


Chapter 1

The technician anchored the small pack to her waist band and clipped the microphone to her jacket lapel.

‘Please welcome to the stage the internationally renowned forensic pathologist and one of the world’s foremost experts in forensic medicine, Tasmania’s own Dr Anya Crichton.’

Lecture notes in one hand, Anya wiped her spare hand on her trouser leg as she climbed the steps to the stage amidst loud applause. A quick glance confirmed the auditorium was filled to capacity. 

‘Thank you,’ she began. ‘I’m sorry to be here. In fact, I’m sorry that any of us has to be here to discuss violence against women and children.’

The audience was silent. Anya had their attention.

She brought up the first slide with a handheld remote: a clean skull projected onto the giant screen. 

‘Some of you will find this talk disturbing, but I don’t do victims any favours if I censor the effects of the violence. If there are any family members present or victims of violent crime, I’d ask you to consider leaving this session. I have chosen to show specific images to discuss. Despite being unidentifiable, they may cause distress.’

She paused. An elderly couple rose, shuffled to the aisle and exited the auditorium.

Anya wondered if her own father, an advocate for victims of homicide, had been delayed or chosen to sit this session out. He normally texted or emailed as soon as he arrived. She cleared her throat and presented the next slide: a side view of the same skull. ‘The skull is a series of bones joined together by what we call sutures. Here, a section made of up of right temporal and frontal bones is depressed.’ She used the laser pointer to demonstrate. ‘This was a fatal injury caused by a blow with a blunt object.’

The next slide showed a bruised and swollen face, a digital black band obscured the eyes. The only hint at the victim’s sex was the long blood-matted hair to the side of the head.

Anya suspected that few in the room knew about this case. ‘This was a twenty-five-year-old woman with two children. She was pregnant with her third child, but the uterus was ruptured during this latest beating. This woman endured at least twice-weekly beatings.’ Anya moved to a drawing of the human body and with each click, revealed a new red mark, indicating a fracture or significant injury. Broken wrists, elbow, tibia, jaw, ruptured spleen, torn liver, fractured eye socket.

There were audible gasps throughout the theatre. 

‘This woman was found at the base of the Gap in Sydney. Her husband told friends and family she had left him and her children for another man. Her body wasn’t found for three days.’ She paused. ‘Cause of death was multiple trauma, but there were multiple bone fractures at various stages of healing. The woman suffered regular beatings and disclosed to her mother, who lived overseas, that she wanted to leave her violent husband. When friends and the local doctor asked about the injuries, she repeatedly denied her husband’s involvement. It’s typical in these cases that victims remain silent, for fear of ­escalation of the violence, or even being killed.’

She let the words hang. The room remained silent. ‘Police found traces of her blood in the family home and the husband was charged. He used the previous beatings as a defence because if he had wanted her dead, he could have killed her any time. He maintained that she had left him.’ 

She drew in a breath. ‘Tragically, he later boasted about killing her to a friend, but had already been tried and acquitted by then. By remaining silent about the pattern of behaviour, which would have alarmed anyone and highlighted how much risk she was in, this woman helped her husband get away. With her own murder.’ 

She paused and then showed another slide: of a small skeleton found burnt in bushland behind a town. ‘I did the post-mortems on all of these cases. We sometimes get a history, and this is what I received for this boy. In this child’s seven years, he was like a ghost. Neighbours barely saw him, and he didn’t attend school or socialise with others. He lived with various relatives and at one stage was forcibly removed from his mother, but she regained custody. Community service workers’ calls often go unanswered or the families refuse to open the door to them. Even if friends reported seeing bruises on the face and neck, he most likely would have been failed by the system.’ She hit the next slide. ‘There was a litany of old healed and healing fractures. I found teeth in what was left of the stomach, dislodged from the mouth by a blow. Exact cause of death was impossible to establish due to the fact the body had been severely burnt, and that also made homicide difficult to prove.’

Studying the slide, Anya couldn’t help make comparisons to her eight-year-old son, Ben, who was full of life, hope and love. Things this poor child had been deprived of. 

She turned to face the audience. ‘One of these cases attracted nationwide media attention and affected changes to law. But which one?’ She paused. The audience muttered quietly amongst themselves. 

Anya took a sip of water from a glass on the lectern. 

‘The first case,’ she clicked forward to another slide of the skull, ‘was that of an eighteen-year-old law student. Four friends went out for a night in the city. Only three came home. This was considered a random act of violence. He had his life ahead of him. According to witnesses, there was no provocation. The young man was out with his ­girlfriend, celebrating turning eighteen and being legally able to drink. All it took was one blow with an iron bar to kill him.’ She showed a photo of a handsome young face that had filled the newspapers. ‘The offender was drunk and admitted to looking for a fight. He was evicted from a couple of venues earlier in the night for being intoxicated. He claimed he didn’t remember hitting the student, or why he chose to target him. 

‘This case outraged the country and every talkback radio show. It should be a basic right to go into the city and come back alive. Laws about late-night opening and responsible alcohol service were changed within weeks, with bipartisan support.’

She could see some of the audience lean forward. ‘There is no doubt we should all be safe to walk around our cities at night. But what about the right to sleep safely in our own beds? To be safe at home without being murdered by a person who is supposed to love us? To grow up without being tortured? 

‘For those who were wondering, The woman at the Gap had migrated from India to marry her husband, in the hope of a better life. The little boy was born in a remote community to an Indigenous mother and died in a small town in the house of a stepfather and uncle. His death barely rated a mention in the press.’

 Anya noticed a middle-aged woman on crutches heading down the central aisle towards a standing microphone set up for questions. Two security guards quickly descended and blocked her path. Words were exchanged and the woman began shouting as the guards moved back. The house lights came up.

The emcee quickly moved to Anya’s side and explained, ‘There’s a protest group outside. Looks like one of them somehow managed to slip through security.’

The disabled woman didn’t appear to be much of a threat, but Anya appreciated the security concerns. The front-row seats were occupied by prominent state and federal politicians, community leaders and the odd sports star. She wondered who the protesters were targeting. The woman in the aisle continued to call out until she was escorted out the doors.

The emcee switched on his hand mike as the woman’s muffled voice receded. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, apologies for that interruption. May I take this opportunity to remind you to wear your conference lanyard for all sessions. For security reasons, no one will be allowed in without their access pass. Once again, I apologise for the interruption.’ He turned to Anya. ‘Back to you, doctor.’

The crowd applauded, and Anya continued. ‘In no way is this conference intended to diminish the impact of the violence many men experience. Clearly, we are not silent about some forms of violence – on our streets, for example. As a pathologist, I’ve seen far too many murder victims, both men and women. But it wasn’t until I became a forensic physician – and documented injuries on surviving victims as well – that the true scope of violence against women and children became apparent to me. I liken it to unfinished murder.’

A man in jeans and a loose shirt approached the central microphone, holding up a lanyard in one hand to declare his right to be present. Anya opted to accept the question at this stage in the talk.

‘I respect your opinion, doctor, but there are also women who abuse their partners and their children. Men are more likely to die from violence than women, if the facts are told. Why aren’t you and everyone else here standing up for those men as well? The media coverage of street violence has been too long coming, and now you criticise it!’

