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Prologue


Hannah spun around in her dress, still unable to believe this day had arrived. The ivory duchess satin felt luxurious against her skin. The strapless style seemed to widen her narrow shoulders and enhance her bust, particularly with the hand-sewn pearl detail. At the same time, the A-line skirt accentuated her waist and glossed over her hips. She’d never felt so attractive.


For once she wasn’t self-conscious about her body. She looked womanly and was proud of it. Years of being teased about the size of her hips no longer mattered. They would bear the children she and Brett wanted so much.


Hannah looked in the mirror and checked her hair. Three hours at the hairdresser’s; the highlights, hot curlers, the teasing and pulling, had been worth it. Wearing her hair up and off her face accentuated her cheekbones and lengthened her neck. The make-up was heavier than she was used to, but the beautician promised it would look natural in the photos.


She put her hand up to her face and caught the sparkle from her finger. The engagement ring she had worn so proudly for the last six months glistened in the mirror. The bright lights in the motel bathroom made it look blinding – well, almost.


There was a tap on the door.


‘Hannah, the photographer’s wanting a few more shots before we leave. Dad’s meeting the car around the front. We don’t have much time.’


She took a deep breath and opened the bathroom door. Her younger sister had tidied the room and thrown pink rose petals on the bed. The gesture brought tears to her eyes.


‘Oh no you don’t!’ Dakota threatened. ‘You look so beautiful. Don’t go messing up your make-up now!’


The pair hugged tightly. Hannah felt like the luckiest woman in the world as her eighteen-year-old sister lifted the lace veil from the chair. The antique comb fitted snugly into the back of her bun.


‘Now you look perfect. Brett will be so proud.’


A husky voice interrupted from the doorway.


‘Remember, I got married at your age and it was the biggest mistake of my life.’


‘So Dakota and I are mistakes? Thanks, Mum.’ Hannah had hoped her mother would be happy for her, but that was too much to ask. The daughters had heard it all before and didn’t need another lecture, especially not now.


The older woman stepped forward and straightened the gold and diamond cross Hannah wore around her neck. ‘You girls are the best thing that ever happened to me. I just don’t want you making the same mistakes. If you’re having doubts or want to put it off for another couple of years, just say so. If that boy really loves you, he’ll wait.’


‘We already waited until the end of the football season so our friends could come.’


‘You mean his friends. Your father was loyal like that, only to everyone but his family.’


Hannah was embarrassed that her mother would talk like this in front of the photographer. She hoped he was too busy snapping candid shots to listen.


Dakota handed her the bouquet and Hannah smiled for the camera. She glanced at the bed while the photographer worked away. A small part of her wondered if Brett would have waited much longer. Her purity pledge had strained their relationship, but he knew when they met how committed she was to her faith. Tonight they could make love for the first time, right here, only metres away from the beach they had camped on the night Brett proposed.


Her mother lifted the front section of veil over her face. ‘Just remember, marriages can be made or ruined on the wedding night.’


‘God, Mum, give it a rest. She’s nervous enough without your doom and gloom. How about you go check on Dad?’ Dakota saw their mother out before returning to collect her own bouquet. ‘Don’t worry, after another wine she’ll be telling all the single women about the horrors of childbirth.’


Hannah laughed, but had to admit to being more than a little apprehensive about her first sexual experience. What if it hurt? What if there was blood? Suddenly it didn’t seem so romantic. She felt the waves in her stomach tumble.


‘Mum’s talking complete rubbish,’ Dakota winked. ‘The secret is finding the right man. Which reminds me, I’ve got your present.’


She reached under the bed and removed a slim box tied with a satin ribbon. Inside was the softest silk camisole and panties, with a matching robe. Hannah felt her cheeks redden. She hadn’t thought of lingerie; this was sexy but not too revealing. It was perfect.


‘I’ve got a set just like it, and you should feel like a woman for your first time.’


Hannah locked eyes with her sister. ‘Are you saying . . . ?’


A cheeky smile burst across Dakota’s face. ‘For months, and I can tell you it’s worth waiting for.’


So that’s what happened at university. Hannah was not shocked, but she was still surprised. The two of them were close, but there were many things she didn’t know about her sister. She wondered if there was anything she didn’t know about her husband-to-be.


‘It’s time,’ Dakota almost whispered. ‘After tonight, your life is never going to be the same again.’


