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Dedication

For my father, who always trusted I’d do fine at whatever path I chose. Glad you’re enjoying the plot twist, Dad.








Epigraph

“For shame, Heathcliff!” said I. “It is for God to punish wicked people; we should learn to forgive.” “No, God won’t have the satisfaction that I shall,” he returned. “I only wish I knew the best way! Let me alone, and I’ll plan it out: while I’m thinking of that I don’t feel pain.”

Emily Brontë Wuthering Heights
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Part One



The beach was where they went to play. Renée always led the way, even though she was the younger sister. She would run down the path through the dunes like a wild creature just released from a cage, skinny legs strong and true, dodging sharp spinifex grass underfoot, while Margaux lingered, picking seaside daisies from the dunes until her hands were full. The screech of silver gulls and the sound of crashing waves would greet them as they reached the shore.

They didn’t swim, not when they were alone. The waters of their beach were not to be taken lightly. Instead they sat on the sand and made daisy chains and crowns, and paddled in the shallows and explored the rock pools. They crushed mussels with stones and threw the remains into the water, just to watch the little fish and the crabs swarm. They built sandcastles on the beach and stories in the air and when the hunger came, gnawing at their bellies, they played louder, ran faster, until the sun started to dip low, then lower still, and they had no choice but to retrace their steps, back up through the dunes to the house.






Chapter One

When Judith Lee walked into the interview room early on Monday morning, Alexis Turner was waiting for her. Someone had brought the girl a cup of coffee from the machine in the custody suite, but it didn’t look like she’d touched it.

‘Alexis? I’m Judith.’

Alexis was wearing a grey hoodie that was two sizes too big for her. The hood was up and pulled forward, hiding most of her face. Judith put her own cup of coffee down on the table, pulled out a chair and sat, carefully. The pain in her ribs was a constant dull throb and sudden movements turned the pain into something much sharper.

‘It’s toxic, the coffee down here. We’ll have to do better.’

‘Yeah.’

Judith leaned forward a little, trying to get a better look at the girl. She caught a glimpse of brown eyes, smudged dark eye make-up, and a sharp little chin. Tendrils of dark hair escaped from under the hood. The desk sergeant had said that Alexis had asked for Judith by name, but Judith didn’t recognise her.

‘I’m told you want to report a crime. If you don’t mind, I’d like to record the interview. I’ll press this button here . . .’ Judith gestured to the control panel installed on the table. ‘That will turn on the sound equipment in the room. Is that okay? If you’d prefer, for now, I can just take notes.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Either way is fine.’

Judith entered her badge number and started the recording. She checked her watch and cleared her throat. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Judith Lee. It’s nine forty-eight a.m. on Monday, eighth of July 2024. I am in interview room three, Melbourne West Police Station. Also present is Ms Alexis Turner. Alexis, do you understand that this interview is being audio recorded?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Can you give me your full name and date of birth for the tape?’

‘Alexis Turner. Tenth of May, two thousand and four.’

‘Thanks. And your address and phone number?’

‘I live at Merrill Hall. Room fourteen, floor two. It’s near to uni. I can walk to lectures.’

‘Okay, great.’ Judith wanted to ask Alexis to pull down her hood because she couldn’t see her clearly with the hood up and eye contact was key to reading someone. She decided to leave it alone. Alexis gave Judith her phone number, then wiped at her nose with the back of her hand and mumbled something.

‘I’m sorry?’ Judith said.

‘I know you heard me.’

‘I’m sorry, Alexis, I really—’

‘It’s just so messed up. He’s the one who . . . and now I have to sit here in this horrible room. Why does it smell so disgusting?’

‘I don’t think it—’

‘That’s not even the point. The point is, he does what he wants, he’s done it for years, and now I have to come here. I have to be recorded, and I have to go through all of this song and dance while he sits at home in his mansion and what price does he pay for any of it? Answer me that.’

Alexis had small hands. Her nails showed the remains of chipped black polish and were bitten to the quick. She wore chunky silver rings on her fingers.

‘That’s why you’ve come here,’ Judith said. ‘Because you want me to investigate. You want to tell me what he did, so that he can pay the price. Right?’ 

Someone must have sent this girl. Someone who believed that Judith would do the right thing by her. And Alexis had trusted that person enough to come in, just about.

‘Can we start at the beginning?’ Judith said. ‘Start anywhere that feels right to you.’

There was a moment, a long pause.

‘I was having trouble.’

‘Trouble in college?’

‘It was just headaches, in the beginning. When I woke up in the morning, the headache would just be there, waiting for me. But then I started to feel nauseous in lectures. I thought I was sick, or something. I thought maybe I had a tumour. In my brain.’ Alexis laughed; a tight, unnatural chuckle.

‘But you didn’t have a tumour?’

‘No, but I didn’t know that, did I? I just thought, there must be something physical wrong. My roommate, Beth, said I should get checked out so I went to the health centre, and I saw the doctor, and they sent me for all these tests. Blood tests. All that. Even sent me for an MRI. But everything was normal. And then I started to . . . you know . . .’ Alexis gestured towards her chest and started to breathe in an exaggerated rasp.

‘You started to hyperventilate?’ Judith took notes. She didn’t need them, not with the sound equipment running, but some witnesses did better when her attention was one step removed.

