants and pushed him headfirst through the small side window. Seconds later, he opened the door. Cindy immediately started rushing around, collecting wood and stoking the heater to banish the chill of an early spring evening.

‘Remind me to take these noodles for your dad,’ she said, placing two packets on the kitchen bench.

It was now 7.30, time for the boys to return. The heater was blazing, and the boys’ cobalt-blue school uniforms with their matching yellow T-shirts were already folded and waiting for the start of another school week. There was just time to close the windows and pull down the blinds before the boys arrived home.

Plumping up the cushions on her bed, Cindy peered out of the window. Rob was uncharacteristically late. ‘Where are they?’ she wondered aloud. If there was one thing she knew about Rob, it was that he was punctual. He was almost as obsessive about timekeeping as she was about keeping her house tidy.

She straightened the matching doonas on the older boys’ bunks, arranging them so the car and aeroplane motifs lined up, then glanced at her watch again.

‘Where on earth are you?’ she asked nobody in particular.

She checked her watch against the kitchen clock. No mistake – it was just after 7.30. This was totally unlike Rob.

To distract herself, she cut up pieces of apple for the older boys’ lunch boxes, adding savoury shapes and a couple of chocolate biscuits for play-lunch.

‘Might as well fill their drink bottles too,’ she murmured to Zach, who was peering out of the window. She poured water for Jai and made fruit cordial for Tyler.

Stephen would be wondering where those noodles were by now. If Rob didn’t hurry, she’d have to gulp Stephen’s stir-fry to get the boys back home and into bed. It would be way after their usual bedtime.

Returning to the boys’ room, she busied herself lining up Tyler’s Power Rangers toys beside his bed and fluffing up Bailey’s doona. She’d recently moved Bailey’s trundle bed in here, converting his old room to a toy room with a futon sofa that could double as a bed for Zach and Luke when they stayed over.

Bailey loved these sleepovers, and would toddle into his old room on Sunday mornings to wake Stephen’s boys. Cindy recalled the boys squealing with laughter as the mischievous tot flicked yoghurt all over them. It was a novelty for Bailey to have two more ‘brothers’ to play with.

Bailey’s trundle bed stood in the corner of the boys’ room, but he rarely slept in it. Most of the time he’d climb onto the sofa next to his mum, settling his head on his Wiggles pillow and snuggling under his favourite multi-coloured blanket. When he was sound asleep, Cindy would tiptoe across and pop him into his own bed, only to find him snoozing beside her when she woke in the morning.

It was a small price to pay for some peace and quiet, she’d reasoned, and it allowed the older boys an undisturbed half-hour before bedtime – Jai doing his twenty minutes of compulsory school reading or chuckling over one of his favourite Goosebumps books, while Tyler played with Buzz Lightyear or Woody from Toy Story.

‘You can turn the lights off now, Mum,’ Jai would shout, closing his book. That was Cindy’s cue for a last cuddle, when she’d tuck the boys in, kiss them in turn and tell them she loved them to pieces.

Cindy checked the time again. Where on earth could they be?

She began to wonder if Rob’s car had broken down. Perhaps he was right to complain about ending up with the ‘shit car’. But surely he’d ring. Where were they?

She went into the toy room to pull the curtains, peering out into the darkness, where she finally glimpsed the glow of headlights rounding the corner. Rob was driving faster than normal, she thought. Still, he was running late. She felt a surge of relief as a car pulled up noisily in her drive and doors clicked open.

‘At last!’ she said to Zach. They both started when they heard rapid knocks at the security door. Rob was on the doorstep, babbling hysterically. She vaguely recognised the young man standing behind him.

‘Where are the kids?’ Cindy asked.

When she later described the scene, she remembered Rob’s first words as being, ‘I don’t know . . . I don’t know what happened.’

‘What do you mean?’ She glanced over at the car in the driveway and realised it wasn’t Rob’s.

There was water splashing onto the doorstep. Rob was dripping wet. The light grey jumper she’d bought him for his birthday was sodden, and water was pouring from his shoes.

‘I’ve had an accident,’ Rob said, sounding delirious. ‘I couldn’t get the kids . . . They’re in the water . . . It’s too late.’

The young guy stepped forward. He was a local, and Cindy knew his face. ‘We picked him up,’ he explained. ‘We’re going to the police station.’

‘What . . . why . . . where are my boys?’ she gulped, her voice rising, her throat suddenly tight and dry.

‘What water? What water? Where?’ she shouted. ‘Where are my children?’ Her head was spinning, her stomach knotting with panic.

‘In the water, in the water . . . in the car,’ Rob gabbled.

They were gone. All gone. Just like Cindy’s dreams of a perfect Father’s Day.


CHAPTER 2

The Car in the Dam

The unseasonably sunny morning of Father’s Day 2005 had brought families out of their homes in droves. All around Victoria, fathers were picnicking, unwrapping gifts, playing ball games and drinking beer at backyard barbecues.

But for thousands of single dads like Robert Farquharson, access arrangements allowed only a few quality hours with their children. These fathers had a lonely air as they supervised their children at fastfood outlets or called in on relatives with no plans of their own. They’d do their best to enjoy Father’s Day, but when it was over they’d have to return their kids to homes where they no longer belonged. They’d say hasty goodbyes before handing the children over to their mums, who were ready to put the kids to bed in time for the new school week.

