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Chapter 1

‘Your 10 am appointment rang to say they’re running late trying to find somewhere to park,’ the receptionist said through the intercom.

‘Thanks.’ Doctor Anya Crichton wasn’t looking forward to this meeting but was trying to keep an open mind. Still, no wonder they were late – hospital parking was an oxymoron. Planners failed to consider that most people attending the sexual assault unit were not in a fit state to catch public transport, nor were they likely to be brought by ambulance.

She checked her watch and took the opportunity to glance over the file one more time.

Hannah Dengate, twenty-eight years old, had presented to her general practitioner in distress, three weeks after marrying her boyfriend of twelve months. Investigations and testing revealed two different sexually transmitted infections. Testing of the husband failed to detect either infection.

The GP had asked Anya to see the couple and attempt to determine how only one of the pair had become infected, after supposed monogamy. Anya’s first reaction had been disbelief at the doctor’s naïvety. Hannah had to have had sexual relations with another man or men. However, the GP knew the patient from church and believed that Hannah had not been unfaithful. Two gynaecologists had failed to share this view.

This sexual assault unit was set up to deal with forensic medicine, not infidelity, but Anya had given in to the pleas of the GP. She wasn’t sure how the meeting would go; she just hoped it would be quick and straightforward. Faced with the evidence and two, possibly three expert opinions, Hannah would surely have to stop the charade and come clean.

When the couple finally arrived Anya greeted them in the foyer. Hannah extended one hand and held on to the arm of her husband with the other.

‘Thank you so much for agreeing to see us, Doctor. We’re really hoping you can help sort all this out.’

Slightly overweight, the woman was dressed in a plain shirt and tailored trousers. Her hair was pulled back off her make-up-free face into a tight bun, with slight darkening at the roots. It had probably been coloured for the wedding. On her feet were flat black ballet shoes, worn at the toes. This woman dressed for comfort, not to attract attention. She had an almost childlike innocence about her.

‘This is my husband, Brett.’

The man wore jeans and a buttoned shirt with rolled-up sleeves; he stood with his hands in his pockets. The stale smell of tobacco leached from his clothes.

‘Is this going to take long? We’ve already seen two specialists who said the same thing.’

Hannah tightened the grip on his arm.

‘Honey, we talked about this. Doctor Crichton might have seen something like this before, in her . . . ?particular field. I’ve been praying she can help us.’

The front door opened and one of the counsellors entered. Anya didn’t want to have this discussion in a public area.

‘Please come through. We can chat in private.’

The three walked along the corridor into a room with a double lounge facing two armchairs. In the middle was a coffee table, with a box of tissues in easy reach. The pair sat together, Hannah more forward, knees together, still clinging to her husband.

Anya sat opposite with the folder on her lap. She decided to start with something safe, like the woman’s medical history.

‘I see that your past health has been good. Have you had any operations?’

Hannah exhaled. ‘No, I’ve rarely seen a doctor apart from the usual childhood coughs and colds. I’ve never had a filling, and I don’t have wisdom teeth either. The dentist X-rayed me and apparently they’re not even there.’

Brett squeezed her hand and she stopped speaking.

Anya smiled sympathetically. ‘Any family history of medical problems?’

‘Not that we know of.’

‘Can I ask when you had your last pap smear?’

The infections could have been old and flared due to stress. A previous gynaecological exam may have picked something up.

Hannah flicked a glance at her husband. ‘I was told I didn’t need one.’

Anya raised her eyebrows.

‘I was told I should have one a year after we had sex. We took a vow of purity and didn’t have sex until our wedding night, six weeks ago now.’

‘What about before you pledged purity?’

Hannah touched the crucifix around her neck. ‘I’ve always wanted to save myself for the man I married. That probably sounds old-fashioned, but my parents divorced and I wanted to make sure that didn’t happen to me.’

Brett began to shift in his seat. ‘I had girlfriends, and got around a bit . . . you know . . . before we got together.’

Anya was beginning to wonder whether Hannah was a great liar or in total denial that she had been unfaithful. Something made her uncomfortable about the whole story. Two sexually transmitted infections within weeks of getting married, with no previous sexual contact?

Brett could have carried the infections from previous partners, but he had tested negative on two separate occasions.

One option was that Hannah had been assaulted and not told anyone. Anya needed to speak with her alone.

Brett didn’t hesitate when she suggested he go for a cigarette whilst she talked to Hannah by herself.

‘Please help me,’ Hannah implored, tears rolling down her face. ‘I’m going mad trying to understand how this happened. Brett’s been amazing and says he knows I wouldn’t have slept with anyone else. Did I get it from a public toilet seat? At someone else’s house? On a bus? What other explanation could there be?’

This woman was pretty convincing. And there was little point sustaining an act without her husband present. Anya leant forward in her seat.

‘What you tell me now is completely confidential. Nothing you say will go further than this room. Not to your GP, Brett, family. Anyone.’

‘I just don’t understand.’ The tears flowed faster. ‘This whole thing has been a nightmare. I haven’t done anything wrong.’

‘I’m not suggesting you have.’ Anya locked her gaze. Figures showed that up to one in three women had been sexually assaulted but most incidents went unreported. The question had to be asked. ‘Did someone have sex with you without your permission?’

The woman wiped her eyes with a tissue. ‘You mean like rape? No! I’d think I’d know if that had happened.’