‘Exactly. In lectures. I’ve never been claustrophobic but it felt just like how they describe. Like the walls were closing in. Like I couldn’t get out. So I stopped going to lectures completely, and my friend Beth said I needed to see someone. Like, a shrink kind of someone. So I went back to the health centre. They sent me to a psychologist.’

Judith’s pen stilled.

‘Which psychologist?’

‘Robert Walker.’

The name washed over Judith like cold water over feverish skin. Her mouth was suddenly dry. She reached out and took a sip from her horrible coffee. Alexis must have caught the change in mood. For the first time in the interview, she looked straight at Judith. She took in Judith’s face and frowned.

‘What happened to you?’

Judith shook her head and took another steadying sip of coffee. The flavour was toxic but grounding. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about. You said were referred to Doctor Walker?’

‘He’s not a doctor. He’s a clinical psychologist. Which means he had to do a degree, sure, but he’s not a medical doctor.’

‘Did you tell anyone that you’d made an appointment with Mr Walker?’

‘You think I wanted all of my friends to know that I was losing it? You think I want the people I care about to think I can’t handle my own shit? Of course I didn’t tell anyone.’

‘Except Beth.’

‘What?’

‘You must have told Beth. She was the one who said you should see someone. About your panic attacks.’

‘Right. I told Beth. She thought it was great that I was seeing someone. She thought it would help.’

‘Okay. I’m sorry, Alexis. I know this must be hard to talk about. But can you walk me through everything that happened at Robert Walker’s office?’

‘He calls them his rooms. Not his offices. And I’m fine to talk about it. His rooms are on Haines Street. My appointment was on Friday. I got there at a quarter past nine because his receptionist said I should come in ten minutes early, and then it was raining so I got the bus.’

‘Did the receptionist let you in?’

‘Yeah. She asked me to sit in the waiting room. After a while he came out with another patient. Client. And he asked me to go in and take a seat.’

‘He introduced himself?’

‘Yeah. All of that. He gave his name, I gave mine. Whatever. Did you think I had mixed him up? You think I came here to make a complaint about the wrong guy?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

Alexis had been at a slow simmer when Judith had come into the room. Now she was more agitated, shifting in her seat, worrying at her sleeves, almost twitching with pent-up energy as her speech came faster and faster. Was she on something? It was a possibility. There was something a little manic about her.

‘He introduced himself. Okay? And we went inside his room, and he closed the door and he sat in a seat in the far corner of the room, and he had his notebook, and I sat on the other chair, and he asked me questions. It was all completely normal in the beginning. He asked all the stuff that you’d expect. What I’d been feeling. What I’d been thinking about before I started to panic, all the usual shit. The worst part of it is that I actually liked him. He had a sense of humour. He made a couple of jokes. I’m not saying he was like, hysterical, or anything. I didn’t really laugh, but it seemed like he was a normal guy. Down to earth. He didn’t seem like he looked down on me.’

Memory is a strange thing. There are memories that you strive so hard to hold on to and the tighter you hold on, the faster they fade. And others you try again and again to bury and they stay as they always have been, painfully clear. For a moment, Judith experienced a profound sense of déjà vu. Alexis was still there, still in the room, but she was overlaid onto another girl who had sat in front of Judith in a room just like this one, ten years before. Judith knew exactly what Alexis was going to say. Every word of it.

‘He made you feel comfortable,’ Judith said.

‘It didn’t get weird until near the end. I think about half an hour in, maybe forty minutes. I don’t know exactly because I wasn’t looking at my phone. My phone was in my bag, you know? But then he asked me if I ever smoked anything to relax. He said I should try it. I said that it was a cliché, the idea that all uni students do is sit around, you know, punching cones or whatever. My roommate is studying civil engineering, and she’s got like forty hours of lectures a week, plus study. She doesn’t have time to get high.’

‘And you? Do you have a similar schedule?’

Alexis laughed. The same twisted painful laugh from earlier.

‘He asked the exact same question. I’m doing a double major in Chemistry and Food Science. I have twenty hours of lectures. But I also have tutorials and practicals and even if I didn’t, I’m not interested in baking my brain. I told him that. And that’s when he said that he enjoyed a smoke sometimes. That I should come by for an evening session, and we could smoke together. He said it would help me to relax.’

‘What did you say?’

‘What did I say? Probably I didn’t say anything. Probably I just smiled, or something, because I’m a people pleaser, right? And I didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable, because I liked him. I thought he was a good guy. Trying a bit too hard to be cool, or whatever, but harmless.’

‘What happened next?’

‘He just kept talking about how important it was to relax. He asked if I meditated. I said no. He asked me if I went for massages. I asked him if he was joking. I’m a student. I have literally no money. And then he put his hands on my shoulders and told me to close my eyes. He said we were going to try something.’

Judith’s mouth felt dry, and her hands felt cold. She swallowed. She felt an unsettling combination of pity for the girl in front of her and intense anticipation. This time she was going to get the bastard. Finally, after all these years, she was going to get a second chance.

‘What did you do?’

‘I just froze. I didn’t close my eyes. He started massaging my shoulders. He was standing behind me the whole time.’

