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1


Doctor Anya Crichton prepared to face the violent offenders.


Hundreds of thousands of taxpayer dollars had gone into first the trial and now the retrial of the four whose heinous crimes had horrified even the most jaded police and lawyers. Their young female victims continued to suffer thanks to the drawn-out legal process which seemed to favour the rights of the accused over the rights of the victim. 


The Harbourn Four and their legal team were expert at playing the system to their advantage, but today would put a stop to all their legal games and manipulations. 


Anya removed the digital thermometer from her ear. Forty-one degrees Celsius. She downed a couple of paracetamol tablets and anti-inflammatories to accompany the first dose of antibiotics, then wiped her forehead with a wet facecloth, lingering on the temples to alleviate the splitting headache. Anything stronger might blur her mind, and she knew how alert she had to be on the stand. 


There was time for one final check in the hallway mirror. Hair pulled back, but not too severely. Pale blue blouse and navy skirt declared professional expert. The jury had to care about her testimony, not be distracted by her appearance. 


A small amount of eye make-up and lipstick, her version of war paint, complemented the outfit. This had been a damned long battle and one the prosecution had to win. She had never felt so strongly about a case before and a high temperature would not interfere with her job. 


While wiping perspiration from the back of her neck with a tissue, she hurriedly checked the locks on the downstairs windows. 


Last night had been spent in fitful sleep, violent nightmares brought on by her body’s attempt to fight the chest infection. The bugs might not survive high temperatures, but the fevers made her entire system miserable as well. She coughed and felt the inside of her chest burn. Too late to pull out now. 


Besides, it was the price she paid for travelling. Airconditioned planes and hotel rooms, fatty food and fatigue never failed to beat down the immune system. Once her sleep pattern improved, the infection would clear quickly. It had to. 


Anya slipped her stockinged feet into the black court shoes she kept by the door and grabbed her briefcase as the doorbell rang. 


‘Won’t be a minute,’ she called, before checking the downstairs windows just once more. 


Mary Singer had a broad smile when Anya opened the door. 


‘Welcome back.’ She embraced her colleague with both arms. ‘We’ve all missed you.’ 


Anya kept one arm by her side. ‘We should probably make a move.’ 


The sexual assault counsellor agreed. ‘Traffic’s pretty hideous this morning. You’d think that work on major roads could be done at night, but no, that would be far too simple.’


Anya punched the alarm code into the unit inside the doorway. A few seconds of slow beeping and the pair were away. 


‘Bad flight?’ Mary opened the car door she had double-parked and climbed into the driver’s seat. ‘You look exhausted.’


‘I picked something up on the leg home,’ Anya said, ­trying to focus on the day ahead. Private case work across the US and Europe had been physically and emotionally gruelling. But the fact that she’d had little sleep for forty-eight hours meant nothing to a judge or jury. This was not about her. The trial was the reason she had rushed back home to Sydney from overseas, leaving her son and ex-husband to enjoy Disneyland without her. 


The painkillers had eased the headache but her arms began to shiver. Fighting the effects of the self-prescribed medication, her body was doing everything it could to push her temperature back up. She clutched her ribs and tried, unsuccessfully, to suppress a cough. 


Mary Singer shot her a look but resisted commenting. 


Anya took a breath and felt the stab in her ribs; pleurisy as well as bronchitis. She fiddled with the car heater, craving warm air. ‘How is Giverny coping?’ 


‘This last month has been rough. Since the mistrial was declared she’s been more agitated.’ Mary was clearly concerned about the young woman due to testify in the Supreme Court at Darlinghurst.


Anya felt for the seventeen-year-old girl who had been abducted while walking home from the bus stop less than a year ago. If it had not been for her beloved weekly ballet lesson, the petite teenager wouldn’t have been out alone. The four Harbourns had forced her into their car and raped her multiple times. Not content with assaulting the girl, as a final degrading act her attackers had stripped her naked and hosed her with icy water near an abandoned warehouse. The last thing Giverny remembered about them was their laughter as they drove off. 


Anya vividly recalled that night, performing the medical and forensic examinations on the traumatised, injured girl. As a forensic physician, Anya’s role was critical in beginning the long and tortuous healing process for victims. The physical evidence she had collected, along with Giverny’s detailed police statement, had eventually led to the arrests.


‘It won’t be easy, facing those four again in court, but I think she’s strong enough,’ Mary offered unconvincingly. The counsellor had met with Giverny following the attack, then more regularly during the lengthy trial process. 


Not having managed to scare Giverny into silence, the four accused Harbourn brothers had tried every legal manipulation to delay the trial and intimidate the only witness. Meanwhile other family members had made veiled threats against the ‘lying slut’, as they called Giverny. She was the only one who could identify the brothers as her attackers, and her testimony was what threatened them most. Even so, it was difficult for the terrified seventeen-year-old to see it that way. 


The attack and ensuing year of legal tribulations had taken their toll. A bright student, Giverny had dropped out of school months before, unable to cope with the stress of exams as well as being the key witness in the retrial. Her friends had long since abandoned her, choosing to get on with their social lives while Giverny stayed home, afraid to go out or trust anyone. 


The pair sat in silence as Mary took back streets to avoid congested main roads. 


