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The marked car pulled into the driveway of an old tin and timber house. A real 

estate agent would probably describe it as having post war charm. 

"What a shitbox." muttered Mike Starmer, the driver. Brand new sergeants 

epaulettes graced his massive shoulders, yet his utility belt with all the paraphernalia of 

modern policing crammed onto it, circled a narrow waist. He reached for his seatbelt clip, 

causing massive biceps to ripple and threaten to burst out of the short sleeves of his 

uniform shirt. His partner today was Allison Burke, a young blonde woman with her hair 

in a fashionable mass of curls and carrying the muscle tone of a freshly sworn-in trainee 

only three weeks out of the academy. She looked at his arms and decided that her first 

impression of Mike as a, well only one word fitted, a 'unit', was thoroughly justified. 

"What do you mean Sergeant?" she asked. 

"Look at the place. It hasn't seen a coat of paint since it was built, the grass hasn't 

been mown in so long it will need a chainsaw, and it just generally feels like nobody 

cares." 

Allison looked at her job log where she had scrawled details as the radio operator 

had delivered them rapid-fire, almost too fast to follow. 

"VKR said that it's just a welfare check, the neighbours haven't seen the old lady 

who lives here in a few days." VKR was the call sign of the radio dispatcher. 

"Very neighbourly of them. Pity none of them offered to mow her lawn. I bet they 

don't even know her name." There was a distinctly sour note in Mike's voice. 

He cracked his door open, and stepped out into the steamy Brisbane summer. 

Allison did the same, wilting a little in the sudden change of temperature. They reached 

the rusty pipe and wire mesh gate holding onto the post with the help of a twisted wire 
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coat-hanger, when Mike pointed at the house and said "I hope the old dear is staying with 

family or friends." 

"Why's that Sarge?" 

He turned his head to look at her. 

"Just how hot do you think it is today?" 

"Radio announcer said just before it was forty-two degrees." 

"Can you see an aircon box? Or hear one running?" 

"Well, no..." 

"So what's odd about the house?" 

She stared for a moment. 

"It's all closed up. But the curtains are open." 

"Bingo. Hope you packed nose plugs, because I'd guess you're about to get your 

first coronial file." 

"A what?" 

Mike lifted his eyes to the sky neatly shared between a wall of sullen 

thunderclouds and cloudless hazy blue. "Do you get taught anything at the academy these 

days except political correctness? A dead body report, for the coroner." 

They approached the foot of the badly weathered steps. 

"I can't smell anything, that's good isn't it Sarge?" Allison asked with hope in her 

voice. 

"Not necessarily. If even a gentle breeze is coming from the wrong direction you 

won't smell a body less than ten metres away. And this place is all closed up." 
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Mike went up the stairs then leaned forward, keeping his head and shoulders as 

low as he could, and knocked his knuckles on the wall. No sounds from inside, so he 

knocked again, with the heel of his fist this time. Moving up to the top step he leaned 

across the railing and peered through the dirty glass into the gloom, then rattled the 

ancient doorknob. When the door failed to swing open easily he turned to Allison. 

"Doesn't look good." he called down the steps. 

"Can you see in?" 

"Nah, there're too many blowflies on the window." 

"Oh." A pause, then "Oh dear..." as the meaning sank in. 

Mike began to come back down the steps. "Duck around the back, see if the back 

door is unlocked. We might have to force our way in." 

The house was very old fashioned Brisbane. Built fifty years or more before air-

conditioning caused all houses to become soulless boxes, it was set up high to allow 

plenty of airflow under for summer cooling. From her position at the bottom of the stairs, 

shrouded in gloom and a shaggily unkempt wisteria climber, Allison could see the back 

steps. She made a beeline straight under the house for them. 

Mike watched, then broke into a run, pounding down the step treads two at a time 

after her. "Wait! Don't go under the house, go around!" he called urgently. Pirouetting 

around the end of the handrail, he saw Allison pause in mid-stride squarely under the 

middle of the house. 

"What's the matter? Why shouldn't I walk underneath?" She looked at him with 

her eyebrows knitting in puzzlement. 

"Drips." 
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"What?" Her face crinkled in puzzlement. 

"Bodies... Well, bodies leak. And these old places have timber floors which aren't 

exactly watertight." 

"Oh stop it, you're just telling stories to scare me." 

But even as she spoke her shirt over her left shoulder grew a dark splotch. She 

twisted her head sideways and down to peer through the dim light at the stain. 