The tone of Alexis’s voice had changed. She was almost reciting now, as if she was reading someone else’s account, not talking about something that had happened to her. Which wasn’t unusual. Many people who had been through a deeply traumatic incident disassociated in some way; tried to put distance between them and their pain.

‘He massaged my shoulders and told me to picture my safest place and all this shit. And then he just reached down the front of my shirt and started massaging my breasts. He just . . . like it was a completely normal thing to do. He kept talking the whole time. He sounded like a yoga instructor. Like . . . monotonous and gentle. It was . . . it was completely head-wrecking. His voice was so normal, the tone never changed.’ Alexis drew in a shaky breath. ‘I literally had a moment where I doubted myself. How can his hands be on my body when he’s talking like that?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Judith said. How many times had Walker done this, over the years? ‘That sounds . . . that sounds very upsetting.’

‘You think?’

Judith watched Alexis as the girl steadied herself. There was no sign of tears, not in this one. She was hurting, of course she was, but it was fury that was making Alexis’s voice shake, that made her shift in her chair and tug at her sleeves. Alexis wanted to hurt someone. She wanted revenge. Judith could almost feel that want in the room.

‘What happened next?’

‘I just freaked out. I pushed him off me and I stood up and I grabbed my bag and I left. I just ran out of there. I went straight home and I got in the bath and I stayed in it all day. My roommate found me there. The water was cold and I kept just shivering and shivering but I couldn’t get out. She got me out of the bath and she kept asking me what happened, but I couldn’t tell her because I felt so stupid.’

‘A lot of victims blame themselves, but there’s—’

‘I’m not a victim,’ Alexis said, sharp and hard, like the crack of a whip.

‘There’s no negative connotation to the word victim,’ Judith said. ‘It just means that someone hurt you. Being a victim, it doesn’t mean that you did anything wrong, and it doesn’t mean you’re weak.’

Alexis stared back at her. Even with that face half-hidden under her hoodie, Judith couldn’t miss the cynicism in her expression, the disbelief and the fury. Judith felt a surge of admiration for the girl. She was tough. There was no give in her.

‘Okay fine, I hear you,’ Alexis said. ‘But that’s it. That’s the whole story. I got up this morning and I decided that I didn’t want to let him get away with it. He’s done it before, I know it. A guy like him . . . he was so chilled out the whole time. So relaxed. It wasn’t his first time.’

‘I’ll take your information and open an investigation.’

‘But it will be my word against his, right? And I’m the screwed-up girl with the panic attacks. So it’s going to be pretty easy for him to paint me as a fantasist, or an attention seeker.’

Judith couldn’t deny it. The words were her own, come back to haunt her.

‘Just think about it,’ Alexis said, her words tight with suppressed anger. ‘How easy it must be for him to pick a good target. He knows all about you, whether or not you have a family that will support you. Whether you’ve already got a reputation as a flake, or whatever. He chooses people who won’t be believed.’

‘You think that’s what he did with you? You think he chose you because he didn’t think you’d be a credible witness, if you did step forward?’

Alexis ignored the question. ‘Has anyone else ever come here and made a complaint against him?’

Judith blinked. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t answer that question.’

‘Because this is the station closest to the university. This is where they would have come, if they needed help.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You can’t tell me. Yeah. You said. So we’ll have to wait and see. If I go public, then we’ll see what happens. I bet other women come forward.’

‘The best thing you can do right now is let me do my job.’

‘As long as you do it.’

‘Is there something you want to ask me before I stop the tape? Do you have any questions for me?’

‘Are you going to question him today?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Of course you will. So that’s just fine then. You’ll do your job and he’ll go down for what he did and everything will be okay.’






Chapter Two

When Judith left the interview room with Alexis Turner in tow, she found her boss waiting outside. Detective Senior Sergeant Rocky Jansen was sitting on one of the benches that lined the hall, his arms resting on his thighs, his head down. He was wearing what she’d come to think of as the Jansen uniform—a blue shirt, navy jeans and a brown jacket. He was already frowning as she came out of the room, and the frown deepened when he saw her face.

‘Give me a minute,’ Judith said to him. She walked Alexis to the door that led to the waiting room, passed her security card over the lock and held the door open to allow Alexis to pass through. ‘I’ll call you. As soon as I have anything I can share.’

Alexis might have nodded. It was hard to tell, as her hood was still up. Judith let the door swing shut. She turned back into the corridor, took a seat beside Rocky, stretched out her legs and rolled her shoulders. The movement sent a jolt of pain through her ribs.

‘Look at your fucking face,’ Rocky said.

‘You should see the other guy.’

Rocky Jansen was a thirty-five-year veteran of Victoria Police. He’d been Judith’s direct boss for five years, but had known her since she was fifteen. Other than Katy, who was Judith’s closest friend, he was probably the person who knew her best in the world. He also had the kind of connections that meant he heard rumours almost before they started. It didn’t surprise Judith that he’d already heard what she’d done the night before. If anything, she was surprised that it had taken him this long to find her.

‘Jude, what were you thinking?’

‘I’m not sure what else you expected me to do. Luke broke that kid’s arm.’