 


Brett Dengate waited nervously on the sand. So far, so good. When Hannah’s regular minister had cancelled first thing this morning with food poisoning, a mate from the footy club had come to the rescue and called in his uncle who was a celebrant. Uncle Lionel looked more like Uncle Fester, but there was no point upsetting the bride with details. Pity, Brett thought, that her bitch of a mother hadn’t come down with poisoning too.


‘Don’t worry, son, the woman usually does turn up. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’


Brett’s first instinct was to punch Uncle Lionel’s face in, but he counted to ten and breathed. To be honest, he wasn’t worried – until now. What if Hannah had second thoughts or, worse, what if she found out somehow? Loose lips, as they said. It only took one person to ruin everything. If anyone had let anything slip, he’d find out and sure as hell make them pay.


Hannah would make a loyal wife. She worshipped him and, unlike other women, she didn’t ask too many questions. She understood he had obligations that didn’t include her. She understood he was the boss. End of discussion.


His best man, Lurch, patted him on the back.


‘Don’t worry, it’ll be over before you know it.’


Despite the cool change, Brett wiped the sweat from his hands on his cream linen trousers. The wind gusted. Women guests clutched at their skirts and the odd hat as dark clouds moved in overhead.


‘Mate, you need to get this show on the road before it pisses down.’ Lurch opened his jacket to reveal a hip flask. ‘Want some Dutch courage?’


As tempting as it was, two morning beers were enough for the moment. ‘Save it for later.’


‘Everyone’s looking forward to the reception, if you know what I mean.’ He waved towards the road. ‘The rest of the boys just arrived.’


Brett glanced up. The entire team was here, many with their wives and girlfriends. He thought back to everything they had gone through together. The best mates you could ever have.


From the first days at high school they had been like family, only better. You could always depend on them. When he broke a wrist during a game, his team mates finished the retaining wall for his boss so he still got paid. That’s what mates did – they covered for you and watched your back. And you did the same for them.


The guests lined up and Uncle Lionel cleared his throat. Hannah’s sister appeared over the sandhill first. Then he saw his bride escorted by her loser father.


Lurch leant closer. ‘Mate, can you set me up with the sister? You never told me she was that well built.’


Brett had to admit Lurch was right. He could have gone for Dakota’s looks, but she was wilder than Hannah. Dakota was girlfriend material all right, but he had chosen the sort a man could settle down with.


The harpist played the bridal waltz as the party approached. Errant drops threatened the arrival of the storm.


Hannah looked surprised at the celebrant, but didn’t interrupt the ceremony to ask questions. The vows passed quickly and they only stuffed up a couple of lines.


‘You may kiss the bride,’ Uncle Lionel announced, and was followed by a crack of thunder. ‘And then we all might head for shelter.’


The guests were already working their way to the resort’s function centre as the couple’s lips met. The photographer was stuffing around and missed it. Hannah wanted to do it again.


Someone volunteered an umbrella for shots the photographer thought would be atmospheric. More like bullshit, Brett thought. They fluffed around as the sky darkened, posing and repositioning hands, chins and dresses. All Brett could think of was how much he wanted to start celebrating inside with a drink – alcohol they were paying for. Hannah seemed more concerned about the umbrella being a lightning rod, and how her hair would be ruined.


His attempts to explain that, with the amount of gunk and pins in there, her hair would withstand a nuclear attack didn’t help the situation. Lurch was ogling Dakota and made a remark about the weather helping her nipples come out to play, which Hannah overheard. For his trouble, he was on the receiving end of one of her ice-melting stares. Lurch didn’t mean anything, it was just him paying Dakota a compliment. Besides, her nipples were pretty hard to miss, sticking out of that shiny gold dress.


Hannah’s precise schedule for the day hadn’t taken into account a storm. With droplets multiplying to a heavy downpour, they struggled to smile, pose and capture Hannah’s fairytale image of married bliss. There was little time to mimic the photos she’d plucked from bridal magazines for the photographer’s brief. A few more cracks of thunder and lightning out to sea had them rush for cover.


‘They say rain on a wedding day is lucky. Then this couple must be very blessed,’ Hannah’s father declared as he announced Mr and Mrs Brett Dengate to the reception guests. The group of ninety applauded and whooped, all with glasses in hand.


