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Doctor Anya Crichton prepared to face the violent offenders.

Hundreds of thousands of taxpayer dollars had gone into first the trial and now the retrial of the four whose heinous crimes had horrified even the most jaded police and lawyers. Their young female victims continued to suffer thanks to the drawn-out legal process which seemed to favour the rights of the accused over the rights of the victim. 

The Harbourn Four and their legal team were expert at playing the system to their advantage, but today would put a stop to all their legal games and manipulations. 

Anya removed the digital thermometer from her ear. Forty-one degrees Celsius. She downed a couple of paracetamol tablets and anti-inflammatories to accompany the first dose of antibiotics, then wiped her forehead with a wet facecloth, lingering on the temples to alleviate the splitting headache. Anything stronger might blur her mind, and she knew how alert she had to be on the stand. 

There was time for one final check in the hallway mirror. Hair pulled back, but not too severely. Pale blue blouse and navy skirt declared professional expert. The jury had to care about her testimony, not be distracted by her appearance. 

A small amount of eye make-up and lipstick, her version of war paint, complemented the outfit. This had been a damned long battle and one the prosecution had to win. She had never felt so strongly about a case before and a high temperature would not interfere with her job. 

While wiping perspiration from the back of her neck with a tissue, she hurriedly checked the locks on the downstairs windows. 

Last night had been spent in fitful sleep, violent nightmares brought on by her body’s attempt to fight the chest infection. The bugs might not survive high temperatures, but the fevers made her entire system miserable as well. She coughed and felt the inside of her chest burn. Too late to pull out now. 

Besides, it was the price she paid for travelling. Airconditioned planes and hotel rooms, fatty food and fatigue never failed to beat down the immune system. Once her sleep pattern improved, the infection would clear quickly. It had to. 

Anya slipped her stockinged feet into the black court shoes she kept by the door and grabbed her briefcase as the doorbell rang. 

‘Won’t be a minute,’ she called, before checking the downstairs windows just once more. 

Mary Singer had a broad smile when Anya opened the door. 

‘Welcome back.’ She embraced her colleague with both arms. ‘We’ve all missed you.’ 

Anya kept one arm by her side. ‘We should probably make a move.’ 

The sexual assault counsellor agreed. ‘Traffic’s pretty hideous this morning. You’d think that work on major roads could be done at night, but no, that would be far too simple.’

Anya punched the alarm code into the unit inside the doorway. A few seconds of slow beeping and the pair were away. 

‘Bad flight?’ Mary opened the car door she had double-parked and climbed into the driver’s seat. ‘You look exhausted.’

‘I picked something up on the leg home,’ Anya said, ­trying to focus on the day ahead. Private case work across the US and Europe had been physically and emotionally gruelling. But the fact that she’d had little sleep for forty-eight hours meant nothing to a judge or jury. This was not about her. The trial was the reason she had rushed back home to Sydney from overseas, leaving her son and ex-husband to enjoy Disneyland without her. 

The painkillers had eased the headache but her arms began to shiver. Fighting the effects of the self-prescribed medication, her body was doing everything it could to push her temperature back up. She clutched her ribs and tried, unsuccessfully, to suppress a cough. 

Mary Singer shot her a look but resisted commenting. 

Anya took a breath and felt the stab in her ribs; pleurisy as well as bronchitis. She fiddled with the car heater, craving warm air. ‘How is Giverny coping?’ 

‘This last month has been rough. Since the mistrial was declared she’s been more agitated.’ Mary was clearly concerned about the young woman due to testify in the Supreme Court at Darlinghurst.

Anya felt for the seventeen-year-old girl who had been abducted while walking home from the bus stop less than a year ago. If it had not been for her beloved weekly ballet lesson, the petite teenager wouldn’t have been out alone. The four Harbourns had forced her into their car and raped her multiple times. Not content with assaulting the girl, as a final degrading act her attackers had stripped her naked and hosed her with icy water near an abandoned warehouse. The last thing Giverny remembered about them was their laughter as they drove off. 

Anya vividly recalled that night, performing the medical and forensic examinations on the traumatised, injured girl. As a forensic physician, Anya’s role was critical in beginning the long and tortuous healing process for victims. The physical evidence she had collected, along with Giverny’s detailed police statement, had eventually led to the arrests.

‘It won’t be easy, facing those four again in court, but I think she’s strong enough,’ Mary offered unconvincingly. The counsellor had met with Giverny following the attack, then more regularly during the lengthy trial process. 

Not having managed to scare Giverny into silence, the four accused Harbourn brothers had tried every legal manipulation to delay the trial and intimidate the only witness. Meanwhile other family members had made veiled threats against the ‘lying slut’, as they called Giverny. She was the only one who could identify the brothers as her attackers, and her testimony was what threatened them most. Even so, it was difficult for the terrified seventeen-year-old to see it that way. 

The attack and ensuing year of legal tribulations had taken their toll. A bright student, Giverny had dropped out of school months before, unable to cope with the stress of exams as well as being the key witness in the retrial. Her friends had long since abandoned her, choosing to get on with their social lives while Giverny stayed home, afraid to go out or trust anyone. 

The pair sat in silence as Mary took back streets to avoid congested main roads. 

Anya checked her watch. ‘Let’s hope Giverny’s ready and not having second thoughts. We don’t have a lot of spare time.’

