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Chapter 1

 I don’t believe the
weather predicts the future, but I find I’m susceptible to deep and
unproductive thinking when the elements get on my nerves. This day
was one of those. By 2.00pm, and after a large lunch—a
carbohydrate-rich one, at that—my mind was dull and encouraging me
to remain still in my new deck chair. I deliberately faced north to
capitalise on every discernible degree of heat. The sun warmed me
with its milky winter rays, and I could have been persuaded that it
wasn’t June. In my mind I denied that the worst of winter lay ahead
of us. Despite the sun’s promise of a perfect day, I knew that
frost and temperatures in the negatives were only hours away. But
it wasn’t the vague and yellowish sunlight that stirred me. The
occasional, almost imperceptible breeze that tingled my skin with
an unexpected icy touch aroused my senses. I could have been lulled
into a nap but for the occasional tap tap
on my skin by that chilled hand. It seemed that the tiny gusts
tried to wake something in me. It wafted not only against my bare
skin but also into my mind to keep me awake and search for some
kind of memory. Its coldness told me to keep awake and be alert.
Something was on its way.

Now, June is always a time for
hibernating. At eight hundred metres above sea level out here on
Lake Road, neither winter nor summer can be taken for granted. In
the height of summer, we can swelter in the upper thirties to low
forties, with no breeze to move a blade of grass. But in winter, we
are at the mercy of relentless fogs and frosts that refuse to leave
and frigid rainstorms that take visibility down to a few metres. If
you are leaving the lake in winter, then do it in autumn, because
moving anytime from July to September requires an expedition. The
road becomes impassable to anything but a fairly robust four-wheel
drive. So a sunny day that comes to us with an endless blue sky is
a celebration and brings the few of us who remain out on the lake
to our front porches, armed with sunglasses and fewer than three
layers of insulation. Over the decades that my family has lived
here, the inspiring view has been varied.

The lake comes and goes with
the drought. The years it rains, we have a lake; the years it
doesn’t, we don’t. It seems to be a pretty simple equation. Rain
makes a lake. The weather brings the fortunes of a substantial, if
somewhat shallow, body of water to my front door. As a kid growing
up in the 1970s, the lake became an adventure playground. The girls
in the neighbourhood rowed out a few hundred metres to fish and
make believe that the centre of the world could be found right
there in Lake George. The boys from the local township of
Bungendore would row out from their end of the lake and engage in
some social discourse that included ramming our dinghy, mocking our
fishing skills, and flirting tragically with the girls from Lake
Road. We didn’t go to the local schools in the town, so only during
this summer boating did we get a good look at our neighbours across
the lake. The boys, all handsome and somewhat rowdy—all had
blue-eyes and blonde hair. They weren’t brothers, but they could
have been. We liked the look of them, but there was no chance of
ever meeting anywhere other than on the lake. They had the same
parental embargo that we had. At that age, kids still obeyed their
guardians, and none of us had the courage to deny the rules. As the
lake dried up the distance between us became terra firma and the
risk of drowning become less likely. Access to each other could be
disguised as a stroll through the weeds and tea trees.

Our childhoods composed of risk
and bliss. People drowned. People went into the lake during the
summer and winter and upended into the murky pool. It wasn’t the
depth or treacherous movement of the lake that took lives; it was
the mud. Deep, clay-like, reed-infested mud took them—and in my
lifetime, it took four. Father Hagan and Liam Reilly were involved
in the second incident I remembered hearing about. An altar boys’
outing on the lake went horribly wrong when Liam leaned over the
side of his rowboat to hurl his salty egg sandwich out of his
stomach. The heat, the egg, and the movement of the boat combined
to ensure someone would vomit. Liam, a non-swimmer from a poor
family in which he was the baby brother of six sisters went into
the water. His fall looked poetic, according to witnesses in his
boat and the other one, which was expertly rowed by Father Darragh
O’Day. Liam simply leaned out too far in order to ensure his
regurgitated and soured lunch did not land anywhere on his best
shirt, and his body upended virtually in slow motion into the brown
water. Father Hagan, urged on by Father O’Day, simply brought the
boat around and prepared to scoop up the waif, but in the seconds
that it took to execute the manoeuvre, Liam had disappeared. Darcy
Hagan, new from County Kildare in the Republic of Ireland, was not
a strong swimmer, but he had strong beliefs in family and couldn’t
bear to think of how the Reillys would cope with the church losing
their only son, so he clumsily launched himself into the spot he
thought Liam had disappeared. The remaining seven boys and Father
O’Day had a laugh at the inglorious stylings of the young priest’s
dive, but the laughter died quickly, as neither nor boy reappeared.
A flurry of oars poked about the water where it seemed the two had
gone over. It took twenty minutes before Father O’Day could
comprehend that the two had gone and that he would have to get the
stronger boys in the first boat to row themselves towards the
Bungendore end of the lake. It was a long and terrifying row by
boys and man. By the time they reached the shore, the howling
children were good for nothing when it came to raising the alarm
that would send the local men out to search the lake. The police
eventually sent divers from Canberra, who found the bodies twenty
yards apart, both entwined in weeds and mud, both looking skywards
hopefully as if to beckon the searching boys who started looking
too late and too far away from where the pair died—a sad story, a
dire warning, and a tragedy.

