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Chapter 1

Zara Ellison looked around the Melbourne courtroom. The 
public gallery was nearly full, and the lawyers were seated 
at the front of the room, looking deadly serious.

Outside, a crowd of demonstrators were waving plac-
ards and shouting slogans. As if their protest was going to 
influence the jury’s findings. The protesters wanted to shut 
down the forestry company. One of their own had been 
killed during a covert mission that had been designed to 
cause mischief rather than anything too destructive. The 
accused was also one of their own. According to them, if 
the forestry company hadn’t been harvesting trees, then the 
men wouldn’t have had to demonstrate and no one would’ve 
been killed.

In one way, the death of the protester, Mr Colin Grawd, 
had been fortunate for the activists. The logging had been 
stopped while his death was investigated. Although, a 
month later, Zara had reported in one of her stories that 
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they were hoping to start again once the court case had 
been concluded. Not just the protesters and families of the 
deceased and the accused were hanging on the verdict; the 
word on the street was that the logging company had lost 
millions in downtime since Colin Grawd’s death. This had 
pleased Voices for Animals, according to their spokesperson.

At the start of the case, the court had heard that Gerard 
Hooper had been the one who had disabled the machines 
and removed the hydraulic pump from the rear of the 
tractor in order to profit from its sale. The charge was 
manslaughter. The Crown lawyers had spoken of Colin 
Grawd as an impressive man of integrity. He had long 
been involved in animal rights, which often crossed over 
to environmental causes. He had a unique ability to bring 
people together to work for a common cause. None of his 
integrity or good character had helped him, though, when 
the loader bucket had fallen on his legs, severing them. 
He’d bled out for a cause he’d inadvertently managed to 
stop. For the time being.

In Zara’s mind, a man of integrity shouldn’t have been 
trespassing on someone else’s land, but she was a journalist 
and kept her opinions to herself. She was very clear on never 
letting her perspective come through in her writing, which 
was why she was one of the most respected journos for the 
Farming Telegraph. Last year, she’d been shortlisted for a 
Walkley News Report Award. She’d ticked all the boxes, 
making tight deadlines, completing research, showing great 
storytelling and writing ability, but she hadn’t won that 
category. What she had won was the Feature Writing Award 
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for a story she’d written about the personal journey of a 
farmer who’d been paralysed from the waist down when 
a boom spray, which had been jacked up, had fallen on him. 
His determination to keep farming, and the adjustments 
he’d had to make so he could, had been described with 
empathy and skill. Lachy Turner, her editor, had been so 
proud of her that night that she thought he’d been going 
to burst!

She didn’t give a lot of thought to awards—that wasn’t 
why she wrote—but it was nice to be recognised. Perhaps 
this story would rate a mention somewhere too.

With a keen interest in this case, Zara had travelled from 
South Australia to attend the trial. She’d also spent a lot 
of time researching the people involved. The investigation 
she’d done was in-depth—she never wrote anything that 
couldn’t be substantiated by at least two sources. Zara 
had spoken to many people off the record and found that 
Colin Grawd was a serial protestor. He wasn’t one of the 
rent-a-crowd who so often turned up at these types of 
protests—he was hardcore. An extremist.

He liked breaking the rules.
Why the lawyer for the defendant hadn’t brought that 

up, she wasn’t sure. He could’ve made a case around the 
fact that Colin broke the law regularly. He trespassed, did 
things that weren’t legal. Surely that would help Gerard, 
who didn’t seem to have done anything like this before. 
Well, not that she’d found out about yet.

The hallway door opened and a few more people entered, 
expectation on their faces. Among them was a tall, thin 
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man with a balding head and a ponytail. He took a seat 
in the back row, where he’d sat for the past week, and 
put his hand to his face to adjust his sunglasses. He wore 
them constantly, which is what had caught Zara’s attention 
when they’d left the courtroom on the first day. Wearing 
sunglasses inside was strange; although at first she’d thought 
they were prescription. But she’d seen him later that day 
rubbing his eye. Before he put his glasses back on she’d 
noticed that his eye was damaged somehow—it was milky. 
Now Zara suspected he was blind in that eye.