‘Damien Collins is running scared. He’s telling everyone who’ll listen that you overrode him. That he tried to talk you down but you insisted on dragging Luke to the custody suite, that you insisted on the drug test. Damien says he tried to talk you out of it.’

Luke Fraser and Damien Collins were constables. Beat cops. But to some, Luke Fraser was much more than that. To some Luke was a hero. A twenty-nine-year-old former AFL player. A mercurial talent whose career had been tragically cut short when his knee blew out in the 2019 Grand Final, in front of a crowd of a hundred thousand at the MCG. Luke had a failed surgery and a failed comeback under his belt before he finally walked away from the sport he loved and dedicated himself to Victoria Police, just like his dad, Assistant Commissioner Eddie Fraser, had before him.

That’s if you believed the hype.

If you were a little better informed, you knew Luke Fraser as a spoiled, macho, arsehole misogynist with a cocaine habit and a history of domestic violence, the son of an adoring father and a mother who had learned over the years that her only safe path through life was to keep her head down and her mouth shut. Luke’s knee had healed well enough, but his team had been glad to see the back of him. He’d been pushed out the door and offered a quiet exit after an incident where he’d taken two rookies to a strip joint and introduced them to his supplier. His AFL career over, his dad had stepped in with a smooth path into the police force. Luke had brought with him his own ideas about what it took to police the streets of Melbourne, which mostly seemed to involve screwing with his colleagues, building cosy relationships with drug dealers and using excessive force on anyone small enough not to present a threat.

Judith fished in her pocket and found a packet of gum. She offered one to Rocky, who shook his head. She put one in her mouth and started to chew, regretting it almost immediately. Chewing gum helped with the nicotine cravings. It didn’t help with the pain in her cheek.

‘So, tell me Damo has it wrong.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s more or less what happened.’

‘Judith . . .’

‘Rocky.’ She gave him a sideways glance, half-mocking, half-affectionate. ‘What are they going to do? That prick was on meth. On the job, and off his head. He was halfway to killing that boy. Luke is six foot four and a hundred kilos of mostly muscle. The kid was maybe sixty soaking wet.’

‘What did he do? The suspect?’

‘The kid was out with his friends. He got drunk and he stopped to take a leak against the side of a building. That’s it. Damo and Luke were on foot patrol. They give him a warning, kid gives Luke some shit. A minute later he’s on the ground with a broken arm and Luke’s thick arm wrapped around his neck.’

‘And you just happened across the scene?’

Judith smiled, said nothing.

‘Eddie’s going to come after you. You know that, Jude. He’s got friends in low places and high places and he’s a bastard at the best of times but he idolises that boy.’

‘Luke Fraser is not a boy.’ She paused. ‘Look, it was an opportunity and I wasn’t going to let it pass me by. With a positive meth test on the record, he’s out. And there’s nothing his dad can do to stop it.’

‘You don’t need Eddie Fraser as an enemy. Jesus, Jude. And they’re already trying to pull the test results apart. Claiming a false positive.’

Judith snorted. ‘Good luck with that.’ As Assistant Commissioner charged with leading Crime Command, it was true that Eddie Fraser had enormous power, but even he couldn’t cover up the results of a drug test that had already passed through the hands of multiple officers. Judith had been more careful than Rocky knew. She’d picked her moment and gone after Luke entirely alone. More than one officer had been waiting for a chance to get rid of him. When Damien Collins had told his best friend on the force that he was sure Luke was high again, that message had reached Judith in less than an hour.

A door opened at the end of the corridor. Two officers came out of an interview room, leading a suspect in handcuffs. They threw glances in the direction of Judith and Rocky, and kept walking.

‘It’ll be okay,’ Judith said. ‘Eddie might try something, but a lot of people are going to be happy to see Luke gone. And Eddie’ll have to be careful. He can’t come after me directly.’

Rocky shook his head, and said nothing. They sat in silence for a moment. Judith found a piece of paper in her pocket and took the gum from her mouth. She looked around for a bin. There wasn’t one. She stood up.

‘Come on, Rocks. No point sitting here.’

They walked together down the corridor.

‘Who was the girl?’ Rocky asked.

‘Complainant,’ Judith said. ‘Sexual assault.’

Rocky gave her a sideways look. ‘And you interviewed her why?’ She and Rocky worked together in homicide. Judith hadn’t worked sex crimes in nearly eight years, and Rocky knew that she’d hated every minute of the short time she’d spent on the team. She wasn’t suited to the work, had never been great at building rapport with victims.

‘She asked for me by name.’

‘Make sure you hand it off.’

Judith shook her head. ‘I’m keeping this one.’

‘Jude . . .’

‘Let me have this one, Rocky. I’ve got my reasons.’

They stopped when they reached the end of the corridor. His eyes went again to her bruised cheek, and his right hand lifted like he wanted to reach out and touch her. Rocky was twenty years older than her, and on the cusp of retirement. He was old school with all that that entailed. His relationship with Judith blew hot and cold depending on how much he approved or disapproved of her choices. He was still the closest thing to a father that she’d ever had.

Judith felt herself soften.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘You should know by now that I can look after myself.’

He didn’t look convinced, but he’d clearly said what he had to say, and he knew her well enough to know that trying to push her or scare her would only serve to get her back up.

