


[image: image]






[image: image]


Heidi Lemon received an Honours degree in Creative Writing from the University of Canberra. For the past few years she has devoted herself to writing, funding her efforts with a job in retail. Heidi worked closely with the Costigan family during the writing of this book, which is her first.






[image: image]




Contents

About the Author

Title Page

Dedication

Saturday, 28 February 2015

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Acknowledgements

Footnotes

Copyright




For Tara




SATURDAY, 28 FEBRUARY 2015

POWDER-BLUE SKY, WHITE sun. Top of thirty-two. A good warm one to seal up the summer. Around the city, Canberrans flicked on the jug. They stretched and blinked at bright kitchen windows. They listened to breakfast shows blaring the news that the Russian opposition leader had been murdered in Moscow, that Mr Spock was dead, and that Tony Abbott was denying rumours of a leadership challenge. Last night’s dreams began to fade. Kettles began to sputter. Outside, jaded magpies stalked and pecked.

For many, this day would require considerable energy. The Royal Canberra Show was on again and tens of thousands were expected to file through the gates of Exhibition Park. There were new attractions this year – a 37-metre Ferris wheel, a jousting tournament and a competition between Australia and New Zealand in the woodchopping event. From early in the morning, old men in bright vests were waving cars into the large dirt parking lots off Flemington Road.

Other Canberrans were counting on a much quieter day. Down south, the morning crooned its weekend music – lawn-mowers and power drills, birds and yapping dogs.

In her three-bedroom home in the suburb of Calwell, 28-year-old aged-carer Tara Costigan yawned. It had been a long and tiring night, though a quiet one: her two young sons hadn’t stirred and her week-old daughter was a peaceful little sleeper. Pretty much the only sound had been the hum of incoming text messages. In the early hours of the morning Tara had been messaging her aunt, Maria Costigan, for updates on her grandmother Margaret, who had been taken to hospital with dehydration. Friday had been a trial for Margaret – it was the first anniversary of her husband’s death – and Maria had decided to spend the night at her mother’s house. A fortuitous decision, as it turned out: when Margaret collapsed in the middle of the night, Maria was there to take action.

Other things had kept Tara awake too. Mostly, thoughts of her ex-partner Marcus Rappel, the father of her baby daughter. The day before, Tara had stepped into a witness box in the ACT Magistrates Court and applied for a domestic violence order (DVO) against him. Today, that order would be served. Exactly where and when this would happen Tara didn’t know, but she was in no doubt that Marcus was going to be livid. She could hardly fail to know that. How many times had she heard him rant about the DVO placed on him by his previous partner, Keira?

On the phone the night before, Tara had told her uncle Michael Costigan of her fears. ‘He’ll go ballistic.’

Hearing this, Michael couldn’t help but imagine the worst-case scenario. ‘Will he hit you?’

‘No, no,’ Tara reassured him. ‘He’s never hit me.’

It was true. He hadn’t. He’d done everything but, and that was enough. The notion that at some point today he might come around and start hollering the same sort of abuse that had, in part, prompted her to seek a DVO in the first place was too stressful to entertain.

So she’d made plans. Her older brother Derrick Filby was due to knock on the door any minute now. They’d decided to get out of the house with the kids and do something fun, something distracting. Go to the pool, probably. It was shaping up to be a fine day, the last of what had been such a bittersweet summer. Tomorrow, a new season would begin – one defined, Tara hoped, by the peace that had been denied her in recent weeks.

Already the sun was bold and brilliant, pushing at the kitchen window.

So began the final morning of Tara Costigan’s life.




CHAPTER ONE

MICHAEL COSTIGAN IS a distinctive-looking man in his mid-fifties. His head is hairless to the follicles and his eyes, magnified by thin spectacles, are a precocious blue. I recognised him easily before my sister made the introduction.

