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For Vivienne Cameron and Beth Barnard, may your stories always be told. And to truth-seekers everywhere; if we don’t seek the truth, it will remain buried and will never be known.





KEY CHARACTER LIST (IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER)

Beth Barnard (murder victim)


Beth Barnard’s friends

Denise

Jacquie

Mandy

Maree

Michael



Family members

Ian Cairns (Fergus’s brother-in-law)

Marnie Cairns (Fergus’s sister and Ian’s wife)

Donald Cameron (Fergus’s older brother)

Fergus Cameron (Vivienne’s husband and Beth’s boyfriend)

Pam Cameron (Donald’s wife)

Vivienne Cameron (missing, presumed dead)




Police

Sergeant Cliff Ashe (Phillip Island)

Detective Sergeant Kevin Casey (Victoria Police)

Detective Sergeant Ronald Cooper (Wonthaggi CIB)

Sergeant Geoff Frost (search and rescue)

Senior Constable Brian Gamble (crime scene examiner)

Detective Senior Constable Garry Hunter (homicide squad)

Detective Senior Constable Graeme Inch (homicide squad)

Detective Senior Constable Alan McFayden (Wonthaggi CIB)

Senior Constable Peter McHenry (Phillip Island)

Detective Senior Constable Rory O’Connor (homicide squad)

Sergeant Hughie Peters (crime scene examiner)



Vivienne Cameron’s friends

Sue Chadwick

Anne Davie

Glenda Frost






PROLOGUE A CRIME WRITER’S ORIGIN STORY

I began writing the Phillip Island book back in 1991 when my daughter was four years old. Every parent has that moment when you realise you have to be careful what you say around your kids. One minute they’re too young to understand; the next, they’re not, and you’ve missed the transition. As a budding crime writer, my moment was more horrifying than most. When the phone rang one day – the old landline type with a cord – my daughter raced to answer it. I could hear the one-sided conversation, typical of kids that age. ‘Good,’ she said. A pause. Then, ‘Mummy’s writing.’ Another pause. Then, ‘She’s writing a book about Beth, and Vivienne who jumped off a bridge.’

Oh dear.

Note to self: Stop telling people about the book when your daughter’s listening!

Up till that point, my life’s trajectory had gone something like this: married at 20, baby at 22, diploma of teaching at 23, job teaching primary school at 24, and at 26, writer investigating a murder.

I heard about the Phillip Island case from an unlikely source: a professional development day for school teachers. A woman came to tell us about a new program designed to support children from families of divorce. The program was sponsored by the family of Vivienne Cameron. Vivienne came from a broken home; her father had left when she was eight years old and she never really got over it. In time, she married a man named Fergus, moved to Phillip Island and had two boys. One of her sons had just turned eight when Vivienne found out Fergus was having an affair with a young woman called Beth.

At that point, according to the speaker, Vivienne just ‘snapped’. All the hidden rage and sorrow from her parents’ broken marriage – as well as her own failing one – came crashing down on her. She broke into Beth’s home, killed her and then jumped to her death off the Phillip Island bridge.

I guess the other teachers in the room that day heard the story and thought, Wow, that’s proof right there that we need a program to help kids! But I was thinking, Wow, that’s just the story I’ve been looking for!

Right from the start, I was mesmerised by the case. I could see all of its complexities and facets and sorrows. Of course, back then I assumed – like so many others – that it was a simple story of love, betrayal and murder. But nothing is ever as simple as it seems. I also felt sure the families would welcome a book which would get their message out to more than just a hall full of teachers. I was wrong about that too. But by then it was too late for me not to write the book.

The story took up a lot of headspace – and still does. Stories that speak to the common experience are compelling. They invite you in and ask you to think about what you would do, how you would feel, and how you would react. So sometimes you’re Vivienne, filled with rage or sorrow that your husband is having an affair with a 23 year old and the pair are flaunting it under your nose. Sometimes you’re Beth, falling hard for the charismatic older boss and letting your heart rule your head, believing the my-marriage-is-over, my-wife-doesn’t-understand-me line because you’re too young to know it’s a cliché. And sometimes you’re Fergus, laughing and joking with the fresh-faced young woman full of life and desire for you, and you compare her with the wife back home, who demands things from you like time and understanding and help with the children – one knows you all too well, and the other looks at you with stars in her eyes. And sometimes you’re just a young teacher, juggling work and family, trying to get your head around something that seems impossible.

True crime cases without a resolution are enthralling. They have a haunting siren’s call. They trick you into believing that somewhere within the pages of scientific and police documents lies a solution. Something unspoken happened that night, and all you have to do is crack the code to find out what it is. It’s like a monkey puzzle tree – so-called because there are too few low branches for even monkeys to climb. But monkeys and authors won’t be stopped simply because they can’t get a grip. They will always find other ways.