‘I’m not big on giving advice, not with my track record, but I will say one thing. Brett, if you ever hurt my little girl, I’ll bloody kill you.’ The old man grinned through a missing tooth and raised his glass.


Everyone laughed, except Brett.


 


‘Your make-up still looks good,’ Dakota reassured Hannah. ‘Don’t worry about the photos. You can get some upstairs on the verandah at sunset, after the storm passes. They’ll be perfect.’


Hannah kissed her sister’s cheek. ‘You’re the best sister ever. Oh, and you might want to avoid Lurch. I don’t like the way he was looking at you before, and he is kind of . . .’


‘Sleazy? My slime detector went off the scale when I saw him. You don’t have to worry, I can handle him.’


The groom approached with a glass of champagne for each of them but Hannah was too excited about seeing relatives and friends to drink it. Brett was pulled off in another direction by his mates and the pair didn’t meet up again until the formal speeches. By that stage most of the buffet had disappeared and Hannah had forgotten to eat, more concerned that the guests were enjoying themselves. Brett seemed edgy and nervous by then, and she suspected his sugars were running low, although he did have a beer in his hand when it came time for him to speak.


‘My wife and I want to thank you all for coming today. As many of you know, marriage is a tough sport and I’m rapt to have Hannah on my team. To my wife.’ They all toasted the bride. He sat down again, but Hannah’s reminder had him on his feet again. ‘Oh yeah, and the bridesmaid looked pretty good too.’


The men cheered again, Lurch louder than anyone, and the women clapped. All except Hannah’s mother, who polished off another glass of wine instead.


Hannah stood up. It wasn’t traditional for the bride to make a speech, but Hannah had read that it was more common these days and she knew Brett wasn’t one to say how he felt in public. ‘I’d like to say something. I’ve always been the nerdy girl, unsporty and uncoordinated, who got teased for always having her head in a book. I thought all sportsmen were Neanderthals.’


Jeers and boos went out, along with some grunting noises. Hannah laughed and used both hands to quieten the response. ‘That was, of course, before I met Brett. He accepts and loves me for who I am. I am so proud to be his wife. We are blessed to know and love you all. The support and loyalty you show is inspirational. Thank you all for coming, and have a wonderful night.’


‘We love you too,’ a drunken male voice called from the back. The crowd laughed.


The four hours passed in a blur and the weather turned to a balmy evening with a soothing sea breeze. The reception room emptied as many of the guests moved on. Hannah looked down at her dress, the hem muddied from the wet sand, and torn where someone had stood on it sometime after the speeches. It might as well have been the clock striking midnight on Cinderella’s big night. She doubted the stains would come out, so dreams of passing it on to her unborn daughter disappeared. Gifts sat piled on a trestle table beside half-eaten cake. Her mother was asleep in a chair by the wall.


Dakota appeared by her side. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after all this. A few garbage bags and some elbow grease, this place will be spotless in no time. And I’ll make sure Mum gets to bed.’


Hannah was beyond feeling embarrassed by her mother. She thanked her sister again. ‘Where’s everyone going?’


‘Some of Brett’s mates are pretty tanked. They’ve been partying hard. I overheard one boasting how they have big plans later in one of the rooms. Just hope they don’t keep us awake all night with the noise.’


Lurch appeared then with two glasses of wine in his hand. ‘Here you are, ladies, a drink to say thanks for a great night.’ He made a point of giving the one in his right hand to Dakota, despite her being closer to his left side. Hannah had never felt comfortable around Lurch, there was something about him that unnerved her. She felt guilty about thinking badly of him, today of all days, so she took the drink and the sisters toasted to wedded bliss.


Hannah’s father came over to the girls to say his goodbyes.


‘Don’t worry about your mother, it won’t be the first time I’ve put her to bed.’ He seemed resigned. ‘You have a good night,’ he said, hugging them both. ‘I couldn’t be more proud.’


Brett came over and kissed his bride on the back of her neck. ‘If you’ll excuse us, we have some married business to attend to.’ He lifted a startled Hannah, empty glass still in hand, and carried her out the glass doors, along the path and across the threshold of their suite door.


Brett opened a bottle of champagne and refilled his wife’s glass while she locked the sliding door and closed the floral curtain. After a few sips she felt tired and struggled to stay awake. She must have underestimated the stress of organising the wedding day. She asked him for a diet cola from the bar, something with caffeine in it.