Mary honked her horn at the car ahead for cutting in on her. He responded by raising a finger in his rear-vision mirror and hitting his brakes – hard. 

Mary stopped just short of his bumper bar. 

Anya’s head jerked forward and she saw the driver open his car door. ‘Go around him. He’s getting out.’

She leant forward and punched the central locking button on the dash. Just in case. The last thing they needed now was to be involved in a road rage incident. 

‘What is it with men? They make a mistake and then abuse you for it.’ Mary manoeuvred the car into the next lane and darted across lanes. Anya watched in the vanity mirror, but the man got back in his car, turned off and disappeared from sight. She breathed out. 

A few minutes later they arrived to pick up Giverny, as arranged. She had requested moral support on the way, aware that Anya would not be able to be seen with her once they were in court. As an expert witness, Anya had to be seen by the jury as independent or her evidence would be discounted as biased. 

Even so, Anya understood that Giverny would find being cross-examined lonely enough without feeling abandoned by the very people who had encouraged her to testify. 

Mary pulled into the driveway and kept the engine running. ‘You can listen for traffic reports,’ she said, turning up the radio. 

Mary walked up to the front door, sunglasses over her unruly mop of grey hair. The counsellor waited, hands on her hips. Anya knew they were all edgy about today’s court appearance. She watched Mary knock again. When there was no response the counsellor raised her arms to the sky and came back to the car. 

‘Maybe she’s in the bathroom and can’t hear.’ Anya pulled out her mobile and dialled Giverny’s number. ‘It’s diverting to MessageBank.’ 

Mary moved around to the back of the house; when she returned to the front she cupped her hand around her eyes and peered in through the windows.

‘Curtains are all drawn and I can’t see a thing,’ she called. 

Anya stepped out of the car, the chills returning to her body. She noticed the garage door slightly ajar. Security obsessed since the attack, it was unlike the young woman to leave anything undone or unlocked. The hairs on the back of Anya’s neck prickled. 

Bending down, she yanked on the garage door handle, which clunked in resistance before giving way. The door moved upward and light flooded the area. 

Across the doors and rooftop of Giverny’s blue Morris Minor were scrawled DIE SLUT in large red letters. The back wall was covered with LYING BITCH. 

The words were like a punch to Anya’s stomach. After seeing what the Harbourn brothers were capable of, she feared the worst. 

‘Giverny!’ she yelled, her hands trembling as she dialled emergency on her mobile. ‘It’s Anya and Mary. Can you hear us?’ 

Mary entered the garage and covered her mouth in shock. ‘God, no—’ 

Anya hoped her instincts were wrong but she remained careful. ‘This could be a crime scene. Wait here for the police and don’t touch anything. I’m going inside.’

Mary stood in silence, staring at the car. Anya stepped around the vehicle, careful not to brush against it. With a cloth from a shelf at the back, she turned the handle of the inside access door and returned the cloth to its original position. 

Moving the door open with her foot, she whispered, ‘Please be okay.’ 

In the tiled living area there was enough daylight to see the rolled, unopened newspaper on the table, along with a neat pile of papers. She took a breath. The place hadn’t been trashed so maybe the Harbourns hadn’t made it inside. 

Just maybe. 

‘Giverny. Can you hear me?’ she shouted. Beads of perspiration covered her neck and forehead. The kitchen was clean and there weren’t any plates left out from breakfast. 

A door banged behind Anya and she jumped. 

‘What the hell’s going on? Where’s our daughter?’ 

Bevan Hart pushed past Anya into the corridor, presumably towards the bedroom. His wife Val followed.

‘I told you we should have stayed with her.’ 

Turning the corner, Anya stopped, just as someone let out a guttural sound behind her. Val Hart had seen the same thing. 

Giverny Hart knelt on the floor with her head slumped forward in a praying position. Attached to the front door handle was a cord. The other end disappeared around the girl’s neck. 

Anya rushed forward and felt for a peripheral pulse. The right wrist was limp and cold, but she felt a beat. It bounded – too hard for such a cold limb. Anya timed it with her own carotid. The pulses beat in perfect time. They were both her own. Damn! 

‘Do something!’ the father begged. 

With two hands, she lifted the girl’s face. It still had some heat. Encouraged, she felt for any sign of a neck pulse. 

Giverny’s left index finger was trapped beneath the cord, as if trying to release the pressure. 

‘This can’t be happening,’ Bevan Hart muttered and stepped back. Mary was quickly at the parents’ side. She must have heard the wife’s howl.

‘Mr Hart, we need you to call an ambulance,’ Anya instructed. ‘Your daughter needs your help right now.’ 

He responded and disappeared. The counsellor moved over to Anya. ‘What do we do?’

Anya grappled with the cord but it dug too deep into the girl’s flesh. 

‘She’s still warm. I can’t get the cord off her neck. It’s pulled too tight. Get a knife or scissors as fast as you can.’ She tried to sound calm. She needed their help and quickly.

Mary ran off with Val. 

Anya tried slipping her hands under the girl to lift her and relieve the pressure caused by the pull from the door handle, but she knew it was useless. The cord had tightened when the head slumped forward. No height needed for this hanging. 

‘It’s okay, Giverny, we’re here now,’ she offered. ‘You’re going to be all right.’

Something crashed in the kitchen, then Mary appeared with two different sized knives. One could have carved a chicken, the other was a boning knife with a pointed end. 