‘You need to call your mother,’ he said.

That provoked a little spike of irritation deep in Judith’s gut, but she kept her expression mild, and merely raised an eyebrow in enquiry.

‘She called me,’ Rocky said simply. ‘Asked me to ask you to call her back.’

‘I’m sorry about that.’ It was something Linda did, if Judith ignored her calls for too long.

‘It’s not a problem.’

‘I’ll call her.’

He nodded.

Judith hesitated, but there was nothing more she could say that he didn’t already know. And she had work to do.






Chapter Three

Every Monday at noon, Crime Command held an all-hands briefing in the canteen. Eddie Fraser did not usually attend, but his deputies ensured that most of the rank and file showed up by the simple expedient of providing catered sandwiches and sausage rolls. Judith attended the first half of the meeting—long enough to grab a coffee and snag a chicken bap—but when Superintendent Sawhill started banging on about resource management and the need for a more flexible approach (by which she meant, Hey plebs, please keep working overtime but stop claiming for it, yeah?) Judith slipped away. She returned to her desk, picked up her jacket and took the lift down to the basement car park where she’d left her bike that morning.

When Judith was in her twenties, she’d worked highway patrol as a motorcycle officer. Back then she’d driven a BMW R1200 GS. She’d loved that bike. She’d loved the power of the thing, the freedom it gave her to carve up the roads and cut through traffic. When she’d moved onwards and upwards, she’d had to leave the police-issued R1200 behind, but she’d bought one of her own second-hand and she’d looked after it like it was her first born. Eventually she’d moved on from the R1200 to an R1250. It was probably too much bike for the city and she’d thought about downgrading, but in the end the bike felt like part of her, and it was too hard to let it go.

Judith drove first to Robert Walker’s clinic on Haines Street, where his secretary told her that he worked from home on Mondays. Walker lived in Hawthorn, a suburb of tree-lined streets and period properties. It was not a neighbourhood that Judith knew well, and her bike did not have sat nav, so it took her half an hour and a stop for directions before she arrived at his home, a two-storey red-brick Victorian with bay windows, large balconies and ornate iron fretwork.

The property also had gates and a security camera. Judith locked her helmet to her bike and hit the button for the intercom. A male voice answered.

‘Hello?’

Judith held her ID up to the camera. ‘Detective Sergeant Judith Lee. I’d like to talk to Robert Walker, if he’s available.’

The lock buzzed and released. Judith pushed her way through the gate and walked up a short path between rows of manicured hedge to the front door. It opened as she got there and she recognised the man waiting for her. Robert Walker. She’d never met him before, but she’d seen photographs. He was older now, in his late fifties. His hair and beard were more grey than brown, and his face and forehead were heavily lined. He was dressed in slacks and a linen shirt under an oatmeal cable knit cardigan. Robert was an attractive man with an easy smile. He used it on Judith.

‘Detective. How can I help you today?’ His eyes went to the bruise on her face, and the smile dimmed a little.

‘If you’ve got ten minutes, Doctor Walker, I’d love to tell you.’

He ushered her inside and offered her coffee. He brought her to his study, a beautiful room with solid oak bookshelves and a big window overlooking a large back garden. The window had a view over the trees and the city’s rooftops to the Dandenong ranges far off in the distance. The bookshelves were not overly burdened with books. Mostly they were used to display photographs in silver frames, and those random little bowls and jugs and sculptures that rich people like to collect. On the wall behind the desk there was a painting in bold, dark colours, of a man with a distorted face. It was unsettling. 

‘You’re admiring my Ben Quilty?’ Walker said. He took a seat behind his desk, and gestured for Judith to sit opposite him. ‘A gift from my wife.’ He rested his elbows on his desk, pressed his hands together and steepled his fingers. ‘How can I help you, Detective?’

If he was afraid, if he knew what was coming, he gave no sign of it. His expression was approving and encouraging. He was every inch the urbane, wealthy professor, every inch the latte liberal, ready to support the blue collar cop as she goes about her ugly, but necessary, business.

Judith gave him a benign smile.

‘Can you tell me where you were on Friday morning at nine a.m.?’

* * *

At the same moment that Judith was settling into her early questions, Robert’s wife, Vanessa, was making her way home from the studio. Vanessa had been the anchor on Australia’s most popular morning television show for twelve years. For twelve years, five days a week, Vanessa had climbed out of bed at four-thirty a.m., worked out, showered, and made it to the studio for six a.m. for hair and makeup. Let’s Talk, Australia went out live five hours a day, and anyone watching the show might imagine, if the only input they had to go on was Vanessa’s lovely, smiling face, that the job was a joy, a breeze, a walk in the park.

It was not.

It was a hard-scrabble, screw-you, take-no-prisoners battle to survive and thrive in the face of falling ratings, butchered budgets, and icy little bitches coming up behind you with contour on their faces and knives in their hands.

And Vanessa loved it. She was made for it all, the smiles on camera and the battles behind the scenes. The studio was the one place that she truly felt alive.