Brett ignored the request, unzipped the back of her dress and laid her face up on the bed. He kissed her cheeks and lips before lowering his mouth to her breasts. She tingled all over with the sensation, and the anticipation.


‘We don’t have much time,’ he said, lowering himself on top of her.


Hannah felt him push between her legs then the force of him inside her. ‘It’s hurting,’ she tried to say, but his mouth was covering hers, his tongue sticking in and out as he thrusted. Suddenly he let out a moan and it was all over.


Brett rolled over, got up and kissed her forehead.


‘Sleep well and you’ll never know.’


His eyes ran all over her naked body. Her breasts looked smaller than they felt, but her skin was almost velvety against the white sheets. The tuft of hair was darker than the hair on her head. He felt himself aroused again and reached down to suck on her nipples. He’d waited so long. The sight of the clock by the bed stopped him. Shit! It was time and he’d be back soon enough.


He covered her bare flesh with the sheet and stroked her eyelids to make sure she wouldn’t wake up.


He dressed and left via the sliding door. The wind gusted and buffeted the curtains in and out of the opening.


Hannah slipped deeper into unconsciousness . . .










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 2


‘You can’t repeat any of this ’cause of doctor confidentiality.’ Brett Dengate chewed on a fingernail. ‘I know my rights.’


Anya could barely believe what she was hearing. Brett Dengate had been a member of the local football team for over ten years and felt his mates were like family. They trained together, socialised, raised money for local charities. Only problem was, these men also shared the things they should have held most dear – their partners. It seemed ‘the boys’ had an initiation ritual whenever one got a new girlfriend.


The first time had been five or six years earlier.


‘Lurch, he’s like a brother, he got me out of a speeding fine that would have cost me my licence. He’s that good a mate.’


One that would lie in court, or on a statutory declaration, Anya thought. Obviously laws were things to be bent or broken.


‘And I guess you’d do the same for him.’


Brett paused but either missed the point of the comment or chose to ignore it.


‘Anyway, after we won the grand final – it was our fourth time – we went back to his place for a boys’ night. He had a couple of kegs, heaps of food and it was a great night. His new girlfriend turned up and drank and danced with some of us. We’d all had a few and were celebrating when Lurch disappeared into the bedroom with . . .’


He struggled to recall the woman’s name.


‘A few minutes later, the bedroom door’s open and she’s lying on the bed naked, and they’re going for it. He saw me and waved me to come in. It was pretty obvious she was up for it, so I had sex with her too.’


Anya wondered what ‘obvious’ meant. ‘Did she ask you to have sex with her?’


‘Well, not in so many words, but I could tell she was into me watching. So when Lurch moved off and I climbed on, she didn’t exactly refuse. After that, the other boys took turns.’


Anya could imagine the scene: alcohol, testosterone and one woman. It was possible that the woman was too intimidated or drunk to refuse the string of men. Inability to refuse sex never equalled consent. She made a mental note to check back on reports of assaults by groups of men against women in the region.


‘Did you see her again?’


He shook his head. ‘He moved on to someone else pretty quickly. Women go mad for our Lurch. And you’ve got to understand, I hadn’t even met Hannah back then.’


‘So after that, how many times would you all have . . . shared girlfriends?’ She tried to remain impartial.


‘Only eight or nine times. We all started to settle down.’


He talked as if it were a harmless adolescent phase.


‘Did those other women all consent to having sex with the team?’


‘Yeah, although a couple needed something to loosen them up.’


Brett spoke as if this were the most natural thing in the world. As perfunctory as eating breakfast or driving a car. Anya felt her jaw tighten.


‘What loosened them up?’


‘I had some Roeze from when I did my back in a game.’


‘You mean Rohypnol?’ The benzodiazepine was used in date-rape, with an amnesic effect. It was commonly used for sedation in medical procedures like colonoscopies, where patients could still be compliant with instructions but later have no memory of the procedure. She didn’t expect to find many reports of assaults, if the women couldn’t actually remember what had happened to them.


‘Sure, they relax your muscles and make you chill. Hey, partner swapping isn’t against the law.’


He was right. But partner swapping was not what he and his friends had done.