‘Not necessarily,’ Anya offered. There was a chance she could have been drugged and not remembered an assault. ‘Did you have a hen’s night, for example? Out somewhere?’

‘Just dinner with my sister and a few girlfriends at a local pizza place. And no one got drunk, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘Have there been any times in the last couple of months when something could have happened? Someone who gave you a drink? Maybe being unable to remember aspects of the night before, even though you hadn’t drunk much?’

Hannah stared at the carpet, rolling the tissue in her hand. ‘I went to the gym every day before the wedding. I lost sixteen kilos to get into my dress. We paid for everything; we didn’t go out for about six months so we could save the money. Brett went down to the pub with his friends some nights, but I stayed home. I’m the one who budgets anyway – Brett would spend everything he earns if I left it to him.’

‘What about work functions?’

‘I don’t mix much with people from the office. Most of them think a good night means getting blind drunk and sleeping with someone they’ll never see again.’

Anya could appreciate why Hannah might prefer to stay at home.

‘Tell me about your wedding.’

Hannah leant back in the lounge and her shoulders relaxed. ‘It was everything I ever dreamt it would be, if you don’t count the rain. My bouquet had deep purple irises and Brett looked so handsome. The only downside was that we didn’t have time to eat much, by the time we’d got around to everyone and made sure they were all having a good time.’

‘Did you at least get to have a glass of champagne?’ Anya remembered her own, less than formal wedding, without family or friends present.

‘Come to think of it, I did have one glass of wine at the reception, but because I hadn’t eaten, it went right to my head.’

Anya glanced at the door. Brett wouldn’t be much longer.

‘What happened then?’

‘I don’t remember much, to be honest. I started out nervous, but Brett undressed me. I know we made love because the next morning there was blood on the sheets and I was sore,’ she lowered her voice, ‘down there.’

The comment alarmed Anya.

‘Do you remember making love?’

‘Brett told me I fell asleep with exhaustion from all the dieting and stress. But I feel a bit silly – what sort of bride can’t remember her wedding night?’

Anya wondered the same thing. Tears refilled Hannah’s eyes.

‘We had breakfast in bed, and he didn’t even try to make love again. I must have been disappointing. My mother always said that a marriage is made or ruined on the wedding night. Maybe that’s why my mind blanked it out.’ Her voice trailed off. ‘But once Brett commits himself to something, there’s no going back.’

It seemed an odd statement for a new bride to make.

‘What else is Brett committed to?’

‘The local football club. He’s been playing with them since high school, and the team are all really close. I didn’t understand it at first, but they have a real sense of belonging and he’s never missed a practice or a game. Women get used to that closeness with girlfriends or sisters, but it’s important for men to have it too.’

‘What about the honeymoon. Noumea, wasn’t it?’

‘We were inseparable, and Brett wanted to make up for lost time. That’s why I thought I’d become so sore again.’

Anya still believed Hannah. Nothing in her mannerisms or voice suggested she was lying at any stage of her story.

There was a rap on the door and Brett appeared. ‘Are you OK in here? I was beginning to worry.’

‘I’m fine,’ Hannah answered. ‘Doctor Crichton’s exploring possibilities.’

‘Is that so?’ Brett answered, barely entering the room. ‘Haven’t got too much time on the meter, how much longer do you think you’ll be?’

He transferred his weight from one foot to the other. It was evident he didn’t want to be there and was keen to leave as soon as possible. For such an understanding and forgiving man, he seemed surprisingly anxious.

‘I hoped we could have a quick chat,’ Anya said. ‘Is that all right with you, Hannah? There’s a water cooler outside, if you’d like to help yourself.’

Hannah stood up, but her husband hesitated and checked his watch. ‘I guess I can stay a few minutes, but I’m not the one who gave her the infections.’

‘This situation must be pretty difficult for you,’ Anya began when Hannah had left the room and Brett was sitting down again.

He shrugged his shoulders and looked distractedly towards the window. ‘Hospitals creep me out.’

Anya watched him for a moment longer before speaking. ‘Do you think Hannah is lying?’

‘No way, she blames herself for things she didn’t even do.’

‘What happened on the wedding night?’

His eyes flicked back. ‘What did she say about it?’

The hairs on the back of Anya’s neck stood up. ‘She told me she had a drink at the reception, went back to the room with you but she couldn’t remember much after that.’

His jaw tensed and he wiped his mouth with his hand. ‘Look, she’s a one-pot screamer, always has been. With all that starving herself, it just went to her head quicker than usual. She looked pretty good, by the way; you should have seen her in the dress and veil.’

Anya decided to ask about his memory. ‘Are you absolutely positive that was all she had to drink? Sometimes in the excitement it’s possible to drink more than you realise.’

He twisted his mouth as if straining to remember. ‘No, the hotel gave us a bottle of champers but she didn’t like it.’

Anya felt uneasy. That night – the wedding night – was the only time Hannah couldn’t remember. For someone who had waited so long to make love to her husband, one drink shouldn’t have been enough for her to lose her memory. Yet Brett seemed to remember all about that night.

‘What happened then?’

‘After we had sex, she fell into a deep sleep. Guess it had been pretty stressful organising the wedding and all that. I went out on the motel verandah, off our room, drank some beer, had a few smokes and turned in. She hadn’t even moved on the bed.’

Anya noted that Brett hadn’t once raised the possibility that his wife had been unfaithful.

‘Does Hannah use any recreational drugs?’

He laughed. ‘No way. She’s way too straight for that.’