Home, on the other hand, was often lonely, and too quiet. Particularly now that the boys had all but grown up. Henry, her oldest, had moved to Sydney to study economics, and had never come home. He worked for a bank now, and lived in a beautiful apartment with his very sweet kindy-teacher girlfriend, who adored him in an uncomfortably uncritical way. Lachy, the baby of the family, was in the second year of his engineering degree. He’d stayed at home for university, but he came and went as he pleased, and Vanessa could almost feel the last of the sand slipping through the hourglass.

She wasn’t sure what would be left, when Lachy was ready to move on. She tried not to think about it.

Vanessa’s driver dropped her home at exactly one-thirty p.m. She thanked him and got out of the car. There was a courier waiting at the gate to the house; a short woman in motorbike leathers and a fluoro jacket. Her helmet was still on and she was carrying a parcel in her hands.

‘I can take that,’ Vanessa said.

The courier turned. ‘Oh. Great.’

Vanessa reached out and took the parcel. It was the size of a shoebox, wrapped in embossed black paper with a crimson velvet ribbon. Vanessa’s name and address were handwritten in beautiful, flowing calligraphy. There was a flower too, a little coastal daisy, tucked with the card under the ribbon. The delicate flower didn’t quite work with the wrapping, which was almost gothic. ‘Do you need me to sign something?’

The woman held out a clipboard and pen. Vanessa scrawled her name, and flashed the courier a quick smile. ‘Thanks so much.’

Vanessa let herself into the garden, and then into the house. Milo, their little sausage dog, greeted her with enthusiasm. She leaned down to pet him.

‘All right, little guy. You’ll shred my tights if you keep that up.’ Vanessa scooped Milo up, and slipped off her shoes. She’d planned on a run—not with Milo, sausage dogs not being made for mileage—but her urge to get some exercise was fading. She was hungry, and lunch was suddenly much more appealing. She carried the parcel and Milo through to the kitchen, where she put the dog on the floor, and the parcel on the table. She turned on the coffee machine and, while she waited for the machine to warm, untied the ribbon and started to unwrap.

Vanessa received a lot of gifts. Flowers and expensive wine, mostly. Chocolate and fruit baskets, occasionally. And then of course she received beauty products and clothing, sent in the hope of endorsement. Most of those went to the studio, but occasionally someone would do some digging, and find her home address.

Vanessa opened the box and found that it was full of white packing peanuts. She dug carefully inside, and found only a single sheet of heavy, linen-finish paper folded in two. In the centre of the page, written in the same beautiful calligraphy as the card with her name and address, was a single line of text:

I tried to get help, but that was a huge mistake.

Vanessa frowned and turned the sheet over. There was nothing on the other side. She dug into the packing peanuts again, this time allowing them to spill over the kitchen table. Inside the box, tucked in the bottom left corner, she found a small black USB drive. Nothing else.

Okay. Weird. Vanessa looked at the paper again. Was this marketing of some kind? For a TV show maybe? Usually TV marketing came in full gorgeous colour, with a handwritten note from the producer or directors or even a key cast member, if they were really trying. This—a one-line note and a USB drive—was beyond spare, but then, maybe that was the point. It was kind of intriguing.

The coffee machine beeped its readiness. Vanessa made her coffee, a long black with a dash of hot milk, and her toast, rye bread with peanut butter, and brought both to the table. Her laptop was already open. She took a sip of coffee and pulled the machine towards her. She logged in and inserted the USB, then scrolled through Instagram while she waited for it to load. This was what life was, nowadays. She moved through her days in a two-screen haze.

Her laptop screen brightened and a video began to play. And Vanessa found that she was no longer distracted. Because this wasn’t just a high-definition trailer for a new TV show. Instead she seemed to be watching footage of a bird’s eye view of her husband, Robert, in his consulting rooms. She was watching him unbuckle his belt and pull down his pants. Watching him smile as he welcomed another woman into his arms. Watching that woman drop to her knees.

And then Vanessa was running. Running for the bathroom, feeling the nausea rising, and knowing that she wouldn’t make it.






Chapter Four

After she’d vomited all over her marble tiles, and after she’d cleaned up the mess, Vanessa went back to the table. She grabbed the note and the USB, and went looking for her husband.

On Mondays, Robert worked from home, writing up case notes on his patients. Or at least, that was what he claimed to be doing. They both knew that he spent most of his day playing tennis, or reading, or, more recently, quietly going to his appointments with his dermatologist. She’d thought that expensive facials were the only secret he was keeping. How incredibly stupid she’d been.

Robert’s study door was closed. She could hear voices coming from inside. Robert’s, raised and angry, and a woman’s, low and controlled.

‘Of course not!’ Robert said, almost at a shout.

The woman spoke again, but Vanessa couldn’t make out what she said. Then it was Robert’s turn, quieter now. Then again, the woman. What was this, a lover’s tiff? Anger flared in her chest, and Vanessa reached for the handle but the door opened before she could grasp it.

A woman stood there, clearly surprised to see her. Their eyes locked. This was not the woman from the video. She was older, for starters, in her late thirties at least, and her hair was cut very short. A buzz cut. She was about Vanessa’s height, but had a more muscular build, and a nasty bruise on her left cheek.

‘Excuse me,’ Vanessa said, automatically.

The woman raised an eyebrow. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, and she walked past Vanessa and down the corridor in the direction of the front door, where she let herself out, shutting the door quietly behind her. Vanessa turned on Robert, anger rising again.