"Eew what's that?" 

Another drip fell, this time landing with lascivious exactness on the exposed skin 

at the nape of her neck, neatly bypassing both hair and collar. 

"Oh god - it's just gone down my back!" shrieked Allison, darting forwards and 

clawing at the buttons of her uniform shirt. 

Over the next few seconds Mike was treated to a creditable impersonation of a 

cop-strip-a-gram as Allison tore her shirt off. He couldn't help himself and began to 

laugh. 

"What's so funny? I don't think it's funny! What the hell am I going to do?" She 

had both hands clamped across her chest desperately trying to cover herself. 

Still laughing, Mike stripped off his shirt and handed it to Allison, then unclipped 

the radio from his belt. 

"260, VKR." 

There was a pause then a crackle. "Go ahead 260." 

"Can I get a call placed to the government undertaker please, for this address? 

And is 255 on air?" 

"Yeah mate, 255. What's up?" 
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"VKR to those units, go to channel sixty please, and I'll get that call placed."  

Mike dialled up channel sixty, the chatter channel. "You there 255?" 

"Yeah mate, what's up?" 

"Can you call past the office and grab me a shirt out of my locker? I can't leave 

the scene here and mine got all dirty." 

"What happened?" 

"I'll explain when you get here." He gave the address and then flipped back to the 

main channel. 

"Right, let's see just how big a mess there really is upstairs." This time, they both 

walked down the side of the house.  

The back door was, it turned out, locked, and a close look at the massive old 

fashioned lock showed the key still in it. 

"That's good" said Allison, "we can push some paper under the door, poke the key 

out so it falls on the paper then pull it under the door." 

"See that in a book did you?" asked Mike. "Bet you've never done it in real life, 

have you?" 

"Well, no..." 

"People aren't all stupid. Pushing the key through comes straight out of Sherlock 

Holmes, and people have been avoiding having it done to them for pretty much just as 

long. Mostly they leave the key turned in the lock so it won't fall out, and besides, as a 

rule these old places have a board across the bottom of the exterior doors to cut out the 

breeze, so you won't get paper, or even less likely, a key, under the door." 
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Judicious leverage applied to the rippled glass louvres that formed the windows 

alongside the door gave enough of an opening that Mike was able to reach in and fumble 

at the lock. 

"It is amazing the local kids haven't broken in and found her, with security like 

this" he grunted "and hey presto look at that. The key is turned in the lock." A steady but 

random stream of flies bounced off his arm in their desperate haste to escape, then as the 

lock clicked and the door swung open a brief swarm formed then abated as he swatted at 

them. 

"Come on in, we'd better check and see whether I was hasty in booking the meat 

wagon." Brushing flies away from his face, then sniffing cautiously, he added "But I 

doubt it." The accidentally turned off refrigerator smell was not overpowering, but it was 

there. 

The house was the same layout as just about every other of its age - a single 

hallway running up the middle of the house to the front door, with a kitchen and enclosed 

verandah at the back, living rooms to the left, two bedrooms and a bathroom to the right 

of the hall. While Mike checked the first room, carefully looking on the far side of the 

single bed just in case, Allison glanced into the living room then walked into the second 

bedroom. 

"Eew gross!" she shrieked and there was a thumping sound as one foot slipped 

from under her and her backside broke her fall. 

Mike darted out of the room and into the opening of what was obviously the main 

bedroom. A double bed was graced by a new-ish stained timber headboard that looked 

like it was out of a recent IKEA catalogue. A built in cupboard was on the right as he 
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looked into the room, forming a very short tunnel into the room. But what really got his 

attention was the sheer amount of blood. There were spots of blood everywhere, their 

cooked liver brown shade betraying a lack of freshness. On the walls, on the ceiling, on 

the floor. All over the white doona cover that was on the bed, and which partially 

covering a small huddled form. 

"You OK, Allison?" he asked. 

"No, I think I'm going to throw up. I trod on something slippery and fell over, and 

she doesn't have a face!" The young police woman had only taken a step or two inside the 

room, but now she whirled and desperately shoved past her partner in her haste to flee the 

gore. He heard her running towards the kitchen. 

"If you have to puke, go outside! The whole house is a crime scene!" he called 

after her retreating form. Then, batting at the flies that insisted on landing on his bare 

chest, he carefully took a step into the room. The rotting smell was chokingly strong here, 

and Mike put his fingers to his nostrils and pinched them shut. It was too late, but it 

helped a bit. 