That ruled out another reason for the amnesia. Anya tried another tack. ‘Do you?’

He looked defiant.

‘You wanna do a drug test on me now?’

Anya persisted with the questions. ‘Did anyone visit your room after the reception?’

He ran his hand across his mouth again. ‘What do you mean, anyone else? I just told you it was our wedding night, for chrissakes.’ Tiny beads of perspiration appeared on his forehead.

Anya pushed further. ‘Maybe someone wanted to wish you both luck for the honeymoon? It’s not uncommon.’

He nodded. ‘Now you mention it, some blokes from the footy team dropped by to give us their present, but then they left again when they saw Hannah was asleep.’

The hairs on the back of Anya’s neck stiffened again.

‘Brett, I’m sure you want to get to the bottom of this as much as Hannah does.’

He nodded slowly.

‘Hannah has no memory of the wedding night. A spiked drink would explain that. If someone did add a drug to her glass that night, we can test a sample of her hair, and even pinpoint the period of time in which that substance was ingested. If you didn’t give her the infections, someone else did. I think you know more than you’re telling, and I’m wondering if the police need to be involved.’

‘You’re fucking kidding, right? You can’t call the police!’

The colour drained from his face and he slumped back into the lounge.

Anya waited, silence closing in like a vice.

Brett Dengate’s eyes darted from the door to the window as if seeking an escape route. A few moments later he buried his face in his hands.

‘Shit! None of this was ever meant to happen. They were supposed to use condoms.’





Chapter 10

Later that afternoon, Anya slipped on her ballet flats, left the hotel and walked north with Ethan. So far, all she knew was that the owners of the New Jersey Bombers wanted to meet her.

Ethan seemed to think the news was positive.

‘I’ve done a lot of work for them over the years and I really think they want to clean up the game, not just pay lip service. I just spoke with Lyle Buffet. Five Bombers’ players are being hauled in for questioning over an alleged sexual assault. No one was more upset than him over the allegations that some of his players may have been involved in the reported assault last night.’

Except the victim, Anya thought. She thought of Kirsten scrubbing her skin with a scourer.

Yellow taxis lined the roads and horns blared with almost monotonous frequency. No one on the street seemed to notice. Rain began to sprinkle and they walked a little faster, past tourists who had stopped for photos. As with the noise, it seemed the locals accepted the imposition and stepped around the foreigners without a second glance. Nothing impeded the flow of pedestrians.

For Anya, being outside the hotel was like being allowed to breathe, despite the grey clouds obscuring any trace of sun. The air on her face made her feel alive and helped clear the fog of tiredness. A long walk was just what she needed before a good night’s sleep.

The pair strode up Lexington Avenue in comfortable silence. The more north they headed, the more doormen appeared, to open car doors and help residents with shopping.

‘I assume it’s prestigious to have a doorman here,’ Anya mused.

‘Did you know there are more doormen in NY than taxi-drivers? When elevators became self-service, it was actually made law for buildings to have them, for the safety of tenants and owners. Mind you, none of the doormen I know would ever live in a building that had one.’

‘Because they’re treated poorly?’

Ethan shoved his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket and smiled. ‘Not everyone is appreciative, but doormen know far more about the residents’ business than the residents would want them to, or probably realise.’

It made sense. They saw who came and went, who had packages and mail delivered and from whom, and probably knew how much they paid in rent, earned and spent. She glanced sideways at Ethan.

‘I imagine you’ve milked one or two for information in your time.’

The investigator grinned. ‘A good source can save weeks of leg-work.’

Eventually they turned into East 72nd Street and stopped outside a high-rise called the Oxford. The building was set back from the street, with its own private plaza complete with European-style stone seats and greenery. The gated entry led them undercover to the foyer of the building. The doorman seemed to know Ethan and bade him good afternoon.

‘I could cope with this.’ Ethan pressed the button for the forty-fourth floor. ‘Indoor pool, health club, basketball court. If I had a spare three million or so.’

Inside the condominium, the white marble hallway and Art Deco columns were stylish but lacked warmth. Anya wondered how difficult it was to keep the floor clean. A secretary showed them inside the palatial dining room with its walnut floor boards and white marble table. Chairs upholstered in white damask suggested young children weren’t well catered for in this apartment.

Seated at the marble table and drinking from china demitasses were a man and a woman, while an older gentleman in a Bombers jacket sat at one end, matching cap pulled down over grey wisps of hair.

‘Good afternoon, Catcher. And this must be Doctor Crichton.’ The man who spoke was in his late forties and dressed in a tailored suit. He had a soft wave in his greying hair; his teeth were glaringly white, and a shiny gold nugget obscured the lower half of his ring finger. He moved across the room and shook Anya’s hand.

‘I’m Bentley Masterton. Thank you for meeting us at such short notice.’

‘This here is Kitty Rowe, one of the youngest and brightest media moguls in this country and a woman with fine taste in football teams.’

The woman stood and touched what looked like an antique pearl choker. It complemented her pink Chanel suit. Blonde hair was swept back off her face, and her make-up was heavier than Anya would have worn but it highlighted her dark brown eyes. Even with stilettos the woman was shorter than Anya.

‘Oh, Bentley,’ she winked at Ethan. ‘You are prone to exaggeration. I’m the second youngest. Welcome to my home away from home,’ she said, as if it were a holiday shack. From the dining room, two walls of windows had dramatic city views to the north, west and east. ‘Please, take a seat. Can we offer you a drink?’