‘Cut her from the door first.’ 

Mary chose the larger knife and handed the other to Anya. 

Trying to hold the head upright, Anya used the smaller one to cut where Giverny’s finger held the noose slightly away from her neck. 

On the first attempt she nicked the neck and blood trickled out, making the cord slippery. 

She felt the body drop. Mary had cut the cord above her head. She laid the girl flat on her back and this time the cord gave way. The left hand did not move. The young woman’s lips were blue and her face a dusky shade. 

Anya felt again for the carotid pulse. Nothing. 

She lifted the girl’s head up and back, pinched the nose and breathed twice into the mouth. 

Come on! This isn’t over. 

Moving to the chest, she clenched her fingers, one hand on top of the other and began cardiac massage. Thirty short, sharp pressures then two more breaths. She heard a rib crack but kept going. She had to, for Giverny’s sake. After a few rounds her fingers cramped but she kept going. 

She heard a siren in the distance and Mary left to flag it down. She barely noticed Bevan behind her when the paramedics appeared.

‘I’m Matt,’ one of them announced. ‘What have we got?’ He placed his pack on the floor. 

Breathless and exhausted, Anya continued to pump the heart as the second paramedic, a female, pulled out a face mask and oxygen tank. 

‘Giverny Hart. Seventeen years old. We found her on her knees, with a cord attached from the door knob to her neck.’

Matt shot a look at his partner. 

‘How long have you been going?’

It felt like hours had passed, but Anya had no idea how many minutes she had been attempting to resuscitate. 

‘I started the exact time you were phoned.’ Anya knew that all calls were logged. 

The paramedic checked his watch. ‘We’ll follow our protocol. Let’s intubate and see if we’ve got a rhythm.’ 

Anya stopped pumping long enough for him to cut open Giverny’s shirt and place three leads on the girl’s chest, which he then connected to a portable ECG machine. 

‘Asystole.’ 

‘I’m in,’ the partner said, letting them know she had intubated her patient. ‘If there’s no other access, I’ll try adrenalin from here.’ 

Anya moved back as the paramedic squirted a syringe filled with adrenalin into the endotracheal tube. 

The small cardiac monitor remained unchanged. The line was flat.

‘Anyone know the medical and drug history?’ Matt asked, trying to get a cannula into Giverny’s arm. 

Anya turned around but Mary must have removed the parents from the horrific scene. 

‘She was otherwise well, apart from an assault last year. She’s supposed to testify in court this morning.’

The paramedics paused briefly as Matt checked his watch again. 

‘Are you a relative, ma’am?’ he asked. 

‘No. I’m a forensic physician. I saw her the night she was assaulted.’ 

Anya knew the girl had experienced horrors beyond belief. The physical healing had taken months, but the emotional scars were permanent. Even so, none of this made sense. 

Matt removed the paddles from the defibrillator and turned the charger up. His partner placed two gel pads on Giverny’s chest.

The machine let out a piercing sound. 

‘One hundred joules. Clear.’

His partner slid away from the head and Anya moved further back. 

Giverny’s body bucked but her heart did not respond. 

‘One hundred and fifty joules. Clear.’

‘Could she have drugs on board?’ Matt remained calm as his partner continued squeezing oxygen into Giverny’s lungs in between electric shocks. They were a well-rehearsed team, and for them this was simply part of a day’s work.

Even so, the question threw Anya. It hadn’t occurred to her that the teenager might have used illicit drugs. 

‘She had been on antidepressants, but nothing else as far as I know.’

Anya suddenly realised how little she really knew about Giverny. She had studied every aspect of the young girl’s wounds and the mechanisms of her injuries; she had asked detailed questions about the night of the attack; but they had never discussed her personal life, apart from how the trial had affected her studies and her parents.

‘Doctor, could you check the bedroom and bathroom, see if there’s anything, prescription or otherwise? It would be a big help.’ 

Anya stepped away as the paramedics continued their emergency protocol. 

She returned minutes later with a full bottle of paracetamol and a newly opened pack of prescribed antidepressants from the bathroom cupboard. ‘Nothing to suggest an overdose.’

The reality of the scene hit Anya like a blow to the chest. 

‘I’m sorry, Doctor,’ Matt said, sitting back and checking that damn watch again. 

‘We have to call it.’ 

She heard his next words but they were meaningless.

‘Time of death, 9.15 am.’

He turned to Anya. ‘I’m sorry, Doc. There’s nothing more any of us could have done.’
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After a welcome-back morning tea at the sexual assault unit, Anya retreated to her office. With so few doctors qualified and willing to be on call, taking leave became an accepted necessity. Despite absences increasing the load for the others, the knowledge and experience doctors brought back from overseas study and casework benefited them all. 

Anya settled in and began checking files from a year or more ago. She remembered a young woman who had presented for an examination and morning-after pill. At the time she had refused to make a police statement and was quiet about the details of the assault. She did, however, let it slip that a group of brothers had ‘taken turns’ forcing her to have sex. One of them had been her boyfriend at the time.

That was the detail that had stuck in Anya’s mind. She suspected that if brothers attacked one of their girlfriends, it was highly likely they had raped other women. 

How many months since she had presented? Months blurred together in Anya’s mind. She searched file after file, trying to recall specifics about the case. There had to be a good chance it was the Harbourns involved. There could not be too many sets of brothers raping women, or so Anya hoped. 