Anya suspected he had experienced violence or abuse himself.

‘I’m not criticising, just contrasting cases that invoke public outrage. You’re right. What’s reported is merely the tip of the iceberg. Every boy who witnesses or experiences violence is five times more likely to abuse his partner and children,’ she held up one hand, fingers spread. ‘Every girl who witnesses or experiences violence as a child is five times more likely to be abused by her partner. Is it any wonder we’re seeing increased episodes of violence generation by generation, among both men and women? Stopping violence in the home is a major societal issue. I honestly believe that by preventing violence against women and children, all men benefit.’ She clicked forward to a new slide, but the man wasn’t finished.

‘After we separated, my ex-wife falsely accused me of stalking her and abusing our children,’ his voice was now raised. ‘I was home alone and couldn’t prove it. The kids were too young to be credible witnesses. Then she got an apprehended violence order taken out so I couldn’t see my kids.’ He jabbed a finger in her direction. ‘How can we protect ourselves when society’s first reaction is to punish men? You didn’t even bother to mention the high rate of male suicide.’

A few people in the audience clapped loudly. Anya felt for the man but did not want to allow the discussion to veer away from the main focus of the conference.

‘I’m sorry about your personal situation, but there are moves to help men – to vindicate those who are falsely accused, and to prevent violent offenders from doing more harm.

‘I’m currently involved in a trial program that puts GPS monitors on men who have apprehended violence orders taken out against them. Up until now, it is the women and children who have had to move, hide, change their behaviour, completely abandon their routines and support networks. We all know that AVOs don’t stop bullets, knives or fists. Based on their history of abuse, personality, and a number of other factors, men are rated in terms of the risk of violence they pose. Those deemed at highest risk of committing further violence are fitted with a GPS monitor in addition to receiving counselling. If they go anywhere stipulated under the AVO, police can immediately intervene before anyone is hurt. In your case, this would have confirmed you were not a threat to your former wife and had been nowhere near the children when she claimed. The point, however, is that men are now being compelled to modify their behaviour and learn what is acceptable and what isn’t.’

‘Guilty until proven innocent,’ the questioner responded.

‘It may appear that way, but it is saving lives. And the futures of men who may have been imprisoned otherwise. It may not be perfect, but it’s better than the situation we have now. Ninety women murdered by spouses in the past two years and how many more living with the constant fear of being murdered? Even one is far too many.’

The audience erupted in applause.

‘Now, let’s go over some of the physical things to look for in abuse victims,’ Anya continued. ‘Injuries on the dead look vastly different from on the living. Scars and wounds are enhanced when blood is no longer pumping. It’s the wounds and injuries on children at most risk we need to become more adept at recognising.’

Myriad cases flashed through Anya’s mind as she presented some slides, the identities of the children masked with black blocks across their eyes. Some members of the audience audibly repositioned in their seats, while others gasped. The men in the front row sat with arms folded, legs extended.

The slides were shocking. Cigarette burns, belt-buckle bruises, fractured jaws, faces so swollen their features were unrecognisable.

Then Anya showed some slides of minor bruising and asked the audience if the examples were normal or abnormal. At the end of the session, Anya collected her USB and descended the stairs.

‘Excuse me, doctor.’

A young man dressed in a grey suit and black tie greeted her. ‘Fantastic talk. Absolutely riveting,’ he said and shook Anya’s hand. ‘Ryan Chapman, I work for Minister Moss. He’s asked for a quiet word outside. And perhaps a photo op.’

The emcee came over and collected Anya’s microphone, then addressed the audience. ‘Our next session will begin in five minutes, so if you can please resume your seats.’ Anya excused herself from the group and moved outside to the foyer, where she greeted the minister. She noticed the protesters outside the glass auditorium foyer, chanting and carrying pla­cards about ‘Frankenfoods’.

 ‘Christian Moss. Welcome back to Hobart, Doctor,’ the minister effused. ‘Apologies for the rabble-rousing. They’re demanding we end progress and make the state a national park.’

Anya had assumed the protesters were objecting to some aspect of the conference. She often received a barrage of insulting emails after presenting. The most frequent of late was that she was a man-hater and was jealous because she was too disgusting to rape. Trolls often flooded her inbox, and she had learnt over time to ignore the anonymous bile, but report particularly threatening messages to police. Luckily, the threats were rare. 

‘Have to say that was really compelling. As Minister for Community Services and Policing, I hear a lot of speeches, and that was extraordinary. I think your GPS program may go down very well here,’ said the minister, with an oily smile.

Anya was more than a little surprised. It wasn’t often politicians approached her about starting preventive projects. Cost and lack of immediate benefits didn’t often translate to votes, particularly when it came to subjects that polarised voters. ‘What about funding and police support?’ she asked.

‘We can always find the funds, and leave the support to me.’ Moss winked. ‘I’m here to make a real difference. Sometimes there’s a greater good at stake.’

‘Excuse me, sir, press are waiting, cameras are set up.’ Ryan Chapman appeared at the minister’s elbow, checking his smart phone. ‘And we have to avoid the street closures.’ He raised the phone. ‘A quick photo?’

Anya stood beside Moss for the picture, unsure whether to be excited about the possibility of trialling GPS devices to curb domestic violence in the state, or suspicious that she was being used to boost Moss’s standing with female voters.

‘We’ll be in touch,’ Ryan Chapman assured her, and passed over a business card. She reached into her bag and returned the gesture with one of hers. Moss pocketed it before following his assistant out to address the sea of protesters. Anya decided to go back to her room to freshen up before a pre-arranged coffee with the police commissioner.

Checking her phone, she headed across to the adjoining hotel lobby, glad to avoid the press conference out on Davey Street. A text message confirmed her father had arrived in time to hear her speak and was proud of how well she’d done. He was racing off to run a legal workshop for social workers and GPs, and would see her for dinner. She messaged back: 7 pm Constitution Dock.

In the lobby, the woman who had attempted to interrupt her talk sat on a lounge, crutches leaning against the side of her chair. A hotel security officer stood by her, speaking into a walkie-talkie.

‘I’m not leaving until I’ve seen her,’ said the woman tartly.

‘Madam, you are trespassing. We are going to ask you one more time to leave, or you’ll be forcibly removed. No one wants that.’

‘I have every right to be here.’ The woman remained defiant. ‘I’ll tell you exactly what I told your minion. I’m waiting for one of your paying guests.’

‘Madam, does she even know you’re coming?’

There was the slightest hesitation. ‘Of course.’

The security man rubbed his forehead and looked around. ‘You can’t camp here hoping to see a conference participant. We take our guests’ privacy very seriously.’

‘I’ll sit here all day and night if that’s what it takes.’

Metres away from the exchange, Anya’s phone rang. It was the front desk from the Grand Chancellor, asking if she was expecting a guest in the lobby.

Anya glanced across at the woman. ‘Does she walk with crutches?’

‘Yes.’ The receptionist sounded surprised. ‘You do know her?’

Anya breathed out. ‘I’ll go and talk to her now.’

She hung up and approached the lounge.

