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READER ADVISORY


Please note, this work contains graphic descriptions of trauma and death. The stories within may be confronting or triggering to those who are suffering. Reader discretion is advised.




Introduction


This book was written from my home in Melbourne’s suburban outer east, on the lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin nation.


The cases in this book take place in the suburbs and country towns of Australia and overseas. Whenever I write something, I wonder, ‘Is anyone else going to want to read this?’


However, I brush those thoughts aside because I do my best work when I follow my interests and instincts. I’ve written about attempted murder by poisoned chocolates and explored cases of baby abductions by strangers, which I found particularly harrowing. The depth of fear and despair experienced by families in the face of this horrific crime is unbearable to imagine.


A theme I noticed in many of the cases in this book was how responses to crimes are shaped by the social dynamics and cultural attitudes of the time. A mother goes missing — quite out of character — in regional New South Wales in 1960. Those who knew her couldn’t believe that she would leave her family. Yet, that’s exactly what her husband claimed. Twenty years later, human remains, believed to be those of the missing woman, are found in a paddock on the property where she lived.


What struck me reading accounts of the court proceedings and newspaper articles were the comments by friends of the woman recounting, all those years later, that they tried to ask her husband about ‘what happened’ at the time she went missing.


‘He didn’t want to talk about her, so we didn’t bring it up,’ one woman said.


This was the 1960s in regional Australia. A different time. However, I got the feeling that the quiet doubts, distrust and trauma of wondering ‘what happened’ ran deep with family, friends and the community.


This was the same feeling I experienced when I listened to the podcast The Teacher’s Pet, where friends of Lynette Simms, who went missing in 1982, couldn’t fathom that the devoted mother would leave behind her two young daughters. Of course, we now know what many had quietly believed. Lyn’s husband Chris Dawson was convicted of her murder in 2023.


It was certainly a sign of the times back in the early 1980s that a great deal of unquestioning trust was placed in the police, and it was broadly agreed that what happened in a couple’s marriage was no one else’s business.


Something else I often think about is what happens to the people whose family members — parent, child, partner — commit unthinkable criminal acts.


In the chapter about the murder of British woman Joanna Yeates at Christmastime in 2010 by her neighbour — a man she did not know — I was struck by her family’s sensitivity toward the ex-girlfriend of their daughter’s killer.


In a statement released after sentencing, the family expressed sympathy for the ex-girlfriend of their daughter’s killer, saying ‘We think [she] has been through a very hard time’.


I haven’t been able to include all the cases I wanted to write about, but I hope to follow these up for another book. There are, sadly, too many.


Thank you to everyone who reads what I write. I feel privileged to have a readership, and your support means so much.


And a reminder — if you have any information on unsolved crimes, phone Crime Stoppers on 1800 333 000 or the appropriate number for the country where the crime happened. You may think what you know is not worth reporting but it’s better to make that call than wonder.


If you have been affected by the content in this book, please reach out to organisations that can help like Lifeline in Australia on 13 11 14 or speak with someone you trust.


Emily Webb




Matthew De Gruchy: Family Killer


The murder of a family, within the seeming safety of their own home, strikes at the heart of most people’s deepest fears — especially when the danger comes from one of their own.


In 1996, a triple murder in the New South Wales coastal city of Wollongong stunned the community and made national headlines. In the suburb of Albion Park Rail, three members of the De Gruchy family — mother Jennifer, 41, and her two teenage children, Adrian, 15, and Sarah, 13 — were found with fatal head injuries in their home.


Wollongong, about 80 kilometres south of Sydney, is affectionately known as ‘the Gong’. Traditionally an industrial hub built on coal mining and steel, the city had been evolving — home to the University of Wollongong and a growing arts and culture scene. But no transformation could shield it from the shock and horror of what unfolded in one of its quiet family suburbs.


On 13 March 1996, Jennifer De Gruchy’s sister, Liz Karhof, was notified that there had been a terrible incident at the De Gruchy home. Jennifer’s husband, Wayne, was away in Sydney on a business trip, and Liz was asked to attend Shellharbour hospital — her nephew, 18-year-old Matthew, had been admitted.