Anya checked her watch. ‘Let’s hope Giverny’s ready and not having second thoughts. We don’t have a lot of spare time.’


Mary honked her horn at the car ahead for cutting in on her. He responded by raising a finger in his rear-vision mirror and hitting his brakes – hard. 


Mary stopped just short of his bumper bar. 


Anya’s head jerked forward and she saw the driver open his car door. ‘Go around him. He’s getting out.’


She leant forward and punched the central locking button on the dash. Just in case. The last thing they needed now was to be involved in a road rage incident. 


‘What is it with men? They make a mistake and then abuse you for it.’ Mary manoeuvred the car into the next lane and darted across lanes. Anya watched in the vanity mirror, but the man got back in his car, turned off and disappeared from sight. She breathed out. 


A few minutes later they arrived to pick up Giverny, as arranged. She had requested moral support on the way, aware that Anya would not be able to be seen with her once they were in court. As an expert witness, Anya had to be seen by the jury as independent or her evidence would be discounted as biased. 


Even so, Anya understood that Giverny would find being cross-examined lonely enough without feeling abandoned by the very people who had encouraged her to testify. 


Mary pulled into the driveway and kept the engine running. ‘You can listen for traffic reports,’ she said, turning up the radio. 


Mary walked up to the front door, sunglasses over her unruly mop of grey hair. The counsellor waited, hands on her hips. Anya knew they were all edgy about today’s court appearance. She watched Mary knock again. When there was no response the counsellor raised her arms to the sky and came back to the car. 


‘Maybe she’s in the bathroom and can’t hear.’ Anya pulled out her mobile and dialled Giverny’s number. ‘It’s diverting to MessageBank.’ 


Mary moved around to the back of the house; when she returned to the front she cupped her hand around her eyes and peered in through the windows.


‘Curtains are all drawn and I can’t see a thing,’ she called. 


Anya stepped out of the car, the chills returning to her body. She noticed the garage door slightly ajar. Security obsessed since the attack, it was unlike the young woman to leave anything undone or unlocked. The hairs on the back of Anya’s neck prickled. 


Bending down, she yanked on the garage door handle, which clunked in resistance before giving way. The door moved upward and light flooded the area. 


Across the doors and rooftop of Giverny’s blue Morris Minor were scrawled DIE SLUT in large red letters. The back wall was covered with LYING BITCH. 


The words were like a punch to Anya’s stomach. After seeing what the Harbourn brothers were capable of, she feared the worst. 


‘Giverny!’ she yelled, her hands trembling as she dialled emergency on her mobile. ‘It’s Anya and Mary. Can you hear us?’ 


Mary entered the garage and covered her mouth in shock. ‘God, no—’ 


Anya hoped her instincts were wrong but she remained careful. ‘This could be a crime scene. Wait here for the police and don’t touch anything. I’m going inside.’


Mary stood in silence, staring at the car. Anya stepped around the vehicle, careful not to brush against it. With a cloth from a shelf at the back, she turned the handle of the inside access door and returned the cloth to its original position. 


Moving the door open with her foot, she whispered, ‘Please be okay.’ 


In the tiled living area there was enough daylight to see the rolled, unopened newspaper on the table, along with a neat pile of papers. She took a breath. The place hadn’t been trashed so maybe the Harbourns hadn’t made it inside. 


Just maybe. 


‘Giverny. Can you hear me?’ she shouted. Beads of perspiration covered her neck and forehead. The kitchen was clean and there weren’t any plates left out from breakfast. 


A door banged behind Anya and she jumped. 


‘What the hell’s going on? Where’s our daughter?’ 


Bevan Hart pushed past Anya into the corridor, presumably towards the bedroom. His wife Val followed.


‘I told you we should have stayed with her.’ 


Turning the corner, Anya stopped, just as someone let out a guttural sound behind her. Val Hart had seen the same thing. 


Giverny Hart knelt on the floor with her head slumped forward in a praying position. Attached to the front door handle was a cord. The other end disappeared around the girl’s neck. 


Anya rushed forward and felt for a peripheral pulse. The right wrist was limp and cold, but she felt a beat. It bounded – too hard for such a cold limb. Anya timed it with her own carotid. The pulses beat in perfect time. They were both her own. Damn! 


‘Do something!’ the father begged. 


With two hands, she lifted the girl’s face. It still had some heat. Encouraged, she felt for any sign of a neck pulse. 


Giverny’s left index finger was trapped beneath the cord, as if trying to release the pressure. 


‘This can’t be happening,’ Bevan Hart muttered and stepped back. Mary was quickly at the parents’ side. She must have heard the wife’s howl.


‘Mr Hart, we need you to call an ambulance,’ Anya instructed. ‘Your daughter needs your help right now.’ 


He responded and disappeared. The counsellor moved over to Anya. ‘What do we do?’


Anya grappled with the cord but it dug too deep into the girl’s flesh. 


‘She’s still warm. I can’t get the cord off her neck. It’s pulled too tight. Get a knife or scissors as fast as you can.’ She tried to sound calm. She needed their help and quickly.


Mary ran off with Val. 


Anya tried slipping her hands under the girl to lift her and relieve the pressure caused by the pull from the door handle, but she knew it was useless. The cord had tightened when the head slumped forward. No height needed for this hanging. 