Allison had been right - the body partly covered by the doona was laying on its 

back, face up, but there was no face. Even though there were huge amounts of flies, it 

was apparent that it was not insect damage that had caused the top of the head to come 

away. The fleshy skullcap was held in place only by a flap of skin, and the face had 

peeled open like a punched watermelon.  

"VKR this is 260." 

"260, the undertaker has been advised and is on the way." 
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"Yeah, thanks. You better also call out the local CIB and scenes of crime for us as 

well. This appears to be a suspicious death. I'm going to need the duty officer here too." 

Then he backed away, careful not to touch anything else, walked outside and 

closed the door again. It didn't stop the smell in his nose. 

It was time to grab some crime scene tape and rope off the property. 

 

An hour later, an unmarked car pulled up adjacent to the gaggle of police cars and 

the undertakers van. The driver took a moment to soak up the last of the air-conditioning 

inside the cabin before stepping into the humidity.  

Toby Courris was the stuff script writers for television cop shows dreamed of. As 

untidy as a bachelor pad and more bitter than an espresso shot, he snapped a lighter under 

the first cigarette from his second pack for the day and inhaled deeply, then walked 

casually over to the small group of police standing around on the outside of the taped 

perimeter. 

He looked closely at Mike, who was not quite wearing a uniform shirt several 

sizes too small - the crew of 255 had gone to the wrong locker. Only half the buttons 

were fastened and even then the collar threatened to choke him. 

"What happened to your shirt?" Toby asked casually, nodding with his chin as a 

greeting. 

"Gave it to Allison." 

"Okay... What did she do with her shirt?" He glanced over at the blonde trainee 

who was sitting in the back seat of the police car with the door open and both her feet flat 
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on the ground. What could only have been Mike's shirt was draped around her, as 

shapeless and baggy as a burkah. 

"She took it off in a hurry and it isn't really fit to be worn again." Mike smiled.  

The detective looked at him closer, arching an eyebrow. 

"You kids these days are sick, you know that? Who else gets their gear off at a 

murder scene?" He shook his head, then lifted his smoke to his lips and took a long drag. 

"What? You don't think that..." Allison lifted her head from her hands, anger 

flashing in her eyes. 

"No, he doesn't think anything of the sort" said Mike, "He knows me better than 

that." 

Toby snorted a gust of stale smoke from his Neanderthal sized nostrils "Damn 

straight I do. When were you going to tell cutie here that you're gay?" 

"Ah, she would have figured it out eventually." 

"Sure she would have. So, what's inside?" 

"Old lady dead in the bedroom, blood everywhere. Too much for natural causes." 

"Gunshot?" 

"I'd guess so. There's splash on the ceiling." 

Another drag on the filter, then a thumb flick to knock the ash off, leaving just a 

sliver of white paper. 

"On the ceiling? So a suicide?" 

"There's no gun in the room, not that I could see anyway." 
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"So the gun was taken away." The rumpled detective looked around at the 

growing fleet of police cars turning the narrow leafy street into a car park. "Have the 

SOCO's started work yet?" 

"One's inside with a video right now, so you can look at the scene without 

messing anything up." Barely had Mike finished speaking when a pair of white paper 

overalls appeared from the gloom under the house. 

"Ah bloody hell Mike, it's Christine. You could have warned me!" muttered Toby 

under his breath, then walked towards the scenes of crimes officer. 

Allison tugged at the seam of Mike's pants to get his attention. "Don't they like 

each other?" 

Mike grinned. "Christine is a complete neat freak, and Tobes is... Well look at 

him. He can generate a mess just standing in an empty room. A couple of years ago they 

figured opposites attract and got married, but it all ended badly." 

 

There was a brief conversation between Toby and his ex, which didn't seem to go 

well and ended with her thrusting the small video camera at him and saying "Here, show 

yourself through the crime scene. I've got to put a call through to the fingerprint bureau in 

town. There are some surfaces inside might hold a print and if it gets screwed up I want it 

to be their fault not mine." 

Toby glared at her for a moment, the effect being wasted when she refused to 

meet his gaze and stared at the ground instead, while stabbing the keypad of her phone. 

He weighed the odds of throwing good glare after bad, decided to save his evil eye for 

another day, spun on his heel and went back to where Mike was standing. 
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"Stop grinning like an idiot at my woman troubles and talk me through this video" 

he snapped at the sergeant. 

Mike, Allison and Toby gathered around the tiny screen and Mike began a 

running commentary. 