The more recent tragedy was a
little closer to home as a new baby of six weeks I was precluded
from a family summertime sail around the lake. I lay at home in my
newly painted bassinet under the protective gaze of my aunt Billie
and uncle Darcy, who were in fact not husband and wife but brother
and sister. Neither had married nor had children, so my older
brother—who was five when I arrived—were much doted on by our
unmarried relatives. As a pre-Christmas treat for my brother,
Brannen, my father had taken him and our mother, Moya, out onto the
lake for a bit of fishing. No doubt, also a blessed relief from my
incessant wailing. But only my father came back. Cillian Fitzgerald
O’Hara rowed back from the outing alone, having had to leave his
son and wife behind. Either the bodies lay below the water or they
had disappeared. An accident of some sort had occurred. One that he
couldn’t bear to talk about, not even to the police when they bore
down on the little Lake Road community with all their accusations
and feigned concern for the bereft man and his new daughter, Lily.
But the hysteria died down, disorder became order, and the hubbub
became gossip. Apparently, my father could see no sense in raising
his only child and shielding me from the grief and ignominy of
loneliness. He hanged himself when I was nine months old. The
bodies of Moya and Brannen could not be found.

How could it possible that a
shallow lake that came and went under the control of the weather
take two lives and never return them? For a long time, I asked
myself, How could it be? And then I
stopped asking, stopped thinking about it, and allowed myself to
pretend that it was not important to the life I intended leading.
It was the past and, as such, had no place in my present or
future.

Luckily, my aunt and uncle
raised me in their homes, which stood thirty metres apart on Lake
Road. I didn’t know how they did it, since it appeared that they
had so little, but they educated me at a private girls’ school.
Either Billie or Darcy chauffeured me to Canberra every Monday of
the school year and then back every Friday for what seemed an
eternity. Boarding school, it seemed, normalised my life, according
to Billie O’Hara. It would be a way of immersing myself in real
life away from the memories of the lake, and it would perhaps give
me the opportunity to find friends who didn’t know about the
tragedies of the past. But those sorts of things can’t remain
hidden in an all-girl environment. The farm girls and the daughters
of the international elite installed at the boarders’ dorms were
easily lured by grisly secrets. As the school’s only orphan, made
so spectacularly by the mysterious disappearance and a suicide,
kept me interesting to my peers for eight years. Real friends were
not easy to make, as I had none of the qualities those other young
girls did. They expected easy pathways into the future. They were
travelling straight lines to universities and marriages, etched
into concrete, as had the generations of women before them.

But not for me. I had no
roadmap, and the future for the Lake Road orphan remained
uncharted. But I was never bullied, hurt, or lonely. It helped that
I could match others intellectually and on the sports field. I
could sing and play several instruments. To be accomplished was a
relief. It probably saved me. I joined several sporting teams and
made the school and state swimming teams each year. While I didn’t
feel close to any of the girls in particular, I was included in all
school activities. However, they left me out of all private events.
The local girls had parties and sleepovers that I was excluded
from, but I ignored and became impervious to the slights implied by
the exclusions. I had a couple of friends from the boys’ grammar
school down the road. They too had accomplishments but seemed to be
outsiders too. Our connection through the schools’ combined band
led us to have our own kind of clique—the outsiders’ club. It
wasn’t the worst place to be.