‘Dr Crichton,’ the woman exclaimed, and attempted to get up but struggled against the deep cushion. ‘My name is Beatrice Quaid. I have been waiting to see you.’

Anya extended her hand and said hello. The woman was hardly a threat and this was a very public place. She didn’t seem to have anything to do with the protest outside.

‘Apologies, madam, doctor, for any misunderstanding.’ The security man stepped back. ‘If we can be of further assistance . . .’ 

‘You’ll be the first to know,’ the woman said, sarcastically. She must have been in her late sixties, dressed in elasticised pants and a floral appliquéd T-shirt. Anya sat on the adjacent chair. 

‘The papers said you helped people and that you would be here for a conference. I’d almost given up hope.’ Her breathing was laboured and she wheezed intermittently. Arthritic fingers dug inside her open handbag to a set of rosary beads. ‘I’ve been praying for help and here you are.’ The woman’s eyes were dark and soulful. ‘You’re my last chance.’ The woman was determined, if nothing else.

‘For what?’ Anya asked. 

Mrs Quaid swallowed. ‘To prove a woman murdered her child.’

Anya was surprised. ‘My job is to determine cause of death and the nature of injuries, and I specialise in sexual assaults. If you think a death may have been suspicious, you need to tell the police.’ 

‘If money’s an issue, I can pay.’ The fingers grabbled with an envelope from the bag, stuffed with dollar notes. ‘I’ll do whatever it takes for justice.’ Her eyes welled. ‘Please help me, I’m begging you.’

Anya lightly touched the woman’s elbow. ‘Have you spoken to the police?’

Mrs Quaid wheezed. ‘They treat me like I’m crazy. One said I could be charged with making a vexatious claim. The security guard over there wanted to have me charged with trespass and creating a public disturbance.’

Anya glanced around the foyer, which was congested with a group checking in or out. It was easy to see why the hotel security discouraged loiterers, and the woman’s manner had not endeared her to them. That didn’t mean she was crazy. 

‘Who do you think was murdered?’

‘I don’t think. I know. My grandson was murdered. By my own daughter.’





Chapter 10

Anya glanced around at the boats and snapped some pictures to show Ben. He loved all things water and everything nautical.

She turned and saw her father. Instantly recognisable in sunglasses, striped polo shirt and knee-length shorts, he was more tanned and leaner than when she’d last seen him, a couple of months ago. It made his silver hair more distinguished.

He stood, removed his glasses and smiled, creating the long dimple creases she had adored as a child. As they hugged, he held her tightly and kissed her head. Bob Reynolds had always been the most affectionate in the family, and through his work he had been known to embrace victims and sometimes even violent offenders.

‘Hey, kiddo, you looked as if you had the weight of the world on those shoulders, just then.’ He stepped back. ‘Everything okay back home?’

‘Just tired. Long day. Ben sends his love and a big hug.’

Bob grinned. ‘I’m sending a giant one back at him.’

Anya was thinking about Ben’s life compared to Emily and Mia’s. How lucky he was to have two loving parents, even if they didn’t live together.

Bob looked out towards the eclectic collection of boats in dock. Sloops, schooners and maxi yachts bobbed amongst fishing trawlers and traditional wooden boats.

‘Remember all the times we sat here watching the finish of the Sydney to Hobart?’

The sounds of seagulls and metal clunking on masts always took her back to those times. The yacht race that began on Boxing Day was one of the world’s top ocean races and a highlight of childhood summers. It had been a welcome break from her grandmother’s farm.

‘Seeing them sail through the harbour was always special.’

‘And there I thought I had to bribe you to come, with the world’s best fish and chips.’

Anya smiled. ‘There was that too.’ Her stomach gurgled at the mention of food.

‘I know just the place where we can sit, enjoy some unusual decor and indulge again.’

It sounded perfect, although the decor had her intrigued. ‘Is Evelyn coming?’

Her father usually stayed with his favourite cousin when he visited.

‘She’s sorry but she’s come down with some sort of virus. Hopefully it’s just a twenty-four-hour thing.’

They walked in the breeze around to Hunter Street, to the old wharf. Anya savoured the salty air and turned to admire the view across to Mount Wellington.

‘Here we are,’ Bob announced, directing her attention to a wooden sign hanging above them, adorned with a skull and crossbones and reading The Drunken Admiral. ‘Sorry, they don’t have outside tables, but Evie says this place is her top pick.’

As they entered, the smell of cooking oil and deep-fried fish filled Anya’s nostrils. The place was full with families and conversation. She glanced around at the wooden tables and nautical decor. A skeleton was propped up against a ship’s wheel. Barrels hung from the ceiling and a fake hand protruded from the mouth of a shark’s head. Doubloon-style coins were scattered between iron candlesticks and burning white candles on a display table.

Her father nodded. ‘It’s exactly how she described. Even though you half expect Captain Jack Sparrow to pop out, they tell me the food is incredible.’

‘Ben would have a conniption if he saw this place.’

A friendly waitress greeted them.

Bob said, ‘I have a booking under Reynolds. Do you have anywhere a little quieter?’

‘I’ve put you at a table in the quietest room.’

They followed her to a room with a small window, filled mostly with tables for two. Anya’s father held the chair out for his daughter. ‘Neither of us has to drive, so what would you like to drink?’

‘Pina colada, thanks,’ Anya said to the waitress.

‘I’ll have a scotch on the rocks. And I hear your tempura olives are a specialty.’ 

‘They are good, I’ll bring you some with your drinks.’ The waitress handed them menus.

Anya’s work at the conference had finished, and she was keen to know how Bob’s workshop had gone. ‘Did you have a good turnout today?’

‘Full room, definitely got some people thinking outside the square.’ He unfolded the napkin. ‘Yours was a cracker talk this morning, apart from the protester coming in. You handled it with great aplomb, I must say.’

‘She wasn’t a protester, Dad. She was desperate for help to prevent what she thought was child abuse. It’s complicated.’

‘Anything I can help with, legal or otherwise?’

Anya shook her head. ‘At the moment it’s a missing persons case.’

The waitress returned with their drinks and placed a tray of tempura olives on top of a treasure map paper placemat.

‘Not that case that’s been on the radio – a child’s body and two others missing?’

Anya took a sip and scanned the menu. ‘Unfortunately, she has been affected by that. And it’s part of my job to be involved.’ 

Reading the menu, she considered the source of Emily’s fatal infection. E. coli, a bacteria rampant in humans and animals, mostly came from contaminated food. Cooking should kill the bacteria if it were on meat, but raw and undercooked foods and salads were another possible source. And Heyes had had Emily on a raw foods diet.

‘Few people appreciate what goes on behind the scenes when death occurs. I just know how busy you’ve been since you came back from overseas.’ He raised his glass. ‘I have Diana, but who’s looking after you?’

Her father still worked for legal aid part-time, but spent the majority of his days working in prisons and with victims of violent crime. Anya clinked her glass with his and took a long, cool sip. ‘I’m glad you remarried, honestly. Trust me, I’m fine. I love what I do. And Ben is the most wonderful thing to have ever happened to me.’