While Cindy Gambino was sipping coffee in Stephen’s kitchen, she half-expected her former husband to be lining up in the queue at Winch’s only fish-and-chip shop with his three hungry children. Her guess was almost right. The boys had persuaded their dad to drive them to KFC in the Geelong suburb of Belmont for chicken and chips.

She pictured the boys climbing back into their dad’s car. Jai would take the front passenger’s seat as usual, and Tyler would get in through the rear passenger door, climbing over Bailey’s baby seat to sit behind Rob, because the rear door on the driver’s side wouldn’t open from the outside. Tyler would most likely help his dad strap Bailey in. Cindy hoped that having the kids would lift Rob’s spirits for a few hours.

At about the time that Cindy set out for her house in Austin Street to wait for her children, Rob was driving towards Winchelsea. On the approach, the highway rises to a railway overpass and descends towards the town outskirts. It was there, about three kilometres from the town centre, that Robert Farquharson’s car went off the highway at about 7.15 p.m. The road was dark and apparently deserted when the vehicle headed down a grassy embankment, crashed through a wire fence and plunged into a large rectangular farm dam.

The dam was one of those innocuous features people rarely noticed. In a narrow strip of land between the main road and the railway line, it was always full of water, even in years of drought. Cindy must have passed it hundreds of times without seeing it, but things were about to change. By the time that night was over, the dam would be etched in her consciousness and that of the whole town.

Local lads Shane Atkinson and Tony McClelland were driving along the Princes Highway that evening. Shane, the driver, had just become a father at the age of 22. His girlfriend had brought their new baby home from hospital that day, and they’d been celebrating his first Father’s Day as a dad at a family barbecue in West Geelong. Shane had ducked back to Winch to organise his dog, and Tony had accompanied him. As they left the house, Shane checked the time. It was 7.20 p.m. and already dark.

Ten minutes later, as he drove towards the overpass, he saw the car ahead of him dodge around something on the road. When he reached the spot, a man jumped into his path ‘at the last minute’, vigorously waving his arms. Shane swerved, braked hard and pulled over onto the shoulder. He thought at first that the man was attempting suicide, and he wasn’t going to let this pass, as his own brother had committed suicide a couple of months earlier.

Shane and Tony climbed out of the car and began to run back towards the figure, who was running to meet them. Tony noticed the man was short and stocky, and was soaking wet.

‘What the fuck are you doing standing on the side of the road? Are you trying to kill yourself, mate?’ Shane asked.

The man responded breathlessly, ‘No, no, no! I just killed me kids!’ When Shane asked the man what he meant, he started babbling, ‘No, no, no! Fuck, fuck, fuck! What have I done?’

Shane told him to calm down, but it had no effect. ‘Give me a lift back to Winch,’ the man said. ‘I’ve got to tell Cindy that I’ve just killed the kids.’ When he waved his arms, water ran down them and formed a pool at his feet.

‘Can I grab a smoke off you?’ the man asked. Astounded, Shane handed him several.

Shane and Tony exchanged glances of disbelief.

Shane asked, ‘What do you mean you just killed your kids? Where are they?’

‘I just put my car in the dam,’ the man said.

Shane, who’d lived in Winch all his life, asked, ‘Which dam?’ There was a farm dam in the nearby paddock and another further up the highway, towards Geelong. The man didn’t answer.

Shane and Tony peered into the darkness. The night was cold, damp and dark. There wasn’t a star in the sky.

The man appeared to be in shock, and he wasn’t making sense. Tony could barely understand his mumbling. He seemed to be struggling to breathe.

The man said he’d done a wheel bearing. Then he said he’d had a coughing fit, which had made him black out. He’d woken up and the car was in the water and he’d tried to get his kids out but couldn’t get to them.

Shane walked down the slope and scanned the paddock. He could barely make out the dam, which looked smooth as glass. The water was so still that he wondered if the man’s story was for real, or if he really had intended to commit suicide on the road.

‘Take me back to Cindy’s house,’ the shivering man gasped. ‘I’ve got to tell the missus that I’ve killed the kids.’

Shane was confused. ‘I’m not going anywhere if you’ve just killed your kids,’ he replied. ‘Do you want to ring the ambulance or police?’ He offered the man his phone and was bewildered when he refused. The man just kept saying that he wanted to go to Cindy’s place and tell her before anyone else found out.

Shane and Tony offered to go down to the dam to search. ‘We’re two skinny little cunts,’ Shane said. ‘We can get in there and try and swim down.’

‘No, don’t go down there,’ the man said. ‘It’s too late – they’ve already gone. I’ll just have to go back and tell Cindy.’ He said it ‘about a hundred times’, Shane later told police.

It didn’t make sense. This man had just driven his car with his kids into a dam, and all he seemed to want was a lift. ‘Take me to Winchelsea,’ he persisted. But as he said it, he pointed in the wrong direction, towards Geelong, leaving Shane and Tony more confused than ever. Perhaps he was crazy?

By now Shane was convinced the man was ‘not the full dollar’ or had Downs syndrome, as he later told police. ‘What happened, mate?’ he persisted. He grabbed the man’s arm and shoulder, noting that he felt very wet.