‘It’s okay, Giverny, we’re here now,’ she offered. ‘You’re going to be all right.’


Something crashed in the kitchen, then Mary appeared with two different sized knives. One could have carved a chicken, the other was a boning knife with a pointed end. 


‘Cut her from the door first.’ 


Mary chose the larger knife and handed the other to Anya. 


Trying to hold the head upright, Anya used the smaller one to cut where Giverny’s finger held the noose slightly away from her neck. 


On the first attempt she nicked the neck and blood trickled out, making the cord slippery. 


She felt the body drop. Mary had cut the cord above her head. She laid the girl flat on her back and this time the cord gave way. The left hand did not move. The young woman’s lips were blue and her face a dusky shade. 


Anya felt again for the carotid pulse. Nothing. 


She lifted the girl’s head up and back, pinched the nose and breathed twice into the mouth. 


Come on! This isn’t over. 


Moving to the chest, she clenched her fingers, one hand on top of the other and began cardiac massage. Thirty short, sharp pressures then two more breaths. She heard a rib crack but kept going. She had to, for Giverny’s sake. After a few rounds her fingers cramped but she kept going. 


She heard a siren in the distance and Mary left to flag it down. She barely noticed Bevan behind her when the paramedics appeared.


‘I’m Matt,’ one of them announced. ‘What have we got?’ He placed his pack on the floor. 


Breathless and exhausted, Anya continued to pump the heart as the second paramedic, a female, pulled out a face mask and oxygen tank. 


‘Giverny Hart. Seventeen years old. We found her on her knees, with a cord attached from the door knob to her neck.’


Matt shot a look at his partner. 


‘How long have you been going?’


It felt like hours had passed, but Anya had no idea how many minutes she had been attempting to resuscitate. 


‘I started the exact time you were phoned.’ Anya knew that all calls were logged. 


The paramedic checked his watch. ‘We’ll follow our protocol. Let’s intubate and see if we’ve got a rhythm.’ 


Anya stopped pumping long enough for him to cut open Giverny’s shirt and place three leads on the girl’s chest, which he then connected to a portable ECG machine. 


‘Asystole.’ 


‘I’m in,’ the partner said, letting them know she had intubated her patient. ‘If there’s no other access, I’ll try adrenalin from here.’ 


Anya moved back as the paramedic squirted a syringe filled with adrenalin into the endotracheal tube. 


The small cardiac monitor remained unchanged. The line was flat.


‘Anyone know the medical and drug history?’ Matt asked, trying to get a cannula into Giverny’s arm. 


Anya turned around but Mary must have removed the parents from the horrific scene. 


‘She was otherwise well, apart from an assault last year. She’s supposed to testify in court this morning.’


The paramedics paused briefly as Matt checked his watch again. 


‘Are you a relative, ma’am?’ he asked. 


‘No. I’m a forensic physician. I saw her the night she was assaulted.’ 


Anya knew the girl had experienced horrors beyond belief. The physical healing had taken months, but the emotional scars were permanent. Even so, none of this made sense. 


Matt removed the paddles from the defibrillator and turned the charger up. His partner placed two gel pads on Giverny’s chest.


The machine let out a piercing sound. 


‘One hundred joules. Clear.’


His partner slid away from the head and Anya moved further back. 


Giverny’s body bucked but her heart did not respond. 


‘One hundred and fifty joules. Clear.’


‘Could she have drugs on board?’ Matt remained calm as his partner continued squeezing oxygen into Giverny’s lungs in between electric shocks. They were a well-rehearsed team, and for them this was simply part of a day’s work.


Even so, the question threw Anya. It hadn’t occurred to her that the teenager might have used illicit drugs. 


‘She had been on antidepressants, but nothing else as far as I know.’


Anya suddenly realised how little she really knew about Giverny. She had studied every aspect of the young girl’s wounds and the mechanisms of her injuries; she had asked detailed questions about the night of the attack; but they had never discussed her personal life, apart from how the trial had affected her studies and her parents.


‘Doctor, could you check the bedroom and bathroom, see if there’s anything, prescription or otherwise? It would be a big help.’ 


Anya stepped away as the paramedics continued their emergency protocol. 


She returned minutes later with a full bottle of paracetamol and a newly opened pack of prescribed antidepressants from the bathroom cupboard. ‘Nothing to suggest an overdose.’


The reality of the scene hit Anya like a blow to the chest. 


‘I’m sorry, Doctor,’ Matt said, sitting back and checking that damn watch again. 


‘We have to call it.’ 


She heard his next words but they were meaningless.


‘Time of death, 9.15 am.’


He turned to Anya. ‘I’m sorry, Doc. There’s nothing more any of us could have done.’
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Detective Inspector Hayden Richards arrived just after Anya broke the news of Giverny’s death to her father. Mary sat next to Bevan Hart at the kitchen table, as stunned as Anya by what had just occurred. In shock, Val had been taken outside by Matt’s colleague.


Anya knelt down next to the bereaved father; he was clutching Mary’s hand and his eyes were glassy with disbelief. 


‘I just went out to pick up Val. We promised to be a family again for the trial. For Giv’s sake.’