At first, the full story for the call was not conveyed, but when Liz explained that she could not come right away — she was babysitting two small children — the caller told her the most devastating news. Her nephew was in severe shock after arriving home from his girlfriend’s house and discovering his mother and sister dead.


What no one knew at that point was that Adrian, the youngest in the family was also dead. Liz only learned of his murder when she arrived at the hospital.


At around 8.30 a.m., Matthew ran to a neighbour’s house in tears, saying, ‘There’s something wrong with Mum and Sarah’. When police arrived at the De Gruchy home, they found him lying on the ground, sobbing. Officers later remarked that he appeared shocked and visibly distressed.


The brutal scene inside the De Gruchy home was at total odds with the aspirational, middle-class suburban setting at the Macquarie Shores housing estate, which was new in 1996. Jennifer De Gruchy and her two younger children had been beaten with some sort of heavy weapon with such force that their fatal head injuries were described by a forensic pathologist as being similar to those suffered by car or air crash victims. Jennifer and Sarah were both found dead in their bedrooms. Adrian was found in the garage and had also been doused with petrol. Pieces of carpet from Jennifer’s room and a video recorder were missing from the house.


On the night of the murders, Wayne De Gruchy had been in Sydney at a corporate golf day. He had phoned his wife at around 6.30 p.m. to let her know he would stay at his parents’ house, something Wayne, a state manager for Pioneer Concrete, often did during the week.


Matthew De Gruchy told police that he had last seen his family alive earlier that evening before heading to his girlfriend’s house. Matthew’s 16-year-old girlfriend Alyssa Brindley told police that Matthew arrived at around 11.30 p.m.


When Alyssa asked why he was so late he told her that his mum ‘was having prank calls’ and asked him to stay longer. Matthew later revealed that his mum told him one of the calls made mention of ‘three family members going to be deceased’. Alyssa told police she had spoken to her boyfriend at 8 p.m. and then tried to call him again at 10.30 p.m., but the phone was busy. She hadn’t noticed anything particularly unusual about his demeanour when he arrived at her house. He didn’t seem upset, stressed or worried.


De Gruchy was described by relatives as a gentle and loving young man. Unemployed at the time of the murders, he was, by most accounts, not much trouble. He liked to smoke Winfield cigarettes and drink Jim Beam — there was also some cannabis use — but there wasn’t much else, on the surface, to suggest anything darker. However, Alyssa and his aunt, Liz Karhof, told police that he’d had fights with his mother over the use of her car.


The extended family rallied around the surviving members. Liz gave a detailed and emotional interview to the Sunday Telegraph a few weeks after the murders and described the unimaginable impact of the crime on the family. Thanking the community of the Illawarra and the police, she also made a plea to anyone with information on the brutal murders to come forward and help the homicide detectives. Tearfully, she told the reporter that she had been like a second mother to her niece Sarah and nephew Adrian. The bonds of sisterhood she shared with Jennifer were strong and the siblings lived within minutes of each other.


Liz said she and her sister had dreamed of growing old together and enjoying their children growing up and having their own families.


‘What makes their loss worse is that it has become such a public affair,’ she told the Sunday Telegraph.


Three months later, on 23 June 1996, police charged Matthew De Gruchy with the murders.


***


The act of a child killing a parent is known as parricide —an especially confronting crime that often captures national attention. According to the Australian Institute of Criminology’s report Homicide in Australia 2023–24 the killing of a parent was the second most frequent domestic homicide behind intimate partner killings. In 2023–24 there were 18 parricides committed, which was the equal highest number since 1989–90. Of these crimes, nine fathers were killed by their sons, six mothers killed by their sons, one father killed by their daughter and two mothers killed by their daughters.


A research brief by the Monash Gender and Family Violence Prevention Centre cited that when parricide is committed by offenders under 18 years old, it is more likely to be an impulsive act of retaliation against abuse, and the killing of a parent by an adult child is more likely to be a result of severe mental ill-health.