Bob wiped his lips. ‘Any chance I’ll see my wonderful grandson for his birthday?’

‘We’re not sure where he’ll be on the day.’ He was with his father and – Anya still found it difficult to know what to call Nita. Martin had been about to break up with the woman, or so he said, when she’d called with the news that she had malignant melanoma.

‘Martin and Ben are at Westmead Hospital. They’ll be in Sydney until the end of next week.’ She took another drink and felt her face flush with the alcohol. ‘Nita’s still on the melanoma vaccine trial. It looks like some of the brain tumours are shrinking, but she’s developed pneumonia.’

Her father popped an olive into his mouth. ‘That’s great news about the tumours . . . for her.’

Anya knew where this was heading. ‘Please don’t.’

‘Something happened on that cruise between you and Martin. Ben thought you were a family again. How confusing do you think this is for him?’

It was confusing enough for the adults involved. Nita had been about to leave for England, and Martin wanted to separate. Then she’d received the news about having metastatic melanoma, with a very poor prognosis. Everything had changed.

The waitress reappeared. Anya decided on hot rock salmon with wasabi for a main.

‘I’ll have the Yachties Seafood mixed grill,’ Bob said, ‘with a giant bowl of chips. We can share starters, bloody mary oysters and the chorizo entrees would be great. And some bread, too, thanks.’ The waitress cheerily retrieved the menus.

‘It’s a long way from the newspaper-wrapped fish and chips we used to have.’ Keen to change the subject, Anya glanced around and noticed a replica musket on the wall, complete with barnacles along the barrel and handle.

Bob lowered his gaze to meet Anya’s. ‘What are you doing about Martin?’

Reluctantly, she admitted, ‘Nita needs him now. More than–’

‘I get it. More than you do, because you’re healthy. But when are your needs going to be considered? It’s sad about Nita. Tragic, in fact, but do you think she wants to be in a pity relationship right now?’

A waiter delivered a piping hot loaf of bread, on a tray with balsamic vinegar, sea salt and olive oil.

Anya grasped the hot loaf. As she sliced through the crust, steam escaped from the soft centre. ‘It isn’t like that.’

She cut a second piece for herself.

‘Let’s consider the options.’ Bob was used to negotiating and confronting violent offenders with the consequences of their crimes, with the hope of them taking responsibility for their actions. He dipped his bread in the oil, then vinegar, and sprinkled sea salt on top.

‘Even if he’s trying to be honourable, if Martin is waiting until she gets better before he leaves, then he’s living a lie. If he’s waiting until she dies, then he’s depriving her of the chance to find real love. If he doesn’t have the courage to leave her and never really wanted to, then he’s lying to you.’ He took a large bite.

Anya felt a slight draught on her legs. ‘You never liked Martin. No matter how much he grows up, changes or how responsible he’s become, he’ll never be good enough in your and Mum’s eyes.’

Bob finished chewing and swallowed. ‘I’ll concede that in the beginning, and through the divorce, I had my concerns about Martin. He was emotionally immature and when he threatened to take Ben away and deny you any access . . . Let’s just say that was unforgivable, even if it was cooked up by his lawyer.’

Anya had to admit that was the lowest point in the relationship and the most hurtful thing Martin had done or said. But things had changed. Neither of them was the same person.

‘People do thoughtless things when they’re hurt. Remember you and Mum?’

‘I do, and it’s something I’ll always regret. Sometimes people are broken and you just can’t fix them. I tried with your mother. God knows I did.’ He paused and looked at a couple being seated across the room. ‘This isn’t about us, it’s about you. Anyone can see Martin is a great father to Ben. Realistically, when has he ever put your needs first?’

The divorce occurred when Martin decided to leave his job nursing. They were living in England at the time, and Anya had to work full-time to pay the bills. When they separated, Martin was the stay-at-home parent, and the judge awarded him custody on that basis, to minimise disruption to Ben.

‘He wanted full custody to hurt you, and he got it.’

‘Dad, I’m always on call, my job doesn’t exactly lend itself to a stable home life.’ Between her locum pathology work with the department of forensic services, and part-time work at the sexual assault unit, her work hours were unpredictable enough. Rapes and murders didn’t conveniently occur during weekdays from 9 am to 5 pm. Something that had always frustrated Martin about their family life was the fact that she could be called out at any time, day or night. Outings and functions were often interrupted by her work. She had attempted to decrease her on-call hours by giving freelance expert ­opinions in trials, but it had only increased her need to travel and be away from home. Now she needed to work the hours to pay maintenance and child support, while paying off her own mortgage and business costs. 

‘Plenty of parents go through that. They hire nannies, or arrange after-school care, without being denied access to the children.’

‘Dad, Ben is happy, and that’s what’s most important.’

He reached across and touched her hand. ‘You deserve to be happy. Never forget that.’

She was beginning to wonder if the reconnection she and Martin had experienced on the cruise was merely a holiday fling. Except that instead of disembarking and never seeing each other again, they shared a child together.

The entrees arrived and Anya was glad of the distraction. She started with an oyster. The Russian vodka had a surprising kick.

Bob stabbed another olive with his fork. ‘Got a call from Damien last week.’

Her father had an unnerving knack of provoking thought, then moving on. She was grateful the conversation now turned to her brother. At thirty, he worked as a forensic lab technician in London, but was adolescent in his refusal to settle down in the one place for very long.

‘How is he?’

‘Skiing with the new girlfriend in Europe. He says hello, and asked about Ben, of course.’ He picked up some capsicum and chorizo with his fork. ‘You know he never forgets birthdays . . . anniversaries.’

Anya’s brother was eight years younger and had been born after three-year-old Miriam had been abducted. Mimi’s birthday had been on the seventeenth of January, a week ago. There was only one date worse than the seventeenth, and that was the date of her disappearance. In July it would be thirty-three years since she’d vanished. With the disappearance of a mother and child, Anya braced herself for the comparisons to other missing persons cases, like that of Mimi Reynolds, which would be peppered through the media.

‘He’s worried about your mother.’

Anya collected another oyster. ‘Why?’

Bob put down his cutlery. ‘He rang yesterday, in the middle of the night, his time.’

As the baby of the family, Damien had always been closest to their mother. He constantly complained that she worked too hard, didn’t take holidays, didn’t see her kids or her grandson often enough. He couldn’t seem to fathom that this was their mother’s choice, or that she had changed irrevocably the day Miriam disappeared. Anya dipped some bread in the vinegar.

‘Dad, he’ll never understand completely and can’t be expected to. This time every year Mum becomes withdrawn. I called her that day too, and she didn’t ring back until yesterday. I emailed her saying I’d be down here. She gets busy with work.’

The waitress delivered the mains. Anya’s salmon with Japanese spices sizzled on its hot rock base. The other dish contained scallops, garlic prawns and fish cooking on its own barbecue plate, alongside chips, salads and sauces. The food was mouth-watering.

‘This looks and smells sensational. Dig in,’ Bob encouraged, and tasted a prawn.

The first bite of salmon melted in Anya’s mouth.

‘Damien’s concerned about her state of mind and may have good reason.’

‘She’s always on call,’ Anya defended. ‘Did she forget to call him back?’