Over the eighteen months since his niece’s murder, Michael’s position as CEO of the Tara Costigan Foundation, as well as his unofficial role as the Costigan family’s media spokes-person, have transformed him into something of a public figure. He maintains a steady profile in the local ACT media through the foundation’s various initiatives and appears regularly at family violence conferences. At Canberra’s inaugural National Family Violence Summit in March 2016 Michael met my sister Skye Saunders, an expert on sexual harassment. Later that year, Skye introduced him to me. He explained that he wanted a book written about Tara but felt that he was too close to the subject to write it. I agreed to take the project on and began my research shortly after.

I’ve been making the trip to Canberra from Melbourne, where I live with my partner, Matty, as often as I can, and have got to know Michael fairly well. He’s a laid-back, complex, gregarious man who fairly pops with ideas for the Tara Costigan Foundation. He refers to it frequently – its goals and projects, its visions for the future. Numerous times over the course of a conversation he is interrupted by epiphanies, his eyes glittering with excitement as he envisages this or that fundraising initiative. He’s ambitious for the Foundation. His mind works so quickly that sometimes even he has trouble keeping pace with it.

In the years leading up to Tara’s murder, Michael ran a successful training and consultancy business with his wife in Malaysia. Now, unable to conceive of leaving his family in Canberra, and with his wife reluctant to move from her home country, their marriage is crumbling. Weeks have passed since he last saw his young daughter.

Our conversations are necessarily dark. Michael speaks frankly of his sadness. He recalls the most brutal moments of his life while tipping a jar of jellybeans towards his palm. Several times he refers to himself as ‘nauseatingly objective’. I notice, though, that whenever the mood becomes too sombre he takes pains to lighten it. Sometimes he talks about God, Christ’s mysterious plan, or the Biblical peace that passes understanding; other times he adopts a Scottish brogue or belts out a line from a song. Whatever method he chooses, it seems that he does it in order to re-anchor himself to the present, and perhaps permit himself a short reprieve from the horror.

•

Most of my conversations with Michael take place at his mother’s house, where he has been living since shortly after Tara was murdered. Margaret Costigan – Tara’s grandmother – is a youthful-looking seventy-something, slender, with shrewd blue eyes and several studs in her earlobes. She has a warm, placid demeanour and a gentle voice. On the day I am to meet her for the first time, Michael picks me up from the National Library in the suburb of Parkes on his Harley-Davidson. After half an hour of burning through the weekend traffic we ease into a driveway in Canberra’s southern suburbs. Margaret appears at the front door, wincing at the motorbike’s raucous clucking.

Michael introduces us and immediately wanders off down the hall. I make shy noises about what a lovely area, how leafy and green, and go to take off my boots, dreading the smell of my sweaty socks.

‘You can keep your shoes on, love,’ says Margaret. She locks the front door. I follow her into the kitchen. The house is immaculate, a soft, feminine space of pastels and light. On a small table I notice a framed studio portrait of a teenaged Tara, her golden hair loose and wavy, her eyes a startling blue.

Michael calls out, ‘Have you shown Heidi your craft, Mum?’

‘She’s just walked through the door, Michael.’ Margaret looks at me, eyes raised skyward, and I laugh softly and follow her through an archway off the kitchen.

Half of the lounge room functions as her workshop, I realise; boxes and crates are stored in orderly rows along one wall, and a rack of craft magazines stands just behind the sweep of a large wooden desk. My eye is drawn to a display of greeting cards: homemade pieces of art, several with a seaside theme, the dense paper overlaid with vintage illustrations of modest bathers and studded with tiny seashells.

‘You can touch them,’ Margaret says. She points to her favourite piece: a foldout book. I part the little covers and the pages begin to unfurl, one after the other, until I’m holding an accordion of images – dreamy vignettes of Parisian women in furs and pearls, with or without their tuxedoed suitors.

Margaret seems a tender spirit, sensitive and delicate, but, as she would tell me several times, she’s tough – she has a very thick skin. She’s had a life jolted by more trial and tragedy than most. The softness she exudes is buttressed with steel.