Back in the early 1990s, I would write long into the night, carving out time for the book between my family and my teaching. People asked how I managed to do both, but for me, crime writing and teaching were a perfect balance. By day, I delighted in watching children in my class learning and laughing and playing; by night, I wondered how long a knife blade would have to be to collapse a lung. After days of childish innocence, my nights reminded me the world had teeth.

‘Why did this case get under your skin?’ one of Vivienne Cameron’s relatives once asked me. ‘It was so long ago, why do you still care?’

The question stopped me in my tracks.

Why, indeed?

Maybe it was seeing the pictures of Beth Barnard, lying on her bedroom floor, so brutalised. Maybe it was because of Vivienne, lost and alone, having given her love and trust to a man ill-deserving of either. Maybe it was Vivienne’s two little boys, growing up without their mother, being told that she was a murderer. Or maybe it was because in death, Beth was cast as ‘the mistress’ and Vivienne ‘the murderer’ and then, after they were both blamed and shamed, they were covered in a veil of secrecy and silence. But mostly, I cared about this case because it was a matter of justice. No one had ever been brought to justice over Beth Barnard’s murder. It was still technically an open case, but it felt shut. Slammed shut.

As much as I couldn’t let it go, the case wouldn’t let me go either. I moved on. Wrote other books. Lots of them. But always, just when Phillip Island began slipping from my mind, I’d get a letter or an email or a phone call from someone who, just like me, had let it get under their skin too. It was a never-ending game of Chinese whispers, leads that went nowhere, or added a gossamer thread to the story.

Maybe my dogged pursuit was something deeper. Maybe the dead can’t rest till the truth comes out. And maybe I can’t either.

Note: This case can be complex, with information coming to light over the course of 40 years. In this telling, I’ll make things easier where I can. Sometimes, I’ll add something before it’s known to those on the scene, just to give you a heads-up. For example, when the detectives see a drop of blood, I might whisper in your ear and say, It’s Vivienne’s, while the men looking on remain in the dark.





CHAPTER 1 THE MURDER

Phillip Island sits in Western Port Bay off the southern coast of Victoria, just under two hours’ drive from Melbourne. Most people get there by crossing the bridge that runs from San Remo on the mainland to the town of Newhaven in the island’s southeast. While one side of the island is protected by the bay, the southern side faces Bass Strait, a treacherous body of water. There are rocky outcrops and koalas and pelicans; and snakes too, dangerous ones, usually too cold or too lazy to bite, coiled under fallen tree branches. And of course, there are penguins.

It’s a strange place. Maybe it’s because it’s an island. Insular. Cut off. Once you cross the bridge, the rules change. There are old families and old alliances. Landed gentry. Rippling beneath the surface are power structures that outsiders don’t understand. You’re not considered ‘local’ unless you can count several generations on your family tree.

It’s worth keeping this in mind.



Make no mistake. The murder of Elizabeth ‘Beth’ Barnard was a brutal one. Crime scene photographs taken in the cold light of day on Tuesday 23 September 1986 show her lying diagonally across her bedroom floor, covered from the nose down by a doona. Of course, the photos show only two-dimensional images of what must have been a hundred times worse in real life. Even though we can see very little of her, we know she’s dead because blood has soaked into the carpet around her head like a halo. Her eyes are open but unseeing; they’re vivid blue but all the spirit and spark they once contained has fled. As long as Beth stays covered, the atrocities beneath the doona stay hidden.

Let’s rewind the clock to before the police and crime scene photographers arrive; let’s imagine that we’re here in the hours when Beth’s body lay undiscovered. While it’s quiet, let’s look around.

Beth’s bedroom shows signs of a struggle. Blood is spattered on her white chest of drawers. There is blood on her bed, where she was attacked, perhaps disturbed while sleeping, a knife tearing through blanket and sheet and into her body. There’s a haunting handprint on the wall – an echo in blood – like she has grabbed at the knife and then smacked her hand against the wall in the struggle. The killer has set the blanket to rights, rather than leaving it hanging like it surely must have been after Beth was dragged or fell from the bed.

Aside from the body, the rest of the room is achingly normal; jumbled with clothes, and knick-knacks on the chest of drawers separating the two single beds. A toy cow next to a toy penguin. A little pink cocktail umbrella. A glass of water next to a lamp. A watch. Family photos. A sun hat on a bedpost.