‘It’s been a difficult time for all of you,’ Mary acknowledged. 


Since the attack, Bevan Hart had demanded justice for his only daughter, regularly phoning the police, Anya and the Sexual Assault (SA) unit for updates. This had put him in direct conflict with his wife, who didn’t want her daughter dealing with the trauma of a trial. When Giverny dropped out of school, the couple had separated and Val Hart had moved out – alone. 


‘Those bastards didn’t give her a chance when they attacked her, now they’ve killed her, after everything she had to live for.’ He stared at the table and sniffed back a tear. ‘She’s a fighter, our girl, always has been. It’s why she wanted to go to court and testify against those evil bastards. She wanted them to pay for what they did to her. She just had to get through today. That was all she had to do, but those mongrels came back and killed her before . . .’ His voice trailed off and he hunched forward against the table, shoulders heaving with each agonising sob. 


Hayden tapped Anya on the shoulder. The pair stepped into the hallway as Mary tried to offer comfort. 


‘I’m sorry you had to be the one to find her.’


Head of the sexual assault task force, Hayden had met Giverny’s father the night of the attack, and kept the family informed at every step in the investigation. He, too, looked as though he had just lost a friend.


The pair returned to the doorway, where Giverny lay. The paramedics had disconnected the ECG cords but left the leads and pads on her chest and the tube in her mouth – protocol for what was now a coronial case. 


Crime Scene Officer Detective Sergeant John Zimmer arrived dressed in his police overalls and accompanied forensic pathologist, Doctor Jeff Sales. Both seemed more sombre than usual. For once, the CSO didn’t have a wisecrack.


‘I know this is hard for all of us,’ Hayden Richards announced, ‘but we’ve got to treat this like any other investigation. For the sake of Giverny and her family.’ 


Anya nodded.


‘Can you tell us exactly what you found when you arrived? Walk us through it. Anything you can remember at all.’ Hayden took out his notebook and pen. 


Anya clasped her hands, as though that would help her focus as she replayed the scene. 


‘She was on her knees, head bent forward, the ligature around her neck attached to the doorknob. Her hands were untied, the right one by her side and one finger – the left index – was between her neck and the cable.’


Zimmer took some photos from different angles then homed in on the young woman’s left hand. He clicked away. 


‘What did the body look like?’ Jeff asked. 


‘Cyanosed, she was obviously without oxygen, and pulseless.’


‘Signs of lividity?’


Anya knew it could take an hour for blood to pool due to gravity. Although Giverny’s legs were tucked under her, there was nothing to suggest lividity.


‘No, her head was still warm.’


‘Did you notice any petechial haemorrhages on her face or conjunctiva before attempting to resuscitate?’ Jeff enquired.


Hayden interrupted. ‘Doesn’t anyone who has been hanged or strangled have those?’


‘Not necessarily. If both the carotid artery and jugular vein are occluded and pressure isn’t released until after death, the face doesn’t become engorged. It’s because blood isn’t able to surge back up the neck.’


‘So if you see them?’ Hayden leant closer to observe Giverny’s face. 


Anya breathed out. ‘If you see them in cases like this, they’re suspicious. It suggests someone strangled the victim and staged the hanging to cover it up. It’s tough to strangle anyone, so killers usually release pressure, then apply it again.’


The implication of her words was clear to everyone present. Giverny may have been murdered and the scene made to look like a suicide. Anya suddenly remembered the threat painted on the car in the garage.


Jeff Sales continued his external examination. ‘Don’t forget to get a photo of the knot in the cord.’


Zimmer donned rubber gloves and bent down. ‘Not this one. It’s been cut right through and unravelled.’


‘Damn!’ Hayden muttered, hitching up his trousers at the waist. 


In the emergency, Anya hadn’t thought about the knot. All she’d cared about was saving the girl’s life. There was no way that Mary would have known how important it was to preserve the knot as evidence when she followed Anya’s instruction and cut the dying girl down. Anya’s hands began to tremble again. 


‘Mate, you did the right thing.’ Zimmer moved to her side. ‘We’re all trained to prioritise. Save survivors first and make the scene safe. That’s exactly what you did here. It’s what any of us would – and should – have done.’


Anya suddenly wasn’t so sure. It had never occurred to her that Giverny could have already been dead when they arrived. She saw the girl and automatically reacted, more with emotion than clinical acumen. 


She hadn’t looked beneath Giverny’s closed lids to check for haemorrhages on the conjunctiva, and she couldn’t remember whether there were any on the girl’s face. She assumed there weren’t but could never swear to it. She may have simply failed to notice. God, how could she have missed something so important?


‘I didn’t notice any haemorrhages. I’m sorry. It all happened so fast.’ 


Hayden offered, ‘None of us would have swapped places with you. We all knew Giverny and her gentleness got to all of us. But if those bastards did this to her to stop her testifying, we need to know every possible detail, no matter how insignificant it might seem.’


Jeff Sales clicked on a hand-held dictaphone. 


‘One hundred and twelve Levy Road, inside the front door is the body of a female adolescent, weight approximately fifty-five kilograms, height one sixty centimetres. ET tube is in situ, as is cannula in right forearm. A cream computer cable appears to have been removed from her neck. 