‘Kiddo, she’d forgotten what day it was.’ He cut into a scallop. ‘Thirty-two years of buying Mimi a present for that day. This year she suddenly forgets?’

Jocelyn was sixty-four years old now, and had a strong family history of dementia. Her mother, grandmother, aunts and uncles all had it.

‘There’s bound to be a simple explanation. Maybe she’d been up all night on call and got the date wrong in her mind. I’ll see her tomorrow anyway, and call Damien to let him know she’s fine.’

Bob’s phone chimed a song from Herman’s Hermits. ‘It’s Evelyn,’ he whispered to Anya. He listened for a moment. ‘You did the right thing calling the ambulance and me . . .’ His eyes widened. ‘I’ll go straight to the hospital.’

Anya grabbed her bag and caught the eye of the waitress for the bill.

‘I don’t understand it,’ Bob said. ‘She had a bit of an upset stomach when I left. Lucky her neighbour checked. She was on the floor, bleeding.’





Chapter 11

They arrived in emergency as the ambulance transporting Evelyn pulled into the bay. She was pale, lying flat with fluid infusions in both arms. Blood stained a section of her hair and shoulder. Visibly shaken by his cousin’s appearance, Bob bent over and held her hand. One look at the patient and the triage sister rushed them inside, ambulance officers describing the vital signs as they went.

Bob was asked to speak to another nurse. They needed Evelyn’s medical history and details. Anya stayed with him.

‘When can I see her?’ he repeatedly asked.

‘The doctors are assessing her, then you’ll be allowed in.’

As they spoke a large man pushed past them.

‘Excuse me,’ the nurse said, and quietly asked a ward clerk to call security. ‘Sir, before you leave, I need to take that cannula out of your arm.’

The man responded with a choice set of expletives directed at the staff and ripped out the tube, spilling blood on the floor. Another nurse ran to his aid wearing gloves and holding a dressing pad. He pushed her aside and staggered off. Bob watched in disbelief.

‘A Friday night special?’ Anya asked.

‘And it isn’t even a full moon. They’re starting early tonight. Drunks, drugs, who knows what else?’ the nurse attending them said. ‘Sorry you had to see that.’

Bob was distracted. ‘Will Evie be okay?’

‘She’s in the best place,’ Anya comforted. After giving the admission details, they retreated to the waiting room and found the only two vacant seats. Bob sat, face in his hands.

He and Evelyn had grown up a street apart and were closer than most brothers and sisters. Anya finished quizzing him on any medical details he knew about his favourite cousin. He stressed how many close relatives had died of heart attacks at an early age and how Evie had tried hard to prevent developing it with a healthy lifestyle.

Anya had enough to at least give the doctors a list of Evelyn’s medications and major conditions. She excused herself to speak with the registrar or specialist on duty. The triage nurse looked her up and down. ‘They’re very busy.’

‘I’m a doctor. I have some background on the woman who was just brought in.’

The ward clerk dialled the phone on her desk and said something Anya couldn’t hear over the waiting-room noise.

‘I’ll take you through,’ she said through the glass window. ‘Meet you round the side. Dr Saba’s the specialist on duty.’

When they entered through the plastic doors, they were greeted by a petite woman with short black hair, stethoscope and pen dangling from her neck.

‘Dr Anya Crichton.’ The pair shook hands.

‘I know. I saw you speak this morning,’ the woman said.

It made sense an emergency specialist would attend the conference.

‘Ranu Saba. What brings you here?’

‘Miss Reynolds. Found collapsed on her floor. My father is her cousin and next of kin. He’s been staying with her for a couple of days. Only meds we know of are antihypertensives and cholesterol tablets.’ Anya handed over a piece of paper with the names of the treatments. ‘I can check the doses later.’

‘What is her normal health status?’

Phones rang at the desk behind them. Every bed appeared full. Someone moaned in pain behind a curtain.

‘She’s fully independent, works full-time as a special needs teacher, doesn’t drink alcohol, is a non-smoker and is allergic to penicillin. Strong family history of ischaemic heart disease. Both parents and a brother died of myocardial infarcts in their forties. Dad says she complained of stomachache earlier and thought she had a virus. He wasn’t there when she collapsed.’ 

‘She hit her head when she fell and needs sutures, so we’re trying to assess her neurological function. However, she is hypotensive and tachycardic. Any history of inflammatory bowel disease, ulcers?’

‘No, as far as I know, she’s otherwise healthy and doesn’t take NSAIDs or aspirin.’

A younger doctor brought a green bowl with fresh blood in it.

‘Bed nine just had a haematemesis and dropped her BP.’

‘Get two units of O-negative ready for transfusion and cross-match her for four. I’ll call the gastro registrar. She’ll need an urgent scope.’

‘Dr Saba, we’re ready for the lumbar puncture.’ A fresh-faced male stood proud in a white coat, but his forehead was damp with perspiration. He was either a student or an intern. 

‘I’ll be there shortly. You scrub.’

The month was January, when new doctors began working, and residents rotated to new departments. A month ago, many of the doctors on duty would have been at least a year more experienced.

‘We’re doing fourteen-hour shifts for the first month to cover the new interns. I’m sorry, doctor, but I need to go. Thank you for your assistance.’

A nurse handed Dr Saba a message. ‘Two more D&Vs, an MVA and a GI bleed coming in.’ Anya stepped back.

‘You might need to put the D&Vs in the holding room, for now,’ Dr Saba said.

D&V stood for diarrhoea and vomiting. Anya said quickly, ‘Can I ask, how many cases of gastro have you seen today?’

‘I think this will be four tonight. Why?’

A monitor alarmed for a few seconds then continued its regular beeping.

‘I was at the PM today of a child who died of what looks like Haemolytic Uraemic Syndrome.’

‘Were they in our intensive care?’

‘She never made it to hospital. Blood film had gram-­negative organisms. The lab is trying to determine what strain of E. coli, but we have to wait for cultures.’

Dr Saba sighed. ‘Meanwhile other patients could be incubating. Any idea of the source?’

Another nurse interrupted. ‘Can you please write up another pethidine? The ankle fracture’s in distress and our favourite orthopaedic registrar forgot before disappearing back to theatre.’

Emergency medicine was multitasking at its best. The doctor obliged.

‘No. But she’d been on a raw foods diet.’

A heart monitor alarmed and Dr Saba moved to the bedside of a man on life support. A nurse handed her a printout of an ECG and a drug chart. ‘We’ll give him another 0.5 mg of atropine and repeat in two to three minutes if the rate doesn’t pick up.’

They moved out of the way of a radiographer with a portable X-ray machine who scanned the patient list near the desk.

‘Bed nine,’ Dr Saba instructed. ‘Tell me her BP.’

A buzzer rang three times. ‘I’m sorry, I have to go,’ Dr Saba said again. ‘We’ll do our best for your cousin.’ She disappeared behind a cubicle curtain followed by two nurses and two more doctors. It was a cardio-respiratory arrest.

A male nurse rushed past with a defibrillator on a trolley. A ward clerk showed Anya to a relatives’ kitchen where she could make a cup of tea. Staff would find her if there were any changes. A row of grey plastic chairs were outside and more private than the waiting room. It could be hours before they knew more.