The man, whom she’d given the name Cloudy Eye, had 
been an avid follower of the case, but she hadn’t been able 
to work out what his interest was. She hadn’t managed to 
link him with either the defendant or the dead man, and 
he didn’t seem to know their families. He kept to himself, 
listening intently and leaving the courtroom as soon as 
the judge’s gavel had fallen for the day. That in itself had 
piqued her curiosity. Why would a member of the public be 
interested enough to sit in on five days of evidence without 
a particular reason?

She knew he wasn’t a journalist—he didn’t have an 
identi fication tag like the one she wore around her neck, 
and he didn’t take notes. She didn’t know his name and 
wanted to get a photo of him to see whether she could 
identify him when she was at the office, but the use of 
mobile phones wasn’t permitted in the courtroom. She 
made a mental note to get a photo when they were leaving 
court after the verdict. Perhaps someone at work would 
know who he was.
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Her smart watch vibrated, and she looked at it. Lachy 
had sent her a text. Quickly she got up and went out into 
the hallway, before digging her phone out of her bag.

Tapping on the message, she saw: Result yet?
Zara glanced at her watch. It was close to deadline.
Not yet.
Going to get it in time?
Not sure. They’re not back. We’ve been told they’re 

coming, and lawyers are in place.
Shit! Hope for the best.
Zara put the phone back in her bag. Nothing she could 

do about it, but she understood the urgency of getting the 
story into this week’s Farming Telegraph. This case could 
set a precedent in the law around activists trespassing on 
private property.

As she started back to the courtroom, her phone buzzed 
again. Jeez, Lachy, nothing’s changed in two minutes, she 
thought, glancing at her watch.

Not Lachy this time. Her mother.
Zara hesitated. She didn’t really want to look at the 

message while she was working, but her brother had had 
an oncologist appointment today, following the last round 
of scans. They were all hoping that the tumours in Will’s 
bowel had shrunk.

Call when you can.
‘Shit!’ That didn’t sound good. Or, she thought, maybe 

it’s great news and we’ll be able to celebrate tonight. She 
really hoped that was the case. Will was her only sibling 
and they were very close. In relationship and age. Zara’s 
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mum, Lynda, used to joke that the thirteen months between 
Will’s birth and Zara’s had been the only time their house 
had ever been quiet.

Will was the quiet one; Zara had been noisy from the 
moment she’d entered the world, or so her mum always 
said. Will was calm and considered, and Zara valued his 
gentle counsel and friendship.

It had been a long two years since her brother had been 
diagnosed with cancer. The shock of someone so young 
having bowel cancer had turned into a determination that 
he would beat the disease. Zara refused to consider any 
other alternative, particularly as the diagnosis had come 
so soon after their father’s death in a car accident.

Zara clenched her jaw and pulled open the door to the 
courtroom before the images of her father dying in the car 
could hijack her emotions.

Work, she told herself. Think about work.
Her heart hammered against her chest as she sat down. 

Not wanting to think about that dreadful time or the 
outcome of Will’s appointment today, she shut her eyes 
and took a few deep breaths. The grief was still raw, and 
emotion overtook her when she least expected it.

People in the courtroom suddenly stirred and her eyes 
flicked in time to see a door at the back opening silently 
and the foreperson leading the jury into the dock.

An air of expectation hit the room, and the low chatter 
and rustling suddenly stopped. Zara grabbed a pen and 
notebook from her bag. She scanned the faces of the jurors, 
trying to work out the verdict. They were all expressionless 
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except for the girl on the end. It looked like she’d been 
crying, and her face was red. Zara wasn’t sure if the tears 
meant a guilty or not guilty verdict.

‘All rise.’
There was the noise of lawyers’ chairs scratching on 

wooden floors. Everyone else stood too. The heavy door 
opened and the judge strode into the courtroom.