My unusual relatives remained
happy to keep my friendship group limited to the meagre collection
of other unique individuals who lived on the lake and never felt
the need to encourage me to invite my Canberra friends home. The
other kids’ Irish Catholic parents allowed the relationships
because they believed that God must have something special in mind
for such a wee child who had suffered so much. Perhaps all the evil
and bad luck of my life had made me a safe bet for their girls to
befriend. What else could happen, they might have been imagining.
So, on most weekends and school holidays, I settled back into my
life, residing mainly in Billie’s house but allowed to wander
between her rambling weatherboard, my parents’ unchanged home, and
Darcy’s ramshackle, quaint cottage. All three houses had been
filled with the remains of the O’Hara generations. Furniture,
papers, photos, and treasures remained as sentinels, waiting for a
day when they would be needed.

I had no fear of the lake, and
obviously Billie and Darcy thought nothing of letting their
orphaned niece play on the water in summer. Strangely, I never
thought of the events that took my mother, my brother, and
ultimately my father during those strange summer days, rowing out
to smile coyly at those Bungendore boys.

After all, this place had a
long history with my family. The first O’Haras arrived on the lake
in 1825 after brief stints in both Sydney and Port Dalrymple. No
clear information about the nature of our family’s arrival in the
fairly new colony was known. One story had the first family
arriving as part of the constabulary assigned to make the new free
settlers safe; a most likely sanitised version of our exit from
beloved Ireland. The more likely story is that one or both
ancestors arrived on the convict ships filled with Irish Catholics
who had committed crimes, real and imagined. They eventually built
this new life in houses constructed from sturdy local timber by
using all the skills they had learned in Ireland. These houses
would stand forever. Their legacies perhaps would too. The property
became known as Stone Orchard Farm.

The lives of those who had
passed filled my thoughts that June afternoon—how my ancestral path
had led to this spot, this quiet and perfect place. The winter
breeze bought memories of Billie and Darcy and vague stories of my
parents and brother, whom I’d never known. I thought about the life
I’d chosen to live—a life of strange privileges, an excellent
education, loving guardians, eventually good friends. Despite the
tragic past, I had a very happy life. Not a perfect life, but one
that I felt essentially comfortable with. I understood loneliness
and was content enough to be alone.

When my school life finished, I
left the lake for a university education in Sydney. I rarely went
back to Billie and Darcy, but we spoke weekly. I made visits for
their birthdays and for mine. The life there became a memory for
the five years I studied. I was just a student, like everyone else
on campus. I rented with acquaintances, became a vegetarian, went
back to eating meat, fell in and then out of love, learned to
drink, and then realised I couldn’t drink, when hangovers lasted
weeks. I became arty, geeky, studious, and frivolous and put on a
multitude of other guises. I tried on every known personality type
and social milieu and finally, at twenty-two, settled on being a
quirky know-it-all who carefully guarded my thoughts and responses.
It worked for me and won me a few exceptional friends, who I kept
out of my past. I didn’t tell them about my parents, and for
several years, they assumed Billie and Darcy were my mother and
father. I hadn’t corrected them, for it seemed unreasonable to do
so.

After graduation, my skills led
me to move back to Canberra to work in the National Museum curating
key exhibits. I was happy with this, and the little O’Hara gang
seemed pleased that I’d be nearby. I would see my family most weeks
for brief catch-ups and the occasional meal. Billie and Darcy
didn’t ever come into town to visit me. The times I went out to the
lake, I was so busy describing my new life that it took me a while
to notice how things had changed. I slowly came to realise that
Darcy’s health had declined. He had turned sixty, but he looked
older. I had always imagined that he started life as an old man. Of
course, he hadn’t. He was only thirty-eight when he took on raising
me. Billie was a year younger. My father died at thirty-five. Moya
only twenty-nine. They had not been much older than me, which was a
strange realisation. At any rate, stomach cancer cares very little
about age, and after Darcy’s diagnosis, he lived only a short
month. His funeral and burial in Bungendore seemed to diminish
Billie. Though only middle aged, she died a year after Darcy, a
bout of pneumonia sent her to lay with her brothers and sundry
other relatives in the weeds and headstones that so aptly reminded
me that I most likely would be the end of the line. The O’Haras
were buried together on the Catholic side of the cemetery. Two
plaques on temporary but long-standing white crosses simply stated,
“In loving memory of Moya” and “Brannen: loved son of Moya”. My
father’s name absent from both little engravings. No bodies had
been found, so no burial could occur. But their disappearance and
assumed deaths had to be etched and commemorated to ensure the
O’Haras would not forget them.