On the way out of the department, Anya noticed the whiteboard with patient and bed names. Evelyn Reynolds was listed as bed nine.

Her father looked numb when she returned with two black coffees. ‘She was fine when I left, just an upset stomach. I mean, she’s never even taken a sick day. Is it her heart?’

‘No. She just vomited blood so they’re going to have to do an endoscopy, to look inside her food pipe and stomach, to make sure she’s not bleeding from an ulcer. They’re organising it now.’

They sat for a moment in silence. Four cases of gastroenteritis brought in tonight so far. Anya was beginning to be more fearful that the organism that had killed Emily hadn’t come from the Quaid garden. ‘Dad, it’s possible she has a kind of food poisoning. Can you remember what you’ve each eaten over the last few days?’

If they had eaten the same thing, he, too, could be incubating the bacteria. ‘Meat, vegetables, salads, anything that may not have been properly cooked.’

She pulled out a notebook and a pen from her bag. ‘Jot down what comes to mind, and where Evie gets her groceries from, if you know.’ Bob silently took notes. They’d bought food at the local supermarket.

Anya remembered the hairdresser talking about Jenny volunteering at the food exchange for the farmers’ market.

‘Does she eat much organic or fresh food?’

‘She gets those from the fresh food market on the weekend. Lamb and vegies.’

Anya pulled her iPad out of her bag and accessed the photos of Jenny Quaid’s kitchen. Tomatoes, carrots and spinach were in the vegetable drawers. No processed meats, just a small pack of sausages. Anya hoped the swabs came back quickly, so they could at least identify the source and recall whatever carried the bacteria. Or at least warn people and whoever produced it.

The emergency ward clerk left her office again, this time asking Anya if Dr Saba could see her – alone.

She left Bob and re-entered the ward.

Dr Saba peeled off surgical gloves and stood at the sink. ‘Thought you should know. There’s another confirmed case, a seventy-five-year-old man who came in a couple of hours ago. Blood film shows E. coli. His daughter called an ambulance when he didn’t answer the phone.’

‘Is he from anywhere near Huonville?’ Anya hoped he may have been part of Jenny Quaid’s food exchange. That would at least limit the number of people potentially exposed to the contaminated food.

‘No, Battery Point, here in Hobart. Why?’

Anya sighed. The source was unlikely to have come from the vegetables Jenny Quaid had grown.

‘Can you find out what he’s eaten and where? We need to identify the source.’

Dr Saba shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. He was in renal failure when he arrived. He died five minutes ago.’





Chapter 12

Anya returned to the hotel and slept for a couple of hours. Bob remained by Evelyn’s side in the high dependency unit. The gastroscopy showed tearing in the oesophagus from the strain of vomiting. Bloody diarrhoea had begun a couple of hours ago. By then Evelyn had developed kidney failure and fluid on the lungs. Her condition was criti­cal, but stable. For the moment.

Further, a blood smear had confirmed an E. coli infection. Through Dr Saba, Anya now knew of five confirmed cases, including two new cases that had come in overnight in Hobart alone. So far, the death count was two. She hoped Evelyn and the others could survive.

Her father had given her a key to Evelyn’s home, so in the early morning light she drove over to collect a change of clothes for him. A knock on the door at 8 am was a food inspector from the department of health. She appeared at the door with a large box briefcase containing forms, swabs and collection packs.

She handed across a piece of paper. ‘The information on here informs you what I have to do. Can you tell me where the kitchen is?’

Anya showed her through. The woman was no-nonsense, and didn’t bother with small talk. Anya appreciated that. ‘I guess you won’t be wanting a glass of water, tea or a coffee.’

‘Never eat or drink on the job.’

It was easy to see why. The purpose of visits was to swab for potentially lethal infections.

The stainless-steel fridge was immaculately clean, with not even a finger mark on the door. Different from Anya’s white fridge, adorned with artwork by Ben and pictures of them together.

On the top shelf was a plastic bowl covered in cling wrap, half-filled with lamb stir-fry, one of Bob’s favourites. The inspector used plastic tweezers to take a sample from the centre and placed it into a small sealed container. She labelled the location, date and time. Sauces were lined up in a slide-out container. None of them were of interest to the inspector. Grapes half-filled a dessert bowl. A number of grapes were collected, this time with fresh tweezers.

‘Do you know if the resident has visited a petting zoo or dairy farm recently?’ The woman scratched her neatly trimmed grey hair with a plastic pen.

‘Not as far as I know.’

‘Any unpasteurised products? Milk, cider?’ Anya checked the inside of the door: supermarket-lite milk, and orange juice in a one-litre container, unopened. ‘No.’

‘What’s in the freezer?’

Homemade frozen lasagne, dairy-free mango gelato, and half a spinach quiche accompanied a pack of frozen plain pizza bases. A mango-marinated flat chicken lay in its original packaging. The health inspector selected samples from the quiche and lasagne. Two fillets of supermarket fish caught her attention.

‘Confidentially,’ she said, ‘I’ve swabbed cholera on fish like this.’ She opened the pack with gloved hands. ‘Imported from Thailand. The water was infected and froze along with the fish. That’s why it’s worth identifying as soon as possible, even on a Saturday.’

Cholera infection had never occurred to Anya. As far as she knew, it hadn’t ever caused infection within Australia, instead being found in people who had returned from endemic areas.

Inside the vegetable drawer were tomatoes, capsicum, corn on the cob, eggplant and broccoli, which were all sampled. ‘We all get worried about meat not cooked properly. Most people forget that vermin and insects defecate on the foliage. Can’t tell you how many times broccoli, sprouts and spinach cause trouble. Being an island, at least we don’t have to deal with cockroaches here. Did you know they vomit on food?’

Anya had to learn to live with cockroaches in Newcastle, then Sydney. Despite being one of evolution’s most successful creations, they had not managed to infest Tasmania – yet. 

Two green plastic bags were labelled Livelonger Organics and sealed with plastic bread ties. Inside one were spinach leaves. The other contained potatoes.

‘Aha. I’ve seen one of these before.’

‘In Bellamy?’ asked Anya.

‘No. At a place outside Signet.’ The inspector stopped. ‘How did you know I’ve been to Bellamy? That was late yesterday.’

‘I was at a house there when a body was found.’

‘You with the police?’

‘No, I’m a pathologist.’

The woman looked Anya up and down. ‘Don’t look like one, not that I’ve ever met any, come to think of it.’ She turned back to her work.

‘You don’t normally see potatoes in the fridge,’ she continued. ‘Unless there are vermin in the pantry. With all the recent rain, mice and rats are moving into roofs and cupboards.’

Decomposing and dismembered bodies didn’t bother Anya. The mere mention of rats and mice was another story.

After taking samples of all the vegetables, the inspector looked at the fruit in a wooden bowl on the table. Oranges, bananas, red and green apples provided a colourful display. Swabs of the apples were taken and meticulously labelled.