Shane and Tony thought it odd. The man continued to mumble incoherently as Shane directed him towards the front passenger’s seat. Out of the man’s earshot, Shane told Tony to sit behind him and watch his back in case the guy turned out to be a real nut case.

Shane turned the car around, put his foot down and sped away from the dam. Again, he offered the man his mobile phone. ‘Ring an ambulance!’ he instructed. The man shook his head. ‘No, I’ve just got to go to Cindy’s,’ he said.

On the short ride back to Winch, the man repeatedly mumbled, ‘What have I done?’ Again he rambled about a coughing fit and said he must have done a wheel bearing. He claimed that when he had ‘come to’, the water was up to his chest. He gestured to illustrate the point.

As they approached Winchelsea, Shane turned on the car’s interior light. ‘The penny dropped and I reckoned I’d known him,’ Shane said later. ‘He used to do all the lawn mowing around Winch when I was a little fellow . . . Robert Farquharson.’

Shane now realised who ‘Cindy’ was. He’d seen her outside a house in Austin Street with Robert in the past, but was aware that they were now separated. Lately, when he’d driven by, he’d seen her with Stephen Moules, whom he also knew, because Steve’s parents lived in his street.

Shane raced to Cindy’s house and screeched to a halt in her driveway. ‘Cindy’s going to kill me,’ Tony would later recall Robert saying. Shane unclipped his seatbelt and raced towards the house ahead of Robert.

‘Cindy! Come out here!’ Shane yelled, thumping on the door. A small boy appeared, and Shane could hear Cindy rushing through the house. ‘What the fuck’s happening?’ she shouted. ‘Where’s the kids?’

Robert had reached the doorstep, where he stood dripping and weeping. Shane recalled him crying, ‘I’ve killed the kids. They’re in the water, I must have had a coughing fit and passed out. I woke up in the water. I couldn’t get them out.’

Cindy turned pale. Shane could see she was also struggling to make sense of what Robert was telling her. His stomach lurched as the horror of what Robert was saying sank in. Shane knew he shouldn’t have left that dam. He’d later say, ‘I done the stupidest thing of my whole life.’

Cindy began to sob, then her shock gave way to hysterical screaming and what Tony would later describe as ‘a lot of fireworks’.

‘Where are they?’ she howled.

Robert shook his head. ‘Near the overpass,’ he said. ‘In the dam.’

‘Why didn’t you stay with them?’ Cindy wept.

‘They’ve already died.’

In her distress, Cindy began to thump Robert. Realising she was in shock, Shane stepped in between them and held her tightly in his arms, but his attempts to comfort her were in vain. The hysterical argument continued.

‘I’m going to the coppers,’ Shane said, turning towards the car.

‘I’ll wait here for you,’ Robert said.

Shane and Tony drove off to the nearby police station, but found it unattended. Shane pressed the intercom button outside, hoping to be put through to Geelong.

Carolyn Fausett, who lived opposite the station, had come to her window at the sound of tyres screeching and observed the young men jumping out of the car. She turned to her husband, Kiri, who was a State Emergency Service (SES) volunteer. ‘Something’s wrong,’ she said.

Kiri ran outside and directed Shane to the sergeant’s place next door. Carolyn heard the boys say something about a car going into the dam, and she immediately phoned 000. The sergeant wasn’t home, so Kiri ran across the street and told Gary McFarlane, the SES controller for Winchelsea. By now, Carolyn was talking to the operator while her husband piled into Shane’s car, accompanied by another neighbour, Brent McCallum.

Carolyn was sure the men would be part of the rescue, but Kiri was only wearing his track pants and singlet. She hung up the phone, gathered piles of towels and warm clothes and jumped in the car to follow them. As Shane drove off , the siren sounded at Winchelsea fire station.

When Shane got back to Austin Street, Cindy’s car was gone and there was no sign of Robert, so he put his foot down and sped back to the dam.

While Shane had been trying to raise help, Cindy had become increasingly distraught. She rushed to her car in such a hurry that she left the house unlocked, the back door wide open and all the lights on. Panicking, she ushered Zach into the front passenger’s seat and ordered Rob into the back.

She put her foot down and drove wildly up the road, gripped with a nauseating panic. She hurriedly phoned Stephen’s mobile.

The stir-fry had been ready for twenty minutes, and Stephen asked Ahren to grab the call. ‘It’s Cindy,’ Ahren said, looking serious as he handed the mobile over.

‘Rob has been in some kind of accident – the kids are in the water,’ Cindy panted, hearing her own voice echo around her. ‘I don’t know where they are – I don’t know what he’s talking about. I don’t know where my children are! Where am I?’ she screeched hysterically. She couldn’t recall reversing out of her drive, but here she was on the Princes Highway, doing 145 kilometres an hour, driving with one hand and talking on her mobile.

‘Where are you?’ Stephen asked, but she’d already hung up.

In desperation, she asked, ‘Where are we going, Rob? Where are they?’

Zach was terrified. ‘Slow down, Cindy . . . please!’ he pleaded. ‘Please don’t drive so fast! I’m scared.’

But Cindy was in fight-or-flight mode. ‘I’ve got to find my kids, mate. Which way, Rob? Where are they?’ After what seemed like an eternity, Rob broke the silence from the back.