After Billie’s death, I spent
some time visiting the family graves in the somewhat dilapidated
cemetery. The weeds sometimes higher than the gravestones, and the
years had tipped many of the older stones over, so they leaned at
haphazard angles. In that place my family, lined up in rows of
granite and marble. The stones marked simple losses and the
epitaphs bore the dates and those to whom they belonged. Two of the
most important identified the “Beloved auntie” and “Beloved uncle”
of Lily O’Hara. The third only said “Cillian Fitzgerald O’Hara”.
The dates reflected his birth and end, merely the facts but no
emotion. Many had assumed—and the police had concluded—that my
father was a murderer who, so burdened by the fear of discovery,
killed himself. There in granite the truth was etched. The
loneliness of it all could, if allowed, consume me. But I had
things to do, and hovering about a cemetery would not get them
done. I had a job, three houses, and a life to get underway. At
twenty-six growing up was not something to do later; it was time to
make decisions, let go of the past and move forward.


Chapter 2

 So in my grown up
life, I moved back to Lake Road. I took up residence in my
parents’ house and lived in the sunny front room and spare bedroom
that ran across the side that faced the water. I renovated the
bathroom and kitchen, but other than painting, everything else
remained locked in its era. I became the curator of the O’Hara
museum. But unlike at my job in the National museum, I did not
handle the exhibits; I did not research them. I simply kept them
free of dust, water, and contaminants that might damage them. I
didn’t look at the items in any of the three houses; I just minded
them.

My friends and colleagues
thought it somewhat crazy to living out on the lake and driving
everyday into the city for work. I parked my gas-guzzling
four-wheel drive in any parking space big enough for it and paid
exorbitant fees just to ensure that I could get in and out of my
road during the four months of awful weather. In the summer, I
drove the ancient 1958 Mercedes that Billie and Darcy had left me
as part of the O’Hara estate. I had it rebuilt by an ancient German
mechanic who lived on a property in Captains Flat. I used to
imagine that he had escaped the evils of World War II and had found
peace in the isolation of the limestone plains of NSW. More likely
he had been serving the German army with his brilliant mechanical
skills and, in fact, hiding more than I’d ever know. Nonetheless,
the O’Hara estate, as I frequently called it, was well serviced by
men like Arhen Beltz and other tradesmen who dutifully came to fix
a range of problems around the place whenever I needed them. Many
of them had known Billie and Darcy, or their parents had known
them. In places like this the connection between neighbours stayed
in place, sometimes for decades.

As for the estate, Stone
Orchard Farm, it stood firmly on the lake shore at the very end of
the road. I had inherited all three houses and the land and orchard
that surrounded them. The upkeep was enormous, but I couldn’t bear
to part with them. Nor did I think it reasonable to lease the
properties and then have to tolerate strangers wandering around my
life. To be fair, I didn’t really want to have to clean out the two
houses that had been owned by my aunt and uncle. Their places had
been filled with furniture and treasures from the lives of
generations past. Other than housekeeping, I didn’t really do much
in either place. Occasionally when cleaning, I would open drawers
and dispatch bits and pieces to the garbage bins. I would notice
what needed repairing and call one of my legions of tradesmen to
come over and fix it. I ripped up worn and dusty carpet and
polished the boards. I painted the walls in fresh neutrals, and I
kept the dust at bay. Other than that, I didn’t really infiltrate
the past lives of the dead. I had been aware that Billie had packed
some boxes. After Darcy died, she had tried to put things into
boxes and label them. She did the same in her home, and she had
long ago packed up my parents’ things and had carefully written on
each what had been placed in the box. I opened none of them. I
simply kept things ticking over, even though I knew that the time
would come when common sense would have to prevail. Ultimately, I
would have to pack up the two ‘spare’ houses and throw away the
lifetimes of both Billie and Darcy. I thought, too, that I would
also one day sell my family home and move to something more modern
and easier to manage. I suspected that my friends were right that
burying myself out on the Lake Road was not a proper life and that
I should simply leave. Most winters I agreed, and yet something
always held me back. I felt I was waiting for something—something
that I couldn’t identify, but definitely something.