‘Be seated.’
The judge waited for the noise to settle down before 

turning to the ladies and gentlemen of the jury. ‘Have you 
reached a verdict?’

The foreperson was a grey-haired man, who looked to 
be about fifty. ‘We have, your Honour.’ He held out the 
verdict to the bailiff, who handed it across to the judge.

Reading it, the judge nodded and handed it back.
‘We the jury find the defendant, Gerard Hooper, guilty 

of manslaughter.’
There was a cry from the public gallery and Lily, Gerard’s 

wife, burst into noisy sobs.
‘How could you do this?’ she yelled at the jury. Her 

friend tried to calm her, but Lily shook her off. ‘He’s a 
good man!’

Zara swung her gaze to Colin’s wife, Christy, and teen-
age daughter, Sophie. Christy was crying with what Zara 
assumed was relief; Sophie had her arm around her and 
stared at Gerard, hate etched on her face.

Ignoring the outburst, the foreperson read on. ‘We the 
jury also find Gerard Hooper guilty of trespass with 
the intent of causing harm.’
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Guilty on both charges. This was a fantastic result for 
farmers!

Zara could imagine the headline. It would be on the front 
page of the Farming Telegraph. ACTIVISTS WARNED: 
STAY OFF OUR FARMS. Zara knew the paper’s deadline 
for printing was very close, but she needed to wait to see 
what the judge had to say before she texted Lachy. Then 
she’d try to get a comment from both wives, the lawyers 
and even some of the protesters.

While she was on the ground doing that, Lachy would 
ring some of the peak farming bodies and get a statement 
from them, but it would be too late to get the whole article 
in this week’s paper. Just the bare facts. They’d have to run 
a big feature on the story next week. But she also knew 
Lachy would be angling to be the first paper to get the 
story up on social media, so it was still urgent.

She’d have to get her skates on.
‘Thank you to the jury. You are now dismissed,’ the 

judge said in his deep voice. ‘Sentencing will be next week.’
‘Your Honour, we’d like to appeal—’
‘Do it through the proper channels, Mr Hudson.’ The 

firm tone broke into the lawyer’s address. ‘Court dismissed.’
The gavel fell and among the bustle and noise Zara 

heard the bailiff say, ‘All rise,’ and, with a flurry from his 
gown, the judge was gone.

Zara gathered her bag and jostled against the others 
trying to exit the courtroom. She pulled out her phone as 
she went. Other reporters were doing the same. It was a 
race as to who could break the news first.
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Guilty on both counts. Sentencing in a week. Remanded 
in custody until sentencing. Lachy would be able to fill 
in the blanks and at least get the news on the front page 
of the paper. She knew he’d had the artwork ready for 
either outcome.

Outside, Gerard Hooper’s lawyer, Mark Simpson, stood 
on the street and faced the journalists. ‘We are disappointed 
with this outcome.’

Zara tried to use her elbows to push through the crowd, 
her phone recording what he said.

‘Of course we’ll appeal. Gerard Hooper is innocent of 
the manslaughter of Colin Grawd—they were friends and 
colleagues. In a democracy, everyone has a right to voice 
their opinion, so the trespassing charge is ridiculous. We 
intend to fight this.’

The protesters were swirling in behind him, chanting, 
‘Free Hooper! Free Hooper!’

‘He’s not innocent.’
Snapping her head around, Zara looked for the speaker 

who had managed to be louder than the activists.
Sophie Grawd stood alone on the footpath, her pale 

blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, her arms crossed. 
Her face was red—whether from rage or another emotion, 
Zara couldn’t be sure.

The journalists turned and hustled towards her. All 
except Zara. She stayed back and watched, her phone still 
recording. She would try to talk to her without anyone 
else around.

‘Why do you say that?’
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‘Do you miss your father?’
‘What would you like to say to Gerard Hooper?’
Zara stood a little way away and watched as micro-

phones and phones were pushed in Sophie’s face. She saw 
fear in the young woman’s expression but, to her credit, 
she stood her ground.