Her husband, Jim, died on 27 February 2014, one year and one day before Tara’s murder. They had been married for fifty-five years. Margaret met Jim when she was in her late teens and working at the telephone exchange in Scone, in the New South Wales Hunter region. Jim came in one afternoon to start work as a ‘night boy’ – one of the young blokes who kept the exchange running through the night – and Margaret showed him how to operate the switchboard. That was the extent of their involvement for a while; Margaret already had a steady boyfriend.

That relationship broke up when she was eighteen, and one day Jim pulled up in his car and asked if she wanted to go somewhere. They drove to Muswellbrook to watch a swimming carnival. Margaret was bored: Jim loved sport but she hated it. Whenever he played football she’d sit with the spectators and read a book. If she heard someone was hurt she’d look up and if it wasn’t Jim she’d look back down.

Jim was the sort of man who commanded respect. He was principled and direct, fair-minded and stubborn. They got married in 1958, the day after Margaret’s twentieth birthday. Hanging above her bed, in a large shadow box, are her wedding veil and the pink nylons she rolled over her calves that day. After the wedding Jim and Margaret moved around a fair bit; Jim was operating heavy machinery by that stage and worked on the construction of waterways around New South Wales, from Glenbawn Dam to the Menindee Lakes. Sometimes, Margaret would be taping up boxes and wrapping crockery in newspaper with a taut, swollen belly. She and Jim joked that they’d have four kids, but they had both grown up with the Sacred Heart on the wall and by the time they were thirty they were parents five times over.

Michael came first, in 1959, then Stephen two years later. He was a ‘blue baby’, born with a hole in his heart, and spent the first five months of his life in hospital. These days Stephen lives in Tasmania with his aunt, Margaret tells me, and will soon undergo his fourth open-heart surgery. Maria was born next, then Tony, and finally, after a five-year pause, Christopher. The family had settled in Canberra by then. Maria and Chris still live there, while Tara’s father, Tony, died there.

•

On a grey spring day, a few weeks after my first meeting with Margaret, Michael picks me up from the city in the Tara Costigan Foundation van. We drive to Belconnen, where his younger brother Chris lives and is apparently expecting us. As we wind through the brick-and-birdbath suburbs Michael tells me that Chris is a musician, the frontman of Gravelrash, a heavy metal band who will be performing at the upcoming ‘Rock for Tara’ benefit concert. Chris is organising the concert too, rounding up the talent, kitting out the venue. It’s been good for him, Michael says. Chris’s trauma runs deep and his struggle over the last few months has at times been desperate.

We pull up outside a nondescript brick house with several cars parked on the front lawn and a ‘Rock for Tara’ flyer affixed to one of the windows. I follow Michael up the front steps, feeling timid and young. The flyscreen swings open and I see a cluster of people standing round the dim doorway. It’s the sort of scenario bound to trigger some degree of social anxiety that I will do my best to hide, but on entering the house I notice that the faces turned to me are exceptionally warm and open. I shake hands with the nearest person, a young man in a Driza-Bone, and then, to my astonishment, I am embraced by a second young man and his smiling girlfriend. A woman with soft black hair wearing a black bathrobe also hugs me. She introduces herself as Fiona, Chris’s wife.

Chris comes up behind her, a slender man with an immediate presence. He has a greying goatee and brown shoulder-length hair, shorn on one side to expose a tattoo as large and confronting as the one on his throat. He waves his hand at the shirts hanging to dry from an archway off the lounge room. ‘Apologies for the Chinese laundromat.’ His eyes are a pale blue. He offers me and Michael a drink, returning a minute later with a couple of cans of bourbon and cola.

I sink into the lounge next to Chris; we chat shyly. I ask about Gravelrash and he points to the wall, where framed photos are mounted alongside a certificate of appreciation from Canberra Hospital – the band raised seven hundred dollars last year for the acute care stroke ward.