Chapter 3

 Of course something
did come. It had been hinted at by that biting wind and my
ruminations about the future. It was also there in full view from
my front veranda. The lake was in a dying stage, and the water that
had been so apparent in my childhood had all but gone. Mud flats
and deep-cracked earth with the beginnings of weeds and grasses,
made up the prevalent vista. The lake was going, or more correctly,
had gone, its evaporation part of its life cycle, part of the
comings and goings of drought and flood that characterised much of
the Australian landscape. It didn’t surprise those of us who lived
out here, but it seemed to mesmerise those who knew so little about
the area. The “disappearing lake” became a magnet to the
environmentally disposed and to artistic folk who wanted to catch
the evolution of climate change.

So, scientists, journalists,
painters, protesters, and photographers made constant pilgrimages
down Lake Road and inevitably parked in front of one of my houses.
Some of the bold, usually the journalists and others who thought
their enthusiasm for knowledge somehow circumvented the rules about
trespassing, simply traipsed up my driveway and espoused their
unique theories about the water’s coming and going. Some wanted to
know about my understanding of the mystery. Occasionally I’d be
kind and explain the meaning of an endorheic as it applied to Lake
George. It had no outflow, and evaporation played a role in the
water level. The less polite came to accuse me of being complicit
in the crisis, because the flood of new families moving to the lake
seeking the rural lifestyle had committed residential vandalism by
tapping into the water table and sucking the life out of the lake.
I wanted to defend my name by saying the O’Haras had been here for
170 years—hardly newcomers. I would often stare in utter
bewilderment at the boldest and the craziest ones and concur with
the most lucid. My silence seemed to send most of them off to do
whatever floated their boats. I was fully aware that that was not
the best analogy, given the lack of water. However, if my unwelcome
visitors had done a tiny bit of research, they might have known
that the lake had been here for a million or more years and that
the indigenous people of the area knew of its fickle ways. They
might even have found the pictures that showed that the newly
settled capital city of Canberra had a yacht club on the lake in
the early part of the Commonwealth. But few had any research to
back up their ideas, and most of the time I just a witnessed their
visitations and intrusions.

One visitor, however, seemed
more earnest and more interesting than the rest. A young
photographer who had known about the lake had wanted to capture the
changing face through photos. His questions were generally about
the stories, true and exaggerated, that coloured the lake’s
history. I trusted him enough to share some of the photos and
newspaper articles hidden away in the O’Hara archives, these being
Billie and Darcy’s respective houses and cupboards. They revealed
the early twentieth-century incarnation of the lake. I didn’t give
him the Canberra Times that followed the disappearance of my mother
and brother or the one documenting the death of my father. I hadn’t
read them myself, and although I knew Billie had them, I didn’t
know where. I thought it something that should stay buried. But
other parts of the dusty collection inspired and enthused the young
photographer. He seemed to appreciate my interest in his work, and
when he discovered that I worked as a curator and archivist, he
seemed to think my opinion carried not only the weight of
experience but also of expertise.

Eddie wanted to try to make a
living as a landscape photographer. He courageously, or stupidly,
thought he would make a career out of his passion. Each time he
arrived on the lake, I secretly wished him well. If anyone deserved
to make a living this way, Eddie did. On his last visit, he brought
some of his work to show me. The photos were beautiful, and one in
particular that showed the lake from the dried shore outside my
driveway caught my eye. In the photo the sun had set, and the night
sky was hinted at in the lengthening shadows. The colours looked
stunning, and I told him that the photo captured my favourite
aspect of the lake. His most recent visit happened during the
working week, and in my absence, Eddie had left me an exquisitely
framed one-hundred-by-forty-centimetre version of that photo. It
was sublime, and I spent a long time examining its detail. I felt
unsure if I should accept such a gift, as it seemed too generous
and simply too beautiful to be given in exchange for a little
information. But I had little time to get too concerned about the
rights and wrongs of the gift or its implications, if any existed.
He seemed a little keen on me, and despite his good looks and
creative soul, I had no need for a boyfriend. I didn’t want to hurt
anyone, but I just had no interest in romance. The complication of
relationships did not currently need to be on my radar.

After Eddie left the picture
resting against my front door, he went down to the driest entry
point and made his way carefully across the lake’s nearly dry
surface to photograph a day’s worth of changes and varying angles.
Access to the middle point had now become easier with the water
decreasing daily. Mud was cool and deep in places, arid and
fractured in others. Eddie had decided the contrast between soggy
and parched would make art. His previous work captured the changing
colours of the days and months. Seasons brought changes in tone. He
would search for the most intense contrasts for his work, but what
he found on that day was more than art—it became both the end and
the beginning of a mystery, both an answer and a question, both
calamitous and glorious. In the world between mud and desiccated
earth, Eddie found bones. Human bones. Bodies that had seemingly
become indistinguishable from one other. As the flesh
disintegrated, the two sets of bones had collapsed into each other,
but even to the novice’s eyes, there was no doubt that one was a
small adult and the other obviously a child.