Anya and Ethan both declined politely and sat down. As soon as Ethan had told Anya about the hastily arranged meeting with the owners of the Bombers, she had gone online to search for information about them. Bentley Masterton was a preacher who had become prominent as a late-night television evan­gelist. He purportedly had a congregation of ten million people over more than a dozen States. Articles on the man were usually accompanied by photos of him driving expensive cars to do God’s work. His church saw wealth as a reward, but was against a system of social welfare. His God seemed to be a different God from the one Anya had learnt about at school. Masterton’s father had been a Republican senator until his recent retirement. Blogs were rife with rumours about Bentley’s political aspirations and discussion of his charitable works and support for women’s shelters. The comments were largely favourable.

Kitty Rowe, on the other hand, had a mother who was a professor of law and a father who ran a media empire. He had a reputation for influencing presidential election outcomes by overtly favouring his preferred candidate in his publications. There was mention of an older brother who worked in Dubai, but he didn’t seem to be involved in the family business. Kitty had expanded the empire to involve digital broadcasting and telecommunications and had been photographed a number of times with her controversial father at Bombers football matches. From the number of Internet pictures over the years of him with players, he was a dedicated fan. Given the daughter was in the family business, buying into the club was probably a smart career move.

It did not take a genius to see that a possible political career for Bentley could be greatly enhanced by support from the Rowes.

Masterton held court. ‘The New Jersey Bombers were once the pinnacle of this great sport. Our players were admired for their strong Christian values, and their sportsmanship, integrity and dedication to their team, their families and fans. They were the envy of all the other clubs in this league. Our reputation was forged on players who were living legends. Parents right across this country admired them and children aspired to be like them.’ The fingers on his nugget hand gnarled into a fist.

Anya was unsure where the one-sided conversation was headed.

‘But the Devil has infiltrated our army of believers. Temptation has besmirched our glorious name.’

‘Christ, Masterton. We’re paying her to work, not listen to you preach.’

The older man, Lyle Buffet, appeared to be the highest authority in the room. A Google search had brought up thousands of articles about his hiring and firing of players, team doctors and management; it seemed he had one of the most hands-on approaches in the game. He clearly expected unquestioning loyalty from his employees and wasn’t afraid to speak bluntly to the other two owners of the club.

Kitty Rowe flashed a smile. ‘What we’re all trying to say is that we want to represent a clean, drug-free team untainted by scandal and sexual impropriety. It’s come to the media’s attention that there are a number of bad seeds ruining the game for all of us.’

Anya decided to cut to the chase. ‘I am aware of the statistics that around twenty-five percent of football players are convicted felons – for crimes involving drug dealing, domestic violence and sexual assault. There appears to be a plethora of steroid, substance and alcohol abuse as well. Like so many other team sports involving men, I believe there is a certain degree of misogyny embedded in the culture.’

The woman stroked her choker with an outstretched middle finger. ‘That is one point of view.’

Buffet made a sucking noise as he worked a toothpick around his top teeth. In front of him sat a half-eaten tuna sandwich. ‘The bottom line is there’s more competition for the attention and dollars of fans today than we’ve had to face before. Football has always been a national sport. An institution. A religion.’

Buffet glanced in Masterton’s direction, but there was no contradiction.

‘With all these so-called scandals, families – in particular mothers and therefore their children – are turning their backs on the game. Fewer fans mean fewer backsides on seats and fewer gate takings. That means fewer sponsors. Unless we turn this thing around soon, the club won’t survive the next few years.

‘That’s why we have turned to your particular area of expertise, Doctor Crichton. We want to be the club that leads the way – we want the New Jersey Bombers to be the most family-friendly team in the country.’

Anya knew that if the owners really were sincere, they could attract more women back to the game. In all football codes women had always been the most desirable audience, because they brought their families with them, which ensured long-term, loyal fans. Anya was wondering when the sexual assault allegation was going to be mentioned.

‘As you know, I’m here with the league to conduct a series of seminars that involve educating the players about appropriate and inappropriate treatment of women, anger management and education about sexually acquired infections, safe sex and discussions of scenarios in which men and women are vulnerable to assault.’ She pulled out three summaries of the course content and handed one to each owner.

Masterton flipped through and paused at a section. ‘We do not condone sexual relations outside the sanctity of marriage. I suggest you eliminate this portion—’

‘For God’s sake, man. Some of our players can barely read and write. Sex education has never been a priority, and you know that as well as the rest of us. They’re young, fit and red-blooded. Women hound them. Face it, most of these boys would screw a knot in a piece of wood.’ Buffet glanced up at Masterton again. ‘Judging by today’s reaction, most of what was taught was news to them.’

Anya didn’t recall seeing Buffet, but he could have been in the ballroom.

Kitty Rowe took up the brief. ‘Catcher, as you heard, a rather delicate situation has arisen today that we would like you and Doctor Crichton to investigate. For the sake of the league and our team, we agree this should remain private until more facts are known. An incident occurred at the Rainier Hotel that allegedly involved five of our most valued players. A young woman has accused them of assault. Of course, we have no idea if there is any veracity to the claim but feel it is in all of our best interests if you could discreetly review the medical evidence, talk to the police – and perhaps the woman – and let us know if you believe there could be a case to answer, or if these players are a legal liability.’

Anya was expecting the incident to be raised but felt uncomfortable giving advice to Linda Gatby and the owners. She would have to consider the victim’s privacy first.