‘Out near the overpass, near the overpass,’ he said, pointing up the highway. ‘Up there.’ Cindy put her foot down again.

It was about 7.45 p.m. when the silver Commodore screeched to a halt near the overpass. ‘You’ve gone too far,’ Rob said, looking over his shoulder. ‘It’s back there.’

But Cindy was already out of the car, running beside the road in the darkness. ‘Look for tyre tracks,’ she told Zach, who’d followed her. She was frantic. It was the darkest night she could remember – even the new moon had lost its way. In the blackness, she searched for a broken fence where a speeding car might have smashed through and scanned the ground for tyre tracks. It all felt like a horrific dream. She could see herself running to and fro, panicking, screaming hysterically and crying.

‘This can’t be happening!’ she sobbed. ‘Where’s the water? What water? Where’s the car?’ She pulled her mobile from her pocket and tried to dial 000. ‘Why won’t you work?’ she screamed, sobbing. Her hands were shaking so violently that she couldn’t find the keys. She tried again. ‘Ambulance . . . police . . . someone . . . anyone!’

It was just ten minutes since Rob had appeared at her door, but it seemed like hours. Where was Stephen? Where was help? Where, for God’s sake, were her babies?

While Cindy was dashing up and down in the long grass, her socks and jeans soaking wet, Stephen’s cousin Ahren was driving his silver Celica in the wrong direction. After Cindy’s call, they’d leapt into the car, hurrying Luke into the back, with no real idea of where they were going. In his panic, Stephen managed a quick call to his father, Barry. ‘Boys . . . water . . . police,’ he yelled, not making sense either.

They were driving at speed along the road to Birregurra. When there was no sign of Cindy’s car or Rob’s, Ahren did a U-turn and pulled over at the service station in Winchelsea while Stephen phoned Cindy.

‘Look, I can’t find you!’ he yelled. Cindy struggled to compose

herself enough to direct them. ‘At the overpass!’ she screamed, lucid for a second. Ahren put his foot down again, then slowed when he saw Cindy’s car parked beside the road. He pulled over and parked directly behind it. Stephen glimpsed Cindy running to and fro in the darkness. It was 7.49 p.m.

By now, Cindy had got through to emergency services and was wailing into the phone. ‘I need an ambulance and I need police . . . My husband’s had an accident . . . We can’t find the car.’

The operator asked where the accident was, but Cindy was beyond making sense.

The operator tried to calm her. ‘Listen . . . listen . . . take a deep breath for me. OK . . . listen . . . The Princes Highway is really long. Do you know what your nearest corner street is?’

Delirious, Cindy described the nearest landmark, the railway overpass. ‘I don’t even know where the car . . . I don’t know where the car has gone. Someone picked my husband up and he doesn’t remember where the car is . . . He blacked out.’

Again the operator urged her to calm down. ‘Your husband’s had a car accident? OK, how many cars?’

‘I don’t know where the car is . . . We can’t see a thing – it’s dark . . . I wasn’t in the car with him.’

Cindy described the access visit and explained that her children were in the car. ‘Some people picked him up on the highway.’

‘OK. I don’t understand the problem, I’m sorry,’ the operator replied. ‘Your husband’s had a car accident and some people picked him up from the highway?’

‘And brought him back to my house.’

‘And what . . . sorry . . . is anyone in the car?’

‘My three kids . . . They’re in the water and we . . . they can’t find the car . . . Oh my God! Oh my God!’

The operator asked Cindy to describe the car, but Cindy was gripped with panic.

‘So how did your husband get out?’ the operator asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Cindy said. Sobbing, she asked Rob to explain.

She relayed his response. ‘He woke up in the water – he tried to get the kids out. They sunk down.’

Suddenly the enormity of the predicament took hold of her. ‘The car’s submerged . . . my children are gone . . . My God! My children are gone. There’s three children trapped in the car. Oh my God! Oh my God!’

The operator tried to elicit more information. ‘Just stay on the phone. Don’t hang up.’

Cindy’s hands were shaking as she tried to clasp the phone. Then Rob approached her. She wasn’t sure if he intended to comfort her, but she was beyond consoling. She held her hand up, palm out, warning him to stay away.

She was still on the phone when Stephen ran down the embankment. He’d instructed Ahren to bring the car down the slope and turn his headlights on high beam.

Rob was standing motionless and silent near the highway. Stephen’s gaze raced past him to rest on Zach, who was looking terrified. ‘I’m here, Dad,’ Zach said in a small voice. At the sight of him, Stephen felt an immense sense of relief. Cindy’s first call had been so confusing that it wasn’t clear whether Zach was involved.

The first words Rob said to Stephen were, ‘Where’s your smokes?’

Stephen was astonished. Was this guy for real? ‘Smokes?’ he snapped. ‘How could you worry about a smoke at a time like this?’ Rob’s children were in the water – water nobody could see. In a car nobody could see.

Stephen scanned the darkness and turned again to Rob. ‘Where are your kids?’

Rob replied, ‘They’re there, in the water.’

‘What water?’ The night was so dark that Stephen couldn’t see the dam.

‘Where’s the car?’

Rob repeated, ‘In the water down there.’ He pointed into the darkness.

Stephen asked, ‘How did it get there?’

Rob replied, ‘I had a coughing fit and blacked out, and when I woke up, the car was in the water, and the car started to sink.’