And there was something else.
Eddie initially shocked, but then realising the importance of his
find, let his camera capture what he could hardly believe to be
true. When he returned to his car, he had two hundred images of the
tangled skeletons, images he would share with the police that
afternoon and with me the following day. That change I thought was
coming had arrived.


Chapter 4

 Of course, it could
not be denied that the bodies had been submerged for a long time.
Forensic scientists and police officers worked to release the
skeletons from their once-muddy tomb. Removing the rusted chain
that entwined the bones was more difficult. The photos taken by
both Eddie and the police would be a significant part of the
evidence. Evidence of what? Evidence that would, in the minds of
those who remembered what happened to the O’Hara family, confirm
that my father had murdered my mother and brother and that, in a
guilt-fuelled admission, Cillian had taken his own life. There
would be questions for which there would be no answers. There was
no one who could truly know what happened. Billie and Darcy had
died, and if they knew any more than what the papers had reported
in 1975, they had never told me. But the story made the front page
one more time. Journalists and writers who thought they could make
a story from my family’s past made a beeline to my doorstep.
Voyeurs and ghost hunters, locals and ghouls flooded down the
potholed Lake Road, dropped by the houses like long-lost friends,
and burrowed into my life. I thought I would go mad being exposed
and hunted. The guilty secrets of the past threatened to drown me,
to suck me down into the mud as it had Moya and Brannen.

After extensive testing experts
identified the bones as Moya and Brannen O’Hara. The case of
disappearance, presumed drowned, was now pronounced a murder case,
and the empty graves were filled with the pathetic bones of my
mother and brother. They lay beside my father, Billie, and Darcy.
Some of the older residents of the town openly shared their disgust
that I had allowed the body of my father to remain in the family
plot, now that the murder had been confirmed. How could a murderer,
even though long dead, be allowed to lie beside his victims? What
was I supposed to do? Dig him up? Fling his bones into the mud or
perhaps hold a ritualistic burning to purge myself of the evil? I
was bereft of ideas and methods of coping. I had long buried any
notion of the means by which I had been orphaned. But the past, it
is said, cannot stay buried. Nor can it stay submerged in mud and
reeds. The truth surged like a tidal wave and denying what seemed
to be a forensic reality would be idiotic. Only a fool would deny
the proof. It was more than a reasonable assumption that the two
had been murdered. In the absence of absolute truth, one had to
believe that what appeared to be true was true.

The young detective who drove
himself back to Lake Road to inform me of this version of events
appeared somewhat uncomfortable about delivering the findings. He
took up a considerable amount of space in my sunny front room. His
mouth set in a firm line, and his tone of voice frighteningly
matter-of-fact. Almost as if he was going to tell me that I had
killed them. I couldn’t look at him as he read from documents he
had in a folder. These reports tabled the initial coronial enquiry,
the investigative reports from 1975, forensic results, and the
final conclusions. I kept my eyes firmly locked on the centre of
the lake, where only a lick of water remained. When he became
quiet, I turned to look at him. Detective Sergeant Phillip Swan was
all business and fairly formidable, but his eyes gave him away. He
would not have been much older than me, and despite his imposing
form, he had a boy’s face and eyes the strange blue of deep water.
His eyes reflected pity and, I thought, genuine sorrow for the
awfulness he had to share with me. It was as if he was delivering
information about a recent tragedy. I felt sorry for him.

‘I didn’t know any of them, you
know.’ I attempted to make this easier for him. ‘I don’t remember
anything about them, and what I do know comes from some grainy
photos my auntie kept. They raised me, my auntie and uncle.’

He didn’t respond. I suspect
it’s a cop thing—don’t interrupt the suspect as they might
inadvertently confess.

‘I’m not sad,’ I said, though
even as I said it, I knew it sound like a lie. ‘I have always
suspected that they were out there.’