Other high-profile cases of parricide and family annihilation have similarly shocked the nation. In 2001, Sydney man Sef Gonzales murdered his parents and sister, initially misleading police by posing as the grief-stricken son. A year later, in Melbourne, Matthew Wales admitted to murdering his mother, Margaret Wales-King, and stepfather Paul King — not for financial gain, he claimed, but to escape his mother’s dominating influence.


In Matthew De Gruchy’s case, the reasons and motives were never determined, and there was nothing found to suggest he was abused or had significant mental illness.


Despite the horror of what had happened, De Gruchy’s father, Wayne, stood by his son. He simply could not accept that his whole family had been murdered by his own flesh and blood. His eldest son was all he had left. Offering up the family home, other property interests and his brother’s house as surety, Wayne expected to take his son home with him after a bail application was made.


At the Wollongong Court committal hearing, Wayne De Gruchy said that a few days before the murders, Matthew had a disagreement with his mother over the use of her car — but insisted it had not been an argument.


Wayne’s safety was the main reason his son was denied bail. Despite expert testimony for the defence that there were no major rifts and that Matthew was not a danger to his surviving family members, Justice Timothy Studdert said he could not rule out the need to protect Wayne from his own son.


The police case was that De Gruchy had bludgeoned his family to death sometime between 8.30 p.m. and 11.30 p.m. His blood was found in various parts of the house, including a bloody palm print and blood smears in the en suite of his parents’ bedroom. Another print was discovered on a can of petrol from the garage where Adrian’s body was found.


A wheel brace and jack handle were missing from Jennifer’s Toyota Corolla and investigators strongly believed that these were the murder weapons.


Weeks after the killings, children playing at an old brickworks site just minutes from De Gruchy’s girlfriend’s house, found some items dumped in a dam. Police were called and when they searched the area they found many items, some in a backpack and a sports bag.


A torn-up checklist written by De Gruchy was also found preserved in a plastic zip-lock bag.


It read (in list form):


open gate; throw bottle down back; throw things down the wall; roof; track suit pants 1; knife 1; T-shirts 2; shoes 2; hanky; pole; towel; open blinds to see through; Sarah; Mum; Adrian; head butt bench; have shower; throw [illegible] down back; hit arm with pole; hit leg with pole; cut somewhere with knife.


Jennifer’s wallet, containing her driver’s licence was found, along with a video recorder, scissors, a knife, handkerchiefs, video games and console, tracksuit pants, T-shirts, sheets and pieces of carpet. A sledgehammer was also discovered but no blood or DNA could be recovered from it, as it had been submerged in water.


A fibre expert concluded that pieces of carpet found in the sports bag were a ‘highly probable’ match to carpet from Wayne and Jennifer’s bedroom. Tufts from the same carpet were also found in the Toyota Corolla that De Gruchy had driven on the night of the murders.


The teen’s murder trial began on 23 September 1998 before Justice Michael Grove. Five men and seven women made up the jury.


De Gruchy’s father and extended family (with the exception of Jennifer’s sister Liz) supported him in court. Liz was convinced her nephew was guilty. Those family members and his girlfriend gave evidence that De Gruchy was not a violent person and that he loved his mother and siblings.


Wayne De Gruchy told the court that he’d received $10,000 from an insurance policy in his wife’s name and firmly denied that he had anything to do with the murders.


Wayne said that to his knowledge, his eldest child was not, a violent boy.


In a statement made to police on the day Jennifer, Adrian and Sarah were found dead, Wayne said Matthew had never been violent to his siblings — apart from ‘the usual brother-sister squabbling’.


The court then heard harrowing details about the victims’ injuries. Forensic pathologist Dr Allan Cala described the force of the blows as more consistent with those seen in a car or plane crash. Dr Cala believed the injuries could have been caused by a wheel brace or sledgehammer. He suggested the killer surprised the victims in a ‘blitz attack’, possibly when they were asleep. Jennifer’s head injuries were so severe that pieces of her brain were protruding, and her death was not instant. A post-mortem showed that blood had entered into her airway, which affected her breathing.