‘The face is engorged and petechial haemorrhages dot the area around the eyes and conjunctiva. A ligature mark consistent with the width of the computer cord extends from below the earlobes, under the chin. There is a small area on the left side of the neck, two centimetres inferior to the left ear, where the skin has been pierced. Blood has flowed vertically and then appears to travel towards the nape of the neck.’


Anya listened, still unable to accept that the body in front of them was the young woman she had known and treated. She looked down at the dried blood on her fingers. Giverny’s blood. 


‘I cut the cable with that knife on the floor,’ she said, ­pointing to the smaller knife by the door, ‘while I was holding her upright, then when Mary freed her from the door tie I laid her flat on the ground to begin resuscitation. That’s why the blood dripped down then behind.’ Her hands shook again as her temperature climbed. ‘Mary used the larger knife.’


She held her ribs and coughed again. 


‘You okay? You look flushed.’ Hayden had a worried expression.


‘I’m fine.’ 


‘We can take a break if you want.’


‘No. Let’s keep going.’ Anya’s words were more curt than she had intended. It was best they finish going over the details while everything was still fresh in her mind.


‘Were the knives near the body when you arrived?’


‘No, I told Mary to quickly find something to cut the tie to the door. I assume she got them both from the kitchen.’ 


Zimmer photographed the knives then placed them in paper evidence bags. The bloodstained cord went in another bag. ‘We’ll need to fingerprint Mary, as well as the doorknob.’ 


Jeff Sales lifted the skirt of Giverny’s dress then replaced it. 


‘Underwear intact. No external evidence of sexual assault.’


All Anya could do was stand and watch, feeling as though Giverny’s body was being violated yet again. 
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After giving formal police statements, Mary dropped Anya a few blocks from her home. Anya wanted to clear her head and walk the rest of the way. By trying to save Giverny, she and Mary had contaminated what was considered a crime scene. As a result, if anyone had murdered Giverny Hart, evidence could be too blurred to lay charges. 


She pictured the threats painted on the car and garage wall. DIE SLUT and LYING BITCH. Had she seen that and panicked? Replaying the scene in her mind, she couldn’t be sure her emotions hadn’t got in the way of common sense. On top of that, the fever could have affected her reactions and clouded her thinking. 


Damn! Why couldn’t she remember what Giverny’s face had looked like before she had freed the cord from her neck? The small face was bent forward, barely visible until the ligature had been severed and released. It was the priority under the circumstances.


She knew better than anyone that in order to cause petechial haemorrhages, a killer would have to have cut off the blood supply to the neck, then relaxed the grip long enough for blood to surge back into the head region, before tightening the grip again. Even the strongest of men had trouble maintaining a hold long enough to kill in one episode of pressure. 


If that happened, Giverny could have been in and out of consciousness, knowing she was going to die. 


Anya coughed and a pain shot through the middle of her back. She slowed her pace and paused by a tree to let an elderly couple pass on the footpath. 


The only ones who would benefit from the girl’s death were the Harbourns. The thought of her failed attempts at resuscitation helping them get away with murder brought bile to her throat. 


She walked slowly, pain shooting through her back. Leaning over the body, doing cardiac massage had been exhausting. Now her muscles were in spasm. 


Her thoughts wandered to her mother, a family doctor in Tasmania. Doctor Jocelyn, as her patients called her, had often come home dejected about losing one of her patients. Too often, as one of the few doctors in the area, she was the one to pull victims from mangled cars on the highway, or deliver stillborns of women she in turn had delivered all those years before. 


Up until today, Anya hadn’t truly appreciated the impact that must have had. Her mother knew – and cared for – almost everyone in their area. 


Giverny was a kind, sensitive girl who had touched all who had met her after the assault. The one hope was that she had not suffered any more in death than she had in life. If she’d hanged herself, unconsciousness would have come within about fifteen seconds of the cord tightening. 


But if she were murdered . . . 


Despite being terrified of facing her attackers in court, Giverny had talked about finding strength knowing that without her evidence the brothers would get away with their crimes. In spite of that, the multiple delays in the trial had worn her down. Having dropped out of school, her spirits were low. Her parents’ separation was undeniably stressful. But was she depressed enough to commit suicide? 


Anya thought about how much the Harts had lost. Bevan’s only daughter had been brutally raped. His determination to see a conviction had driven his wife to leave; she had wanted Giverny to move on with her life, not remain a victim. In contrast, the trial had become the focus of her husband’s life. 


Looking at a passing couple in her street, hand in hand, doting on their baby, Anya felt a terrible pang for the Harts. No parent should ever outlive a child. Bevan and Val would never experience the joys of watching their daughter fall in love and have her own children, their grandchildren. That had all been taken from them. 


As Anya walked slowly on, rain began to spit from a charcoal sky. The day could barely be any more miserable. A minute from home, the drizzle became a downpour.


Anya didn’t increase her pace; she was numbed by the morning’s events. It was only weather, and rain wasn’t capable of hurting her or causing her pain. 


People were the experts at that.


Once inside her terrace house, she dropped her soaked leather shoes in the corridor and was greeted by Elaine, her secretary. 


‘You’ll catch your death of cold,’ the middle-aged woman scolded. 