The elephant in the room is snuffling. Michael is tactful, paternal even. ‘Heidi will be keen to get an interview with you, Chris,’ he says.

I take my cue. ‘If that’s all right. Any time that suits you, I completely understand if –’

‘Sorry,’ Chris says, and I realise suddenly that he is wincing back tears.

‘Is it too –’ I begin.

‘No,’ Chris says, ‘it’s okay.’ He agrees with Michael – it’s important to get as many perspectives as possible.

We go outside for a smoke. Chris sits on a garden bench and I squat on the path facing him. His blue eyes are hot with tears and I feel a drilling in my heart; I cannot look away. He tells me that his tears have become a source of frustration – they blindside him, arrive without warning. ‘You hear about this happening but – it was Terror! It was Terror!’ That was his nickname for Tara, he adds. His voice is thin, choked. He still can’t get his head around it.

He begins to tell me about the pack of black dogs in his head. Michael wanders over and sits next to Chris on the bench. ‘Have you heard the story about the Indian chief?’ he says.

‘No,’ says Chris, ‘but I bet I’m fuckin gonna.’

‘Do you want to hear it?’

‘Make it quick.’

Michael clears his throat. ‘There’s an Indian goes up to the chief and says, “There’s a black dog and a white dog in my head. They’re always fighting and it’s driving me crazy.” The chief asks, “Which one usually wins?” The Indian replies, “The one that I feed.”’

A silence falls. Chris looks at Michael and says, ‘Great.’

‘I usually feed mine a bit of Sertraline,’ I say. Chris smiles.

He works construction by day, he tells me, but it’s really all about the music. I tell him that I understand, it’s a bit like my day job and my writing. Being a bra fitter is hardly my calling, I add. We talk about the lingerie department where I work; Michael wonders what bra size he would be and I tell him that most men are about an 18B. The weird science of it, the fussy ladies. I tell them that I got a complaint the other day for chewing gum. They laugh and construct a scenario together, play-acting the prim woman making the complaint. Chris imagines her at a dinner party, telling her friends about the girl in the shop who had ruined her day. ‘She was actually chewing gum!’

Michael heads back inside and Chris returns to his darker place. He says he can’t handle seeing violence on screen anymore. He used to love shows like Cops but now he has to leave the room if the Crime Channel’s on. Even the recent ACT election posters affected him. There was a candidate named Tara, and the name was so big on that piece of cardboard on the side of the road, and he kept on driving but the tears were almost blinding.

The afternoon sun hits the side of his face and I gaze into the eye sockets of the skull tattoo on his head. Suddenly his expression darkens. ‘Wait,’ he says. ‘Marcus thinks he’s so tough and fit and shit; but just wait till he gets into general.’

Marcus Rappel is imprisoned at the Alexander Maconochie Centre (AMC), the ACT’s first correctional centre. I wonder aloud if he has experienced any violence in there.

‘No,’ Chris says, ‘but the other prisoners have called out to him when he’s being transported. Stuff like, “Wait till you get to general; keep working out, it’ll make it more fun.”’

I ask Chris how he knows about these taunts. He tells me that he knows some people in jail. There’s also his sister Maria.

‘Maria?’

‘She was closer to Tara than anybody. She’s a prison guard at the AMC.’

My jaw drops. ‘Has she come into contact with Marcus?’

‘[The prison authorities] are sensitive to the situation. They make sure they’re in different areas. But when they transport the prisoners and so on, they sometimes rub shoulders.’

‘Have there been any exchanges between them?’

Chris puffs out his chest, works up a sneering countenance. ‘“How you doin, miss? Havin a good day?”’

I feel my guts twist. I think of my niece and wonder aloud – how does Maria do it?

‘Only Maria could,’ says Chris. ‘She’s a very strong woman.’