On the floor beside Beth’s bed are a box of tissues, an open magazine, a bloodstained pair of jeans and a white pillowcase spotted with blood. Leaning against the other single bed is a poster-sized picture of Beth at the Phillip Island Penguin Parade. In the picture she is holding two of the small fairy penguins that tourists flock to the island to see each evening as they wobble like drunks through the breaking waves to return to their burrows. The joy on her face is evident. Beth works there. Worked there. Past tense now.

It is peaceful in her bedroom. The violence is over and nothing can hurt her now.

She has gone to her rest.

Let’s leave Beth there for the time being and take a look around her house for clues as to who might have hurt her. Because somebody did. They came, by the looks of things, in the dead of night, to end her life. When a woman is stabbed through her bedclothes, the point of the interaction is clear. Someone wanted her dead because that’s what happens when you aim a knife at a person’s chest, then strike the blow. You’re aiming to kill. A stab to the heart, so to speak. Let’s move gently through the house so we don’t disturb any evidence.

Outside Beth’s bedroom a hallway runs from the back door to the kitchen. It’s a sea of beige, in carpet and wall. On the floor by the back door is a yellow Dolphin torch and a set of keys marked ‘Barnard’. Are they always left there like that, lying on the carpet? Or is there something sinister about their positioning? Because if the killer came in the dead of night for Beth, they might have used the torch and dumped it there when they entered through the door to leave their hands free. Is it the killer’s torch? Or does it belong to the family?

We don’t know. We are just onlookers.

The back door is a puzzler. It’s ajar, but the brown Lockwood lock is in the un-snibbed position. Everyone had these sorts of locks back in the 1980s – you could snib them in and the door wouldn’t lock, or you could un-snib them and the door would lock when closed. It’s probably understandable that the killer left it un-snibbed. You’d want to get the hell out of there once you saw what you’d done. But if Beth shut the door when she went to bed, it would have been locked, surely. In the cool of September, you’d hardly leave your door ajar at night. So how did it come to be open? And who opened it? We don’t know.

Beyond the back door, the outside light is on to illuminate the concrete porch. Did Beth leave the light on when she went to bed? Or might the killer have flicked the switch as they were leaving to light the way home?

You can feel the questions mounting and we’re only in the hallway.

Let’s move away from the back door – and the torch and keys that might be a clue or might be nothing – and head up the hallway to the kitchen and dining area. There’s a big, long table with bench seats on either side. It’s a reminder that Beth had a big family: two brothers, two sisters, two parents. They live in the Melbourne suburb of Kew and this is their holiday home and farm. They visit on weekends. During the week, Beth is mainly here on her own.

In the kitchen, there are the usual cupboards and drawers. In the second drawer down are wooden-handled knives, each with three brass rivets in the handle. Although the police would later suggest the killer brought their own weapon, the knife lying under the doona next to Beth in her bedroom looks a lot like these other knives in the drawer. If we were of a suspicious mind, we might wonder if the knife that killed her came from this drawer. And if it did, it might raise all sorts of questions such as: how did the killer sneak into the house in the dead of night, then creep down the hall to the kitchen, select a weapon, then creep back down the hall to attack a sleeping woman? And all this creeping round under the nose of Beth’s kelpie, Minty, who didn’t bark. Because we can’t forget the dog.

On the kitchen floor are two containers: one full of water and the other full of dog food. Minty is with pup, belly swollen, ready to deliver. She’s more pet than farm dog. But she’s nowhere to be seen. And from our bird’s eye position, we know she hasn’t been in the house since Beth was laid out on the floor. We know this because dogs are loyal and they stay by your side. Dogs – and I don’t want to sound indelicate here – lick. One can imagine a loyal companion, whining with heartbreak and sorrow by her human’s side, licking to comfort, licking to clean, like she will do to her pups soon to be born. But Beth still has smears of blood on her face; in fact, all over her body. Minty must’ve been put or taken or kicked or dragged outside, depending on whether she attacked Beth’s killer or not. We’ll never know because she is not mentioned in any police statements.

There’s an ashtray near the phone on the kitchen bench. I always thought Beth was a non-smoker, but someone recently told me she smoked when she was a teenager, so I’m not sure if she came to her senses or still smoked when she was murdered. There are two Claridge cigarette butts in the ashtray. No traces of blood or DNA would ever be found on them so we don’t know who smoked them, or indeed if they were props, placed there in order to ‘stage’ the scene.

There’s another cigarette butt in the bathroom so let’s move there and take a look. Next to a cup holding five rag-tag holiday toothbrushes, the butt sits in a little clear glass ashtray. This one won’t retain any forensic trace of its smoker either. Now, looking closely at the basin, you can see there’s blood. Not a lot, but traces of it. If you bend over a little, you can see a red drip on the side of the cold-water tap. You can see it’s been diluted – like a bloodied hand turned on the tap, then a wet and dripping hand turned it off and made the watery drip. There’s a towel there too – maroon Myer Heritage brand. There are traces of blood on it as well. Not a lot; just a dot and two small lines. Later, we will find out this blood is type A, not Beth’s blood type which is O.