Anya didn’t bother arguing that bacteria and viruses caused infections, not the weather. 


‘I’ll put the kettle on while you get out of those wet things.’


Anya knew from experience that Elaine would not take no for an answer, so she automatically complied. Elaine’s fussing was her way of showing affection, and at the moment, Anya appreciated that.


The soggy stockings were removed next and deposited in the laundry at the back of the house. On the way through the lounge, she flicked on the television for any bulletins on the case. 


She wondered how Natasha Ryder, the prosecutor in the trial, had taken the news. Years spent trying to make the Ha­rbourns answerable for their crimes were suddenly wasted. The senior prosecutor had endured two other trials with the brothers, each ending in acquittals when key witnesses refused to testify. 


Without Giverny’s testimony, the current case came down to whether or not the teenager had consented to group sex. With DNA evidence to show sex with a number of men had taken place, the Harbourn brothers all claimed that Giverny had begged them for a ‘gang bang’. The thought made Anya shudder as she headed upstairs to change. Pulling on an oversized jumper and pair of yoga pants, she quickly towel-dried her hair and headed back down. 


Elaine had a mug of hot chocolate waiting. Just like her mother used to do.


‘Rough day?’


Anya took the offering and warmed her hands with it. ‘You could say that.’ 


‘Detective Richards rang to see how you were doing. He explained why court was postponed.’ 


A news bulletin flashed on the screen, catching Anya’s attention. She moved to the lounge and hit the volume button on the remote. 


Holding a press conference outside the family home was Noelene Harbourn, matriarch of the twisted criminal family. She was dressed in her trademark blue apron, to make herself look like a benign suburban mother, Anya supposed; some of her younger children were offering biscuits to the waiting media. 


‘I have just heard that the trumped-up police case against four of my sons has fallen apart. The only witness they could find to testify passed away unexpectedly this morning. I expect Mr Argent, our lawyer, will be making a statement later on about when my sons will be released. Boys, we can’t wait to have you home and I’ve been baking all day to celebrate.’


A flurry of microphones moved forward and reporters shouted questions. 


‘Have you heard how the witness died?’


‘What happened?’


‘What’s going to happen with the trial?’ 


‘Well, I don’t think anyone knows for sure, but when a young person dies suddenly, isn’t it normally due to a car accident or suicide?’


Or murder, Anya thought, tightening her grip on the mug. 


‘And I must say, I don’t think I was alone in worrying about the stability of that poor young woman. I mean, to make up so many lies like she did. My boys could never hurt anyone. I guess she knew she had made a terrible mistake and couldn’t live with the guilt and shame of what she’d done.’ 


This was unbelievable. Noelene Harbourn was standing there celebrating Giverny’s death. How had she found out so quickly? If the trial were to continue, she had virtually declared that the police’s only witness was not only mentally unstable but had committed suicide rather than face the men she had falsely accused. 


The charges would surely be dropped.
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After a few hours of restless dozing, Anya weaved her way past the tight groups of suit-clad men and women spilling out from the Star Bar. She coughed as a well made-up executive in patent leather heels exhaled smoke in her direction. The woman barely acknowledged the offence before drawing her next puff and continuing her conversation.


The combination of perfumes, aftershaves and second-hand smoke irritated Anya’s inflamed, bronchitic lungs. 


Inside, hip-hop music pulsed over alcohol-fuelled conversations while big-screen televisions highlighted the latest sports results. Even up-market pubs like this one had never appealed to Anya. Then again, she wasn’t into networking or climbing the corporate ladder. 


And she definitely wasn’t interested in a relationship that began over drinks and then soured when all effects of alcohol wore off. 


Upstairs in the restaurant, the pub noises became muffled. In the corner Anya could see Natasha Ryder at a table, sipping from a large wine glass. Anya had been surprised by her request to meet over dinner. It was the last thing she wanted, but the prosecutor for the Harbourn trial deserved to hear what had happened from someone who had been there. 


Anya headed straight over, took off her jacket and hung it on the back of a chair. ‘Sorry I’m late. I tried to call but your phone’s off.’


The prosecutor glanced up. ‘Didn’t fancy talking to anyone. Hope you don’t mind, I started without you.’


She pointed to a variety of breads with olive oil and balsamic vinegar. ‘I was starving.’


The waiter appeared and asked Anya what she would like to drink. 


‘Mineral water, thanks.’ 


As tempting as it was to use alcohol to obliterate the day, the combination of antibiotics, fever and painkillers was a far more potent cocktail. 


‘And I’ll have another pinot gris,’ the prosecutor announced, dipping a bread stick into the oil. 


‘I appreciate your coming, I know it’s been a tough day all round.’


The image of the young woman hanging from the doorknob was still vivid, as if the whole scene had been burnt on Anya’s retina. 


‘I can’t help thinking what might have happened if we’d found her sooner, if the CPR had been effective, if the paramedics had been faster with the defibrillator . . .’


Natasha toyed with the bread stick on the plate. 


‘My father used to say that there are two phrases that should be outlawed from the English language. “What if” and “if only”. Those words have ruined countless careers, marriages and lives.’ 