We sit and smoke a while longer. The sun continues to prod the clouds. There are shadows in this garden, salt seas in Chris’s eyes. He sits limply on the bench in his paint-spattered track-suit pants, broken heart exposed.

Later that night I am still thinking about these minutes, the purity of Chris Costigan’s anguish, the endlessness of it; and how, witnessing it, I sat perfectly still, unable to move or look away, feeling a hand inside me reaching, extending as far as it might go.

•

I make the trip from Melbourne to Canberra every few weeks. My partner, Matty, comes and stands by the train carriage and waves me off, guessing my approximate location through the tinted windows. The train rides are long and cramped and pretty – hour upon hour of moody eucalypts and dumbstruck sheep and, around the township of Harden, dazzling neon-yellow canola fields. Rabbits shoot out from beside the tracks as the wheels whip past, their brown-smudge bodies moving like flicked elastic bands. I buy egg and lettuce sandwiches from the kiosk in Car C and eat them with my neck turned to the hulks and curves of passing land.

For the most part, the trips to Canberra are characterised by excitement and nerves about what lies ahead. The return trips are more sombre affairs as I contemplate the work that lies ahead – work that is sure to reveal new gaps in my knowledge which will require yet more interviews to fill. When the Melbourne skyline appears in the distance, I can’t help but see it as something bittersweet – a vista which, for all its magic, is far enough away from Canberra to become frustrating.

I compile my research the morning after each trip, getting through as much as I can before my shift in the bra department starts. As infuriating as it is to snap shut my laptop and pull on my black boots, knowing that I have the project to come back to makes it easier to get through the day. In fact, I can’t deny that my attachment to the project gives my self-esteem a boost. Of course it does: I spend my hours connecting bra hooks over sweaty backs and sympathising with old ladies about the decline of cotton full briefs. What a difference it makes to remember, as I dart from the fitting rooms to find a 16G, that this is all bread on the table, that I have been given a new purpose far bigger than my immediate mission.

Inevitably, perhaps, the counterpart to my anticipation is a feeling of being overwhelmed. The more voices I hear speak about Tara, the more I feel that I am looking through a telescope at a night sky, and that every patch of it I see holds stars of impossible number. Such is the universe of a single life, its scope and its reach, its darkness and bright fires. Its stretches of openness and secret forevers. At times I feel myself dangerously close to being sucked inside a black hole as I meditate upon all that I do not know, all that I can never know about Tara. I think about her until my thinking becomes a kind of longing. I want to hear her voice, watch her think – inch that impossible bit nearer to an authentic portrait of a stranger.

One afternoon in Canberra I’d asked Michael Costigan if I could see some photos of Tara. He gave me a USB stick containing all of the photos and videos that had been on her phone at the time of her death. The AFP had combed through it all before returning the phone to the family.

The USB stick becomes my portal to Tara’s world. I see how people looked at her, the glinting eyes and helpless smiles. I am shown – she shows me – the glorious moments, the ones that move her to fish for her phone, the moments she wants to keep. I sense the sanctity of those average scenes; her beloved dog Honey snoozing in her bed, her two gleeful boys in the back seat of her car. I see how sometimes a situation would fill her with such exuberance that she would take dozens of photos in rapid succession, capturing events almost in real-time: Honey as a puppy playing with a bigger dog; the dolphins at Sea World, arcing in tandem from the giant pool; one of her sons tottering around the lounge room in his mother’s high heels, hamming it up, keeling over slowly.

But I can only see by Tara’s eyes, never through them. I look at the photos with curiosity and fascination, not nostalgia.

In those taken at home my eyes stray from the subjects to the domestic environment, looking to see how she lived, decorated, relaxed. Occasionally, some minor detail – a bowl of bananas on the kitchen counter, a basket of laundry on the ironing board – will remind me, as if by their innocuousness, of what was yet to come. It’s a knowledge that feels taboo, occult even. What a strange, terrible thing, to look into the laughing eyes of a woman and know what she would not have believed.
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