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To Duncan, for giving me the courage to fly. 










Chapter 1


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


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


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


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


The audience was silent. Anya had their attention.


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


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


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


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


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


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


There were audible gasps throughout the theatre. 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Anya suspected he had experienced violence or abuse himself.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Guilty until proven innocent,’ the questioner responded.


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


The audience erupted in applause.


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


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


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


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


‘Excuse me, doctor.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


There was the slightest hesitation. ‘Of course.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


She hung up and approached the lounge.


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


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


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


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


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


‘For what?’ Anya asked. 


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Who do you think was murdered?’


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










Chapter 2


‘How did your grandson die?’ Anya asked carefully.


Beatrice dabbed at a tear with bulbous arthritic fingers.


‘Little Tom’s death was horrific. The coroner said it was whooping cough.’


Anya felt for the grieving grandmother. Even so, infections happened. Whooping cough was one of the most fatal. ‘Unless your daughter or someone she knows deliberately injected Tom with a lethal infection, it can’t be considered murder.’


Beatrice looked across, dark eyes pleading. ‘She might as well have. She refused to vaccinate him, and my two granddaughters.’


Anya took a deep breath. As devastating as this was, murder charges could never be brought against the mother. ‘I’m afraid –’


‘I know what you’re going to say. I’ve heard it all before. It may be the parents’ right to refuse to vaccinate, but what about the rights of the children? Isn’t that what your conference is about?’


The woman had a point, but Anya knew too well that it wasn’t that simple.


‘Our Jenny’s not that bright. Never has been. My husband made a lot of money on the share market, and left me comfortable. I want to provide for the girls, but I can’t give Jenny anything. It’ll just go to that hippie cult she’s caught up in.’


Anya knew of a number of religious groups in the state that could be deemed cults. ‘Who is she involved with?’


‘Jenny and the others live on a few acres in the Huon Valley, in Bellamy. They’re all about natural healing, organic foods and going back to basics. Mind you, our taxes support them and the poor children are neglected and subjected to cruel treatment. These people manipulated her and refused to get Tom medical help until it was too late. Now they’ve got my granddaughters as well.’


She pulled out a photo from her bag. In the image, two little girls looked to be around 12 months and eight or nine. The smaller one sat on her sister’s lap. Both had scraggly hair and grinned at the camera. 


‘Mia’s three now, and Emily, well, she’s ten. I’ve postponed my knee replacement surgery to fight for custody of them.’


If this was the most recent photo the grandmother owned, she hadn’t had contact with her daughter in a while. 


‘Jenny and her friends don’t believe in doctors. They believe some charlatan who thinks he can heal everything. And there’s always a hefty price attached.’


Anya had been involved in cases in which children had been neglected and refused medical aid that could have saved their lives. If it could be shown that Jenny or her fellow commune members had known how ill the child was and refused medical intervention, there might be a case for manslaughter. In those cases, irrespective of a verdict, no one really won.


 ‘Please understand, I don’t want to hurt Jenny. It isn’t her fault. She never fitted in at school and got pregnant to the first boy who looked at her. Then she had two more to a couple of other no-hopers.’


The woman put her weight forward, wincing as she supported one knee. ‘Please help those girls. They don’t stand a chance with Jenny and the people she’s in with.’


Anya pulled out her iPad. Bellamy wasn’t familiar. ‘Are they affiliated with any other group?’


Beatrice reached down into her bag. ‘They put out a newsletter called Back to Basics, Nature’s Only Way. I printed out everything I could find on them.’ She handed a plastic sleeve containing newspaper cuttings and articles across to Anya.


‘They live on communal land. Jenny lives on the outer part of the acreage. Jenny moved into that house just over a year ago. The rent was cheap, then I found out it was because those people owned the land. That was just before Tommy got sick. I’ve tried to call, but the phone just rings out. The phone company says there isn’t a fault. I went there a couple of months ago but no one would let me see Jenny or the kids. They threatened to call the police and have me charged with trespassing.’ The old woman’s shoulders drooped and she looked away. ‘I just wanted to see that my grandchildren were well and safe.’


‘Have you applied for visitation rights?’ Grandparents were often the casualties when relationships broke down, and were regularly forgotten or ignored by the courts and parents.


‘Jenny ignores my lawyer’s letters. I even rang the local police to go around there.’ Beatrice reached over and clutched Anya’s hand. ‘Please help me, the police won’t do anything. Community services went out there and said there was no case to answer.’


A question needed to be asked. ‘Do you think they’re at risk of physical harm – abuse, or even sexual interference?’


‘I don’t know. You read about these sorts of groups, how they treat women and children–’ She stopped herself. Anya could feel the woman’s pain and fear.