Dr Cala, who attended the murder scene, said blood from Adrian’s injuries was splattered on the garage ceiling and some of his teeth were lying beside his body. A jerry can was nearby and Adrian’s body was doused with petrol. De Gruchy’s fingerprint had been found on the can.


Sarah had some injuries to her arm that suggested she tried to fight off her attacker.


Wayne continued to support his son’s claim of innocence, once again telling the court he didn’t believe his eldest was capable of violence. He described De Gruchy as being especially close to his mother Jennifer, and his eldest son was part of what he called a ‘happy and united’ family.


De Gruchy’s lawyer, Malcolm Ramage QC, introduced his client as a ‘frail, little sparrow of a man’. De Gruchy, who pleaded not guilty to the charges, wept in court as he recounted the moment he discovered the bodies of his mother and siblings.


‘There was a lot of blood … I didn’t really know what to do,’ he said.


He told the court he loved his mother and had a good relationship with her. The day before she died, they had been ‘fixing up the fishpond’ together.


‘I’ve said time and time again, I did not do it,’ De Gruchy said when asked by Crown prosecutor Paul Conlon if he had murdered his family.


The note found in the dam was a crucial part of the prosecution’s case. De Gruchy admitted the handwriting was his but said he could not remember writing it. He suggested the note could have related to preparations for his 18th birthday party. However, he denied the suggestion by the prosecution that the note was a checklist to conceal the crime.


The last three entries on the list — ‘hit arm with pole’, ‘hit leg with pole’ and ‘cut somewhere with knife’ were zeroed in on by the prosecution, who put forward that De Gruchy had originally planned to hurt himself and claim he was the only surviving victim — the ‘last man standing’ — of the attack.


On Wednesday, 14 October 1998, Matthew De Gruchy was found guilty of murdering his mother Jennifer, younger brother Adrian and little sister Sarah. The jury had deliberated for six hours. As he was led from the dock, Matthew made no eye contact with his father.


Liz Karhof’s victim impact statement was read out in the court. Her words described the horror of seeing her sister, niece and nephew at the morgue.


I actually put my hand over my mouth when I saw [Adrian] so that I would not scream out because his injuries were so horrific.


I went back to [the house] to clean it up so my brother-in-law could move back home … it took six hours to clean the blood from Jennie and Sarah’s bedrooms. It was one of the most painful days of my life.
The murders put a great strain on family life and personal relationships. I find it very hard to trust people.


In sentencing De Gruchy, Justice Grove said:


Nothing is known of what specifically triggered the outbreak of homicide nor has any motive for the killings been determined. Unless you choose to disclose it, it is likely that your motives will remain secret.


The destruction of your mother’s features was such that the coroner evidently required blood match samples to confirm her identity. Each of these deaths was accompanied by a brutality which beggars description.


Considering De Gruchy’s age, Justice Grove sentenced him to 28 years’ jail with a minimum of 21 years, dated from his arrest.


De Gruchy’s legal team appealed the young killer’s sentence, claiming there was no evidence that supported the guilty verdict. At the New South Wales Criminal Court of Appeal, it presented several reasons why they believed the verdict was unsafe.


There was an issue of some strands of long hair on Adrian De Gruchy’s fingers that were found by DNA analysis not to be those of Matthew or the deceased. Was Adrian grasping the hairs or had they simply been transferred to him from the killer’s clothes or body? Besides the fact that the hairs were not Matthew’s, the defence could not offer any other explanation.


On the point of the hair strands, Justice J Simpson said, ‘Given the events that must have taken place in the house that night, it would not be surprising if some of Sarah’s hair was attached to the assailant, who then transferred it to Adrian’.


The defence also raised the existence of a suicide note written by a local homeless man in which he expressed fear of being blamed for the murders.


During the appeal, the brutal murders of David Thomas O’Hearn and former Wollongong mayor Frank Arkell — both committed in the same region — were also referenced. The defence said the trial judge had erred when he did not allow evidence about these crimes.