With all of that blood throughout the house, it’s two little smudges on the concrete path outside the back door that will set the tongues on Phillip Island forever a-wagging. Two little smudges of blood, belonging not to Beth Barnard, but to Vivienne Cameron, the wife of Beth’s boyfriend, Fergus. Two little smudges of blood that might have dripped or might have been walked in on someone’s shoe. We will never know because the fact they were there would always be seen as more important than how they got there. Vivienne smoked Claridge cigarettes: the blood on the towel would turn out to be hers.

The case against her is building.

Hush now. Someone’s coming to discover the body. We’ve loitered here long enough. Let’s step aside and let things play out.





CHAPTER 2 THE NIGHT BEFORE THE MURDER

We don’t want to get ahead of ourselves: the night before the murder is when all the players step onto the stage and take their positions. By the time the curtain falls, one woman will be dead for sure, another one will be dead for not sure.

What’s this story about? Well, it’s about a married man who has an affair. His wife finds out. Then in the blink of an eye, the girlfriend is dead, and the wife has vanished. But what is it really about? I hear you ask. This story is really about violence, jealousy, rage, possession, family, freedom, love and hate. Just who was feeling which of those emotions is a job for jigsaw puzzle experts with psychology degrees.

There’s no doubt that Beth Barnard loved Fergus Cameron. She hadn’t really fallen for a man before. The first fall is the hardest. The first love, the one we’ll never forget. At university, her friends watched as guys fell for her, but Beth never reciprocated; she wanted to be one of the gang, not someone’s girlfriend. She sailed through uni maintaining friendships, but never relationships. She was level-headed. She was smart. And this is why, when she told her friends about her relationship with a married man – a married man with two young sons no less – they were surprised. It was so unlike her.

Mandy and Jacquie were Beth’s closest friends at university and Beth and Mandy were going to be Jacquie’s bridesmaids at her wedding that December. In all their giggling and laughing and planning, the three never imagined that only two would make it to the big day. They felt young and invincible with their whole lives ahead of them.

After university, Beth moved to her family’s farmhouse in the small town of Rhyll and got a job as a park ranger at the Phillip Island Penguin Parade. The island is around 140 kilometres from Melbourne, but it might have been a world away. It was cocooned, with its own set of rules. You weren’t considered local for several generations and could still be a newcomer after decades living there. And there were some families that mattered more than others. It was a power thing. Families united and stuck together.

Mandy knew the island: she and other university friends had been down there for barbeques and Mandy had stayed at Beth’s family’s farm to do some work experience as part of the agricultural science degree they’d all studied. When Beth confided she was having an affair with Fergus, Mandy told her she didn’t approve – these things never ended well. Beth got angry and after that, the affair became the elephant in the room; present and heavy, but never discussed.

On the night of Monday 22 September 1986, Mandy rang Beth’s parents’ house in Kew. Beth was supposed to have been there, but she wasn’t. Mandy wanted to finalise the arrangements for the next day, when she planned to pick up Beth and go meet Jacquie at Jacquie’s sister’s pub in Fitzroy. But when she couldn’t get a hold of her, Mandy waited till after 9 pm to try Beth at the Barnards’ farm on Phillip Island. Long distance calls – as they were known back then – were cheaper after 9 pm. Beth answered the phone but sounded tired. She wasn’t well, she said. She’d seen the doctor on Sunday and that’s why she’d delayed her return to Melbourne. She said she’d just had some visitors over but they’d gone. Mandy didn’t ask who the visitors were. And because Fergus was a name left unspoken between them, Beth wouldn’t have said it was him, even if it had been.

Over the years, when Mandy has let herself go there, she has wondered: Why Fergus? In trying to make sense of it all, she imagined Beth would have loved his lifestyle and his two boys, Dugald and Hugh. But more than that, Beth was convinced that Fergus loved her and that he was going to leave Vivienne. It was a Cinderella dream, except while in the fairytale, Prince Charming was single and available, Fergus had a wife and two young children and was only available in snatches of time.

That night on the phone, Beth and Mandy firmed up their plans to catch up the next day when Beth came to Melbourne. ‘I’m tired,’ Beth said again. ‘I’m going to go to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Okay, see you tomorrow,’ Mandy echoed, never imagining she wouldn’t.

That wasn’t the only phone call Beth got.