‘How long was Tom sick with the infection?’


Beatrice shook her head. ‘We only know what Jenny said, and she’s protecting the charlatan I told you about. The local doctor eventually saw him and sent Tom straight to hospital. He was put on a breathing machine, but . . .’ She took a shallow breath. ‘By then, it was all too much for his tiny body.’


Anya could imagine the tragic scene. The little boy had died in hospital. There were no guarantees earlier intervention could have saved him.


‘When was the last time you spoke to, or had contact with Jenny?’


‘After Tom’s funeral. I asked about whether the other children had been vaccinated, she said they were getting natural medicine instead. Please, doctor, you’re my last chance. Jenny isn’t fit to raise those children on her own. I feel it in my bones. Something terrible is going to happen to them if we don’t do something.’


Anya thought for a minute. The Huon Valley wasn’t far from Hobart. ‘I could pay your daughter a visit and see the girls if she’ll let me in. I can also go over the death certificate and medical history of your grandson if you give me the details. Names, dates of birth and death, and the names of any doctors who might have seen Jenny and the kids.’


‘I have a list.’ Beatrice’s pained frown softened. ‘Here’s Jenny’s address, my details, and oh, yes, the names of the doctors who’ve treated the kids in the past, and a signed consent for me to access their records. Jenny signed it before Tom . . .’ Beatrice trailed off and paused.


‘One more thing,’ Beatrice Quaid said. ‘If you see the girls, could you please let them know Nanna loves them.’


Anya passed over her business card. She hoped Beatrice was being completely honest and didn’t have another agenda. ‘My assistant will be in touch regarding my fees for private consulting.’


‘I don’t know how to thank you, doctor.’


Anya helped the arthritis sufferer to her feet and handed across both forearm crutches. She wondered how the grandmother would ever be able to manage two young girls even if she were given custody.










Chapter 3


The meeting with the police commissioner was productive. He was open to the concept of GPS monitoring of violent male offenders. Anya took the opportunity to ask about the community in Bellamy that Jenny Quaid was part of. As far as he was concerned, they lived an alternative lifestyle, kept to themselves and didn’t cause trouble.


Free for the afternoon, Anya decided to hire a car a day earlier. She had planned to drive north to see her mother in the morning. She could be at Jenny Quaid’s house in around half an hour. The ten-year-old should be on school holidays. If she couldn’t see the mother and daughters, the local doctor might at least discuss Tom’s death. 


Anya collected the car and called her assistant about fee structures for Mrs Quaid. Thankfully, nothing urgent had arisen, so she was still free to stop in on her mother for a couple of nights as planned.


Out of Hobart, it felt good to be amongst scenery she had always loved. Heading southwest on the Huon Highway, she was reminded of the breathtaking greenery of her birth state, and the abundance of produce for which it was world renowned. This really was the ‘apple isle’, highlighted by the signs for apple cider, juice and fresh fruit at almost every turn-off.


The town of Huonville sat on the banks of the Huon River. Just past the town, Anya turned down a remote road. At an intersection, a tie-dyed flag flapped beside a row of letterboxes. Anya stepped out of the car, engine still running, and lifted the flap behind 4033. Inside, snails had eroded the corners of a white envelope. Behind the plastic window, the addressee showed Ms J. Quaid. Anya dialled the number Beatrice Quaid had provided. The engaged signal continued to beep. Anya felt the sting in her face from the unfiltered sun and wiped perspiration from the back of her neck.


As she drove down the winding drive, past a burnt-out house on one side, she could see a raised garden bed several metres long. The block number 4033 was graffitied in white paint on its corrugated-iron support. Anya parked on a verge and stepped out. In the front yard, away from the house, a rusted car shell lay amidst metre-high grass. 


The place looked derelict, apart from the garden beds. Fruit was withering in the heat and the soil cracked beneath her fingers. There were few weeds, so the garden had been tended at least until recently. 


Anya wondered if the mother and daughters had gone away for a few days. A chainsaw whirred somewhere in the distance. 


Anya wiped her forehead as she climbed the verandah and knocked on the front door. A set of chimes on the verandah clinked in the hint of a breeze. 


No answer. Glancing down, she noticed something protruding from under a tattered doormat. Lifting the corner, Anya saw that the local police had left a calling card, as had a telephone company worker. She replaced the mat and stepped down off the verandah. To the right of the house, the garage door was half-open. Blowflies flew out and buzzed around Anya’s head as she approached. She swiped at them and tentatively stepped inside.


‘Hello. Is anyone home?’