Stephen felt his anger rising, and Rob took a step back. This wasn’t making any sense. ‘What do you mean a coughing fit? Have you been drinking? Have you taken something?’

‘No,’ Rob said vaguely.

‘Are you sick?’ Stephen asked.

‘Yeah. I’ve got the flu.’

‘What about your children? Why didn’t you get them out?’

Rob said, ‘I tried to get them out. I’m soaking wet – look at me!’

Stephen rounded on him. ‘Get out of my fucking face before I fucking kill you!’

The conversation was going nowhere, and it was wasting precious time.

Cindy was still sobbing on the mobile. Stephen ran to her and held her. ‘We’ll find them, baby,’ he said.

He jumped the wire fence at the edge of the paddock and rushed through the grass, searching for signs of water. As he went, he kicked off his lace-up boots and flung his heavy red jacket to the ground.

As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he thought he saw a glint of water. Was this the dam?

The police were now on the phone to Cindy.

‘Hello . . . Cindy?’ said the police operator.

‘Oh, my babies . . . where’s the fence?’

Cindy screamed as she found the gap in the fence. ‘They must have gone in here!’

The operator reassured her that help was coming.

As instructed, Ahren had rolled his car down the slope, where it was now precariously parked – and bogged. He turned the headlights to high beam. The shafts of light illuminated an expanse of water as smooth and shiny as a mirror.

Stephen was preparing to enter the water when Shane and Tony returned. Observing Ahren’s headlights pointing at the dam, Tony told Shane to turn his car around and put his headlights on high beam too. Everyone else piled out of the car.

Rob was now leaning against the fence on the dam side, chainsmoking. He was nodding and lurching backwards and forwards, ‘sort of wheezing’, Tony later told police.

When Rob saw Tony, he asked, ‘Have you got a smoke?’ Without stopping, Tony pulled out a packet and ‘piffed them over his shoulder’ as he ran after the others to join the man they could see edging towards the water. He saw Cindy pacing hysterically up and down in the long grass close to the dam, sobbing instructions to emergency services.

Meanwhile, Shane had parked sideways in the road, blocking the left carriageway and directing his lights towards the water. He then made his way to the fence. Shane had no intention of going anywhere near that dam.

Stephen was already wading into the dam in his jeans and T-shirt, the chill of the water taking his breath away as his wet clothes slapped against him, stinging his skin. He couldn’t see a hand in front of him, but he could hear Cindy’s sobs.

With adrenalin surging through his veins, Stephen was less aware of the freezing water, noticing only the ground slipping under his stockinged feet as he waded along the perimeter of the dam. He moved his arms before him, feeling ahead for signs of a car. Signs of life. Anything.

Tony reached the edge of the dam, taking off his windcheater and shoes. In front of him, Stephen lurched, suddenly slipping into deep water, so Tony lunged forward, grabbed him by the arm and helped him to find his feet. This sloping dam was far deeper than either of them had imagined, and much more dangerous. Tony was only ankle-deep in the water, but it was so cold that he found it hard to breathe.

Luke joined them beside the dam, looking for signs of life. He saw bubbles breaking the water, and heard Tony shout to Stephen, ‘Over there, mate!’ Stephen took a deep breath and dived, but he found nothing. The water was so cold he could only stay in for about six minutes at a time.

Seventeen-year-old James Cromer was one of the first to respond when the fire siren sounded at Winchelsea. He rushed to the station, where he was joined by fellow volunteers Matt Pierce, Phil Lindsay and David McGuinness. When they heard there had been a motor accident and a car had run off the road into the dam, they headed off in the fire engine.

Back at the dam, Stephen was in trouble. He’d been working his way systematically along the edge of the dam, searching for traces of the car, but was losing feeling in his hands. He thrashed limply underwater, a numbness creeping up his legs from his feet, which felt like icy bricks. In his younger days, he’d trained as a surf lifesaver, and he knew the signs of hypothermia.

He heard sirens in the distance. Was that the emergency services? Was it possible for three children to be still alive after so long in the water? The thought of those three little boys – Cindy’s boys – trapped in a sunken car gave him another rush of adrenalin. Shaking like a leaf, he dived one more time. Hoping.

Seeing black, he dragged himself from the water towards Rob, who was watching silently from the fence, not once venturing towards the dam or offering any help. If Rob was upset, he didn’t show it. He just looked vague.

‘Where the fuck are your kids?’ Stephen snarled. ‘What’s going on here? Where did the car go in?’

Rob moved closer, shivering in his wet pants and woollen jumper. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.

Stephen headed back to the dam, telling himself to keep going, wondering where the emergency services were.

In fact, the emergency call had gone out some time earlier, but one of the closest response teams was at Birregurra, where Bob Gambino captained the local brigade. When the co-ordinator realised Bob’s grandchildren were involved, he diverted the call to nearby Modewarre, not wanting to expose Bob to the anguish of arriving at an accident scene to find the victims were his own flesh and blood.

By now, Tony McClelland had taken the phone from Cindy’s shaking hands. He’d begun to talk to the operator when he heard a fire engine. It was the pumper from Winch.

It was just before 8 p.m. when the fire engine arrived. Tony confirmed that it had come. The operator asked him to show the crew where the car had gone in, then ended the call.