In Anya’s experience, the number of women who voluntarily had sex with a group of sportsmen was very low. Footy chicks, as they were known in Australia, were a particular breed of women, akin to rock groupies, but they did exist. Some didn’t even mind being degraded and humiliated. One biography she knew of described how famous soccer players would make naked women hop like bunnies, or crawl around the floor barking, just for laughs. The reality was that there were a very small number of women prepared to do almost anything to say they had slept with someone famous, rich or powerful.

Masterton refilled his coffee. ‘We spend a fortune each year preparing for the draft. In his capacity as a private investigator with the league, Catcher assists us in background checks on some of the players we hope to bring to our team. Our handpicked doctors thoroughly assess them for potential susceptibility to injury. What we would like from you, Doctor Crichton, is your professional opinion as to whether these men have committed a serious crime, and the chances of them being brought to trial. We are looking at stricter morals clauses in our contracts with the intention of enforcing them to reduce the escalating costs of defending criminal charges.’

Anya suspected that being female also helped give the public the impression that the owners were committed to finding out whether their players had committed gang-rape. She had a feeling her involvement would not stay secret for long, if the club wanted to set itself apart as family-friendly and respectful of women.

Anya had a lot to think about before she could give them a full answer. How long she wanted to stay in New York was the obvious first question. She told Masterton she would find out what she could in the short-term, providing it did not impinge on the victim’s rights. It sounded vague, but she couldn’t promise any more at this moment. The trio nodded, accepting that for now.

Anya collected her bag and left. Ethan remained inside for a few minutes, then joined her out by the elevators.

Once they were outside on the street, he asked, ‘What did you think of Masterton?’

She dared not say what she really thought about him being a smarmy peddler of his version of religion, but didn’t quite stay as diplomatic as she intended. ‘I can see him doing well preaching to the converted.’

Ethan laughed and Anya felt a natural warmth between them. For the first time she noticed that he laughed with his eyes as well as his mouth.

‘Those three can be intimidating but it helps to know what’s at stake. Despite winning the championship, the Bombers are haemorrhaging money and they need to do something radical to save the club. If news gets out that some of the players have been accused of rape, it could send the club into financial ruin.’

Anya didn’t know how her role would prevent that if the evidence did suggest the players were guilty, but she didn’t say anything.

They waited to cross a busy road.

‘What’s Buffet’s story?’ She had read that he was the mastermind behind the team’s success, but judging by his physique he had probably never been a player.

‘I’ve known him a long time. He comes across as cantankerous and isn’t afraid to bully people, but he’s got the best of intentions. He’s passionate about the game and knows more about it than just about anyone alive. Hey, we’ve got some time. I want to show you something.’

He hailed a taxi, and they climbed in.

‘The Rockefeller Center, thanks,’ Ethan instructed.

He bought two tickets at the booth out front while Anya admired the Metropolitan Museum of Art shop on a corner of the square that resembled the United Nations with all of its flags. ‘Let’s go,’ he said and led the way inside.

‘What are we here for?’ Anya asked. ‘What’s this got to do with Buffet?’

‘I’m glad you asked,’ Ethan said with a cheeky expression. ‘First, have a look around.’ Large black and white photos adorned the walls, with blue, pink and mauve hues highlighting historical anecdotes and facts. Anya read as they wound their way along. A picture of one of her favourite actors, Gregory Peck, caught her attention. So did two quotes, which were particularly touching.

Unto he who much is given, much shall be required. It was attributed to John D Rockefeller Jr, the man responsible for the whole centre and its artwork collection.

‘OK, Rockefeller modified a biblical verse, but the sentiment is what Buffet believes,’ Ethan explained. ‘He is a descendant of John Jr, and has amassed his own fortune through property development and savvy investments. He may be pretty tight-fisted at times, but he demands no more from his people than he expects from himself.’

Ethan really did respect the old man.

They moved along to see images of the building in construction, and an iconic image of eleven workers with their feet dangling, eating lunch on a girder suspended hundreds of metres above street level. All Anya could think was how the lack of safety equipment compromised their lives. Even so, a letter from the Sheet-Metal Workers’ Union was cited: In this bitter workaday world, especially now, your action stands out as a beacon light to those who earn their livelihood by the sweat of their brow.

‘You would have thought that in the Depression people would have resented Rockefeller with all his wealth. But they worshipped him because he saved the lives of who knows how many by giving them work so they could feed their families. My grandfather was one of those workers, and had nothing but praise for people who used their wealth for good. I think B­uffet’s a lot like John Jr. When I was struggling, Buffet employed me as part of his dream to help make football a game that provided hope to kids who struggled in early life, through poverty, drug addiction and child abuse or neglect. I don’t just do background checks. I help players out where possible and help solve problems they can’t manage alone.’

Anya had to admit that the cause was noble, and understood that Buffet was responsible for a large number of jobs, in fact an entire industry, built around his team.

Ethan’s history with Buffet also explained his willingness to arrange the hastily convened meeting that had just taken place. She wondered if he would have been so quick if it had been another team within the league. In fact, she wondered whether Ethan’s obvious fondness for Buffet, and subsequently the Bombers, would ever present a conflict of interest.

She wandered along a glass beam, designed to mimic the height of the famous girder, and felt giddy looking down, even though it was only an illusion. A photographer offered to take her picture, but she declined. Rockefeller still had had a duty to his employees to ensure their safety and that of the people below who might have been affected by his employees’ actions.