A noxious smell flooded her nostrils. Concerned and uneasy, she continued through to the back of the garage, which led through to a small courtyard. A clothesline was mounted against the back wall. Tattered towels hung limply amongst rows of children’s underwear, shorts and T-shirts. More raised garden beds contained silver beet, wilted lettuce and a number of yellow and red cherry tomato plants which had shrivelled in the dry soil. Flies swarmed around a plastic bowl by the fence. As Anya neared it, she saw maggots wriggling their way through the rotting contents. Pet food. Anya headed back to the front of the house.


‘You right?’ An older man called from the street, dirt staining a once-white singlet.


Anya raised her hand to block the sun. ‘I’m looking for Jenny Quaid. Do you know if she’s home?’


The man held a chainsaw in large, suntanned hands. ‘Don’t have much to do with the tree huggers. If you ask me, they’re all feral. Filthy buggers, ought to piss off, the lot of ’em.’


The neighbour swatted flies from his face. 


‘Have you seen their pet?’ Anya asked.


‘That bloody feral cat? It’s feral too. Should be shot if you ask me. Found another dead rosella on my doorstep this morning.’


‘Could the Quaids have gone away and left the cat?’


‘That’d be right. If I see that bloody animal, it’s a goner.’ He marched off, chainsaw at the ready. He had obviously seen her arrive; probably took note of who came and went. Anya suspected curiosity had prompted his visit rather than any desire to be helpful.


She sensed something wasn’t right. If Jenny had gone away, it seemed odd that she would leave the garage door open and all that washing on the line. Anya moved back to the courtyard, used her shoe to flip the bowl over and cover the rotting mess of animal food.


It didn’t put her at ease. Off the courtyard, a glass sliding door provided access to the house. Peering through, she could make out the kitchen and living area. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness inside, she saw tins and utensils strewn across the bench. She knocked and the door moved a little. With her left hand, she manoeuvred the glass, careful to avoid the handle. It clunked then gave way enough for her to put her foot inside and lever it open further.


‘Hello? Jenny?’ Anya stepped inside and startled as a mottled cat sprinted out the partially opened door. A chill went through her. Plastic dolls, balls and blocks littered the floor. The handset of an old-fashioned corded phone dangled over the kitchen bench.


In the eerie quiet, she could hear a slow drip coming from another room. She pulled out her mobile phone and a fly hit her in the face. Then another. She clasped the handset tightly and tracked along the skirting boards of the corridor – force of habit, to preserve evidence in case of a crime scene. Leaning into the bathroom, she caught her breath. Dark smears spread across the white tiled floor. A stained towel, with the distinct smell and colour of stale blood, lay near the door. A bird squawked outside the part-open window. Without stepping inside, she stood on her toes to see more. Another soiled towel had been thrown inside the otherwise empty bath.


Her heart galloped as she dialled the police. While waiting for an answer, she quickly surveyed both bedrooms, calling out one more time then straining to hear a response that didn’t come.


There was no sign of life.


Or death.










Chapter 4


Anya waited in her car, running through the scene again in her mind. It was impossible to judge the volume of blood on the bathroom floor because it had been wiped. It could look like a massacre had taken place even if only one tablespoon of blood had been spilled. Gut feeling told her the amount on the tiles was significant blood loss for an adult. It was even more alarming if it had come from a child.


Maybe there had been an injury, or a blood nose, and the mother had rushed the children to hospital. Calls to the two closest hospitals excluded any admissions with the name Quaid. Anya drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. And waited.


The patrol car was first to arrive, quickly followed by Hobart detectives. After speaking to Anya, they immediately called the homicide squad, who took another forty minutes to reach the house. Inside her hired Commodore, the air-­conditioning blasted. When she’d failed to find any sign of life, she had retraced her steps in order not to further contaminate the scene. Three people were missing, and the scene was ­suspicious. The local detectives had gone to the neighbours to ask if anyone had seen or heard anything unusual, and establish when Jenny and the girls had last been seen. Despite chainsaw man’s nosy interference, she doubted he would have been much help. 


A car parked behind the crime scene van, and two men stepped out. The swagger of one suggested a homicide detective. Anya abandoned the cool air. The taller man peeled off sunglasses.


‘Not often a pathologist drums up business. Conference not interesting enough?’ He stood with hands on hips.


Anya extended her hand. He reluctantly shook it.


‘Detective Sergeant Jim Bowden.’


‘Dr Anya Crichton.’ His grip was strong. ‘Crime scene are still inside.’


‘Steve Schiller, detective constable,’ the shorter and younger man offered. ‘Interesting talk this morning, by the way.’


Bowden shot him a silencing look. ‘What do we know about the family so far?’


‘Twenty-five-year-old woman and two daughters, ten and three, live here. They’re part of a community that aims to get back to nature, eat organic foods.’