When the Winchelsea boys arrived, the first thing they heard was Cindy, screaming from the bank of the dam that she couldn’t bury her children. It was only then that they realised there were children trapped in the car. Phil Lindsay knew who they were, because the boys went to the same school as his own children.

The men turned on their torches and followed Cindy’s screams towards the dam. Seeing that the fence had been knocked down, they carefully walked around the gap to avoid spoiling potential evidence. In the torchlight, they observed glass from a headlight near a tree and tyre marks running past it. Again, they were careful not to disturb the traces.

At the dam, Cromer and Lindsay took their clothes off, roped up and jumped into the water, supported by their colleagues from the bank.

‘I want my babies . . . my babies!’ Cindy sobbed, more hysterical than ever. Her voice carried across to where Zach and Luke huddled together, mute with fear. She was running up and down like a wounded animal. ‘They’re gone, they’re gone,’ she wailed.

Stephen prepared to dive again. ‘No,’ said Tony McClelland. ‘You’re not going back in again, mate, or you’ll be next.’ Stephen’s boys watched, terrified that their dad might vanish beneath the murky waters where their friends were trapped.

‘Dad . . . don’t,’ Luke pleaded.

Luke looked across to Rob, who was still standing silently. He wondered why this dad wasn’t diving into the water, trying to find his children. His own dad was trying his hardest, but these children were Rob’s.

Tony leant forward and pulled Stephen from the dam. Somewhere deep in Stephen’s frozen mind, he knew he’d reached his limit. Defeated, he hauled himself onto the grass.

In the half-light, he spotted the SES men with their ropes. He leapt to his feet again and grabbed one of the ropes, but his hands were shaking so much that he couldn’t tie it around his waist.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ a burly worker asked.

‘I’m going back in.’

The worker took the rope from Stephen’s hands. ‘No you’re not, mate.’ Two other men put their arms around Stephen, attempting to warm him with their own body heat.

Another car pulled up on the embankment. It was Stephen’s parents, who’d been stricken with panic at his call. Was Stephen referring to their grandsons when he panted ‘Boys . . . water . . . police’? Lee and Barry were relieved when they spotted Zach and Luke sitting safely away from the water.

Amid the unfolding chaos, Cindy saw Lee – who was in her seventies and nursing a bad knee – fall heavily in the long grass. At this, Cindy’s caring instinct kicked in. She helped Lee back to her feet, and they made their way to Barry’s car, both falling in the mud as they went.

‘Please, Cindy, you mustn’t give up hope,’ Lee whispered, stroking Cindy’s tangled, wet hair as she sobbed in the front passenger’s seat.

‘It’s too late for hope,’ Cindy moaned between sobs. ‘It’s been too long.’

In front of the car, in the shadows, Rob stood shivering by himself, his arms folded, his face blank. There was no emotion, no panic. And there was no eye contact between him and his inconsolable ex-wife.

Meanwhile, Carolyn Fausett had arrived with the towels and clothes. She saw headlights shining on the dam and shuddered. A woman was screaming from the front seat of a car, and a man was standing nearby with a blanket wrapped around him.

Carolyn recognised him. ‘Robbie, it’s not you?’ she asked in dismay.

He nodded.

Carolyn approached and wrapped him in a comforting hug. He stepped backwards. ‘I had this flu,’ he said. ‘I had a coughing fit. I must have blacked out, and the next thing I knew, the car was filling up with water. I tried to get the kids out but I couldn’t . . . It should have been me.’ He started to sob, and Carolyn gave him another hug.

Minutes later, the whirring of a police chopper could be heard, and its lights beamed down, illuminating the debris in the paddock around the dam. Sirens wailed and flashing lights appeared from nowhere as a second fire engine, an SES truck and ambulance vehicles converged on the scene. In the helicopter light, a couple of SES men could be seen on the far side of the dam, lowering someone into the water on a rope. It was the farmer who owned the land, Cam Everett, who’d volunteered to go in after he saw bubbles rising.

The first ambulance arrived at 8.07, at almost the same time as Senior Constable Ted Harmon turned up in a divisional van with a colleague from Geelong. Concerned paramedics immediately went down to the dam and instructed all the men involved in the initial rescue effort to get out of the water before they succumbed to hypothermia. They wrapped the shivering men in blankets and sent them straight home. The experts were on their way to take over.

Senior Constable Harmon approached Rob. ‘Are you the driver of the car?’ Harmon asked.

‘Yeah,’ Rob replied.

‘Are the children still in the car?’

‘Yes.’

Rob answered all Harmon’s questions about the children’s ages, his address and his date of birth. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’ Harmon asked.

Rob said, ‘I’ve had a chest pain, and I’ve just blacked out over the bridge, and the car went into the dam. I tried to get the kids out and I couldn’t.’ Harmon observed that Rob was responding coherently and wasn’t struggling to speak.

Before long, there were about fifty people around the dam. Two more ambulances arrived in quick succession, then extra police vehicles. Uniformed police from Victoria’s Major Collision Investigation Unit (MCIU) were on their way to the scene, and plain-clothes detectives armed with clipboards would soon be making their way down the embankment. The place was now alive with action. But for Cindy, it was too late.