"Back steps, back door..." 

"What is it with you, always with the back door?" The detective nudged Allison 

in the ribs and winked. She shook her head and narrowed her eyes, then turned back to 

the screen. 

"Was the door locked?" 

"Yeah, and when I reached around..." more nudging from Toby "...through the 

window the key had been half turned in the lock." 

"So locked from inside eh?" 

"Looks like it. We went up the passage way..." 

"Sure you did." More winking at Allison, who did her best to ignore the childish 

attempt at humour. 

"The room with the old lady is on the right..." but the camera didn't go in, it kept 

going towards the front of the house, where the front door could only just be seen behind 

what had once been a stack of newspapers but now was better described as a landslide. 

There was no way to open the door inwards against the pile of paper. The camera paused 

on the scene for a moment, then the view kaleidoscoped as the camera spun on its axis 

and returned to the room with the corpse. Toby leaned forwards and paused the footage. 

"Back door locked from inside, front door wedged shut by fallen newspapers. So 

how did the killer get away?" 
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"Maybe they locked the back door the same way Mike unlocked it, by reaching 

through the window?" Allison's voice was timid, daring to offer a suggestion. 

"Wouldn't have thought so," replied Mike. "I had to force the mechanism, 

remember? The louvres were locked from the inside too." 

"Hmm. One impossible thing. Let's keep going see if we can't make it five before 

breakfast." 

Mike looked sharply at him. "I never figured you as reading Alice in Wonderland, 

Tobes?" 

"What? What the hell are you talking about?" Allison's mass of blonde curls 

jiggled as she looked from face to face. 

Toby smiled. "The Queen of Hearts, honey. She could believe five impossible 

things before breakfast." 

"So if Mike is the queen, and I'm Alice, who does that make you? The Mad 

Hatter?" She smiled at her attempt at humour at Toby's expense. Mike looked at her 

sharply - there was some more fire in this trainee than he had expected. 

"Hmph." Toby just grunted, then started the footage again. This time the camera 

went into the room with the body, paused at the edge of the free standing silky oak 

cupboard, and panned across the space. 

The vantage point didn't change, but the image zoomed in on the old woman's 

body, slumped diagonally across the bed, feet towards the camera. The image moved up 

the body showing the thin cotton nightgown and then the destroyed face. The top of the 

skull had vanished and a massive pool of blood had formed, then congealed, on the bed.  
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"Not much doubt about that then," grunted Toby. "There'll be shotgun pellets all 

up the wall." 

The zoom pulled back and showed the wall above the bed. The paint and paper on 

the wall above the body were pitted and gouged like the face of a roughly grated block of 

cheese in an area the size of the palm of a big man's hand. The whole area had been 

stained a dirty red brown by dried blood and offset from the centre was a solid patch of 

brown. 

"What's that?" asked Allison, fascinated in spite of the bile rising in her throat. 

"Probably where the slug of pellets hit. Close up like this, they don't spread out 

much, so the pitting of the wall around it is probably bone fragments." Toby's voice was 

laconic, like this was not shocking to a hard-bitten detective. The reality was that his 

stomach was churning hard, and it was only with a distinct effort of will that he kept 

watching the footage instead of re-decorating the overgrown gardens with his breakfast. 

Even if it had only been a slice of toast and a cigarette. 

The camera jiggled a little as it tracked the impact of untold hundreds of droplets 

as they sprayed up the wall, then swung to the ceiling where there was another solid 

splash of blood, this time it was easier to see the direction of the smearing. 

"Never seen bullets bounce off plaster before." Mike was the only one of the three 

who didn't appear to be choking back bile as he spoke. 

"Could be bone. Or maybe the wadding from the shell." 

As if the operator had heard him, the camera swung and fuzzed briefly before the 

auto focus recovered and showed a third bounce point, this time at knee height on the 
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cupboard door. Then angled down, to show a piece of plastic that looked like two plastic 

thimbles glued back to back. 

"Hey hey, I was right. Shot shell wadding. Only small, must be from something 

like a .410 or maybe a twenty gauge." 

"So tell me Sherlock - where's the gun?" Christine's caustic comment lashed them 

from behind. 

"Baddy took it with them, of course." Toby's reply dripped with insolent venom. 

"Problem is," Christine said, "That there's nothing, and I mean nothing, to suggest 

that anyone else was in that room. The blast from a shotgun shell, at that range, sprays 

bits and pieces and blood droplets everywhere. Everywhere, understand? You can't see it 

on that tiny video screen, but away from the body there is a pretty even spraying of 

backspatter on every surface. Bed covers, walls, floors, that chair in the corner of the 

room - everything." 