‘It’s called bunning and everybody does it.’ Brett hastened to explain that they only ever ‘initiated’ each woman once. He vacillated between bravado and qualifying his actions.


Anya took a deep breath. ‘Bunning’ was a term bandied by elite athletes who participated in group sex. Except in these groups, there was only ever one woman.


She had no idea how to break the news to the poor woman outside; her world was about to be completely shattered. First, Anya needed to establish the facts. Hannah deserved the truth, but needed as much information as possible if she chose to make a police statement.


‘What happened after you met Hannah?’


‘Well,’ he blew out through his mouth, ‘she wanted to save herself for marriage, but men have needs, you know.’


‘What happened when it was Hannah’s turn for the initiation?’


‘I copped a lot of shit for that. She doesn’t drink much, and because of her purity pledge she was never going to be up for it on her own. Lurch kept telling me we were still a team. Hell, I knew that, we came runners-up the week before the wedding. It’s why we waited till the season was over to get married.’ He sat forward. ‘Listen, Hannah knew the deal and never complained. It’s who I am in that team, and she knew that when we started going out.’


Anya had to remind herself that this was club sport – no salary, no sponsorships, no written contracts – and yet Brett spoke as if his life revolved around the game.


‘Lurch came up to me before the wedding and said it was payback. We’d all scratched each other’s backs and now it was my turn.


‘I told him she wasn’t like that and wouldn’t agree to sleeping with the team. Only he said I’d slammed the ham with everyone else’s women, so I owed them. He had a point.’ He wiped the end of his nose with the back of his hand. ‘Lurch was right. It was my turn.’


Anya took a couple of slow breaths, trying not to show how angry she was.


Brett explained that once the team had shared the spoils, they could all get on with their lives. He really loved Hannah, he said, and this was only a few hours, and she never even had to find out.


Anya listened to this man justify his actions, bile rising in her gullet. This was someone who had not only betrayed his wife, but subjected her to gang-rape on what was the night of her first sexual experience. He had also risked her contracting a life-threatening infection and becoming infertile. All for his football mates.


Face in his hands, he said, ‘If the boys had worn condoms, none of this would have happened.’ He looked up at Anya. ‘What you do is tell Hannah she probably got the infections from a toilet seat, like on the plane. She doesn’t need to know any different.’


Anya put her pen down. ‘You’re telling me to lie to your wife?’ He stood up, car keys in hand. ‘It’s the best thing for her. The way I see it, telling her what happened will ruin her life. Why do that to her? Her infections are now clear and she doesn’t remember anything. Why put her through this?’


Anya felt a rash forming below her neck and continued to try to contain her anger. ‘Hannah came here because she wants – and deserves – the truth.’


‘I think I know better than you what my wife wants. Besides, you can’t say anything I don’t want you to. Everything I said is confidential. You say one word to her and I’ll sue you for everything you’ve got.’


Anya swallowed hard. ‘I’m afraid that in some situations, where others are likely to come to harm, I’m legally bound to notify the authorities.’


He jabbed a finger in her direction. ‘That’s bullshit! I know my rights.’


The thing he hadn’t considered was that other people had rights as well.


‘The infections passed on to Hannah are what we call notifiable diseases. The information has to be forwarded to the health authorities. In fact, the pathology lab may have already passed on the results of Hannah’s tests. What that means is that it’s a legal obligation for doctors not only to notify but also to begin contact tracing, with or without your cooperation. We’d begin by asking Hannah for the names of the other players, which would be otherwise easily located in club records. It’s then my job to phone every member of the team and warn them that they may have come into contact with these infections. It also means alerting their partners to the possibility they had been exposed to sexually acquired infections and the possible complications.’


Perspiration returned to Brett’s face, this time above his top lip and forehead.


‘Jesus, the shit will really hit the fan. Some of the blokes are married with kids.’


Anya chose to leave the room before she said something unprofessional and provided him with an opportunity to play victim in court. The possibility of police involvement was, of course, entirely up to Hannah.


She was sitting outside, flicking through an old magazine. Anya asked her into another room and offered her a coffee while she popped out to check some results. Mary Singer was in a nearby office. As one of the most experienced rape counsellors in the unit she was Anya’s preferred choice to become involved with Hannah’s case.


Anya tried to explain the situation as succinctly as possible. ‘I’ve just found out from the husband that his wife was drugged and assaulted on her wedding night by him and a group of his friends.’