‘Who,’ Vanessa said. ‘The hell. Was that?’

Robert shook his head. He looked clammy and pale, almost dazed. ‘She’s a detective. Judith someone. I let her in. I thought she needed my help. I thought maybe there’d been a suicide. But it wasn’t that at all.’

‘What was it?’

He shook his head. His eyes were unfocused. He was looking past her, through her.

‘Just tell me!’ Vanessa felt like she might scream. Her hands were clenched into fists. The USB drive was a hot, hard presence in her left hand, the paper crumpled in her right.

‘She said that a patient has accused me of sexual assault. A new patient. I only met with the girl on Friday morning. The most innocuous . . . A college student who was having panic attacks. Anxiety over exams. The usual thing. Obviously, obviously nothing happened. I didn’t touch her. I listened to her talk. Tried not to fall asleep. These fucking kids. Every tiny challenge is an occasion for a meltdown, every mood-swing is a mental illness.’

‘Robert!’ Vanessa cut across him sharply. It was an old topic of conversation, and one she’d long run out of patience with. In recent years Robert had become more and more disillusioned with his work. That was fine. She understood that. What she didn’t get was why he continued to do it, why he continued to see patients and charge them for his time when he clearly believed they were wasting it, clearly believed he couldn’t do anything for them. It wasn’t like he needed the income. She’d been paying most of their bills for years.

Robert waved a hand at her. ‘I spoke to her about perfectionism. Recommended CBT. She seemed fine. And now this!’ His colour was coming back. The shock of the conversation he’d just had with the detective seemed to be fading, and anger was taking its place. ‘You should have been there. The way she spoke to me, like I was some sort of criminal. She didn’t come here with questions. She was in no way open to any alternative explanation. I told her that I see people who are disturbed individuals. That some of them are capable of developing unhealthy fixations. As if—as if—I would ever have sex with a patient, let alone sexually assault one of them.’ 

He looked completely innocent. Completely and utterly believable. But she didn’t believe him. He was not the man she’d thought him to be. The entire foundation of who they were had just cracked, right down the middle. My god. Had it always been like this? Had he always been such a good liar? Or maybe the fault was hers. Maybe she was one of those women who refused to see what was right in front of her.

Vanessa took in Robert’s clothing, his carefully trimmed beard, his wildly expensive Lindberg glasses. They’d met when they were both students. Robert had been Rob then. He’d been living in a bedsit next door to a Hungry Jack’s, and everything he’d owned—which hadn’t been much—had smelled of cooking oil. Neither of them had cared, not even noticed, really. But those days were in a distant past that she could barely remember.

‘What?’ Robert said.

She reached for words and couldn’t find them.

‘Vanessa. What?’

* * *

She made him watch the video in the kitchen, turned her back so that she wouldn’t have to see it again. Not that she’d ever stop seeing it. She walked to the sink on unsteady legs, and poured herself a glass of water, forced herself to drink it slowly. She still felt sick. Didn’t want it all to come back up again. When she was ready, when she’d steadied herself as best she could, she turned around. 

And saw Robert, not frozen in place, guilt-ridden and ashamed, as she had expected, but instead leaning into the laptop screen, examining the footage with close attention. It was too much. It was all too much. Vanessa’s grip tightened around her glass of water, and then she threw it, as hard as she could, against the wall.

The act shocked her—she hadn’t known she was going to do it until it was done—but the sound of the glass shattering was disappointing. It was too quiet. Too meek for the moment.

‘Vanessa!”

She stood there breathing. Couldn’t look at him. Because it was all beginning to flash through her brain. Everything that was to come. The press camped outside their front door. The questions. The horror of it.

Bad enough that he’d had an affair—multiple affairs?—he’d obviously slept with his patients. At least one patient, but there could be more. And that detective, that woman. She’d been, even in that short moment in the corridor, so clearly formidable. Frightening even. She wasn’t going to go away. Would Robert be arrested?

Oh god, Lachy. She’d have to tell Lachy. Henry had his own life. He lived in a high-rise in Sydney with security and a full-time concierge. His life would go on. But Lachy lived with them. She’d have to make other arrangements, she’d have to—

‘Vanessa! That’s not me!’ Robert said, pointing at her laptop.

She laughed. She couldn’t help it. She felt hysterical. The chorus of that god-awful noughties song started playing in her head. The one where the singer is caught screwing other women again and again, caught red-handed on camera, and he keeps denying, in the face of all logic, that it was him.

‘Listen to me. That’s not me!’ Robert said.

Vanessa kept laughing because she couldn’t stop, and then she was crying. She wanted to leave the room, to take Milo—who was whining now, curled into the corner, distressed by the raised voices— and leave the house. But somehow that wasn’t happening. Instead, Robert had taken her by the hand and was dragging her back to the laptop and forcing her to look at the screen. 

‘Look. Really look at it, okay? What do you see?’






Chapter Five

As soon as her Tuesday show was over, Vanessa Walker went straight to her dressing room and waited. She sat in her chair at her mirror, reading a book, or rather, holding a book, because she wasn’t capable of concentrating on anything. After a minute her position started to feel staged and unnatural, so she stood up and paced the room, and then that started to feel horribly dramatic, so she sat down again. She was contemplating pouring herself a drink to take the edge off when the knock finally came.