Actually, that became the
second lie I had told DS Swan within a minute. I had somehow
believed that my mother had run away. That when the little sailboat
made its way to the deepest point and when tipped by wind, she swam
with Brannen to the furthest shore of Lake George and simply walked
away from her life. In my childhood and adolescent fantasies, I had
imagined that she had become a spy who had to leave her newborn and
husband to save them from some foreign power that was hunting her
down. As a little girl I thought she and my brother had been angels
that could only be on earth for a very short time. In other bleaker
versions, emerging during a period of adolescent negativity, I
imagined that she had a terrible disease and my father had her
locked away somewhere—some appalling institution that would
eradicate her from our lives. Of course, few, if any, of these
versions adequately explained Brannen’s or my father’s death. I
looked at Phillip and tried to smile, to give him some reassurance
that he had done a good job of delivering bad news.

‘Perhaps a cup of tea?’ I said.
A tentative question that I had already answered myself by walking
into the kitchen and putting the kettle on.

‘Lily,’ he said, ‘this can’t be
easy, but I thought you knew that your father had always been
suspected of murdering your mother and brother.’

Suspected. Now apparently
confirmed. ‘I really didn’t believe that he had. I cannot believe
that there was anything so terrible in their lives that would make
him do such a thing.’

Phillip simply looked at me and
raised his eyebrows. I imagined that my naivety and seemingly
delusional thoughts made him look so bewildered. I know it seems
impossible to believe anything else. My mother and brother fell
into the lake, drowned, and could not be recovered, and in
response, my father took his life. I had simply refused to look at
any scenario other than this one. Everything else had been
supposition until the bones weighted by chains came to light.

‘What did you know, Lily?’ A
fairly gentle question from Phillip. ‘What did your family tell
you?’

The answers should have been
equally simple, but for much of my life, I had stoically denied any
knowledge or understanding of the saga. What had Billie told me,
and what had Darcy ever said about his brother? I would need time
to recall, and perhaps the place to start would be with the
newspapers that initially reported the deaths. My memory would need
some prompting, and in the absence of family, I would have to find
other witnesses to these events. Perhaps this is what I could do. I
could use my head instead of my heart to find the answers to all
the questions.

‘Lily.’ Phillip’s voice
reminded me that he was in the room and that I had offered to be
make him tea.

‘I’m trying to remember what I
might have been told and what I have simply assumed all these
years. I might need your help, Phillip. I might need to know a few
things about the earlier investigation.’

He simply nodded but looked
doubtful. He drank the tea and had a second cup. We ate cake and
chatted about his job and the increase in petty crime. I asked him
about his ambitions and his family. It was a pleasant distraction
from the awfulness that brought him into my home. He was an
interesting man who had entered the police after university. He had
a degree in sociology and a master’s in criminology, and he joined
the New South Wales Police at twenty-five. Now at thirty-three, he
had been promoted to detective sergeant and seemed happy working in
his field. He wasn’t married, but he had a failed engagement to a
fellow officer, who had left him for a fireman. Obviously still a
bit of an ugly subject for him as his tone was more than
matter-of-fact, but he brightened up as he talked about his
family.

‘I grew up on the south coast,
went to school in Moruya, and spent most of the year surfing.
Stayed out of trouble, unlike most of the guys I grew up with.’ He
went on to talk about his parents, who stilled lived in Broulee,
and his older sisters—three of them—who all continued to live on
the coast. They had married local boys and had babies. Their
husbands all owned local companies, and between them, they had a
number of trade businesses covered on the coast. All the girls
worked in the companies, and their kids were happy growing up on
the beach. Phillip would go home when time permitted, to get his
board out and teach his nieces and nephews about fishing and
surfing. He had a boat at his parents’ and would take his dad out
for quiet days and happy conversations. He began to relax when he
talked about them. But he suddenly stopped when he seemed to
realise that this discussion had strayed into a topic about
something I didn’t have and that he had recently confirmed I didn’t
ever have.

It felt strange that I felt no
sense of envy or bitterness. In fact, I had always enjoyed hearing
about my friends’ families and listening to them recount the
eccentricities of parents and siblings. My favourite stories
include the Christmas and birthday chaos that most of them said
they had to endure but ultimately loved. My celebrations had all
been nearly silent affairs with Billie and Darcy. They were
generous with their gifts, which had always been practical, and
provided festive food, but the stingy conversation and festive
frivolousness could be described as stingy. We didn’t put up
decorations or have elaborately wrapped presents. Instead we had
long silences and periods of being together while I played
something for them on violin or piano. I always wanted to play
guitar and sing something modern, but the two of them would look
rather bewildered at my choices. In fact, they looked tortured, so
I rarely inflicted it upon them. I would more likely go out on the
veranda and strum happily for hours, humming to myself. Christmas
and birthdays were quiet, but Easter was downright gloomy. It
included two visits to St Joseph’s across the lake, fish on Friday,
and a small chocolate egg on Sunday. My guardians did not contrive
to be mean or even penny-pinching; they just didn’t buy into
something incomprehensible to them, and I became satisfied with
that.