Mary’s eyes widened over her half-glasses. ‘I thought I’d been around long enough to hear everything.’ She quickly downed the dregs of her own coffee. ‘I’m guessing the bride doesn’t know yet.’


‘Nope,’ said Anya, ‘and I need your help to tell her, and to make sure things don’t turn nasty with the husband.’


Anya made a piping hot cup for Hannah and took it in while Mary retrieved Brett Dengate.










Chapter 3


Photographers and reporters hounded Anya and Hannah outside the court. Dakota tried in vain to protect her sister.


‘We hear there was a settlement. Can you tell us how much you were paid?’


‘Did your husband and the other men admit to raping you?’


‘Why did you take a settlement? Did you think you were going to lose?’


‘Can you tell us why you chose to sue for damages? The public deserves to know.’


‘How do you feel now the trial’s called off?’


‘Why aren’t you giving interviews? What do you have to hide?’


Hannah clutched Anya’s hand and tried to escape all the attention. The large sunglasses did little to disguise her distress. Even so, Hannah had come a long way in the year since Anya had first met her. She had moved to the inner city, changed her surname and job, and bought a small apartment, which she was busy decorating. The decision to sue her husband and his friends for damages caused by sexually transmitted infections and the emotional stress they had caused had not been easy. Without physical evidence or a corroborating witness, no criminal charges could be laid. Instead, Hannah had wanted her former husband and his friends to answer for their crimes, albeit in a civil court. It was the only way she could make any of them face up to what they had done. She wanted them to know the damage they had caused, and warn other women about their rapist behaviour. The case was sure to set a legal precedent and attract extraordinary media attention.


‘Who’d rape you, you fat ugly bitch?’ a male voice rasped from the crowd.


‘You filthy slut! You seduced my husband then cried rape.’ Anya turned to see the speaker this time, as something hard hit the side of Hannah’s head. Hannah dropped to the ground, as if a bomb had gone off. Dakota shrieked.


Momentarily stunned, Anya looked at her jacket to see egg dripping from her cheek.


A dark-haired man in a sports jacket moved in front of them, shielding them all from further hits.


Mary Singer pushed through. ‘We need the police. She’s been assaulted.’


The cameras moved in even closer to record the incident and aftermath.


The man in the jacket was already phoning for assistance and copped an egg on his forehead for his trouble.


Realising the projectiles were harmless, Anya pulled Hannah to her feet. Mary and Detective Inspector Hayden Richards, head of the sexual assault unit, herded the three women towards an unmarked police car. Anya looked for the man who had tried to protect them, but he had disappeared into the crowd.


‘Get your fucking hands off me,’ a woman yelled behind the pack. Some of the cameras gave chase as uniformed police pushed her to the ground.


With the four women in the car, the detective screeched into the traffic, ensuring they weren’t being followed before heading for a nearby suburb. He parked off a side-street, near a café. There was little chance of being harassed at the Green Fiddler, a popular spot for police at any time.


Anya removed her jacket and went to the bathroom, with Hannah and Dakota close behind. The two women dabbed at their stained clothes with paper towels and cold water. It was Anya’s new jacket and it was supposed to last her for years.


‘What just happened?’ Hannah was still shaking. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong, but it’s as though what Brett and his friends did to me is still all my fault.’


‘Still?’ Anya looked her in the eye. ‘It was never your fault.’ She sighed. ‘To the media, this is another headlining story, and judging by the response on talkback radio, it’s dividing more than your local town. Unfortunately the whole press machine thrives on anything involving sex, sportsmen and scandal.’


‘You shouldn’t have to defend yourself. You were the one who was drugged and gang-raped.’ Dakota had clearly been deeply affected by her sister’s ordeal and the subsequent legal proceedings.


Anya grabbed some more paper towels and dabbed her jacket again. ‘Court cases, even civil ones, are rarely about justice. They’re more about winning at any cost. Brett could have faced criminal charges if he admitted to what he did under oath. So he did everything possible to discredit you by saying you were unstable and seeing a counsellor. The last thing he wanted was to have a jury decide. That’s why his lawyer chose to fight it out in the media, and get free advertising for himself in the process. It’s the old adage, “The best form of defence is attack.” ’


‘So I’m violated by my husband and his mates, then publicly called crazy because I needed professional help dealing with it? No amount of money will make up for that.’ Hannah hurled her wad of wet towelling at the wall. ‘It’s just wrong.’