Vanessa opened the door,

‘Craig, thanks for coming.’

‘It’s not a problem.’

‘Will you sit?’ She pointed him towards the small two-seater couch and armchair that sat in the corner of the room. The furniture had seen better days, but she loved it, because she’d bought it herself when she’d been promoted to lead presenter and had been given her own dressing room. The furniture must be what, nearly twelve years old now? The number made her shiver.

‘Sure.’

He took the armchair. She took the couch. She regarded him. Craig was the show’s video editor. He’d worked at the network for longer than she had, and he looked his age. He had six years on her, she knew that, so he must be fifty eight. Vanessa didn’t have to check the mirror to know that they looked like members of a different generation. Acknowledging that fact had nothing to do with vanity. She had poured serious resources into maintaining and improving her looks, because she had to, whereas Craig had treated his body like shit. They’d all done it, in the early years. Hit the bar after every broadcast, hit the clubs after every bar. The social scene was part of what made the job fun. But most of them grew out of the partying by the time they hit their thirties, whereas Craig had just doubled down. He was an alcoholic. Off the booze now for nearly five years, but he’d screwed up royally more than once before he’d finally got sober. 

‘What’s up?’ he asked now.

‘I need your help.’

Those were not easy words for Vanessa to say. She liked to be the one giving help. She liked to feel needed. Asking for help made her feel vulnerable and exposed and she’d worked too damn hard for far too long to easily open up a chink in her armour. But that was the benefit of age. You knew yourself. Knew your own weaknesses and foibles and you could overcome them, if you had to.

Vanessa handed Craig the USB drive.

‘What’s this?’

‘Blackmail material, I think.’

It took him a beat. ‘Against you?’

‘No. Maybe. I’m not sure. It was sent to me. When you look at it you’ll see a video of my husband—of Robert—in his consulting rooms. In the video it looks like he’s having sex with a patient. The video is fake.’

Craig gave her a look. A look that Vanessa thought she was likely to see again and again.

‘I’m not delusional, Craig. The video is faked. It’s very, very well done, but I’ve been married to Robert for twenty-six years. If he was hung like a porn star, I think I’d have noticed.’ She delivered the line with deliberate, dry humour, as if she’d always known the video was bullshit, as if she’d never vomited all over her bathroom floor, as if it hadn’t taken five whole minutes for Robert to force her to really look at the video.

Craig gave a surprised laugh, tried to swallow it, and turned it into a cough. ‘Okay, then. What do you want me to do with this?’

‘I want you to look at it with independent eyes. If and when someone goes public with the video, I want a professional lined up who can say, unequivocally, that it’s bullshit. I want to be ready to go with evidence that proves that it’s a deepfake. Preferably without having to refer to my husband’s penis.’

‘Okay. Gotcha. I can do that.’

‘And Craig, I need you to keep this quiet. I really mean that. No rumours, no hints or suggestions that there’s something going around, okay?’

His eyes met hers. She wondered if he was thinking about the same thing she was, if he was remembering the morning when she’d found him drunk in the studio car park. He’d been red-eyed, unshaven, slurring his words, and on his way to start the day’s work. She’d forced him into her car, driven him to her place and installed him in her guest room, then refused to let him leave until he’d slept, showered, dressed in one of Robert’s shirts, and eaten food that she’d prepared for him. She’d given him no lecture. Said nothing about the obvious need for rehab. Vanessa had never seen the point of intervention. In her experience, people only changed when they wanted to. So after she’d bullied him into presentable condition, she’d just driven him back to the studio and dropped him off.

Vanessa didn’t claim any credit for Craig’s turnaround. He’d bounced along the bottom for another couple of months before finally throwing in the towel on the drinking, presumably for reasons that had nothing to do with her. And truthfully, she wasn’t sure what had driven her to look after him that particular afternoon. In some ways, maybe, it was out of character. She liked to help people but did not enjoy being dragged into other people’s dramas. Maybe she’d known that he wouldn’t ask for more than she was willing to give. She supposed it didn’t matter why she’d done it, only that she had. Because now it was time for payback. She’d never told a soul what she’d done for him that day. She wanted the same consideration from him. That, and his expertise and his reputation. Craig was an excellent video editor, and he was well known and well liked in the industry. People saw him as a no-bullshit kind of guy. If he said the video was a fake, people—in the industry at least—might believe him. 

‘Who do you think is behind it?’ Craig asked.

‘I don’t know. I haven’t had time to think about it.’ A lie, such a lie. It was all she’d thought about.

‘Right.’

Craig stood. He tucked the USB into his pocket. ‘I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. By the morning, if possible. But I won’t be able to look at the video until I get home. If you want to keep this quiet, I can’t open it on a studio computer.’

‘Thank you.’ Vanessa stood too. She found that she was holding out her hand to him, like they’d just completed a business meeting. He took her hand and shook it, and if there was a slightly mocking expression on his face, she chose not to see it.

* * *

After he’d gone, Vanessa sat for a moment and thought everything through. Then she made two phone calls. The first was to Penelope Ford, the head producer on her show, and the second was to a
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