Bowden rolled his eyes. ‘Dog shit’s natural but you don’t put that in your pie hole.’ He tugged at his belt. ‘What exactly are you doing out here?’


‘Phone’s been off the hook and the grandmother was concerned something was wrong. She asked me to pay a visit.’


‘Police should have handled it.’ The senior detective flipped open a notebook. ‘Grandmother’s name?’


Anya could feel his resentment. ‘Beatrice Quaid. She did contact the local uniforms. They left a calling card when no one answered the door.’


Bowden just perceptibly shook his head and replaced the sunglasses.


‘They took a lot of care with the garden,’ Schiller volunteered.


‘Yeah, looks like they’re real house-proud.’ Bowden nodded towards the overgrown grass and car chassis in the front.


‘I’m serious. Look at this permaculture bed.’ Schiller wandered over to the raised garden. ‘Silverbeet is, or was, shading the lettuce. Roma tomatoes, basil.’ He found a stick and dug down. ‘They’ve used seaweed and leaves on a bed of branches. Composts well and limits fungal growth. This is cheap, efficient and productive.’ He lurched away as a rat scampered across the bed and into the grass.


At the sight, Anya took a few steps back and quickly surveyed the ground around them.


‘Must be good,’ Schiller added, ‘if the rats love it.’


‘Some recommendation.’ Bowden pointed to a dark green plant with cauliflower-type foliage. ‘Whatever that is it looks like a giant weed.’


‘It’s kale,’ Schiller responded. ‘Considered a superfood. Full of nutrients and antioxidants.’


‘And with the added benefits of rat shit,’ Bowden sniped.


The detective was right about the care in the planting. Anya wondered if Jenny had done the gardening on her own or with help. Beatrice had spoken about Jenny as if she were intellectually challenged. Either she had a talent for growing produce, or she had help with the property.


‘Wonderboy here has an environmental science degree. Likes to remind us every chance he gets.’ Bowden checked his watch. ‘How long did you say crime scene have been inside?’


Bowden was typically old-school, not tertiary educated, Anya assumed. Schiller was part of the new breed, brought into police forces with degrees, but not necessarily appreciated by Bowden and his ilk who valued experience and street smarts above formal education.


The three walked around to where the cat food had been rotting. ‘My first impression,’ Anya said, ‘was that the family could have just popped out. If it hadn’t been for the flies in the cat food, I may have left as well.’


Bowden’s phone rang and he listened to the caller. ‘Pathologist’s here now.’ His eyes remained on Anya as he hung up. ‘Turns out you were right. They just found a body inside.’


Anya’s body tensed. 


Schiller broached, ‘The mother?’


Bowden shoved both hands into his trouser pockets and shook his head. ‘There’s some international pathologists’ meeting and Hobart’s short-staffed. They’ve asked if you’d mind examining the scene while you’re here.’


Anya could hardly refuse. Since the amalgamation of state medical boards, she could easily step into the role in Tasmania. And she was present. She agreed to do whatever she could to help and moved to the crime scene van and steeled herself. After pulling on white overalls over her trousers and shirt, she grabbed an evidence collection box. The homicide detectives followed her.


Once inside the front door, all three donned gloves and shoe covers.


‘Through here.’ A scene of crime officer with ‘SOCO’ printed across his back ushered them in and indicated the children’s bedroom. His face was solemn. ‘We’ve taken photos but didn’t want to disturb anything before you . . .’ His voice trailed off.


‘Appreciate it,’ Anya said as they headed past the bathroom and into the bedroom.


‘In there.’ A SOCO with a camera jerked his head towards the wardrobe. Inside, Anya saw a pink plastic container. It resembled the box that her son Ben kept his toys in. Sturdy, but not heavy enough to cause damage if the lid shut on a child.


Schiller fell in behind. 


Bowden hovered a little longer by the door. ‘We’ll give you some space.’


The lid was up, and inside was a khaki army disposal blanket. Anya turned to the SOCO with the camera. ‘Have you taken all the photos you need yet?’


‘I haven’t disturbed anything apart from the corner of the blanket we moved. As soon as it was clear it was a body, we called for you.’


He stood to the right of Anya, camera poised. She gently peeled back a section of blanket to the chest. A small pale hand was visible against a bony forearm. Anya held her breath and lowered it further. The photographer snapped with the flash on. The child’s body was curled into an almost foetal position, clutching a stuffed duck. A girl. Blood was smeared around her mouth and had dripped onto her threadbare butterfly nightdress. Fine, shoulder-length brown hair framed the pale face. On the exposed skin, collar bones appeared prominent.


‘She’s too big for a three-year-old but small for a ten-year-old,’ Anya commented.


‘Any obvious trauma?’ Bowden remained a few steps behind.