Natasha Ryder had asked for help identifying any other cases that were ‘similar pattern’ evidence. If she could find another of their victims to testify against the Harbourn brothers, the prosecutor could present a pattern of assaults, thereby strengthening the case against them. Giverny at least deserved that much. 

Mary Singer brought a coffee into the physician’s office, edging past a chair to deliver it. Rapidly running out of room in the unit, highest priority were more fridges in which to keep forensic specimens. Often victims chose not to make a police statement immediately following the assault, but had the option to do so later on. Sometimes that meant storing evidence for prolonged periods. 

Office areas didn’t rate improvement, especially when they required funding to do so. Anya didn’t really mind. The room was too small for drop-in visitors and no one stayed longer than they had to. Most importantly, the door could be locked so she could work without interruption. As part-time director, hours in the office were limited. 

The counsellor leant against the desk, a bench that ran the length of the narrow room. A filing cabinet in the corner filled the space quota after the two chairs. A pile of files lay on the floor, under the desk. 

‘Don’t tell me you’ve been asked to do an audit?’

‘No, but I could while I’m at it. I’m trying to find a case file but can’t remember when the woman presented.’ 

‘Can I help?’

‘A young woman, raped by her boyfriend and his brothers.’

‘That sounds familiar. Have you checked the rosters for when you were on?’ 

Anya leant back in her chair and sipped her coffee. ‘That’s the problem. I was on just about all the time between the others taking long service leave or maternity leave.’

‘How about what she looked like?’

‘Short, thin, long dark hair. She had a pierced eyebrow but didn’t say much.’ It was much easier to remember those details than names because each examination took at least an hour to complete. It wasn’t easy to forget the person. 

Mary stared at the floor. ‘Halloween.’ 

Anya looked up. ‘Pardon?’

‘Halloween. Try end of October. I remember thinking the girl was dressed as if she’d been to a Halloween party. All black clothes and pale face. Is she the one?’

Mary was right. The woman had been dressed in black and had dark lips, giving her a gothic appearance. Anya flipped through the files to October/November. Nothing. 

Then she checked October the year before. Relief filled her as she lifted out the folder. 

‘Got it! Thanks.’

Mary stood to leave. ‘I suppose you know that Giverny’s funeral is tomorrow. I’ll be going if you’d like a lift.’

Anya did know and was unsure whether to attend. She had no idea if the Harts would appreciate her being there or if her presence would only upset them more.

‘I’ll see how tomorrow turns out. I could be caught up, and I’m still on call for the unit.’ 

Mary glanced over her half-glasses. ‘If you ever want to talk, you know where to find me. It’s worth remembering that carers need looking after too.’ 

Anya was already absorbed in the file and flipped to her summary. ‘Appreciate the coffee,’ she managed as Mary closed the door behind her. 

Nineteen-year-old Violet Yardley had presented on 30 October. As was Anya’s habit, notes of the conversation were scant, in order to protect the victim. If the assault ever came to court, even a minor difference between what Anya had documented and wording in a police statement could be used by a defence lawyer to discredit the victim. 

She checked the address. The suburb wasn’t far. Turning back to her laptop, she pulled up the Whitepages website. The address existed, listed under a W and P Yardley. Anya dialled the number. 

A middle-aged woman with what sounded like an Italian accent answered. 

‘Hello, I’m hoping to contact Violet Yardley.’

The woman readily explained that her daughter was working at a shelter, packing boxes of food. When asked if it was possible to meet Violet there, the mother didn’t hesitate to provide the charity’s address. 

It always disturbed Anya how much information people naively gave away over the phone, especially to a female caller. The majority of people still trusted, which is why scams and credit card theft were relatively easy to commit. 

The inner-city area had little parking, so Anya hailed a taxi from outside the hospital. Within minutes she was at an old warehouse. A rollerdoor was raised in front of a sign marked Deliveries only. No Parking. Inside, a number of people filled boxes with tins of food and fresh produce that had been piled onto trestle tables. 

Violet seemed thinner and more gaunt than before. The eyebrow piercing was gone, but her jumper and long jeans were still black. The young woman looked up and stopped loading a box when she saw her visitor. 

‘I’m taking a break,’ she called to no one in particular, grabbing a pack of cigarettes from her bag on her way towards the open door. 

Anya followed her outside. ‘I don’t know if you remember –’

‘How am I supposed to forget?’ She lit a match and struggled to light the cigarette in the breeze. Anya cupped her hands to shelter the small flame. 

The young woman nodded in gratitude and inhaled. ‘I didn’t expect to see you again.’ 

‘That’s understandable. I hope you don’t mind, but I rang your home and a lady told me you were here.’ 

Crossing one arm across her waist, she supported her smoking arm. ‘My mother thinks I should bring more friends home, so she would have been happy that anyone phoned for me.’

Anya smiled. ‘Mums care. It’s their job. Which partly explains why I’m here. You didn’t come back to the unit and I wanted to see that you were okay.’ 

Violet exhaled out the side of her mouth and watched the traffic. ‘What can I say? Life goes on.’ 

A table-top truck pulled up, beeping as it reversed into the warehouse doorway. 

‘That’s the leftover veg from the co-op,’ Violet said, stubbing out the remains of her cigarette on a metal bin by the entrance. ‘We do food parcels for the homeless and pensioners around here who can’t afford to pay exploitative supermarket prices.’