She hoped Buffet felt the same way.

Ethan answered a call and his face became solemn. His hair flopped over his eyes as he listened to the caller.

‘We have to go.’

‘You mean you brought me here and we’re not going to go all the way to the top?’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll make it back before you go home. That’s a promise. But right now someone is in serious trouble.’





Chapter 11

Anya and Ethan arrived at the private gym. Two ambulances and a police car were already outside. A large group of curious onlookers were being kept at bay by a couple of uniformed officers.

Ethan grabbed Anya by the hand and pushed through the crowd. ‘Doctor coming through, it’s an emergency.’ He said something to one of the police officers, Anya didn’t hear what, and they were allowed past.

A gym worker opened the door and pointed in the direction of the change rooms. Techno music blared over the sound system, while players sat on equipment or stood around, towels draped over their shoulders. Eerily, no one spoke.

‘Players get four hours’ exclusive access a day to train at specific private gyms when they’re in New York,’ Ethan explained as they entered the men’s locker room. Inside, a large Caucasian man was being worked on by four paramedics. One had the head, another performed cardiac massage. The other two administered drugs and kept notes.

‘Heard someone needed a doctor,’ Ethan announced. ‘What happened?’

The man at the player’s head checked the cardiac monitor, which showed a spike only when his partner compressed and released the patient’s sternum. He obscured part of a large tattoo across the man’s chest.

‘Looks like an OD. We found that by his body.’ He gestured towards an empty vial. From the appearance, the markings had been removed. A needle and syringe lay nearby, drops of blood in its tip.

‘Is there a chance he’s diabetic?’ Anya asked, hoping to rule out something reversible. A quick scan of his naked torso failed to show any medical alert tag or bracelet.

Anya recognised him from the ballroom that morning.

‘Not according to his friend here.’ The paramedic nodded to a red-headed man.

‘We’re about to give dextrose,’ the paramedic announced.

Anya noted it was the same protocol as in Australia. The man temporarily stopped cardiac massage long enough to inject around fifty ml into a prominent vein in the back of the patient’s hand. The monitor remained silent.

‘What locker was he using?’ Ethan wanted to know.

The red-head showed him. ‘Is he going to be all right?’

No one could answer that.

Ethan rummaged through the locker contents.

Anya concentrated on the resuscitation attempt. ‘What do the pupils look like?’

‘Constricted and nonreactive,’ the man with the dextrose replied before returning to his tackle box.

If he were hypoglycaemic from an overdose of insulin, the injection of sugar should have made a difference. He could have been in a hyperglycaemic coma, but if he were diabetic there should have been signs before he collapsed. Fixed small pupils suggested opiates. The syringe could have contained heroin, methadone or a similar potent concoction.

‘How was he behaving before he collapsed?’ she demanded of the friend.

‘He had a good workout. After that, I saw him down a ­couple of bottles of Gatorade and we were joking around.’ The man clutched his head with both hands. ‘Why isn’t he waking up?’

‘Did anyone see him collapse? Any detail would help.’

The friend struggled to remain calm. ‘He came in here to do a couple of press interviews where it was quieter . . . I wanted an extra towel and he was . . . he was right there on the floor. Not moving.’

Ethan held an empty urine jar with a piece of paper towel. ‘There’s white powder on the rim. Looks like he used this to dissolve what he injected. My guess is heroin.’

‘Administering Narcan,’ one of the officers said and there was a pause. Again, the strapping body remained lifeless.

Anya turned to the red-head and looked him in the eye. ‘This is really important. Did your friend inject himself with drugs?’

The man’s eyes flicked to Ethan and back, as if asking permission to answer. ‘No. I mean, he swore he was clean from the moment his wife told him she was pregnant. His boy turned two just last month.’

Ethan slipped something from the locker into his pocket.

More Narcan was administered but with no effect. The paramedics exhausted their protocol before transporting the body to hospital. Nothing short of a miracle would bring this man to life. Even so, the emergency doctors would probably try intra-cardiac adrenalin and other last-ditch procedures so that at least the family would know that everything possible had been done.

Anya thought of a young child losing his father, and a wife about to become a widow. She wondered why.



Twenty-eight-year-old Robert Keller was pronounced dead at 8.45 pm. Anya and Ethan waited at the hospital until the news was confirmed, then headed back to the Hyde Hotel in silence.

In a corner of the bar, Anya placed a bottle of beer and an empty glass on the table for Ethan. She kept the whisky and dry for herself.

‘How well did you know him?’

‘I met him a few seasons back when there were rumours about his drug taking. He’s supposed to have got hooked on prescription painkillers then moved on to heavier stuff.’ Ethan took a swig, ignoring the glass. ‘He got kicked off his old team and word was he got married and cleaned up his act. The West Coast Sharks only signed him last season. He’d tell anyone who’d listen about that kid of his.’ He gulped more beer. ‘Guess once an addict . . .’

‘Maybe he really was clean, only something caused him to relapse.’

‘Your talk today would push anyone over the edge.’

Anya accidentally swallowed the ice with her mouthful, then noticed the lopsided grin.

‘Thanks for that five-star review!’ She was grateful for Ethan’s black humour. The day had been harrowing and his comment released the tension.