Paramedics followed the sounds of sobbing to Stephen’s parents’ car, where Cindy was rocking back and forth in the front seat. ‘How long will it take for the divers?’ she asked despairingly. Too long, she knew. She shook her head as she mentally answered her own question.

How far away now her Father’s Day visit to Birregurra seemed. It felt like a dream. Or perhaps this scene before her was the dream – a dreadful, agonising dream. Perhaps she’d wake up in the morning with her children sleeping safely and sigh with relief as she hugged them. This nightmare would all be over.

‘What are the chances?’ she asked a male paramedic, her voice breaking into a howl.

‘Very slim,’ he said softly. Cindy and Stephen had been at the dam for about 40 minutes now. This was no longer a rescue effort but a retrieval operation.

Earlier, Cindy had heard someone say the call to Birregurra fire brigade had been cancelled. Not wanting her father to find out about this accident from anybody else, she’d called her parents’ home.

The family had now gathered at her brother Jason’s house in Winch, where they were waiting for news. Bob and Bev Gambino were beside the phone with Cindy’s grandmother, Betty Tallentyre. Jason’s wife, Kerryn, had put their children to bed and sprung into help mode, making cups of hot tea that everyone was too shocked to drink.

Bob Gambino sat with his heart in his mouth. The pocket money he’d promised to give Jai next week haunted him. There would be no next week for his three little mates.

Frozen and exhausted, Stephen limped towards the embankment and his parents’ car.

‘Are you all right, mate?’ a police officer asked.

‘I’m all right,’ Stephen replied, gasping for breath. ‘But that fucking idiot has just killed his kids.’

He gestured angrily towards Rob, who still had his arms folded, his chest out, watching. To Stephen, he looked like a council worker supervising some mundane project. If he was upset, he didn’t show it. There was no emotion in his face. No pain, no tears. Nothing.

At about 8.10 p.m., paramedic David Watson led Rob into an ambulance, removed his wet clothes and laid him flat on the bed. Fearing he might be hypothermic, Watson dried him with a towel and wrapped him in thermal blankets. As a precaution, he also put Rob in a cervical collar, the usual practice in treating road-accident victims.

Watson then carried out a medical assessment: he listened to Robert Farquharson’s chest with a stethoscope but heard no wheezing or crackling. When he asked Farquharson to cough, the coughs were dry and unproductive.

The patient was conscious and coherent, Watson observed. He knew the time, the date and his whereabouts. Watson’s colleague Lindsay Robinson joined them from the backup ambulance and asked Farquharson if he was on any medication.

‘No,’ Farquharson said, forgetting to mention that he’d been taking anti-depressants.

‘Can you tell me what happened tonight?’ Watson asked.

‘I was driving home when I had a coughing fit which caused me to black out and lose control of my Commodore, ending up in a dam, floating. My older son opened the car door, causing the car to fill up with water and sink. I then got out and flagged down a vehicle, went to Winch to tell the police and my ex-wife.’

‘Have you ever blacked out before?’ asked Watson.

‘No,’ Farquharson said. Just in case, Watson put him in an oxygen mask and clipped a monitor to his finger to measure the oxygen flowing through his blood. It was normal. Farquharson said he’d had a bad cold recently.

Watson then put a cannula into the patient’s arm to give him fluid in the event of shock, though the paramedic’s own observation was that the patient was ‘more stunned than in shock’. At this, Farquharson became quite agitated and unco-operative. Lindsay Robinson later said his behaviour was ‘aggressive’.

Rob had been in the ambulance for ten minutes when Senior Constable Harmon popped his head in. ‘Is there any reason why I can’t carry out a preliminary breath test?’ he asked the paramedics.

Before they could answer, the patient piped up, ‘No. You can . . . I haven’t had anything to drink!’

The paramedics raised their eyebrows. Farquharson was much more co-operative with the police than he’d been with them. He sat up, took a deep breath and blew into the device. The paramedics noted that he had no problem breathing now.

Leaving the rest of the family at home, Cindy’s brother Jason had driven to the dam, where he took his weeping sister tightly in his arms. He helped her out of Stephen’s parents’ car and led her towards his own. It was now almost an hour since she’d arrived at the dam, and there was still no sign of the car or her boys.

As Cindy passed the ambulance, she caught a glimpse of Rob through the open doors with a cellular blanket around him. There was no emotion in his face. There had been nothing all night, and there was still nothing.

She plodded to Jason’s car, which would take her back to Winch. People in suits and uniforms were now swarming around the dam, illuminated by the light from the chopper overhead.

Attended by Watson, Rob left for Geelong Hospital at 8.34 p.m. Having watched them leave, Robinson returned to his own ambulance. He noted police already taping off sections of the accident scene.

On the journey to hospital, Farquharson again told the story of how he’d managed to survive but hadn’t been able to save his kids. ‘Did I do the right thing?’ he asked Dave Watson. ‘How can I live with myself after all this has happened?’

Soon after he arrived in hospital, Rob had an unexpected visitor. His friend Darren Bushell had been on his way home from Geelong and seen the commotion around the dam. When he discovered that Rob was involved and on his way to hospital, he followed him there.

‘He was lying on the bed – I didn’t know what to say to him,’ Bushell later recalled. Rob was wearing an oxygen mask but removed it, saying, ‘I’ve killed the kids.’ He said he ‘went down’, and when he came up, the car was sinking. Bushell noticed he was shaking.