Earlier that evening, Beth’s friend Jacquie had also called and they too discussed their Melbourne catch-up. One of their favourite cover bands, Dean and Carruthers, was playing at Jacquie’s sister’s pub. Add a bunch of uni mates, and it promised to be the perfect gathering.

Jacquie was worried for Beth. She’d watched her friend agonise over a married man for nearly two years. It was love, Beth had declared. Beth was normally so sensible. Mates with everyone. Guys liked her, but until Fergus, she hadn’t liked any of them back in that way. (For a while it was called friend-zoning until people started to realise that friend-zoning is simply having friends that you didn’t want to sleep with, which when you think about it, is all your friendships. I reckon guys who complain about being friend-zoned never wanted to be ‘just friends’ because that would mean they wasted all that time for nothing. You know the type… and if you are the type, stop it!) Beth just wanted to be herself, hang out with everyone, not have to fend off constant demands for her affections. Probably figured it was easier to keep them all at bay. But then Fergus had broken through her normal reserves. Beth told Jacquie that Fergus’s wife, Vivienne, knew about the affair and hated her.

Jacquie was flummoxed. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘You really want to raise two little kids?’

‘I love them,’ Beth said, ‘but I don’t know if I could take them on. Besides, Vivienne would never let them go.’

It hadn’t been easy hearing about all the times Beth had almost made a break, only for Fergus to reel her back in. Beth had described going for a job at Werribee on the mainland only for Fergus to talk her out of it. And Beth was worried people would find out about the affair. It was bad enough that Vivienne hated her; she didn’t want the rest of the island hating her too.

As far as Jacquie could see, Fergus had Beth trapped. Fergus had pursued Beth, but as a married man with two jobs, two children and a wife, what could he possibly offer her? He definitely couldn’t offer her time or support or even public acknowledgement. What he could do was turn up for sex a couple of times a week.

It was a hopeless situation – and it was stopping Beth from living her best life. Jacquie decided to stage an intervention of sorts and was going to take Beth aside and help her find a pathway out of the mess. If Jacquie’s plan worked, Beth would come home to Melbourne permanently. Beth had taken two weeks’ leave from the Penguin Parade and the Cameron farm, which meant Jacquie had a fortnight to convince her friend to leave Fergus.

That night on the phone, Jacquie and Beth talked about Jacquie’s upcoming wedding. While they were in Melbourne, maybe they could settle on a pattern for their bridesmaids’ dresses? Jacquie was going to wear an off-white dress that had belonged to her mother-in-law. Her sister was going to make the dresses for the bridesmaids. Sleeveless? Off the shoulder? The popular dropped waist? Jacquie didn’t mind. At least they’d settled on a colour. Apricot. That was a start.

After Beth’s murder, her two friends waited for the police to contact them, certain that they were the last people who’d spoken with her. But no one ever did. The police said they couldn’t check the phone records from the night of Monday 22 September 1986 because local calls on the island didn’t show up. But Mandy’s and Jacquie’s calls weren’t local, they were long distance. Phone records would solve this case. I’ve come to think the police never checked them at all, local or otherwise.



Meanwhile, on the other side of Phillip Island, in the town of Ventnor, Fergus Cameron got home a little after 9 pm. What follows is his account to the police, interspersed with his sister Marnie’s story. In piecing this case together, we must tread carefully. Like making a delicate soufflé, we must gently combine the ingredients – in our case, statements and forensic evidence – and see what comes out in the end. But like a soufflé, don’t bang the oven door in case it all falls flat.

Fergus told the police that Marnie and Vivienne were sitting at the kitchen table when he got home. Their two boys, Dugald and Hugh, were asleep in their bedroom. ‘Marnie looked very agitated and Vivienne was visibly trembling, and as I walked in, the phone rang,’ he said. ‘I could see Vivienne was drinking a glass of wine and Marnie might have been as well.’ Fergus read the room and was saved by the bell – he answered the phone.

Note: I recently spent an unpleasant hour on the phone myself with the man who claimed to be the caller that night. The man didn’t want his name mentioned in this book, and I’ll also refrain from giving him a pseudonym in case it ends up being Mr Cranky-Britches. He remembered the phone call as being earlier – not after 9 pm, but rather, between 7 and 8 pm. Said the police never followed up with him either. Never asked him about the call, about Fergus’s demeanour, or what they spoke about. Nothing at all. If I were a detective, I’d be more curious, because Fergus is a man about to lose his girlfriend and his wife in one fell swoop.

‘I spoke on the phone for 15 to 20 minutes and I could see that Vivienne was very upset but was not showing it to Marnie,’ Fergus said. It turned out Marnie had phoned the Penguin Parade at 8 pm and was told Fergus had left work for the day. ‘She thought she would come up here to help me sort out some of my business and personal problems. She went on to say that she hadn’t picked the most appropriate time to come and left almost immediately.’