Both these murders occurred within a week of each other in 1998 — not long after Matthew had been arrested — but the defence argued that the killings happened in the general area of where Jennifer, Sarah and Adrian De Gruchy were killed and with ‘extraordinary levels’ of violence.


Just as De Gruchy’s trial was underway in October 1998, Wollongong man Mark Valera (formerly Van Krevel) walked into a police station and confessed to the two brutal murders — claiming that his alleged sexual abuse at the hands of his stepfather drove him to kill. In each case, the killings were not only savage but involved disturbing post-mortem mutilation. Valera had also drawn satanic symbols on the wall of O’Hearn’s Albion Park Rail home, almost two kilometres from the De Gruchys’ home.


Valera became one of the youngest people in NSW to be sentenced to life without parole, due to the brutality of his crimes.


In striving for an appeal for their client, De Gruchy’s lawyers also said that the trial judge had directed the jury to disregard a comment made by the Crown prosecutor Paul Conlon, during his closing address. Mr Conlon had said the killer of the De Gruchys must have had ‘a disturbed mind’. No motive for the murders had been conclusively found by police — Matthew De Gruchy had certainly not provided one at any stage — and the defence argued that the comment by Mr Conlon was handing the jury one on a plate.


The appeal was dismissed with the judges deciding that on independent analysis of the evidence they were satisfied, with no reasonable doubt, that the Crown had established that Matthew Wayne De Gruchy was the killer.


De Gruchy appealed to the High Court for the jury’s verdict to be set aside.


His defence again brought up the ‘disturbed mind’ comment and said that the judge had made the situation worse for their client when he asked the jury to disregard the statement by the prosecution.


‘The appellant didn’t have a disturbed mind … he had a placid temperament,’ De Gruchy’s counsel Tim Game said.


‘In circumstances where you have a young man who had no motive to kill his family, then that makes it reasonable that he didn’t kill his family,’ he said.


His High Court appeal was dismissed and De Gruchy was left to face his lengthy sentence.


In 2009, De Gruchy appeared in court over the gang-bashing of one of the notorious ‘K Brothers,’ a group convicted of pack rape. De Gruchy was one of four convicted killers charged over the jail yard attack, which almost killed the man. The identity of the K Brothers is secret as two of the four brothers were under 18 at the time of their offences in 2002. De Gruchy appeared at Goulburn Local Court charged with various assault offences, which were withdrawn, and the case was dismissed.


Before his release, De Gruchy was held at Cooma Correctional Centre, a minimum-and medium-security facility near Canberra.


De Gruchy was released from prison in 2019 with his full sentence expiring in 2024. A motive for the crime was never determined.




Betrayed: The Death of Linda Roberts
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Linda Roberts’ missing poster





Brisbane woman Linda Jane Roberts was ‘the perfect daughter’, according to her close-knit family.


The flame-haired receptionist had a job she loved, a secure and committed relationship and a bright future.


Linda, 27, lived with her boyfriend Chris Peiro in the south-side suburb of Mansfield. They’d been together for a year — happy and in love.


So, when Linda seemed to vanish into the night on Saturday 18 August 2001, her family and boyfriend knew there was something wrong. Very wrong. People like Linda didn’t disappear. Not by choice.


Chris reported Linda missing when he could not get in contact with her after returning home from a hunting trip with his father. Along with Linda’s father Elwyn, he found his girlfriend’s silver Nissan Pulsar car outside a Video Ezy store in Wishart, not far from their home. Her handbag and mobile phone were inside the car — but her keys and purse were missing.


Friends had last saw Linda late on the Saturday night she disappeared. She’d arranged to meet couple Sven Huebner and Amy Maher at a house they were minding in Holland Park, less than ten minutes from the place Linda shared with her boyfriend. According to Huebner and Maher, the trio had dinner and watched a a movie on VHS called Dragonheart. Huebner told detectives that Linda left around 11 p.m., intending to return the video on her way home.


‘She was fine, like she always was, and nothing happened that could have pointed towards what’s happened,’ Huebner was quoted saying in The Sunday Mail.