‘Before you go . . .’ Anya managed. ‘Please understand this is all still confidential, but there’s an important reason I’m asking – were the men responsible for what happened to you that night named Harbourn?’

The young woman folded her arms and bit her bottom lip. 

‘I never told you that.’ Violet searched Anya’s face for an answer. ‘How did you know?’

Anya felt a rush of hope. They could have another case to answer for. ‘Because you’re not the only one they’ve done this to.’

‘Yeah, well, like I said, my life’s moved on.’

Anya handed over a card, which the woman reluctantly took and stuck in the back pocket of her jeans. 

‘I know this isn’t easy, but it’s not too late to give a police statement if you decide you want to. The samples I took that night are still in the unit if you change your mind.’

‘Give me one good reason.’

‘One of the girls they raped is now dead. The police think they could have killed her.’ 

Violet’s eyes flared. ‘That’s bullshit. I chose to go to their house. We all got drunk that night. They might have taken turns with me after Ricky and I had sex, but that was it. There’s no way the Harbourns are killers. God, Rick was the nicest guy I’ve ever known.’

The young woman pushed past the volunteers unpacking the truck and quickly disappeared inside. 

In disbelief, Anya walked back to the nearest intersection. 

Almost a year and a half later, a woman who had been raped by a number of men could defend one of them as a nice man. Violet Yardley sounded as if she blamed herself for the assaults, never mind the unforgivable betrayal by her boyfriend. The woman was in complete denial. 

If she stayed that way, there was little anyone could do to ensure her attackers didn’t rape again.
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After vacillating over whether or not to go, at the last minute Anya decided to attend Giverny’s funeral. The afternoon service went longer than expected, with four hundred people spilling out of the church and its grounds. Old school friends paid their respects along with former teachers, extended family and community members. 

Eulogies were accompanied by slideshows of Giverny as a smiling baby, a gap-toothed face in school uniform, with the bag almost as big as she was. Like other mourners, Anya struggled to fight back tears. As a mother, she could not help sharing the parents’ grief, if only in the smallest of ways. Once the funeral was over, her life would go on pretty much unchanged. The Harts’ lives were irrevocably changed, for the worse. 

A white coffin covered in purple irises and cornflowers lay beneath the screen. Bevan Hart sat with his wife in the front row; both wore large dark sunglasses to obscure their misery.

Anya had hoped to slip in the back without being noticed, but a newspaper photographer recognised her and his flash alerted security guards who quickly removed him. 

Bevan Hart moved across and invited her to sit with the family, given that, he explained, she had tried so hard to save his daughter’s life and had been so kind throughout her ordeal. 

Anya felt like a fraud, wishing there was something else she could have done to revive the teenager. It was her job to help victims like Giverny, nothing more. 

Recorded songs filled the church, ones written to thaw the hardest heart. ‘Amazing’ prompted more tears in the crowd, as did ‘Wind Beneath My Wings’. Eric Clapton’s tragic tribute to his late son, ‘Tears in Heaven’, concluded the service. 

Mary waited in the floral garden. Around the perimeter, Anya noticed a number of detectives, including Kate Farrer and Liz Gould taking note of who had attended. People who had been outside were being funnelled through a side entrance to sign a visitors’ book. Those who had been seated signed another at the exit. 

Immediate family were the only ones going on to the cemetery, so Mary and Anya waited to pay their respects to Bevan and his wife. A woman who shared Val Hart’s prominent nose and small chin thanked them for coming. 

‘My brother-in-law and sister speak highly of you,’ she said, ‘and all you did for our Giverny. Thank you for everything you did, right up until the last.’ 

Anya noticed Mary nodding self-consciously. 

‘We’re so sorry for your terrible loss,’ was all the counsellor could manage. 

The relative took Anya’s elbow. ‘Is it true that the rape case against those animals has been dropped?’ 

Anya wasn’t in a position to comment, but said, ‘The prosecutor and police want justice for Giverny. I can promise you.’ 

‘We’ll be praying that happens,’ the woman said before moving on to hug a bereft teenage girl. 

Afterwards, Anya needed some solitude, so she retreated to her home office, grateful that Elaine was now on an extended holiday after managing the office alone in Anya’s absence. Peeling off first her jacket then pantyhose, she hit play on the answering machine and flopped on the lounge. 

Dan Brody had already left three messages. Each one sounded more urgent and asked her to call him the moment she got back. She groaned and sat up, flipped open her mobile phone, wondering why he hadn’t called on that. The black screen confirmed the battery was flat – again. She plugged it into the charger. Usually, Brody’s secretary called if there were cases to consult on. 

She dialled his mobile number. He picked up on the second ring.

‘Dan, it’s Anya returning your –’

‘Thank God. Can you come right over? It’s an emergency.’ 

For once, the lawyer’s voice was quiet and almost unsure. She checked her watch. With traffic, she wouldn’t get to his office before seven. Despite the hour, she was loath to refuse work from the busy defence lawyer. He had already kept her in enough private consultancy work to keep her business afloat, cope with the mortgage and pay child support for Ben. Ever since a colleague in his law firm had tried to ruin her professional reputation Brody had, as if to compensate, increased the workload his firm sent her way. The effect had been to make her a more desirable expert witness for other firms and an expansion of her consultancy work. 