Anya couldn’t argue. She moved to the wall and collected the wet towels, depositing them in the bin. She touched Hannah on the arm and said gently, ‘Look, I know it’s been really hard on you but you’ve stood up against those men and let everyone know what they did to you. That has to count for something, doesn’t it?’


Hannah washed her face with cold water while Anya picked up her jacket. ‘Take your time, we’ll see you outside when you’re ready.’


Hayden Richards had already ordered the coffees.


‘How’s she doing?’ Mary asked.


Anya rubbed her eyes with one hand. ‘She needs a few minutes. Dakota too.’


Mary pushed back her chair. ‘I’ll go talk to her.’


Anya was relieved for the emotional break. This case had affected her more than she’d anticipated. It was the betrayal of trust that was so difficult to take, and the fact that Brett Dengate had stolen Hannah’s innocence and optimism. Hannah had been wise to settle the matter before it got to court. Publicity had ensured the men were identified and any potential victims warned off. It was the best outcome under the sad circumstances.


Hayden poured some sugar into his cappuccino.


‘I thought you’d given up.’


He grinned, some froth lingering in his moustache. ‘GP now thinks I’ve lost too much weight. Wish he’d make up his mind.’


The detective looked pale, a stark contrast to the man who had been morbidly obese and perpetually ruddy-faced less than a year ago. Inflammatory bowel disease was obviously still taking its toll, not that Hayden would ever discuss it.


‘You’ve got . . .’ She waved a finger near his moustache, which he wiped with a serviette.


He lowered his voice. ‘How are you doing?’


‘Oh, fine. I think Hannah’s decision to settle will help her to move forward. She’s come so far already, I know she’ll be fine.’


‘Any chance of you taking a break?’


Anya appreciated the detective’s concern. ‘We’re presenting that study we talked about to a senate committee in the morning. Believe it or not, the Federal Health Department wants me to work on a programme for the sports industry in order to teach male team players that women aren’t sexual objects for vilification and humiliation. It could take months – that should keep me off the streets for a while.’


‘Good luck with that,’ Hayden said, touching her wrist. ‘That culture’s ingrained in team sports, has been for as long as I can remember.’


‘Glad you’re so supportive because I recommended you for the education programme.’


His mouth turned downward.


Hers did the opposite.


‘Your years of experience in homicide and sexual assault are exactly what we need. I heard from one of the committee that you played state level rugby league.’


‘Yeah, well, most of my old team mates are now crippled with knee damage and some are unemployable. A labourer isn’t much good if he can’t bend his knees.’ He waved to a waiter. ‘A turkey and cranberry sauce wrap with a plate of potato wedges, thanks. What about you, Anya?’


She shook her head. ‘I’m fine for now.’


Just then Hannah, Dakota and Mary returned from the bathroom. Hannah looked brighter, but Anya could see the strain around her eyes.


‘OK, I need an opinion,’ Hannah announced. ‘For curtains.’ She pulled out two swatches of fabric. One was pale pink with pastel checks, the other mauve with lilac and turquoise flowers.


Just then her phone vibrated and she tentatively glanced at the screen. ‘I need to change my number again. It’s a text. From Brett.’ She put the phone down and Dakota picked it up and said, ‘If he’s making threats, the police need to know.’ After a few moments’ silence, Dakota read out the text.


‘He says he forgives you and wants you back.’


Hayden wiped his mouth again. ‘I’ll be happy to help the cause, Anya, however I can.’


Anya checked her watch. ‘I’ll let the health department pe­ople know. I’m sorry to leave you, but I have a plane to catch.’


Hannah stood and hugged Anya tightly. ‘Thank you, Anya. Without you, I never would have found out and I’d still be with Brett and his friends.’


Anya placed her hands on the back of the woman’s shoulders, unsure what to say. ‘I was only doing my job. Without you, I wouldn’t have begun researching the culture of men’s sports and the government wouldn’t be taking steps to address it.’ H­annah broke away. ‘And for what it’s worth, I’d go with the floral material. It’s fresh and the flowers are perennials.’