Both Linda’s family and the police feared she had met with foul play. A month after her disappearance, Upper Gravatt Detective Senior-Sergeant Geoff Sheldon said it ‘could have been a single marauding predator, it could have been someone lying in wait for an opportunity, or even someone she knew’.


Linda’s parents, Elwyn and Noelene, feared the worst but were desperate to find their girl.


‘Someone has taken her,’ Mr Roberts said a week after she had vanished.


Chris and some of Linda’s friends did letterbox drops across south-side Brisbane suburbs in the hope someone would have vital information to help police.


In the week after her disappearance, Chris clung to the slim chance that Linda would be found alive, although he believed she had been abducted.


‘She may have only stopped [her car] for someone in need, she wouldn’t have stopped for a stranger,’ he said.


The days and weeks dragged on for the family and detectives worked furiously to piece together the fate of the tall, beautiful woman who loved horse riding and the outdoors. The faint hope her loved ones held onto had been replaced by agony and desperation to find Linda’s body.


Police divers searched a reservoir near the Wishart Shopping Centre several times. On 30 August, they found Linda’s watch in an area of Tingalpa Reservoir — but the discovery wasn’t made public until two months later. Investigators hoped someone might report suspicious activity at the reservoir around the time Linda vanished.


‘The discovery of the watch has given us some hope for at least closure,’ Chris said.


On Saturday, 17 November, a bushwalker found a body on a track in Mackenzie, in Brisbane’s south — just a few kilometres from where Linda’s watch had been discovered.


Dental records confirmed the body was Linda Roberts.


State Emergency Service teams, along with the Roberts family and Linda’s friends, had spent hours searching that same stretch of bushland.


To add to his grief, Mr Roberts wondered how he hadn’t found his girl sooner. ‘We went to that area earlier in the piece,’ Roberts told The Courier-Mail. ‘I don’t know how we missed her’.


One week later, family and friends farewelled Linda in a private memorial. Her parents visited the site where her body was found, laying flowers and sharing precious, private final words with their daughter.


At DHL Couriers, where Linda worked as a receptionist, a tree was planted the Eagle Farm branch. Her ashes were scattered in the yard of her family home and at a favourite spot where she loved to go horse riding.


The cause of death could not be determined by post-mortem, adding to the mystery of Linda’s fate. While traces of blood on her car were matched to Linda, police could find no obvious signs of a violent struggle to back up a theory that she had been abducted.


***


Linda Roberts’s disappearance had brought back memories in Queensland of 20-year-old Sharron Phillips, who vanished from Ipswich on 6 May 1986. Sharron, a Brisbane shop assistant, was last seen on the Ipswich motorway at Wacol, where she’d stopped when her car ran out of petrol. She went missing minutes after phoning her boyfriend from a public telephone to pick her up.


Despite exhaustive interviews and searches, Sharron’s body has never been found. There was some speculation that evil duo Valmae Beck and her husband Barrie Watts were responsible for Sharron’s murder. Beck, who died in 2008, was jailed for life, along with Watts for the abduction, torture, rape and murder of 12-year-old Queensland schoolgirl Sian Kingi in 1987. However, police said it was unlikely they killed Sharron because they were living in Western Australia at the time.


A $250 000 reward was offered for information on Sharron’s fate, as well as indemnity against prosecution for any accomplice.


A coronial inquiry into Sharron’s disappearance was reopened in 2021 after police investigated an alleged death-bed confession from a taxi driver Raymond Mulvihill to his son Ian Seeley.


In 2024, Queensland State Coroner Terry Ryan delivered the findings: that the exact circumstances of Sharron’s death remained unknown, but that she died in suspicious circumstances. Ryan said he could not conclude, to the necessary standard, that Mr Mulvihill played a role in Sharron’s disappearance.


He said there were ‘significant inconsistencies’ in Mr Seeley’s evidence, which ‘became strikingly apparent during his testimony at the inquest hearing, seriously undermining his credibility and reliability’.


‘I acknowledge Sharron’s family, who have lived with continual and unresolved grief for over 38 years. The ambiguous loss experienced by the family of a missing person is considered to be the most traumatic kind of loss, and most unmanageable form of stress,’ Ryan said.