If this was a hashtag, it would be #awkward. So there was Fergus, home an hour late – evidently having thought he could sneak off to see his girlfriend Beth – only to find his agitated sister and shaking wife sitting at the kitchen table.

‘After Marnie left,’ Fergus went on, ‘I shut the back door and walked back into the dining room, picked up my glass of wine… Vivienne followed me in. She pulled the plug out of the phone and screamed, “Where have you been?” I just said, “I’ve been talking to Beth.” She then raced at me with the glass of wine and screamed, “I knew you were with the little bitch!” I think she hit me with the wine glass which broke on the left side of my head and cut my left ear. I turned my back, away from her and she hit me two or three times with the broken glass.’

Ouch.

The three cuts to Fergus’s back were close together. Vivienne was either lightning fast, or Fergus didn’t move while she attacked him. He’s a better man than I am because I would have leapt out of the way after the first one. Note: I am not a man.

What did Fergus do after sustaining a cut to the ear and three to the back? ‘At this stage I was standing between the dining room and a hallway in the doorway itself,’ he said. ‘I turned and walked to the [spare] bedroom at the top of the house and sat on the bed.’ Note: The police photo of the bed shows it covered in papers and folders. If Fergus did sit on the bed, he must have moved these because they are not bum-crumpled. He must’ve also straightened the bedspread when he stood up again, because it too shows no sign of being sat on.

Sorry to interrupt, Fergus. Please, do go on.

‘Vivienne was still following me and… pushing me. She was screaming out things including, “I knew what was going on! I’ve been watching the number of hours you’ve been working! I suppose everyone out there knew what was going on!” ’

At some point, the spare bedroom floor – covered with that straw matting floor, so common back then – became spattered with blood. I blew up the police photo and counted 98 drops, clustered freckle-like, between the door and the bed, with more on the white bedspread.

‘Her rage would have lasted no longer than a minute and a half and quickly changed to concern as there was blood everywhere and she wanted to take me to hospital immediately,’ Fergus said.

Here’s one of those times I’m going to whisper to you about the blood: the ‘blood everywhere’ later turned out to be Vivienne’s, not Fergus’s, except, that is, for one of the papers on the bed, which had Beth Barnard’s blood on it. Go figure. It was an instruction sheet for a pesticide – maybe Beth cut herself while working on the Cameron farm and bled on it. Still, weird. (Also weird that a couple of drops of Beth’s blood at the Cameron house meant nothing while a couple of drops of Vivienne’s blood at Beth’s house meant everything. But enough of that. I don’t want to sound like a negative Nelly just yet. I’m saving that up for later.)

‘I refused and she shouted that she was going to start making some decisions around here,’ Fergus continued. ‘At that point I went and poured myself a whiskey… Vivienne kept insisting that I had to go to hospital. These comments were interspersed with that she knew all along what was going on between Beth and myself.’ And then, it seemed, after all Fergus’s bedsitting and whiskey drinking and bleeding and bed straightening, Vivienne’s response changed from shouting and accusations to worry. ‘Her only concern at that point appeared [to be] to get me to hospital as I was making some attempt to staunch the flow of blood from my ear and I also knew my back was bleeding fairly badly. She was saying repeatedly, “Why couldn’t you talk to me?” and I was in tears saying, “I don’t know. I don’t know.” At this point I was holding her and she was holding me.’

Vivienne must’ve avoided his bleeding bits in the holding, because when they did eventually get to the hospital, no one noticed any blood on her.

Finally, Fergus relented. ‘I agreed to go to hospital and we agreed that we must ring Marnie to come and look after the children. To the best of my knowledge this would have been about 10.15 pm.’

One of them must’ve plugged the phone back in to call Marnie.

Marnie’s statement fits Fergus’s like a glove. She told the police, ‘I hadn’t been home very long, in fact I still had my jacket on, and I received a phone call from Vivienne. She asked if I could go back and look after the children as Fergus required a couple of stitches. I could tell by the tone of her voice that there must have been some form of altercation which was probably due to his late arrival home from the Penguin Parade or even the lengthy phone call. I didn’t actually ask her what had happened, but I said I would look after the children.’ Here’s a whispered aside: Pssst! Marnie was a nurse. Is she the only nurse in the world who wouldn’t ask what happened when told her brother needed to go to the hospital? Because that’s the natural response, right? I need to go to the hospital for stitches… OMG! What happened? My daughter is a nurse, and I reckon if I rang her and said I needed to go to the hospital for some stitches, she’d totally pepper me with nurse questions. What happened? What did you do? What needs stitching? How bad is it? Have you had your tetanus shot? Do you need me to call an ambulance? There’s no way she wouldn’t ask what happened. Note: She takes after her mother.