Anya opened the pantry. Generic plastic bags hung in a dispenser inside the door, and green bags were stacked inside one another on the floor. There was no sign of mice droppings. She opened the kitchen drawers. Inside the second one was a book titled Budget. Attached to the pages were grocery, clothes and bill receipts. Either money was tight, or her aunt had become more organised.

The inspector flicked through the food receipts. She photographed the ones for the past month with a digital camera. ‘Sometimes we can identify the batches from the factories via the codes on the receipts. Not often we get a month’s worth of receipts. With incubation being anything from one to ten days, sometimes we can’t confirm the source. Unless we can trace it back to one factory of smallgoods, or cheese, like they did with the recent listeria outbreak.’

The inspector moved to the bathroom, Anya suspected, to swab the toilet seat for E. coli. Not yet satisfied with her collection, she examined the kitchen bins and scraps container, before asking about the recycling and rubbish bins. To her frustration, they’d been collected the previous night.

Anya’s phone rang. Steve Schiller’s focus remained on Jenny and Mia. ‘As a priority, the stations have agreed to run TV ads asking for Jenny Quaid to come forward. Good thing you picked up her reading problem, ’cause the brass were planning to leak the story to newspapers in the hope she’d see it.’

‘There’ve been more cases.’

‘I heard. I also know you were at the hospital last night. Are you okay?’

‘My father’s cousin is in a critical condition. She’s one of the cases.’

‘Sorry. I had no idea there was a connection. If there’s anything I can do . . .’

Anya watched the food inspector check under the sink. Her neck ached from being in a hospital waiting room for so many hours. ‘Did you need me for anything?’

‘Oh, right. Wanted you to know I’ve been looking into that therapist’s background. He’s definitely a scammer. Weight-loss tea, miracle powders, new healing techniques. Stays a couple of years in one place, just long enough to gain trust and exploit people and then runs out. He deals in cash and kind, and has so far managed to stay under the tax man’s radar. So far, no one’s nailed him, but Jim’s doing some more digging. All those qualifications came from an alternative medicine school. Run and owned solely by him.’

It was no surprise to Anya. The information he had given Jenny about the raw food diets included the comment that diarrhoea was natural once the diet began, and was proof the body was detoxifying.

‘If he misrepresented himself as a qualified practitioner and gave out medical advice, we can charge him with fraud,’ Schiller concluded. ‘And he lied to us. The last number dialled from Jenny Quaid’s phone was to our Mr Heyes on Wednesday.’ 

Anya suspected that if the call was the reason Jenny hadn’t sought medical help for Emily, Heyes could be charged with manslaughter, or even negligent homicide. Then again, even with medical intervention, there was no guarantee every sufferer would survive. She thought about Evie Reynolds, whose organs were already shutting down.

‘He lied with his lawyer present as well.’

‘Jim and I will go back and interview him. Convenient that Jenny’s not around to tell her side of the story, don’t you think?’





Chapter 13

After delivering toiletries and a change of clothes to her father, Anya left to visit her mother. She would return to Hobart if there was any change in Evelyn’s condition, but Bob would keep vigil by the bedside in the meantime, and there was nothing more she could do, apart from offer moral support.

The drive up to the midlands took just on two hours, and passing familiar towns reminded her of how much time she’d spent in this part of Tasmania as a child. The last time she had seen her late grandmother’s homestead, now her mother’s home, it had been in sad need of maintenance. Weeds ravished the once prided rose garden, and the rusted verandah roof had lifted and exposed the already weathered wooden supports.

Pulling up in the gravelled drive, Anya could barely believe the impact of the changes. New cream pillars and painted wood windowpanes complemented the stone. With slate tiles all in place and the corrugated-iron verandah roof repaired, the house looked modern but with all of its colonial character. The property had taken her mother two years to restore before she could move in six months ago. It was a shame Grandma hadn’t lived long enough to see it.

Like guard dogs, chickens clucked frantically somewhere behind the house. Anya climbed the stairs to the verandah and knocked on the security grille. No one answered. The gravel drive crunched underfoot as she walked over to the small cottage to the side of the main house. The two-bedroom shack had been converted to a small waiting area, treatment room and consulting office, for weekends and emergencies.

Jocelyn Reynolds opened the door. The physical changes were immediately marked. Gone was the apple shape her mother had developed since menopause. Weight loss had aged her once rounder face. Anya reached out to greet her for the requisite hug, during which she was kept at elbow’s distance by her mother. From the residual smell of latex gloves, she had seen patients in her Saturday morning surgery.

‘I didn’t expect you yet.’ Her lips forced a smile, but her eyes remained static above hollowed cheeks.

‘If it’s easier, I’m happy to stay at a motel. We can have dinner–’

‘Nonsense. What would people think?’

Anya had never really cared what people thought. In her experience, they were far more interested in themselves.

‘You can stay in my old bedroom.’ Jocelyn closed the door behind her and locked it.

Less than a minute, and Anya already felt awkward. Discussing the renovation would be a good subject to start with. ‘The place looks amazing. Grandma Burgess would be so proud.’

‘Nothing a lot of hard work couldn’t achieve.’

They walked on towards the main house, chickens squawking in the distance.

Jocelyn stopped and unlocked her car door. ‘Now you’re here, you’d better come with me to Audrey’s for lunch. I’ll never hear the end of it if she knew you were here and didn’t see you.’

Audrey was her mother’s closest friend and Anya’s godmother. Jocelyn and Audrey had grown up together. Anya couldn’t understand why her mother had made plans when she was only here for such a short time.

‘Mum, I came to see you, and hoped we could just spend some time together. Catching up. It’s been a while.’

Anya tried to remember how long it had been since Jocelyn had seen her only grandson. At eight, Ben barely knew his grandmother. She was always too busy working to visit, and refused to have anything to do with Ben’s father. That was unlikely to change as long as Martin had custody. It had been many years since Anya had seen this house.

‘You can talk on the way.’ Jocelyn got into the driver’s seat.

A few minutes later they were headed into the centre of Longford. Anya’s mind drifted back to a time when she and Damien had swum with Grandma Burgess in the river at the mill dam. It had been her favourite part of the school holidays. Grandma used to jump in wearing rolled-up trousers and an old shirt. She’d joke she could avoid washing day if she threw herself around enough in the water. The memory still made Anya smile.

‘How have you been?’ Anya didn’t want to make a feature of the weight loss but wanted to know if everything was all right.

‘Why does everyone keep asking? I’m fine.’ Jocelyn tugged at a scarf tied roughly around her neck. Her chambray shirt had sweat patches under the arms.

‘Damien was worried.’

‘Whatever for? He always catches me at a bad time. Last time we spoke was just after Christmas. I suppose I was short with him. I was in the shower when the phone went.’ She glanced sideways. ‘No son wants to hear he’s talking to his mother while she’s in the shower, stark naked.’

Anya didn’t mention the call on Miriam’s birthday.

Jocelyn’s phone bleeped. ‘Can you check that?’ 

It was inside the middle console. A text read, Swelling down. Now wanting hot bath. Anya read it out for her mother.

Jocelyn smiled. ‘Wayne Bitford got stung by wasps again. He’s had an antihistamine and ice bath to take the heat out of the stings. His daughter-in-law’s visiting from Melbourne and panicked. I’d be more concerned if that man didn’t complain. Can you text back, Good news. Call if you need me?’