‘Well, I’d better go, Lily.’
Phillip’s voice brought me back into the room and face-to-face with
his hovering frame. ‘I hope you’re okay. I’m sorry if I was
rambling on about my family. I’m sorry for not being able to give
you better news.’

‘I’m fine. I guess I always
knew that it was unlikely to have a happy ending. I just think I
felt happier with the lack of facts. Disappearance is a much better word than murder. You can be as delusional as you like when you
don’t say murder.’ I tried to smile to reassure Phillip that I
would cope, that I had strength, and that the revelations of the
last weeks would not weigh me down. ‘I am serious about the initial
investigation. I would like to know more about it. Can you tell me
where to start?’

Phillip looked pretty unsure
that this would render anything new, but he said he’d email me the
contact details and anything else he thought might help.

‘Bye, Lily. I’ll be in touch.’
He reached out his hand and put it on my shoulder. Then he gave it
a little squeeze.

With that, he opened the front
door and strode down to his car. He paused before getting in and
looked out at the lake. He then looked back at the house and seemed
momentarily to be lost in thought. I followed his line of sight and
looked out into the middle of the now-dry lake bed. I realised what
he could seeing, and the shock of it surprised me. My mother and
brother had been in sight all these years. The front door of my
parents’ house and of Darcy and Billie’s homes all faced
north-east, directly towards the spot where their bodies lay,
entwined and weighted with iron, faces turned hopefully towards the
shimmering light of sun and moon. Twenty-six years of seasons
coming and going, water rising and falling, they waited for the day
that the lake would go dry and they could be discovered. I was
saddened more by the fact that they had waited so long and yet I
felt oddly comforted by their constant vigil. Perhaps they had
known me all along. This thought made me think that I had to know
more about their lives and deaths.

I was ashamed to have been so
ignorant about them—about all of them, my father included. I am
both a curator and historian; my life is all about knowing and
investigating and placing each fact and artefact in its rightful
place in time. I rebuild the lives of those individuals whose lives
come to museums. I make the past come back to life. This is what I
do, and yet I have never thought that it should be done with my own
past. Billie, Darcy, Cillian, Moya, and Brannen had their lives
ensconced along with the lives of my ancestors in the trove with
which I lived. In these three houses, and perhaps in the
recollections of investigators and the remaining locals, I could
reconstruct the lives of my family. I could try to answer the
question that no forensic report mentioned. Why did he kill them?
What possible reason could there be to murder your young wife and
son and leave your newborn daughter a motherless waif? Why, when it
seemed you had gotten away with it, would you kill yourself? As
Phillip drove away, kicking up dust and avoiding potholes on Lake
Road, I was committed to my new course. I would find answers.


Chapter 5

 Before investigating
anything, I would have to deal with work and friends. I knew
walking back into the museum would cause a small ripple of
interest; and by ripple, I mean deluge. I hadn’t been obstructive,
only secretive about my life and childhood tragedy. I had revealed
nothing about my family because nothing had been asked and
assumptions had been made. Everyone assumed that I had lived some
bohemian existence and called my parents by their first names. They
imagined Billie and Darcy as artsy folks who loved the isolation
and quiet of life on the lake and had raised me with a reasonable
degree of efficacy, as I appeared to be fairly normal, moderately
intelligent, and generally civilised. But my silence about life
before uni and work contributed to my mystique, and no one really
thought to question it further—until now, of course. Now the truth
of the past had drawn itself out of its muddy hole and been
splashed onto the front pages of local and national newspapers. Why
it became a story and why anyone was interested in such things was
beyond me. I suspect the dark nature of such an event had whetted
the appetite of many, and the current obsession with voyeurism and
self-revelation made my story worth examination.

Returning to work was simply an
opportunity to escape the unexpected visitors and the incessant
phone calls requesting interviews. Here in my office, I would have
relative quiet, and most of my colleagues had
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