Fergus then said they left straight away for the hospital. ‘We did not wait for Marnie to arrive, but I changed my shirt and jumper and went into hospital with Vivienne driving and me in the front passenger seat. We went in my Holden sedan.’

The police would later find blood in the Holden; a big smear on the right-hand side of the passenger seat. We’re not sure if it was Fergus’s blood because firstly, his injuries were on the left, and secondly, while analysis would conclude it was human blood, the type was unknown.

According to Fergus, Vivienne talked all the way to the hospital about how she knew what had been going on between him and Beth.

‘When we arrived… Vivienne parked outside and [as] she was turning off the ignition, she turned to me and said, “I’m just going to get the little bitch.” I didn’t take this threat seriously as these threats are often made by persons in anger and I thought that her physical anger had been vented on me and the subsequent concern would stop her doing any more acts of violence.’

What, I wonder, did Fergus imagine his wife would do – or not do – to Beth? What did he think ‘get’ meant, even if it wouldn’t happen? And who are the ‘persons in anger’ who often make threats that Fergus is drawing from? So many things to ponder. Including: Did she really say that?

But let’s leave the questions and Vivienne and Fergus, and slip back across the island to the Cameron farm in Ventnor for a moment to take a look at what Marnie and her husband Ian Cairns said they saw when they went to mind the children. Apparently, the little ones slept through all the yelling and screaming and attacking going on in the small weatherboard house – but we’ll never know for sure, because the police never spoke to them.

‘I then went straight back, and Ian said he would follow me,’ Marnie said. ‘When I arrived, I checked the two boys who appeared to be asleep, and noticed that the small fan heater had been tipped over.’

Marnie then took more of a look around. ‘I went into the toilet and noticed a pile of blood-soaked clothing consisting of a singlet, T-shirt, a pale blue shirt from the Penguin Parade, a face washer and a towel. There were also some tissues in the basin which had blood on them.’

Before we go on, I want to point out here that while Marnie says she saw these blood-soaked items in the laundry, there was no mention of a singlet or T-shirt in the items collected the next day by the crime scene examiners, nor a face washer and towel. But a face washer would later turn up in the Camerons’ Land Cruiser, and a towel in Beth’s bathroom. Forensic examination would find Vivienne’s blood on both. Sorry to interrupt, Marnie. Please go on with your story.

‘Ian arrived shortly after and I showed him the clothing. He suggested that we leave it where it was and not touch it.’

Note: We are not sure why Ian was also required to look after two sleeping children – and needed to such a degree that he makes a separate trip, but I’m fascinated here how Ian seems to treat the house like a crime scene, despite the fact no crime has yet been discovered, let alone a body. Like, why wouldn’t you put a load of washing on rather than leave blood-soaked stuff everywhere? I’m totally an A type personality. Note: I don’t actually know what an A type personality is, but when I’ve heard people speak about being one – a little bossy, kind of exacting, single-minded, a lot bossy – I always think: That’s totally me. So I would have snapped on a pair of rubber gloves and given the place a once-over. I also don’t know what the opposite of an A type personality is – B type? Z type? – but maybe those are the type of people who can walk into a relative’s house and not wipe up the blood. Marnie and Ian had a good old sticky-beak around the house though. Maybe they were onlookers, not cleaners.

Marnie would later tell police, ‘I had a look around the house and saw blood on the bed in the spare room and also on the bench in the kitchen.’

Note: The blood in the spare bedroom (aside from the piece of paper) as well as the blood on a sponge in the kitchen sink were all Vivienne’s A type. Second note: This is no relation to my suspected personality type. All this blood, according to Marnie and Ian, was present when Vivienne and Fergus left the house. This blood that they didn’t clean up. This blood that told a story of Fergus being attacked with a wine glass and going into the spare room and bleeding. But of course, their story matched the blood, and no one had heard of DNA back in 1986.1 Back then, blood was blood and anyone could point to a spillage or a droplet and say, ‘That’s mine,’ and no one would know they were lying.

Marnie and Ian said they found broken glass on the dining room floor. We only have their word for it because that broken glass was never found. They also noticed a glass of whiskey and a glass of claret, even though when Marnie was there earlier, she said she and Vivienne were drinking white wine. Fergus corroborated they were drinking wine and mentioned getting a whiskey when he spoke to the police. The claret is anyone’s guess.

Now, sleuths, back to the hospital!