***


Meanwhile, the police investigation into Linda’s murder led back to the last place she was on the night she vanished.


Sven Huebner, 32, and his girlfriend, Amy Louise Maher, 21, had seemed supportive — offering information to police, helping search bushland, and weeping alongside friends at Linda’s memorial.


But on 7 January 2002, the couple were arrested and charged with Linda’s murder.


Linda’s boyfriend Chris, who knew Huebner well, told a newspaper he simply could not believe he could have had anything to do with her death.


A young woman had watched the news about the couple’s arrest. Once a close friend of the couple, she was compelled to contact the police with a shocking revelation.


Over a year before Linda’s death, Huebner and Maher had tortured her.


The woman, a science-law student, had befriended the couple while they were studying at the Queensland University of Technology. She described Huebner, a highly intelligent double-degree science and business student, and Maher, who also studied business, as ‘her closest friends’ at that time. They had supported her through a difficult breakup with her boyfriend, which had left her feeling depressed. The woman became part of a group of pals at university. Maher and Huebner would often discuss their sex life with the group. (Maher told friends of a ‘pulley system’ in the bedroom she shared with Huebner.)


The revelations from this woman were nothing short of salacious and strange. The couple was obsessed with sex.


Huebner and Maher were an unlikely pair. Nerdy, yet eager to talk about their adventurous sex life, often taking part in group sex and bondage parties.


What followed next for the woman at the hands of the couple was nothing short of terrifying — and it gave detectives a chilling insight into what likely happened to Linda.


The woman’s evidence at a 2002 committal hearing for the pair was compelling enough for them to stand trial for extra charges of torture, assault and depravation of liberty.


The woman told the stunned court that she had gone to bushland with Maher and Huebner on the pretext of the couple having ‘a surprise’ for her. She thought this would relate to something to cheer her up over the breakup of her relationship. But while she was hugging Maher, Huebner suddenly grabbed the woman.


She thought Huebner was joking at first but when he wouldn’t let go, the woman told the court she scratched his face before she was pushed to the ground. She said she was choked to unconsciousness by Huebner but recalled being straddled by the pair and bound and gagged. Expecting to be killed, the woman said she heard Huebner say to Maher, ‘Why won’t she die?’ before he placed a noose around her neck. For a moment, the noose seemed to tighten, but then the pair abruptly abandoned their murderous pursuit. The woman broke down in tears.


Huebner and Maher, who moments before had tried to kill her, suddenly started apologising and promised they would never harm her again. Then Huebner suggested the terrified woman have three-way sex with him and Maher. Declining the invitation, the terrified woman travelled with the couple to Huebner’s parents’ house so she could shower. Afterward, she watched television with the couple before they drove her back to her Ipswich home.


The woman told the court that even though she felt betrayed by her friends, she believed that they had cared about her.


‘In their own way, they did it out of love,’ she said.


In one of the strangest revelations in the case, the court heard that Huebner brought a teddy bear and card to give to the woman after her terrifying ordeal. The card read: ‘We love you and are always there for you’.


At a later appeal hearing for Huebner, Justice John Jerrard commented, ‘She was tortured, strangled and propositioned for a threesome — in return she gets a teddy bear and a card’? His bemusement was in response to Huebner’s counsel claiming the gift proved his client had been trying to help the woman.


Forensic tests of the house at Holland Park revealed traces of Linda’s blood on a rug, a curtain and other areas of the floor of the computer room.


In a police interview video that was shown at the committal mention hearing at Brisbane Magistrates’ Court, Huebner claimed he had been ‘play wrestling’ with Linda and she had knocked her head, which started to bleed.


Huebner re-enacted events for police, saying the pair had toppled over and ‘I heard the bang, and she hit something’. In a separate videotaped interview, Maher said Huebner started tickling their guest and Linda tickled him back before they both moved their wrestling to the floor.