She drained her glass. ‘What’s happened is done, and you can’t torture yourself with what might have been. We have to move on. My problem now is what to do with the trial.’


The waiter arrived with the drinks and placed them on the table. ‘Are you ready to order?’


Anya didn’t feel hungry but she knew she should eat something. The restaurant was known for hearty rustic cooking. ‘I’ll just have the soup of the day.’


‘To start with,’ Natasha began, ‘the smoked salmon salad with the vinaigrette on the side, followed by the rump steak – cooked medium-rare, oven-roasted potatoes, string beans and aioli on the side, thanks.’


Despite her key witness dying, the lawyer had lost none of her appetite or fussiness. Anya baulked at the almost callous attitude.


‘I assumed that you’d have to drop the charges, given that Giverny can no longer testify.’ 


‘That’s what the Harbourns and their legal team will assume. But this time they’re not getting away with rape and grievous bodily harm. The way I see it, we still have your evidence, what you found when you examined Giverny. The damage to her skin from the hose pressure is impressive and supports her version of events. A jury won’t be able to ignore your evidence.’ 


‘I can only objectively describe what I saw.’


Anya recalled the night she had met the then sixteen-year-old girl, dragged into a car by the four men while she walked home from a ballet lesson. Giverny remained quiet but stoic after telling how she had ended up at a disused warehouse where the degradation and violence continued. During the physical examination it was apparent that Giverny had been comparatively fortunate to suffer only severe bruising to her body and grazing to her arms, back and legs; but the psychological injuries suffered that night were far more severe. 


‘Ah, this is where we use the law to our advantage for a change.’


The waiter returned with the pumpkin soup and salmon salad. 


‘I’m going to argue that Giverny’s video testimony from her police statement and interview is admissible. Of course, the defence will complain that she can’t be cross-examined, but we can also offer the testimony from the aborted trial. Giverny was cross-examined then, by the same legal team. They’re hardly going to complain that they disadvantaged their own clients by being incompetent.’


Natasha made a good point. The defence team took turns grilling Giverny for a day and a half on the stand. To her credit, the teenager answered every question, no matter how demeaning or traumatic to recall.


It was only after the cross-examination that a female juror commented that she had believed from the start the boys on trial were good-looking and could have slept with any girl they wanted so would never need to commit rape. Another juror informed the presiding judge, who immediately called a mistrial. 


The result devastated Giverny and her family. The worst part was having to go through the trauma all over again. 


The prosecutor softened, ‘We can’t let bastards like these get away with what they did to Giverny, and the other women who were too scared to come forward and testify against them. We owe Giverny that much.’ 


Anya sipped her soup and studied the woman across the table. Natasha’s second glass of wine arrived and disappeared quickly. 


‘You’re not responsible for what happened to Giverny,’ Anya offered, concerned that Natasha might blame herself for the girl’s suicide – if that’s what it was. She herself felt more responsible than anyone, especially after failing to resuscitate Giverny. No amount of consoling could take that feeling away.


‘Don’t be too sure about that. Last week she said she was scared that she couldn’t face the stand again, and I threatened to charge her with contempt.’ 


Anya couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The last thing Giverny needed was legal threats from the woman responsible for bringing her case to justice. 


‘Listen, I know what you’re thinking, but this wasn’t just about Giverny Hart. Rightly or wrongly, I represent society, not individuals, and those bastards are a real danger to every woman out there, including you and me.’ She stuck her fork into some salad as another glass of wine arrived. 


Although Natasha was claiming the moral high ground, her aggressive manner and heavy drinking suggested she did feel guilty about Giverny. Anya assumed she had heard about the paint slur in the garage and the possibility of a staged suicide, but a day spent in legal arguments might mean she hadn’t been fully informed.


‘I assume you’ve been told the police are treating this as a suspicious death?’


The prosecutor took a gulp of wine. ‘I was in court and received the message about her being found but unable to be revived. I couldn’t face going back to the office so I didn’t get many more details, apart from the paint scrawls in the garage.’


‘There’s not much more I can tell you until after the post-mortem. Her left index finger was trapped underneath the cord when we found her. There were no signs of a struggle, though.’


‘So Giverny tried to stop it strangling her.’ She pushed the bread plate to the side and wiped some crumbs off the table. ‘What else? Anything.’


‘She wasn’t dressed up, no make-up. Come to think of it, she didn’t really look like she had dressed for court.’


‘Not wearing make-up is no surprise. We talked about it because I thought it was better if she appeared her age in court. She said it wasn’t a problem because she didn’t like it anyway. Who’s working the homicide angle?’


Anya had seen only Hayden Richards at the scene. ‘Not sure yet.’


The prosecutor began dialling her mobile phone. ‘Homicide, thanks . . . Natasha Ryder. Who’s working the Hart case from today? Good. I’ll need the forensics ASAP and I want to know exactly where each and every other member of that family and their closest friends were last night and this morning.’ 


Anya was relieved by this positive turn-around in the case, even though she still felt inadequate about what had happened at the house. 


Natasha hung up. ‘Kate Farrer’s in charge. Do you know her?’


Anya knew the detective well. They had become friends through a number of cases, each sharing a mutual respect for the other’s work. Having been back from overseas for less than two days, there hadn’t been the opportunity to catch up. That was something she would do tomorrow or the next day when the jetlag and fever had abated. 