Nurse Lisa Price was on duty at the Warley Hospital in Cowes the night of Monday 22 September 1986. Warley, now long closed, was a 15-bed facility with a small casualty department. If people arrived after hours, a nurse let them in through a glass sliding door. When the doorbell went – around 10.15 pm – Lisa saw Vivienne and Fergus Cameron standing outside, Fergus holding a cloth to the side of his head and obviously bleeding. She let them in and led them down to the casualty department.

Things turned odd when Lisa asked them what had happened. As she later told me, ‘I was asking questions like: What’s actually happened here? and they would look at one another; there were very long intense looks between the two of them but they never said anything. I certainly didn’t think there had been an argument… they looked very close during this time and she looked quite concerned about him and he looked concerned about her.’ Lisa thought she’d make them a cup of tea. ‘But then as I got up, I happened to walk behind Fergus and I could see blood coming through his shirt. And so I pulled up his shirt and saw what appeared to be puncture marks. And then I got a little bit annoyed and said, “Guys, you’ve gotta tell me what’s gone on because I can’t assess the injuries.” ’

After a lot of prompting, Vivienne said, ‘There’s been an accident and Fergus fell through a plate glass door.’

Naturally, Lisa didn’t believe them and suspected there had been an altercation, perhaps between the brothers. This would account for their caginess. She knew the Camerons. They were a very private family. Lisa hoped that the doctor on call that night, Allan Powles, might have better luck working out exactly what had happened. She briefed him on their reticence.

The hospital visit was the last time Vivienne was seen outside the family, so Lisa’s impressions are important. Lisa told me, ‘She was very quiet… she looked concerned. They looked very deep in thought. I think Fergus was crying. He was certainly the more emotional of the two. And she was certainly playing a caring-type role towards him… that’s why it never occurred to me that she would be responsible for those injuries because it just didn’t read that way.’

Fergus would later recall that while they were waiting for the doctor to arrive, Vivienne had said, ‘Beth is obviously very special to you.’ According to Fergus, she then added something like, ‘I didn’t mean what I said before,’ which Fergus ‘took to mean that she didn’t have any intention of doing any harm to Beth’.

While Lisa thought Vivienne was calm and Fergus was upset, Dr Powles saw it quite differently, as men often do. ‘While I was treating Fergus,’ he said, ‘I noticed that Vivienne seemed upset and tense.’ At one point, Dr Powles asked Fergus whether his injuries hurt. Fergus said that they didn’t, and Vivienne said, ‘Well you’re luckier than I am.’ While he couldn’t remember all of their conversation, Dr Powles did recall Vivienne saying something like, ‘I’m better inside, but no good with this shit.’

According to Dr Powles, Vivienne wanted Fergus to stay in hospital overnight, but the doctor didn’t consider this necessary. The only time Vivienne left the room was when she went with Lisa to the office to phone Marnie. By this stage, Lisa was nearing the end of her shift and had handed over to nurse Susan Bishop. Lisa brought her colleague up to speed and explained that Vivienne and Fergus refused to be clear about what had happened.

Susan too sensed something was amiss the moment she saw the couple. ‘Fergus was lying on the table being attended to by Dr Powles and Vivienne was standing next to the table,’ she told the police. ‘I know Fergus and Vivienne and they were obviously embarrassed. Lisa then left and went home and I checked on the other patients. I then remained in the office until Dr Powles came out and asked if there was a male bed available. I informed him that there was, and he then went back to Vivienne and Fergus. There was some discussion about whether Fergus should stay in hospital or go home… It was then decided that Fergus would go home, and I assisted Dr Powles with bandaging Fergus and dressing the wounds.’

I told Lisa Price that I’d always wondered if it was so obviously embarrassing for Fergus and Vivienne to go to the hospital, why didn’t they ask Marnie for help because she was a nurse. Lisa felt that if the injury needed stitches, it might have been beyond Marnie’s experience. She also may not have had the supplies to clean and dress the wounds. But even so, Vivienne and Fergus decided to go to the hospital without even giving Marnie the chance to see if she could help – which seems a little strange.

When Dr Powles left the hospital at 11.45 pm, Susan finished cleaning and dressing Fergus’s ear.

Since Vivienne was soon to vanish, what she was wearing that night is important. These were the last clothes she was seen in. According to Susan, ‘Vivienne was wearing a pink mohair jumper with a round neck. She may have had a skivvy or something underneath because I remember something around her neck, blue faded jeans and black ankle boots



	1. Yes, yes, true crime fans, don’t shout me down. We all know that Dr Alec Jeffreys knew about it, and two years and 13 days earlier, on the other side of the world, had made a breakthrough in his lab, and that a couple of months before the events on the island, Colin Pitchfork had killed his second victim and was about to be pursued by DNA technology and ultimately convicted. But it wasn’t common knowledge.
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