‘Is this a new case?’

‘I can’t explain over the phone, but I’m at home. I’ll leave the verandah light on.’

Anya hesitated. She had expected him to be calling from his office. After taking down the details of his address, she agreed reluctantly to go. As she was pulling her pantyhose back on, her fingernail ripped through the nylon. Bare legs with the skirt would have to do. Before heading out the door, she collected the examination bag and checked the downstairs windows locks. 

An hour later, she turned into the exclusive Hunters Hill street, highly curious about what sort of emergency Dan Brody had that couldn’t wait until office hours. 

She didn’t usually do house calls to lawyers, and it wasn’t about to become a habit. One of his high-profile friends had to be in trouble. But what required a forensic physician in an emergency? 

Brody’s reluctance to explain over the phone had been uncharacteristic, as was his distress, both of which surprised her. If she were being honest, the call had been slightly unnerving. She wasn’t completely sure why.

Brody’s street had mansions set back amidst lush, well-lit gardens. As she drove up the hill it was obvious that each home outdid the last in landscaped glory – and value. Either this part of the city managed a lot of rainfall, or water restrictions weren’t imposed or followed. She stopped at the top of the hill outside a red-brick home with wraparound verandahs. Double-checking the address confirmed this was Brody’s house. 

She pulled the handbrake hard and stepped out of the car. The fragrant smell of damp grass in the night air made her sneeze. Floodlights showcased late-flowering wisteria over a large arbor, immaculate lawns and topiary hedges. 

She pushed open the gate and entered, following a stone path towards an ornamental pond adorned with statues of cherubs. Foot-long goldfish swam beneath waterlilies, while a jacaranda tree provided glimpses of shadow from the bright floodlights. 

A closer glance at the water feature made her uncomfortable. The inviting scene was a potential tragedy. The surface should have been covered with metal grating, preventing little faces from becoming submerged. It probably had never occurred to Brody because he didn’t have kids, but even a toddler could access the gardens, with potentially devastating results. She made a mental note to mention it at an opportune moment. 

Up the stairs, Anya took in the harbour view and drank in the fresh breeze from the verandah. She straightened her shirt, checked her hair in the glass adjacent to the front door and knocked. 

A few moments later, Dan Brody opened the door. He towered over her, even taller than his six foot four with him standing inside, one step up. 

‘Thanks for coming.’ He ushered her into the house and locked the door behind her with the chain bolt. 

Anya began to feel uneasy. ‘What’s going on?’ she said, moving back towards the door. 

‘I just don’t want anyone walking in on us.’

‘You’re beginning to scare me.’ She looked around for signs of anyone else in the house. ‘Unbolt the door and we can talk.’

The lawyer put two open hands out in front of him. ‘I’m so sorry. That was thoughtless. I just meant that I wanted to talk to you privately and in complete confidence. There’s someone else with a key and I don’t want to be interrupted.’

Someone with a key? His latest society girlfriend, no doubt. Before Anya had left for overseas, she and Dan had shared a celebratory meal when a case of Dan’s ended with the acquittal of a homeless man accused of murder. Anya’s evidence had been instrumental in the verdict. That night, Dan had been attentive and sweet, but two months were a long time in his fast-paced world. 

‘Fine.’ 

Usually immaculate, Dan’s untucked shirt and jeans were creased, as if they had been pulled straight from the laundry basket. A crepe bandage barely hung on a bruised ankle and foot.

‘Does this have anything to do with the first-aid attempt on your foot?’

‘Yes, sort of. I stepped on some floorboards and went right through them. Wasn’t easy getting a size fourteen out of that hole.’ He glanced down at his attempt to cover the injury, then reached out to open a pair of sliding wooden doors. 

Anya followed and took in the room as he hobbled along. Most amazing was the room’s centrepiece – a walnut grand piano, flawlessly polished.

All the wall space was occupied by bookshelves stacked with hardcovers and leather-bound books. It was Anya’s idea of a dream room, only hers would have a set of drums taking pride of place next to the piano. 

‘I didn’t know you were that much of a reader.’ 

‘I’m not,’ he said, sitting on a brown leather lounge near a marble fireplace. 

‘This was my parents’ home until recently.’

Anya knew that Dan’s mother had died and that his father was in a nursing home following a stroke, but very little else about his parents. 

‘My mother was a voracious reader. Anything from phil­osophy and religion to world affairs. It always surprised me that crime fiction was her true guilty pleasure. She was also an accomplished writer and artist.’

‘Your father?’

‘A couple of weeks after Mum died, Dad had a massive stroke. We tried to keep him at home but he needed twenty-four hour nursing and the house and garden aren’t wheelchair friendly. To be honest, I think he found it hard to be here without Mum.’ 

He flicked something minute off the arm of the lounge. 

‘Anyway, we moved him into a nursing home but he had another stroke and lost all speech. I didn’t like the care he was getting so I moved him a couple of weeks ago.’ 

Anya felt more comfortable now they were discussing his family. She had not met Therese Brody, but had heard wonderful things about her philanthropy and work with indigenous literacy projects; she had obviously been an intelligent woman with a strong social conscience. 

‘Has he settled in?’

‘I believe so. Where are my manners – can I get you a coffee?’

‘No thanks. I am curious, though, what you wanted to see me about. Please don’t say it’s just to check your ankle.’ 