‘My father was killed by Gerard Hooper,’ she stated 
clearly. ‘I guess it was accidental. I’m sure that Gerard 
Hooper didn’t intend for it to happen. However, the fact 
remains that I come home every day to a house that my 
dad isn’t in anymore. My mum gets into an empty bed 
every night. I don’t care how or why or what happened 
that night. All I know is that Gerard was in the driver’s 
seat when that bucket dropped on my dad and now my 
dad’s not here. He’s in the ground. Gerard Hooper has to 
take some responsibility for that. I can’t express my family’s 
thoughts any more clearly.’

More questions were flung at her, but she turned and 
almost jogged back into the courthouse.

The group of reporters turned their attention back to 
Mark Simpson, who stood with a stony expression on 
his face.

‘What is your response to Ms Grawd’s statement?’
‘Do you think she’s right?’
‘What is Voices for Animals’ stance on the verdict?’
The questions came thick, fast and loud. Zara backed 

out of the forceful crowd. She was sure there wasn’t going 
to be anything other than standard answers from Mark 
Simpson. He was a fox caught in the spotlight, trying like 
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hell to escape unscathed. To Zara, Sophie seemed like a 
much more interesting person to interview right now.

Walking quickly back into the courthouse, she scanned 
the lobby but couldn’t see her. She flashed her press pass at 
security and loaded her handbag into the security scanner, 
before walking through the X-ray machine, then headed 
back to the courtroom. With any luck, Christy would be 
speaking with her supporters in the corridor and Sophie 
would be with her.

The hallways of the courthouse were quiet now, just 
the occasional person walking along the passage. Most 
of the other courts were still in session.

Zara spotted Sophie coming out of the toilets and made 
a beeline for her. ‘Hey,’ she said as she approached, ‘I’m 
Zara Ellison. You’re Sophie, right?’

‘I’m not talking to any journalists,’ Sophie answered. 
‘I said what I had to say out there.’

Zara stopped and put her hand on Sophie’s arm. ‘I don’t 
want to interview you,’ she said. ‘I just want to tell you how 
strong I think you are, for speaking up the way you did.’

Sophie shrugged. ‘No choice. It’s what I believe.’
‘How’s your mum?’
‘We’re coping.’
‘Have you got family to help you?’ Zara knew the 

answers to the questions she was asking, but was trying 
to establish a rapport with the girl.

‘We’ll be fine,’ Sophie answered, and Zara noticed 
she avoided the question. ‘I’m not talking to journalists.’ 
She turned away.
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‘Okay, well  . . .’ Zara broke off. She really wanted to 
hand Sophie her card and ask her to call when she was 
ready to talk, but she didn’t want to scare her off. ‘Take 
care, okay? Look after yourself and your mum.’ She turned 
around and started to walk away.

‘Why do you care?’ Sophie’s question stopped her.
Zara turned around and held Sophie’s gaze. ‘My dad 

died when I was about your age. It’s a horrible time to go 
through.’

‘My dad didn’t need to die.’ The words shot from 
Sophie’s mouth.

‘I guess mine didn’t either. But he did.’
‘What happened?’
‘Car accident.’
‘So you didn’t get to say goodbye either?’
Zara shook her head, hoping the visions of finding the 

crumpled ute would stay at bay.
Sophie looked at the floor, not saying anything.
‘Look, Sophie, you don’t know me from Adam, but if 

I can do anything for you, let me know.’ Zara dug in her 
purse and brought out a card. ‘My contact details are here.’ 
Holding it out, she waited until Sophie took it, then gave 
her arm another squeeze and walked away.

‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ Sophie called out to her as she left.
Zara stopped and looked back. ‘What’s that?’
‘I think there was someone else involved.’
Taking an involuntary step towards Sophie, Zara sucked 

in her breath. ‘What makes you say that?’
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Sophie shrugged. ‘Isn’t rocket science. Neither Dad nor 
Gerard had ever had anything to do with tractors before. 
How is it that someone who doesn’t know shit about 
machines can take the hydraulic pump off the back of a 
tractor?’
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