The case just kept getting stranger. There were more witnesses who told of the couple’s obsession with sex and bondage. In a particularly graphic witness account, one former friend said she’d had sexual contact with Huebner and Maher on several occasions, including at a 2000 housewarming for Maher. At that party, the witness said while Huebner performed a sex act on her, Maher stood by doing some ‘weird’ kind of martial arts.


‘[Maher was] doing this thing with her eyes closed. Sven said he was starting to teach her a bit about martial arts,’ she told the hearing.


She also testified that the couple enjoyed taking naked photos of themselves, which she had seen, but she had refused to join in with them.


‘There is no way anyone is taking photos of me because you don’t know where they could end up,’ she said.


There was mention several times of a ‘stalking game’ that Huebner liked to play where unsuspecting people were followed. Huebner had purchased a pair of night vision goggles, with the intention of using them in his stalking fantasy games and told police that Linda had gone out with the couple to test the goggles.


Scott Toovey, an ex-boyfriend of Linda’s, had last seen her on the day she disappeared. Though they had broken up, they had remained close friends. Scott, who knew Linda was meeting with Huebner and Maher, recalled her telling him, ‘I hope we don’t do this stalking thing tonight’.


He told the court that Linda had known Huebner for 13 years, and she described their relationship as a ‘great friendship’. To his knowledge, there was nothing more between them.


Huebner and Maher both pleaded not guilty to the charges, and their trial began in August 2003. Three days into the proceedings, Maher changed her story, claiming she had been in Linda’s car when Huebner dumped it at the shopping centre around the time she was allegedly killed. A day after the change in Maher’s testimony, Huebner pleaded guilty to the manslaughter of Linda.


His plea change came after four days of evidence, including testimony from the woman who told the court of the terrifying bush attack she had endured. The Crown rejected Huebner’s plea and carried on with the murder case.


Huebner now claimed Linda’s death resulted from a bondage demonstration that went horribly wrong. He told the court that Linda had been at his house so he could show her some techniques.


After a ‘play wrestle’ Huebner said he demonstrated various ties and knots. Then he placed a rope around Linda’s neck and while she knelt on the floor, attaching the other end to a curtain rail. He claimed he left Linda in that kneeling position while he went to get some drinks.


When he returned, Huebner said he found Linda slumped forward with her weight on the rope. Huebner claimed to have tried to revive her, but it was too late.


Huebner said he realised that she was dead and so he took her to the bathroom, removed her clothes and washed the body. He also cut Linda’s leg. The reason for this was never explained.


The jury had been spared much of the lurid witness accounts that were heard at the committal hearing eight months prior. It had been decided by the judge that some of this information would unfairly prejudice the men and women who were to decide the fates of Huebner and Maher. Emails between Linda and Huebner gave some insight into his sex obsessions and fascination with the stalking game.


In the months before her death, an email dated 14 June 2001 from Huebner said:


Are you interested in stalking someone?


In another email he said there was a ‘thing’ they should talk about in person:


You know that some things start out as fun and can bite you on the bum big time and I prefer to keep in control [of ] who knows until it is over … just in case someone gets pooey … more exciting if it’s a secret.


On 9 August 2001, Linda responded to Huebner and made mention of their arranged meeting. ‘In my diary I have Saturday, 18 August booked in the afternoon for you to do that stuff. I didn’t know anything about a movie or is that a code for something? So please explain’.


There was no clue as to what the ‘secret’ was, but the last email Huebner sent to Linda, on the Friday before she died, seemed almost casual. It was about arrangements for their dinner. ‘You should bring your bottle of Kahlua for tomorrow night so we can get tipsy and get in the mood to be silly together … Amy and I will polish off the bourbon we’ve got’.


On 23 August 2003, Huebner and Maher were convicted of Linda’s murder and sentenced to life in prison.


Chief Justice Paul de Jersey, who had warned the jury that it would hear ‘gruesome and lurid details’ of the events surrounding the death of Linda, said the crime was an example of unmitigated evil.


De Jersey said the jury had seen through Huebner’s ‘tissue of self-serving lies’ and that his was a case of ‘substantial intellect gone wrong’.
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