The bar had begun to fill with groups of young women, some dressed as if about to appear in an MTV video. Tight dresses that barely obscured underwear, shirts unbuttoned revealing frilly bras, bright red lips and false eyelashes seemed standard attire. They stood around as if waiting for something to happen, many ordering champagne or spirits. None looked older than twenty-five, although it was impossible to tell for certain.

Ethan did not seem to notice. ‘Because of Keller’s history, the Sharks had him tested on random days each week. It was part of his contract. They were all negative as far as I know, so no one was particularly concerned.’ He ran a finger around the rim of the bottle. ‘Imagine coming all that way then blowing it for a high.’

‘Ironically, being drug-free would have made him more vulnerable to dying from an overdose. He would no longer have tolerance to the drug. It’s why so many people die within a ­couple of hours of leaving prison. Their bodies can’t tolerate pure heroin, and one dose is all it can take.’

Having a child was life-changing and made the impossible seem within reach. Thinking of Keller’s fatherless son, Anya felt further away from her own child. She checked her watch. Ben would be at school and would not arrive home for a few more hours. She would have to wait to phone.

Ethan finished the beer and ordered another, while Anya chose white wine. She took the opportunity to ask the waitress if there was a function tonight.

The waitress glanced at the groups of young women at the bar. ‘They’ve found out some of the players are staying here and they know the boys are likely to hit the bars after dinner.’

‘They’re all groupies?’

‘Yep.’ The waitress wiped the table. ‘Get them every time a team’s staying here.’

Anya wondered if any of them ever imagined they could be the victim of a violent assault or contract a sexually acquired infection by hooking up with a player.

‘There are people who would give everything they had just to be alive, let alone free of illness and pain. And Keller throws his life away like that.’ Ethan clicked his fingers.

‘Sometimes pain isn’t physical,’ Anya offered, unsure why Ethan seemed to be taking Keller’s death so hard. ‘No one really knows what a person goes through.’

Ethan’s vulnerability made her want to reach out to him, but she had no idea how. They continued their drinks in silence, Anya watching the women continue to preen until a procession of towering men entered the bar as if they were rock stars. Bar patrons turned and gawked, some of the women squealed and greeted the players by name.

‘Do you know the names of the Bombers players who are accused of the assault last night?’ Anya asked.

‘You already know some of them. For one, Pistol Pete Janson impressed you straight up.’

The cocky wise-cracker from the morning’s lectures.

‘Is his friend McKenzie on the list?’

‘Sure is, as well as a guy who seemed more reasonable. An African-American guy from the front row. Name of Alldridge. It sounds like at least two rookies were in the room but we need to check that out.’

‘Hey, Catcher.’ A player Anya didn’t recognise slapped Ethan on the back.

‘I gather you know Doctor Crichton,’ he responded.

Recognition showed on the player’s face and he hastily withdrew. Another approached and changed course when he saw Anya.

The waitress delivered their second round and whispered to Ethan as she slipped something into his shirt pocket.

‘Thanks guys,’ he said loudly, removing a row of condoms and holding them up. ‘Very funny.’

A cheer went up and Anya felt her face flush. She thought Ethan’s face coloured for a moment as well.

The music grew louder and the beat intensified. She could see the attraction for many of the girls. A number of the men were handsome, had muscular physiques and the confidence of movie stars. Drinks flowed and bodies moved closer. A couple of girls began dancing on their own, successfully garnering attention. Pheromones were in abundance.

A smaller, stocky man carrying a beer asked if he could join them. Anya was pleased for the diversion.

‘Enjoyed your presentations today,’ he managed over the noise. ‘Thought I had a handle on all that, but some of what you said blew me away.’

She appreciated the comment, and was reassured that some men in the group had listened.

The man twisted a gold band on his left ring finger. ‘Makes me glad I’m married and don’t have to worry about any of that stuff.’

‘How long?’ she asked.

‘Seven great years. College sweethearts. We’ve got two girls, six and four. You wanna see?’

He pulled out his wallet and proudly displayed a picture of the three women in his life, pointing out each one’s name. He was clearly devoted.

It was touching to see a so-called gladiator bragging about his family back home. ‘They’re gorgeous,’ she said and meant it.

‘I got to thinking about those scenes you showed. You know, if anyone did those things to one of my daughters, I’d wanna kill them.’ A cheer rose, and their attention turned to the crowd. ‘It suddenly occurred to me that every woman here is someone’s daughter. Makes you really think.’

Ethan asked, ‘Would you ever let one of your girls date a footballer?’

‘Hell no.’ The father stood, abandoning his drink. He pulled out an envelope from his back pocket, and another from the other side. ‘Took up a collection for Keller’s widow. It isn’t much, but it’s a start.’ Ten and fifty dollar notes bulged out of each envelope. He patted Ethan’s shoulder. ‘I’m gonna turn in. Have a good one. Pleasure to meet you, Doctor, look forward to your next talk.’

After the group’s collective response this morning, it was a relief to talk to a player like this. He seemed decent, honest and family oriented. Anya’s faith in the supposed ten percent of dissenters, the non-followers, was restored. Her task was to somehow get through to the other ninety percent.





Chapter 12

With a heavy head, Anya opened the daily papers delivered to her door and read the headlines. Yesterday had been longer and more difficult than she had expected. After leaving the bar, she’d had to wait up for Ben to get back home from school. Now her body was paying the price.

Aspirin dulled her headache and weary muscles, while coffee jump-started the rest. She opted for fruit and muesli from the room service menu. Something healthy should boost her energy levels.