‘Not that I can see.’ She gently lifted the nightie. ‘Blood stains on the underpants, though. We have to consider sexual assault, so the implication is, a man is likely to be involved in the death.’


‘Which means,’ Schiller said what they were all thinking. ‘The mother probably knows him. She’s either involved in the death or taken off with the other child.’ 


‘Or, it’s possible whoever did this has the mother and the three-year-old,’ Anya said. ‘Either way, it’s urgent you find Jenny and her younger daughter.’


‘If a whack-job raped and killed the girl then took the mother and kid, they could be dead already,’ Bowden said solemnly.


Another officer entered and immediately had everyone’s attention. ‘Rest of the property is clear. No more remains.’


Anya was concerned about the amount of blood in the bathroom. There didn’t appear to be trauma to the girl’s face, or that much blood on her clothes. It was possible the blood in the bathroom came from someone else. ‘Did you find anything that could have been used to inflict trauma?’


He shook his head.


Bowden took command. ‘Listen up, everyone. We have a missing mother and her three-year-old child. We need a description of them and recent photos. Someone in this freakin’ community knows something.’


‘Judging by the blood in the bathroom,’ Anya reminded them, ‘if Jenny and Mia are alive, one or both could be ­critically injured.’


‘For now we treat this as a homicide and a missing persons investigation,’ Bowden ordered, before punching numbers into his phone and heading out of the room.


The message was clear. If Jenny or Mia had bled in the bathroom, they had to be found quickly to have any chance of surviving.










Chapter 5


Anya suggested she visit the GP on Beatrice’s list whose surgery was nearby. Bowden immediately volunteered Schiller to tag along with Anya in her car.


Beatrice Quaid would have to formally identify the young body back in Hobart, to establish whether it was, in fact, Emily. Anya could only imagine her grief at losing a second grandchild, and being told that Jenny and Mia were missing, possibly murdered. There was nothing she could do directly for Beatrice now. Besides, as a family member who had raised the alarm, Mrs Quaid might find herself a person of suspicion in the initial stages of the investigation. Except the older woman didn’t appear capable of lifting a child into a toy box by herself, or dexterous enough to wipe the bathroom floor. And there was the issue of a possible sexual assault.


Anya and the detective stood in the waiting room amongst sniffles, babies, bandaged limbs and the elderly. A woman in her forties appeared from an end room, seemingly unperturbed by the noise or number of filled seats in the waiting area. Blue earrings matched the frames on her glasses.


A receptionist handed her a file with sticky notes attached. ‘There’s a policeman and doctor here to see you. They said it’s urgent.’


‘Thanks.’ Dr Debra Wilson scanned the messages. A toddler in the waiting area let out a scream and her focus temporarily diverted. ‘Sorry, but we’re short-staffed today. How can I help you?’


In a low voice, Schiller said, ‘A patient of yours was found today. Dead.’


She let out a sigh. ‘You need a death certificate?’


It was a natural assumption to make. Elderly and chronically ill people died at home. Without certification by a doctor who could establish cause of death, it became a coroner’s case and required a post-mortem.


‘I’m afraid it’s more than that. I’m Detective Constable Schiller. Dr Crichton is assisting with a homicide investigation. Is there somewhere we can speak in private?’


Suddenly, the area went silent. Patients could have been forgiven for assuming the doctor was under suspicion.


Anya hastened to add, ‘We just need to find out if you know anything that could help us.’


‘Of course.’ The GP ushered them into a consulting room and closed the door. ‘Who was the patient?’


‘We suspect it was Emily Quaid.’


The doctor’s eyes widened. ‘Not little Emmy?’ She turned to Anya. ‘What do you mean suspect?’


‘The body was found at the Quaid home. We’re still awaiting formal identification, but it appears to be a small child around eight to ten.’


The GP sank into her consulting chair, hand over her mouth for a few moments. ‘The poor family. After everything they’ve been through.’


With the desk butted against the wall opposite the door, Schiller pulled the corner chair closer. ‘The mother and sister are missing.’


‘Missing? I don’t understand.’


Anya sat in the extra chair. ‘Emily’s body was found in a toy box in the wardrobe. There were blood stains on the bathroom floor. At this stage, it isn’t clear whose blood it is.’


Dr Wilson seemed stricken. ‘You think . . . Emmy was murdered?’ Her eyes darted from the detective to Anya for answers. ‘Jenny and Mia?’


‘That’s what we’re trying to find out. And why time is so pressing,’ Anya explained.


‘I understand.’ She straightened. ‘How can I help?’


Schiller cleared his throat. ‘Do you know the mother well?’