Anya had forgotten how stoic many of the people who lived rurally could be. When a doctor was an hour’s drive away, they did what they could in terms of first aid and survival.

‘That means we’ve got time to stop at the bakery and beat the coach.’ She turned into Wellington Street and parked in a small car park in front of an antiques shop and gallery, adjacent to a bakery.

Outside the car, her mother waved to a woman walking a pram further down the street. ‘The flour mill’s been here for over a hundred and fifty years. It’s been a skin and wool store, even a soap factory in its day.’

Inside, the array of breads on display would have put a Leichhardt bakery to shame. Gone were the days when the only choice was a white loaf or soft white roll.

‘Audrey aims for lunch at one, but we won’t eat until at least three, so we might as well order something.’

After deciding on a cappuccino and a short black, Jocelyn included a request for a dozen cupcakes in a box, and two sausage rolls with sauce. She passed one in a paper bag to Anya.

Coffees in hand, they headed towards the car. The sun was struggling to peek through a cloud mass. Her mother detoured to the park and sat at a wooden table and bench. She tore open her bag and emptied two sachets of tomato sauce on her sausage roll.

It instantly reminded Anya of Saturdays in winter when Damien played soccer. Afterwards, her mother would tend to house calls and her father would cook hot dogs, party pies or sausage rolls. The smell of pastry cooking in the oven as they tried to warm up by the fire was one of her favourite childhood memories.

Jocelyn emptied two sachets of sugar into her cup. ‘How long are you staying in Tassie?’

‘I thought I’d go back on Monday. Evelyn’s in hospital with Haemolytic Uraemic Syndrome, in a critical but stable condition. I’ll stay as long as necessary for Dad’s sake.’

‘I had no idea she was ill.’ She took off her sunglasses. ‘I know how close your father and Evelyn have always been.’

‘He was staying with her yesterday when she was admitted to hospital. He sat with her all night.’

‘Do they know what caused it?’

Anya took a sip and wiped the froth from her top lip. ‘It’s E. coli and there have been two deaths in the Hobart region already.’ She ripped opened her paper bag and pulled off a piece of flaky pastry. ‘If you see any cases of severe vomiting and diarrhoea . . .’

Two little girls danced around the rotunda in the park. Jocelyn watched them for a while.

Anya said, ‘A little girl died from E. coli and her mother and sister are missing.’

‘I saw that on the news but they didn’t mention the infection. The poor family must be going through hell.’ Jocelyn’s pale blue eyes seemed grey in the sunlight. ‘First that little girl is found, then the others go missing. I pray they’re both safe . . .’

‘I was thinking about Miriam, how long it’s been.’ There was a moment’s silence.

‘They say time heals everything. It doesn’t.’

‘Damien said he rang you the other day, on the seventeenth.’ She waited for some recognition.

‘Our Mimi would be thirty-six.’ Jocelyn sipped her coffee. ‘I didn’t speak to your brother that day, or anyone except Audrey. I got your message. I was too tired to talk anyway.’

Anya noticed a clavicle pressing against her mother’s skin when the wind blew her shirt open a little. ‘Has your workload decreased since leaving Launceston and joining the practice here?’

‘Let’s not play mind games. I think I’d know if I spoke to my own son, Anya. Did you speak to him directly, catch him in between ski fields?’

Anya shook her head. ‘He rang Dad.’

‘You came all this way to check up on me because of something secondhand your father, or that interfering wife of his, passed on?’ She gathered her rubbish. ‘That’s just great.’ She stood and slammed the papers into a dark green park bin. ‘We need to go. Audrey will be waiting.’

Anya caught up. ‘You knew I was coming to see you. We talked about it weeks ago. Dad only said something because he wanted to know you were okay.’

‘He gave up the right to know anything about me when he left.’

Forgiveness and understanding weren’t in her mother’s vocabulary where Bob was concerned. The way Anya saw it, Jocelyn had shut down emotionally the day of Miriam’s abduction. Bob had tried to keep the family together, but in the end, nothing could ease Jocelyn’s grief. He hadn’t met his second wife until long after the divorce. Time and distance hadn’t mellowed Jocelyn’s perception of any part she may have played in the marriage breakdown.

They headed back to the car and drove along the Midlands Highway towards Gibbett Hill. The sun disappeared behind dark grey clouds. In winter, with fog, the area looked like an English moor. As a child, Anya had been frightened by the story of a ghost who haunted travellers. Locals claimed their cars had filled with a black smoke as they drove past the site where a violent murder had taken place in the 1830s. Anya looked to the side where the body of an executed bushranger had been hung in chains from a tree for three years, as a deterrent to other criminals. There was no sign of the particular tree, but she still twisted in her seat to look. Like so much of the mainland, Tasmania had a barbaric history, not easily forgotten.

Jocelyn glanced sideways. ‘Remember this place? I always thought it’s where you developed your obsession with death and gore.’

The comment sounded disapproving. Anya preferred to think that the public display of a body decomposing and being picked at by birds would have disturbed any child. Being told the man’s family saw the body every day bothered her the most.

As they wound around the back of the historic town of Perth, a sea of white poppies swayed in the breeze. The sight was nothing short of spectacular. Jocelyn spoke like a tour guide. ‘We’re still the world’s largest producer of opium alkaloids. Humbling to think something grown here can be used to treat patients on the other side of the world.’

Anya felt a burst from the air-conditioning and closed the vents on the passenger side.

Some things hadn’t changed. Born and bred Taswegians, like her mother, were exceptionally proud of their state – more so than anyone anywhere else Anya had lived. The geographically isolated state had a number of claims to fame, and this was just one of them. It produced fifty per cent of the world’s concentrated poppy straw, which was used by pharmaceutical companies to make morphine and codeine. Less pristine were the electric fences plastered with warning signs about trespassing.

‘Has security become an issue?’

‘More about insurance. It’s only the odd fool who tries to steal anything. The industry brings a lot of jobs to this area and it’s worth protecting. You have no idea how many people are doing it tough. Really struggling.’

Anya could imagine. With a high Australian dollar, imports were at record levels. A large exporting agricultural industry like this would be suffering. Her mother opened her window despite the air-conditioning. It had to be in the mid-twenties outside, but beads of perspiration appeared over Jocelyn’s forehead and top lip. She reached down to the cup holder













About the Author



Kathryn Fox is a medical practitioner with a special interest in forensic medicine. She has worked as a family physician, medical journalist and freelance writer. Her debut novel received international acclaim and won the 2005 Davitt Award in Australia for best crime novel. Her books have been translated into over a dozen languages.

Kathryn lives in Sydney and combines her passion for books and medicine by being the patron of a reading programme for remote and indigenous communities that promotes the links between literacy and health.



Also by Kathryn Fox



Malicious Intent

Without Consent

Skin and Bone

Blood Born

Death Mask

Cold Grave


OPF/cover.jpg
‘Australia’s answer to %
Patricia Cornwell.” \ ‘A thriller
Daily Mail e ¥ that grips from

Py, 0
N 5