Despite the warmth of the room and seeing Brody in a new, almost refined light in his home, she didn’t feel the visit was meant to be social, particularly if he had a new girlfriend. Another woman arriving home and getting the wrong idea was the last thing she wanted tonight. 

Dan sat straight and ran both hands down the thighs of his jeans. ‘Maybe I should just show you.’ 

He limped out of the room and returned with a faded wooden box, not much bigger than average shoe size. He held the object with almost outstretched arms, as if frightened of the contents. After looking around, he opted to place it on the carpeted floor then stepped away and sat on the stool with his back to the piano. 

‘This is what I called you about. I didn’t know what else to do. I mean, I got one hell of a shock when I found it a few hours ago.’

‘Don’t tell me it’s a live rat.’

‘Trust me, it isn’t alive. The lid was sealed tight. I had to pry it open.’

Anya didn’t like dead rats any more than live ones, but she slid off the lounge and onto the floor. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Brody stand and move further away. Whatever was inside really had him spooked. 

She tentatively wiped some dust off the lid with the back of her hand and revealed a detailed marquetry design. ‘This is beautiful craftsmanship,’ she said, but her host was staring out the window. She couldn’t imagine what was inside that could be so disturbing. Undoing the clasp, she flipped open the lid and lifted what felt like wax-paper wrapping. She quickly sat back on her haunches, unable to believe her eyes. 

‘Where did you find it?’ 

Brody didn’t move. ‘Under the floorboards in what was my parents’ bedroom. I was rearranging the walk-in wardrobe when part of the old floor gave way. When I eventually yanked my ankle out, the box was right there.’ 

Anya studied the tiny dead form, curled up inside the small chamber. The miniature body lay in a foetal position, knees resting against the chin. There was no doubt. This was a fossilised human baby. 

The pair remained in silence for a few moments. 

‘I could do with that coffee now,’ Anya said, returning the lid and closing the latch. ‘After I wash my hands.’ 

‘Of course.’ 

Brody moved to the kitchen area with a glass conservatory overlooking more gardens. A granite island-bench dominated the area, with copper pots hanging from a chained metal grid above it. Dan obviously had no trouble reaching the utensils that were out of reach of most people. 

His hands trembled as he loaded a small machine with a metal capsule and placed a demitasse cup, the only size small enough to fit, under the nozzle. The smell of rich coffee filled the air. 

He pulled a carton of full-cream milk from a serving door in the stainless steel fridge and placed some in a steel mug adjacent to the machine. Within seconds, he poured frothy milk into a china mug and repeated the process. 

Anya washed her hands in the sink and dried them with paper towel from a dispenser at the wall. The mug warmed her hands. She could appreciate the lawyer’s anxiety at the find. Despite dealing with criminal trials, he had probably never seen a human body before, let alone experienced the shock of discovering one in his parents’ wardrobe. 

‘Do you have any idea whose child it could be?’

He offered his guest a cane stool, which she accepted. 

‘This house has been in Dad’s side of the family since it was built three generations ago. It was always passed on to the eldest son.’

‘Was there ever any scandal about illegitimate pregnancies?’ 

Dan shook his head and washed out the used steel mug. Apart from fresh basil in a small vase, the benches were empty of clutter. 

‘Do we need to call crime scene? I mean, will they want to photograph the . . .’

‘Possibly. I’ll check with them, but it’s not as uncommon as you might think. With garden renovations, it’s not unheard of for someone to discover tiny remains, particularly given the number of stillbirths and backyard abortions in the past.’

Brody nodded but didn’t appear relieved in any way.

Anya excused herself to make the call. Moments later she returned, with a swab kit from the bag in her car. 

‘I just need to take some shots of the wardrobe with my mobile. I’ll take the box with me if you like, and take it to the morgue. There’ll have to be a post-mortem.’

‘Of course. I’ll show you where I found it.’

‘I should probably take a DNA swab from you now, if you don’t mind, for comparison to the child.’ 

Dan leant against the bench. ‘It . . . it isn’t mine.’

‘I’m not suggesting that. We know it’s old from the type of box and condition. But it would help us work out whether the child was born to someone in your family.’

‘My grandparents always had servants. My grandfather had a reputation for being quite the ladies’ man, before and during his marriage.’ 

The irony of his own reputation with women appeared lost on Dan Brody. 

Anya knew it wouldn’t have been the first time that a servant was impregnated by her boss and the results hidden. But to hide a dead child in the wardrobe wasn’t the wisest move. It would have made more sense to throw the remains away or bury them. 

She removed the cotton-tipped swab from her kit and Brody bent forward, allowing her to scrape the inside of his cheek. She felt his breath on her face as she removed the swab and returned it to its sealed container. 

Dan reached forward enough to brush her hand. 

‘I’m just . . . well, grateful you’re here. I didn’t know who else to call.’ 

Anya felt a surge of blood to her face. She had never seen Brody like this and had never imagined that he could be so vulnerable. At work he was always in control and his arrogance was incomparable, even in the egotistical domain of law. Then again, if anything could rattle a person, an unidentified dead body in the house was it. His girlfriend would no doubt comfort him soon enough. For a brief moment, she felt jealous of the new woman. 

With a permanent marker from her kit, she labelled the specimen before returning to the drawing room. Brody stood in the doorway, keeping his distance. 