‘I saw her fairly frequently until about a year ago. I heard she was seeing some alternative practitioner instead. From what I know of her, she seems like a loving, caring parent. After the death of her little boy, she threw everything she had into protecting those two little girls.’


Anya let the detective take the initial lead. After that, she would ask about any family or medical history that would be valuable at Emily’s post-mortem.


Schiller took rapid notes. ‘When did the boy die? What happened?’


‘It was a while ago. I can check the exact dates.’ Dr Wilson wheeled her chair back to the keyboard.


Anya glanced around the office. As well as a Fellowship with the College of GPs, a Medical Degree with Honours and a Paediatric diploma hung above her desk. A jungle mural on the opposite wall with a vertical ruler measured children’s height. In the corner were two plastic crates, one containing wooden toys and the other well-worn picture books. Two bright yellow toddler-sized chairs sat in front of the toys. The practice clearly comprised a significant proportion of children.


A few seconds later, a file appeared on the computer screen. ‘Tom’s file has been archived, but I’ve got the family history on Emily’s notes . . . He contracted whooping cough last January . . . He was eight months old.’ She looked up. ‘I saw him one night when he was in acute respiratory distress and immediately called an ambulance. He was intubated and spent the next day in intensive care, where he died.’


‘How long had the child been ill before the mother sought medical attention?’ asked Schiller.


‘A couple of days,’ she said. ‘Respiratory infections are common in infants.’


‘Was he vaccinated?’


‘No. To my knowledge, none of the children were.’ She locked eyes with the detective. ‘Emmy’s dead and Jenny and Mia are missing. Shouldn’t you be out there looking for them?’


Schiller leant forward. ‘I realise this is difficult for you, but two kids have died on this woman’s watch and it’s our job to protect the other one, who may or may not still be alive.’


Dr Wilson seemed to freeze. ‘I can’t believe it. It doesn’t make sense.’


Doctors became attached to patients when they lived and worked in a small community. Anya knew that from her own mother. She had grown up thinking her mother’s patients often meant more to her than family.


‘The police need to know as much as possible about Jenny and Mia. Anything you can tell us will help,’ Anya reassured her.


‘Did she have any religious beliefs that prevented her seeking medical help?’ asked Schiller.


Anya suspected he was alluding to the Bellamy commune and their lifestyle.


‘Being anti-vaccination is a choice, not a religion, and it’s not a crime, as much as you or I may disagree with it. A large number of people around here believe in natural healing. It’s a battle we constantly fight. We have to be accredited, satisfy stringent professional reviews, but anyone can call themselves a healer.’


Anya tried a different approach. ‘How did Jenny react when Tom died?’


‘She was devastated. As any mother would be. She wasn’t the same after.’


‘In what way?’ Anya had seen the changes in her own parents after losing a child.


‘More withdrawn, but she refused counselling and didn’t come in for a follow-up. I saw her at the markets recently, selling bread she’d made, and she seemed a lot brighter.’


Schiller resumed. ‘Were there ever unexplained bruises, head injuries, broken bones on the children?’


‘I would have noticed if there had been anything. And there was nothing about the children’s behaviour to suggest abuse or neglect. They were a bit scruffy, usually covered in dirt, the usual bruises on the shins.’


‘Dirty and scruffy?’ Schiller noted the description.


Dr Wilson stressed, ‘As in normal, healthy, active kids.’


‘Except that two of these healthy kids are dead.’


‘With all due respect, detective, I’d be more concerned if I didn’t see routine bruises on shins. To me that would suggest something was stopping the child from playing and doing normal activities. Illness, delayed milestones, or a child who was cocooned in virtual bubble wrap.’


Anya had seen too many cases in which failure of a child to grow was the result of physical or emotional neglect. ‘What were the children’s growth patterns?’


The GP referred back to the computer. For her age, Emily was on the twenty-fifth percentile for height and the twentieth for weight. ‘Emily was smaller than average for a ten-year-old, but her growth was consistent. Mia was bigger, on the eightieth percentile for height and the seventieth for weight. At least, that was the case five months ago.’


Schiller scribbled. ‘Was Emily being smaller than her sister a concern?’


‘What matters is consistent growth rate, not size. Different fathers means different genes. Emmy was born petite and stayed that way.’ She typed away at her keyboard. ‘The last time I saw Emily was to suture a finger.’ She scrolled down the records. ‘She got it caught in the spoke of her sister’s tricycle. That was in . . . August. I always thought Jenny was an amazing mother under the circumstances.’


‘Circumstances?’ the detective asked.


‘Being a single mother. From what she told me, she left school pretty early and fell in with the wrong crowd, ­experimented with drugs.’


Schiller looked up. ‘Did she still use?’


‘No. She was poorly educated, not stupid, detective. Those children mean the world to her. Tom’s death made her more protective.’