Chapter 4


Anya wanted to be sick. This was even worse than testifying in court, more like oral exams at medical school. The equivalent of six examiners – the senate committee – were about to tear her down and humiliate her, only this would be far more public. The television crews confirmed that.


The paper she and Professor Nigel Everett had co-authored was still receiving international attention. Thanks to publication in the International Journal of Forensic Science, psychology and sports magazines had run stories, along with newspapers all over the world. The US media had highlighted a number of alleged cases of gang-rape in elite sports teams, using sex, celebrities, money and scandal to sell stories and referring to the study for authority. It was not the response she had anticipated after questioning sports team culture since meeting Hannah.


The investigation into a code of conduct in sport wanted Anya to present her study results. Professor Everett had flown to Australia from his retirement villa in Florida to appear, but only on the condition that he then go fly-fishing with his friend, forensic pathologist Doctor Peter Latham, who was also Anya’s mentor.


‘Beautiful morning,’ Nigel said, clapping his gloved hands together. He seemed pleased to be here, despite the cold – hardly Florida weather. The temperature was yet to hit two degrees Celsius in Canberra, despite the cloudless sky. Anya shared ­neither the professor’s enthusiasm for the weather, nor his apparent delight at the attention of the television cameras set up to greet them outside Parliament House.


She slipped inside the glass doors and left Nigel to conduct a doorstep interview; he was an old hand at media grabs. Profiling some of America’s most notorious killers had led to regular appearances in the news and interviews.


Anya had first met Nigel when she was a pathology registrar, and immediately understood the friendship between her then boss, Peter, and the flamboyant professor. Where Peter was serious and methodical, Nigel was witty and often went with his gut instinct. The yin and yang friendship had lasted for decades.


Anya had Peter to thank for the study in the first place. After seeing Hannah, and noticing there was an increase in the numbers of women attending sexual assault units who had been assaulted by groups of men belonging to sporting teams, Anya had decided to survey a number of professional male sports players and teams to establish their attitudes to sexual assault. Peter had discussed the idea with his old friend, and Professor Everett had been kind enough to co-author the study. His name had attracted government funding for their work and, subsequently, international attention.


Today he was wearing his favourite floral bow tie and a green jacket, and he had trimmed his short grey beard for the occasion. At five foot three, with a walking stick and an impish grin, he was the closest thing to a leprechaun Anya had seen.


Anya straightened her suit skirt and waited for her colleague. A committee member she did not recognise approached.


‘Thanks for coming, Doctor Crichton. We’re all looking forward to hearing what you have to say.’


She suspected the media attention made the politicians more responsive to the study’s findings than they otherwise would have been. Rumour had it not all the committee members were pleased with the media attention.


Nigel gave her a self-satisfied grin as he came through the door. ‘Gave them a three-second and a ten-second grab. Keep the message simple and they’ll run with it every time.’ He squeezed her hand and whispered, ‘Just relax and don’t forget to breathe, in and out. Remember, no one knows more about your work than you.’ He offered Anya his arm. ‘Shall we?’


They headed through security and into a room with tables set up in a U-shape facing two seats behind microphones. A stenographer sat to the side, and camera crews had already set up to record the proceedings. Most committees came and went without the public knowing, but this one had become more of an issue after a former star footballer had been named in a group sex incident. Despite pleas by the woman concerned and the game’s administrators, he refused to implicate any of the others involved, maintaining the code of silence.


Public outcry had coincided with the release of the study and the senate investigation into sexual misconduct in sport. So far, social commentators, sports executives and coaches had appeared before the six-member committee.


They took their seats in front of the two female and four male senators. The chair, Senator Woodrow, spoke first.


‘I would like to thank Professor Everett and Doctor Crichton, who have attended today at their own, considerable expense.’


The chair continued. ‘We have all received and read your submission and are particularly interested in the results of your study. I, for one, am disturbed and alarmed by your findings. Would you care to describe how you came to your conclusions?’


Anya deferred to Nigel, who remained silent, his head down. For a moment she wondered if he had dozed off. Clearing her throat, she began.


‘We showed a number of dramatised scenarios to five hundred professional male players coming from a number of sports including swimming, rugby union, rugby league, soccer, Australian Rules and tennis. We then presented the same scenarios to five hundred first year university students and compared the responses.’


A woman appeared from the side and pushed the microphone closer to Anya’s mouth. The committee members flicked through the pages in front of them.
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