‘Kate’s very professional. Thorough and right down the line,’ Anya said.


‘Good. That’s what I’ve heard.’ Natasha grabbed her bag and stood just as the waiter arrived with her steak. Her phone buzzed and she checked the message.


‘I’ve got work to do. Can I have a doggy bag for my meal?’ The waiter nodded and collected her plate. ‘Dinner’s on me. I’ll take care of it at the bar.’ She took a few steps before turning back.


‘And thanks for what you did to try to save her today. She was a nice kid. What really gets me is that it wasn’t enough for those bastards to abduct and rape her. Even though the four who did it were in jail, somehow they made damn sure she wouldn’t testify against them again.’
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Anya Crichton shuffled downstairs in her ugg boots and thick cotton gown. The house was still in darkness, but once she was awake there was no point staying in bed. All she could think about were the facial haemorrhages she may or may not have missed. 


The events of the last few months now felt like a blur. Working on cases in New York and Mediterranean Europe had been exhilarating and exhausting. Flight delays had meant there had been no time to catch her breath before preparing for the Harbourn trial. At least she’d managed one day in Disneyland with Ben and Martin, seeing her son delight in meeting Mickey Mouse and begging to do the Pirates of the Caribbean ride again. In truth, it was a toss-up as to who enjoyed it more, Ben or his regressed, childlike parents. And Martin had been so affable, she’d almost remembered what had attracted her to him so many years ago – until the need for them to be organised brought his aversion to responsibility to the fore once again. 


She checked for messages and updates from the various people she had worked with while away. A couple wished her safe travels, but nothing else. 


Thankfully, Elaine had cleared the diary for the trial appearances and so Anya was free to rest and try to shake off the fever and chest infection. If she were being honest, it was what her body craved. Working overseas had challenged her in many ways, and now she needed a day to recuperate, stock up on some fresh fruit and vegetables and get back into a routine. 


She filled the kettle, switched it on at the powerpoint, and wondered whether to catch up on paperwork or try to put together the bookcase for Benjamin’s room. He would be back next week and she hoped to have it completed by then as a surprise for his access visit. Besides, the wooden planks supported by bricks were bowing under the weight of his Mr Men collection and beginner readers. The thought of assembling prefab furniture was a little daunting, though. It might be better for her health to go for a gentle walk to the greengrocer instead. 


Pulling the milk from the fridge, she noticed some fresh vegetables in the chilling drawer and a home-cooked lasagne on the shelf, courtesy of Elaine. 


Her secretary was always quick to criticise her eating habits – going weeks without having ‘proper food’, the stuff that was unprocessed and free of every preservative and artificial colouring known to man. 


A dedicated foodie, Elaine didn’t appreciate that eating wasn’t high on Anya’s agenda. It provided sustenance and energy, but didn’t have to be consumed with clockwork regularity or even much attention. 


That didn’t matter now, the lasagne was a mouth-watering treat and Anya was touched by Elaine’s thoughtfulness. 


The kettle steamed the window and she felt a shiver. As she pulled her gown tighter, the phone pierced the quiet. 


Anya let it ring a few times. Calls this early were never good news. Ben was not allowed to ring until eight o’clock at the earliest, no matter where he was. 


It had to be work. 


Anya lifted the receiver and instantly recognised the voice of Hayden Richards, from the sexual assault task force. 


‘We need you right now for a victim.’


‘Good morning to you, too.’ No apology for the hour, Anya noted. For Hayden that was unusual. 


‘I know it’s early, but we need you to come in.’


Anya lifted a peppermint tea bag from a plastic container on the bench into her World’s Best Mum mug and poured boiling water over it. 


‘Good news is, I’m not on call. It’s my day off to shake this chest cold. If you hang on, I’ll check who’s on instead.’ She leant over to the noticeboard in the kitchen. A new doctor on the sexual assault roster was listed for this week. 


‘Listen, Doc, I understand that, but we want you to do this one.’ 


Hayden sounded anxious. 


‘I wouldn’t ask if the victim was in better shape. Trust me, it needs someone with your experience.’ He paused. ‘I’ve honestly never seen anything as bad as this.’ 


Anya had worked with the senior detective on a number of cases. His experience, knowledge and unflappable demeanour made him perfect for the SA squad. She thought by now he would have seen everything a deranged human being could do to another. Something had to be very wrong. In the background, she could hear muffled voices.


‘I don’t have a good feeling about this. Where are you?’


‘Western District emergency department.’ 


The relief in his voice was evident. 


‘Liz Gould is with me now and Kate Farrer’s at the scene.’


Anya swallowed. If Homicide were already involved, someone had been killed, or this victim wasn’t expected to live. It was unfair to expect a novice doctor to cope with the examination.


‘All right.’ Sleep, the bookshelf and groceries could wait. ‘I’m on my way.’ 


‘Thanks, Doc, I’ve already sent someone from the squad to pick you up.’


The line went dead.


Anya forgot the tea. No time for a shower; upstairs she slipped into fresh underwear, dark jeans and a navy shirt, then scraped her hair into a ponytail with her fingers, securing it with an elastic band. 
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