Anya knew the blood on Emily’s underwear suggested sexual assault. A de facto or boyfriend would be high on the suspect list. ‘Did Jenny have–’


‘Discussing her relationships would breach patient confidentiality.’ Dr Wilson sounded conflicted.


‘I get that, I really do.’ Schiller leant in closer. ‘But a ten-year-old girl’s body was shoved into a toy box. We’ve got blood all over the bathroom floor and we don’t know whose it is. Jenny or Mia could be seriously injured and in desperate need of help. If you know anything that can help us, you owe it to them to tell us.’


A long silence followed.


Anya tried another tack. ‘The grandmother told me that there were three different fathers. The question is, were any of them involved in the kids’ upbringing, or was there another man in the girls’ lives? If you can’t tell us, is there anyone who might know?’


The GP rubbed her forehead before looking back to the screen.


‘According to my notes, Emily’s father died from some neurological condition and never even knew her. Jenny was afraid Emily might have inherited it. As part of the family history, I can tell you there was also a maternal history of clotting disorders.’


Anya read between the lines. A clotting disorder meant the pill and certain hormone contraceptives were too dangerous to prescribe.


‘Theoretically, would contraception be a concern for someone with that history?’


The GP nodded. ‘Only if a patient was sexually active. Like I said, Jenny was dedicated to those kids. She is anti-­vaccination, but has no problem with certain modern medicines. Mind you, she wouldn’t necessarily have confided in me. Like I said, it’s been some time since I saw her in the rooms.’


Anya knew GPs were part of the local communities, and this one was small. ‘Outside the surgery, have you ever seen Jenny with a man?’


‘Socially, I’ve seen her at the fresh food market I mentioned. She seemed to be friendly with the people there. They barter fruit and vegetables for haircuts, gardening and the like. Jenny makes gluten-free bread, which is much better than store-bought versions. We share a hairdresser at Hairtastic.’


‘What about the other fathers? Are they involved?’ Schiller enquired.


‘Last Jenny heard, Mia’s dad was working on a fishing trawler off the Western Australian coast, and Tom’s was in the army, from memory. I remember he came back for the funeral and that was it. I just can’t believe anyone who knew them would hurt Emily or Mia.’


Schiller stood. ‘We appreciate your time. Just one more question. You mentioned an alternative therapist who’s involved with the Bellamy group. Do you happen to know his name?’


‘Dylan something . . . Hey, no. Heyes. That’s it. Dylan Heyes.’


Schiller wrote down the name, thanked the doctor and left the room.


‘You’ve been incredibly helpful.’ Anya stood.


‘Whatever the police think, I can’t believe Jenny would have ever intentionally harmed her children.’


The word ‘intentionally’ caught Anya by surprise. ‘Meaning?’


‘From what I can tell, she’s fairly simple and trusting. She’d ask me questions about cooking, how to use cleaning products, that sort of thing. Things you’d assume were basic common sense. Then again, common sense is a misnomer. It’s a lot rarer than it should be.’


Anya wondered if Jenny had inadvertently put the children and herself at risk.










Chapter 6


Outside the police station, Anya called her former husband in the hope of speaking to their son, Ben. Martin’s home number went straight to voicemail. School was still out for another week and the pair could have been at the beach, or on their way to or from Sydney. She tried his mobile.


‘Leave a message and I’ll get back to you ASAP.’


She wanted them to know she’d called, that she was thinking of them – both.


‘Hi guys, Mum here, just wanted to say how much I’m missing you. I’m seeing Poppy tonight for dinner, then should be at Nanna’s tomorrow. All going well, I’ll see you in a few days. Talk soon, love you.’


The beep sounded again and she instantly regretted leaving the message. Martin had always been frustrated by the unpredictable nature of Anya’s work. He saw it as being unreliable where family was concerned. She could hardly reveal that instead of just attending a conference, she’d attended the scene of a dead child in a toy box. Things with Martin were complicated enough right now.


He had to assume the ‘love you’ was for Ben.


A tap on the hood of the car interrupted her thoughts. She wound down the window.


Steve Schiller stepped off the kerb. ‘I know we were going to take your formal statement, but Jenny Quaid’s natural healer has turned up with his lawyer. He wants to talk.’


Anya grabbed her bag and left the car with a sense of foreboding. They may have the break they were hoping for. If he’d killed Emily, he most likely knew where Mia and Jenny were. That was, if they were still alive.


Schiller showed her to an adjacent interview room with a small monitor, then excused himself. The junior detective then joined Bowden next door. Opposite them at the table sat a man in his mid-thirties with wavy dark hair and a few days’ growth of stubble. To his side was an older man dressed in an open-necked shirt and grey suit jacket. The lawyer.