Anya bent down and collected the tiny body in its makeshift coffin. She hoped for its sake, and for Brody’s, that the baby had died of natural causes.
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The following afternoon Anya removed the wax-paper covering, held her breath and slowly lifted the remains from the box. Any uneven pressure could break off limbs. It was a wonder the body had survived the damaged floorboards and the subsequent car journey. 

The white form seemed more delicate against the cold steel dissecting table. 

Jeff Sales had been finishing off some paperwork and greeted Anya with something akin to excitement at her find. He was keen to examine the remains as soon as possible. 

‘It’s an adipocere all right, not that I doubted you.’ 

Unlike the normal process of decomposition, this skin and soft tissue had undergone transformation. What once was skin was now a hard waxy substance – adipocere – most obvious over the buttocks, abdomen and cheeks, the fattiest areas of the body. 

‘It’s a reasonable size and it’s possible that it was delivered full-term.’ Jeff switched on the overhead surgical lights. ‘What do we know about it?’

‘Only that it was found in a wardrobe, under the floorboards in an old wooden box. At the moment we have no idea who gave birth or how it got there, or whether it ever lived to take a breath.’

‘So we’re looking to see if any signs of homicide are present.’ He moved the light directly over the abdomen. ‘Remarkable, I think we can presume it’s a female judging by the genitalia. I’ve never seen anything quite this preserved before. There’s a stump of an umbilicus so at one stage someone cut the cord, post delivery.’

Determining whether or not the baby had taken a breath was not that easy. If the lungs had ever inflated, they were now collapsed and semidecomposed. 

‘Is there a chance you can rehydrate the umbilical stump and see histologically whether the child was freshly born or a few days old?’ 

‘That’s an excellent thought, I’ll take some biopsies.’ 

The bright light highlighted splits to areas of the infant’s skin. It would be difficult to determine whether they had occurred during the adipocere formation or were due to blunt-force trauma to the abdomen, thighs and upper arms. 

John Zimmer wandered in with a female crime scene officer, both in their work overalls. 

‘The secretary said you were here.’ 

Zimmer had a sixth sense for unusual deaths. As part of his job, he frequently attended autopsies. ‘Thought we’d get the heads-up on whether this one will be ours.’

‘We still don’t know whether the death was suspicious or not.’

Regardless, Jeff Sales invited them both in. ‘The more the merrier, I always say.’ 

Zimmer dwarfed his younger colleague. ‘This is Milo Sharpe, she’s just transferred from down south.’ 

After introductions, Milo stood, hands behind her back. 

‘You have an unusual name,’ Jeff said, glancing up over his half-glasses. ‘What’s the derivation?’

‘It’s a nickname. I have below average motor skills which came to the attention of fellow officers here, before I arrived.’ She seemed to ignore Zimmer.

The senior CSO rocked on his heels. ‘Well, it is our job to investigate and scrutinise.’

‘Why Milo?’ Anya dared ask. The rationale behind the name had to be obscure and less than complimentary. 

‘On January 26 I attended a car accident in the rain.’ She spoke in a monotone as if tired of repeating the story. ‘My gloves were wet and my superior threw me the car keys. I failed to catch them and they slid down the drain. I spent the next fifty-four minutes successfully extricating them.’

Milo, who didn’t offer her real name, stopped without further explanation and turned her attention to the tools the pathologist had laid out for the post-mortem. 

‘Get it?’ Zimmer said. 

Anya raised her eyebrows. 

‘Venus de Milo. The armless statue. You’ve got to HAND it to her. It’s a classic.’ He grinned.

Apparently the officer endowed with the name didn’t agree. 

‘It could be worse,’ Zimmer added. ‘“Showbags” liked his nickname until he realised what it meant. He looks great but is full of shit.’ 

Anya hoped she hadn’t acquired a nickname she was yet to learn about. 

Jeff Sales refocused. ‘What we have here, detectives, is an adipocere. It’s a form of preservation.’ 

Milo’s face was now centimetres from the table, studying the body. ‘Is it a cultural phenomenon?’

‘Good question. We’re not talking mummification through embalming. This sort of preservation is mostly seen in bodies that have been immersed in water or left in humid or damp environments. It occurs where fat is present.’ 

‘How?’ Milo spoke without sounding either interested or bored. 

‘Bacterial enzymes and body enzymes alter the free fatty acids but don’t cause the normal signs of decomposition, like bloating and discolouration. These remains had to have been protected from insects, or the story would be completely different.’

Obviously the box had been well sealed, as Dan Brody had described. The wax-paper wrapping would have contributed to the process.

The technician arrived with a portable X-ray machine and slid an X-ray plate gently beneath the fragile form. He had only one lead gown for protection, the one he was wearing. 

Milo slowly circled the table, as if looking for clues. ‘Who would just stick a baby in a box and hide it? The mother had to be mentally ill.’ 

Anya looked up. ‘Not necessarily. We don’t know how long the child had been in the box or how young the mother was. That box could have been in the wardrobe for decades. And if you think about it, babies buried in gardens weren’t that unusual even a few years ago. Unmarried mothers were ostracised and received no government support. Backyard abortions were rampant. Some of the mothers were even sent to prison-like institutions or reform schools.’ 

The pathologist stepped back and ushered them out of the suite into the corridor while X-rays were taken. 

‘And,’ Anya continued, ‘in the past stillborns

