Above the dam, Luke and Zach sat in the back of their grandparents’ car, shocked and frightened by what they’d witnessed. Luke was crying and wanted his dad. It was dark and misty outside, and he was overwhelmingly sad for Cindy.

He felt a pang of something else too, though he wasn’t sure what it was. None of this felt real. The chopper, the sirens, the lights – it could have been a scene from an action movie. Parts of it would have been exciting if it hadn’t been so horribly true. It was like one of those movies you watch through your fingers, terrified but fixated just the same.

He knew Cindy’s children were gone. They were somewhere under the water. Had he really glimpsed bubbles, or had he just imagined them because that was what he wanted to see? He began to cry again, sad for the boys, sad for Cindy – and at the same time, glad his own dad was safe. Dad could easily have disappeared too, drowning in the darkness. He wondered if it was OK to be happy that your dad was safe when others weren’t so lucky.

‘We’re taking you boys to our place,’ Luke’s grandmother said. ‘There’s no more to be done here.’ She took the wheel and drove into Winch while his grandpa drove Cindy’s car.

Stephen and Ahren waited with Ahren’s car, which was still bogged. Ahren had called his girlfriend, Sam, and she arrived with Baz, her father. Baz drove Stephen and Ahren back to Winchelsea, nobody speaking a word.

They all got out at the house in Main Street, where Stephen looked at the uneaten chicken stir-fry. This was to have been the ideal end to Father’s Day for all of them. It was unimaginable that it should end like this.

He changed into warm clothes and downed a beer. ‘I need this,’ he said as the liquid slid down his throat. Soon he’d drunk an entire sixpack. With no food in his stomach, the alcohol warmed his brain and numbed the pain in his freezing hands and feet. Yet he still felt chilled to the bone. A cold ache gnawed at the pit of his stomach as he struggled to process the events of the past hour and a half.

‘What do you want to do?’ Baz asked.

‘Find Cindy,’ Stephen replied. Rob had been taken to Geelong Hospital, and he figured that Cindy would be there too.

But Jason had driven Cindy in the opposite direction, to his home in Winch. She now sat rocking to and fro on the sofa, stamping her feet involuntarily, too traumatised to cry. Shock had taken over, and all she could do was moan and curse.

‘Shit, shit, shit,’ she repeated, oblivious to her mother’s attempts to offer comfort. Kerryn coaxed Cindy out of her sodden socks and jeans, and Jason found her some warm tracksuit pants. ‘My feet are so cold,’ she muttered, her eyes empty. Kerryn dug in the drawers and found her a new pair of socks.

Bev kept a watch on the window for the doctor. They’d called the local hospital an hour earlier. With fog gathering outside, it would be quicker to travel in a doctor’s car than to wait for an ambulance.

The duty doctor arrived with a nurse in the back of his car. Cindy flailed and moaned as her mother helped her into the passenger’s seat. At Winchelsea’s tiny hospital they all rushed in through the main entrance, where staff were waiting for them. A bed had been prepared for Cindy in a private room away from prying eyes.

Cindy’s long-time friend Jacqui Fuller was rostered on for duty as a nurse at the hospital that night. With tears in her eyes, she rushed towards Cindy and held her tight. Cindy’s body was gripped by uncontrolled jerking – the sign of an agony so deep that her mind hadn’t begun to process it. Her anguished moans echoed through the corridor as Jacqui helped her into bed.

‘This will help,’ a doctor promised, producing a needle and gently injecting Cindy’s thigh. Slowly the thrashing subsided, the groans grew softer. Slowly, slowly the room stopped spinning. Everything came to a standstill.

Outside in the corridor, Jacqui wept. All the medicine in the world, she thought, wouldn’t mend Cindy’s broken heart.


CHAPTER 3

Smelling a Rat

Before Stephen set out to find Cindy, there were things he needed to do. In all the chaos, he wanted to make sure that his friend Cass Van Galen, who had been instrumental in helping him get his life back on track, heard about the tragedy directly from him.

‘Hello,’ Cass’s cheery voice came down the line. Stephen guessed she’d have been putting her feet up after a busy day with her five children.

‘Cass,’ he said, ‘I’ve got something to tell you.’

As he continued talking, the line fell silent at Cass’s end. What words of comfort could she offer? ‘They’re with God now, Stephen,’ she said simply. ‘Safe with God.’

There was a second important call he needed to make, but this one had to be done in person. Through his numbing hypothermia, he’d been vaguely aware of his sons, hovering around in the dark, their eyes wide with fear. He’d last seen them sitting in the back of his parents’ car, and remembered someone saying they were going back to Winch with his mum. Now he was beginning to thaw out, he wanted to make sure they were all right.

In McDonald Street, Winchelsea, Lee had made up a bed for the two boys. She’d made them dinner, but they’d only sipped at the soup she’d warmed up for them.

‘Is Dad really all right?’ Luke repeatedly asked his grandpa, who sat by the television looking drawn.

‘Yes. He’ll be here soon,’ Barry reassured him. Luke was unconvinced; he noticed his grandparents’ eyes fluttering towards each other as if they’d agreed not to talk of the dramatic scenes dominating their thoughts.
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