‘We appreciate you coming in, Mr Heyes.’ Schiller flipped to a blank page on his notepad.


Bowden cleared his throat. ‘Do you want to make a formal statement?’


‘Hold on,’ the grey jacket interrupted. ‘There’s been a misunderstanding. I’m here as an observer. The Quaids belong to a small, close community. Every one of our members is suffering the loss. Dylan is here of his own volition, to minimise trauma to everyone concerned.’


Bowden was unmoved. ‘Most people would think about the suffering a ten-year-old child went through, and care more about the welfare of a missing mother and child.’


‘It’s why we’re here.’ Heyes interlocked his fingers in front of his mouth. ‘Jenny is one of the kindest and most giving souls I’ve ever met, and those girls are a gift.’


‘I didn’t know you people had a religious bent,’ Bowden said without looking up from his notes.


‘You don’t have to be religious to be spiritual, detective. That’s all I meant. Jenny is a wonderful human being. I wanted to help you in any way possible catch whoever, or whatever, did this to Emmy.’


Anya wasn’t sure if Bowden’s silence meant he was taken aback by the comment.


The lawyer broke the tension. ‘Dylan here is the community’s mayoral equivalent. He speaks for everyone who lives within the boundaries of Bellamy.’


Schiller and Bowden exchanged glances.


The younger detective asked, ‘How long have the Quaids been your patients?’


‘Actually,’ Heyes rubbed his hands along the thighs of his jeans, ‘I don’t have patients.’


Bowden interrupted, ‘I have it here that you’re a natural healer, practitioner of holistic kines . . .’ He faltered.


‘That’s correct.’ Dylan straightened.


‘So what should we call people who come to you for treatment?’


The lawyer was quick to make the distinction. ‘For the record, Dylan sees “clients”.’


The word jarred for Anya. Traditionally, the medical profession used the word ‘patient’, which implied a duty of care to relieve suffering. The word ‘client’ was used more by lawyers, as someone for whom they provided a service. Customers.


Bowden frowned. ‘Prostitutes have clients too.’


Dylan unlinked his fingers and swept a piece of hair from his forehead. ‘Medicine is about control, and money. Doctors assume they have all the knowledge and make unilateral decisions about what is best for patients. My clients enter into an equal relationship with me and together we choose the best holistic program for their wellbeing. People who come to me are equal in the relationship.’


Schiller referred to Heyes’s business card. ‘I see you have an Advanced Diploma in something called HSc, ATMS, AKA, ICMA. Sounds like you’re pretty knowledgeable.’


‘And I share that knowledge, to empower my clients.’


‘That must be pretty time consuming,’ Bowden quipped.


Anya suppressed a smile as the lawyer interjected.


‘Is there a point to this? What’s this got to do with Emily Quaid’s death?’


Schiller resumed the lead. ‘It would be helpful to establish the relationship between Mr Heyes and the Quaid family.’


‘It’s okay, I’m happy to clarify,’ Heyes said. ‘I met Jenny when she moved here. After Tom died, I helped her address some problems she was having with anxiety and some, well, you could say, alarming behaviour, particularly regarding the children.’


Bowden didn’t miss a beat. ‘Are you saying the kids were neglected, or mistreated?’


Heyes put both hands up. ‘I’m just saying she had a litany of problems like insomnia, depression, general amotivation.’


‘You mean grief?’ Schiller retorted. ‘She had just lost a child.’


Heyes’s eyes flared. ‘That’s right. But this was a downward spiral. She had wild swings in blood sugars, which made her crave toxic foods like chips, fried foods.’


‘Sounds like most of us on a good day.’ Bowden patted his belly.


The lawyer glared at him but the officer appeared unfazed.


‘And how did you treat that?’ Schiller enquired.


‘For the record, I don’t diagnose and treat as such, but address the relative underlying stress patterns associated with bodily imbalances. Traditional medicine would have pumped her with antidepressants and sleeping tablets. Her hormones were out of balance and her cranial structures were out of alignment, including her sphenoid.’ He paused, as if waiting for a response.


Anya moved closer to the monitor. The sphenoid bone was inside the skull, with a small section connected to the temporal and frontal bones on each side. She hoped he wasn’t talking about manipulating it in some way.


‘It could have happened when she was assaulted a few years ago. She mentioned a violent boyfriend.’ He reached for the cup of water and took a gulp. ‘The sphenoid bone,’ he tapped just above each of his temples, ‘is crucial to spinal, cerebral and spiritual function. Emily was also affected. It’s possible she was assaulted in the past.’


‘Hang on.’ Bowden raised a hand. ‘Are you telling us Emily Quaid’s skull was damaged?’
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