Leading the news was Robert Keller’s death from a suspected heart attack following a rigorous workout. A cardiologist commented on the sudden deaths of athletes and possible causes. There was no mention of self-administration of drugs as the cause of death. A ‘family source’ said that Robert had had flu-like symptoms the week before, while another described the devastation his wife felt at the news. Anya couldn’t recall the number of times celebrity deaths were described as ‘heart attacks’, prior to toxicology results, which took weeks, and by then public interest had waned.

Sharks fans were interviewed, as were other prominent players. Peter Janson was pictured, with a comment about how he and Keller had been close friends since playing in their high school team together. A representative from Nike expressed sadness at the death, and there was a brief mention of the multimillion-dollar deal the company had signed with the star player.

She flicked through for other news and stopped cold at a headline.

Crying rape, the new ticket to instant wealth.

It appeared in the opinion pages. She took a mouthful of hot coffee and read on.



Long gone are the days where women married for money and, as the saying goes, they earned every penny. Instead of setting their sights on a gold ring from an older, wealthier man, today’s ambitious young women target our famous heroes. Many of these men have fought hard all their lives to achieve what most mere mortals cannot. The latest victims of the cry-rape scam are our elite sportsmen.

The plan is simple. The predatory woman dresses up. She may even surgically enhance herself, or change her appearance with wigs or hairpieces. The destination is any party the players attend as part of their promotional duties, usually while they’re on the road. The woman flirts with her quarry with blatant disregard for the players’ wives or girlfriends back home. Later, they lure the player, or players in some cases, to a hotel room. After entrapping the players into having sex, they immediately cry rape. It’s a scam threatening to destroy the fiber of many of our greatest team sports. Football, hockey, basketball and soccer have all fallen victim to it.

Publicity is ensured for the woman, who usually employs her own lawyer, and ‘negotiations’ begin for a settlement. As with all fraudulent schemes, money is the bottom line.



Anya’s hand shook and coffee spilt on the page. She put the cup down on the bedside table and grabbed some tissues from the bathroom to soak up the mess. Lifting the tabloid, some drops splattered onto the white bedlinen. Damn.

She sat on the edge of the bed and wiped her hands before turning her attention back to the article. Who the hell had written this guff? It had to be planted by one of the teams, or their PR people. The byline read Annabelle Reichman. It still shocked her that women were often the most derisive and judgemental about victims in sexual assault cases. Gut feeling told her the incident involving Kirsten Byrne was going to feature somewhere in the article.



Out of the 200 reviewed cases of sportsmen accused of rape, only one conviction was recorded. This is lower than conviction rates for the general population. In 199 cases there was not enough evidence to convince a jury that rape had ever taken place. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to realise our players are vulnerable targets for ambitious and unscrupulous women.



Any sensible reader should see that the reasons for those non-conviction stats were far more complex than just false accusations. A traumatised woman had to be extraordinarily strong to go up against a professional team’s PR machine, with lawyers, investigators and media digging into her private life. And rape still carried significant social stigma. Anya wondered how Annabelle Reichman justified such distortion of facts.



This completely contradicts the impression the general public are getting about violent, privileged sports stars. Are they paid a huge amount of money for what they do? Yes. But how many workers on Wall Street put their lives on the line every time they go to work? Our footballers are modern-day gladiators who go into war with each and every play. An injury can ruin them for life, so they have to make the most of what they can in their relatively short careers. We cannot begrudge them that. They also perform the extensive behind-the-scenes charity work that is so much a part of being a role model. These altruistic acts are often overlooked or taken for granted, but never by the thousands of children these players inspire and give hope to.



In that case, Annabelle Reichman had just argued for members of the armed forces in Iraq and Afghanistan to be paid as much as footballers.



A woman who sources confirm targeted Peter Janson for a business deal has claimed he and his friends raped her following a party at the Rainier Hotel this week. Dozens of witnesses saw her flirting with Janson, drinking heavily and cuddling up to him during the evening before boasting that she was going with him to his room. Reliable sources say she has already hired a legal team to represent her. Is that the first thing a genuine victim would do? Did she tell anyone at the party about the so-called attack? No, she quietly left and returned home. It wasn’t until the next day that she decided to cry rape. How does a just society allow unsubstantiated claims to be made public before police have even begun an investigation?

These women are redefining and diminishing the term ‘victim’.

It is far too easy to tear down our heroes and role models by crying rape. It is, after all, the new fast-track to fame, money and notoriety. It’s time we put a stop to false claims and made the accusers answerable for their lies.



Anya’s teeth ached from clenching her jaw. Annabelle Reichman was the one making the claims public! The injustice and downright misogyny of the article made Anya sick to her stomach.

Her phone’s ringtone jolted her back to reality. Linda Gatby was on the line. ‘I need to see Kirsten Byrne ASAP, before anyone in the media publishes her name. I’d like you to come with me.’

Anya rubbed the joint connecting her jaw and cheek. ‘You need to know that the owners of the Bombers have asked me to investigate the reports to establish whether the complaint has any traction.’

There was a pause on the line. ‘I know you’ll be professional and only disclose what’s in the public domain.’

Anya agreed.

‘I’ve instructed Kirsten not to speak to anyone until we get there. Can you come to my office first? We’ll leave from here. I also want to ask Catcher some questions if he’s free.’

Anya hurried into the bathroom to change out of her casual clothes. She hoped Kirsten had not yet seen what could be the beginning of a public humiliation in the press.
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