There was a pause, then Allison spoke. 

"So if someone was in there when the gun went off, they would be covered in 

blood?" 

"Head to toe. Probably." 

"Probably?" 

"If there was something between them and the victim that blocked the high 

velocity splash, they would still have a misting of fine droplets all over them." 

"So if there was someone in there, they would be covered in blood but that must 

mean less spray on the wall and floor where they were standing?" 

"Exactly. The term is a void in the pattern." 
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"A void? So it would sort of be like a stencil?" Allison's brows knitted together in 

concentration. 

"Not a bad example, as they go." 

"So where's the stencil of the gun?" 

Christine turned to her ex. "She's made more intelligent observations in the last 

minute than you did in four years of marriage. Where did you find her?" 

Before Toby could reply, Mike did. "She's my trainee, thank you very much." 

Allison flashed a quick smile at him as a thanks for getting her out from between 

the warring parties. Christine saw it and misinterpreted it. 

"Don't get your hopes up on that front sweetie, it would be a huge waste of your 

time." 

Mike snorted then straightened up, coming to his full imposing height. The too-

small shirt strained exposing his flat stomach. "She does have a point. If it was murder, 

how did they escape? If it wasn't murder, where's the gun?" 

Christine stared at him coolly. 

"So now you want me to do your job too? In fact, why not just leave it to the 

world's greatest detective here?" She waved one hand lazily in the direction of Toby. 

Just then they were interrupted by the arrival of the regional duty officer. He was 

overweight in the manner of someone who has hit his career ceiling and knows it and 

seeks consolation in cheap fast food and beer. The buttonholes in his sweat stained 

uniform shirt were stretched sideways and the buttons themselves were considering 

looking for work in a less demanding field, like on crash test dummies. 
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"Well, Toby, is it a murder? The boss wants to know, so he can close the lunch 

room off and set up a major incident room." 

The detective pinched his cigarette out of his mouth with index finger and thumb, 

cupping the red hot coal inside his hand the same way soldiers do to conceal the glow 

from the enemy. 

"The old dear has had her head blown off by a shotgun in a house that was locked 

from the inside, by someone who should be dripping with gore but doesn't leave 

footprints. I think we can class this as suspicious at the very least." 

The duty officer wiped his hand over his balding scalp, plastering down some 

errant hairs and smoothing away beads of sweat. 

"Bad inside I take it?" he asked, peering past the detective's shoulder with a 

preoccupied look on his face. 

"Yeah, you could say that. Just what is so interesting..." He twisted his head to 

look the same direction, and was treated to a view of Mike's trainee on her hands and 

knees, the heavy blue cloth of her cargo pants pulled tight across her butt. It would have 

been a welcome sight if not for the fact she was vomiting into the garden bed at the foot 

of the stairs. 

"For crying out loud Mike, didn't you say she'd already brought up her lunch?" 

"She did. This must be breakfast." 

"Or her stomach lining," added the duty officer helpfully. 

 

A car pulled up and a middle aged woman stepped out. She rested one hand on 

the roof of the while she closed the door. The hand was wrapped with a crepe bandage. 
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"Excuse me officers," she called "But can someone tell me what is going on 

please?" 

The detective tossed the crushed cigarette filter on the ground and twisted his heel 

on it in a well rehearsed movement, then closed in on her like a shark on its attack run. 

"Detective Sergeant Courris," He introduced himself. "And you are?" 

"Elizabeth Drier. This is my mother's house. Old Mr Jensen across the road called 

me to say there were police and some kind of hearse. Is everything ok?" Her eyes darted 

in concern from face to face. 

Toby pulled his notebook out, and fished around his pockets for a pen. Eventually 

he turned back to Mike and had to borrow one. 

"So Mrs Drier..." 

"Miss, detective." She smiled nervously. "I never quite seem to find the right 

man." 

"Well, Miss Drier, can you tell me when you last had contact with your mother?" 

"Well over a week ago, maybe ten days. I arranged for a man to come and mow 

her lawn and clipper the hedges across the front steps here, but with all the rain and the 

heat, you would never know it. Everything is just growing so quickly." 

"And did you see your mother that day? How did she seem to you?" 

"Wait a moment detective. Just what is wrong with my mother? You still haven't 

told me why you are all here." Her voice was rising, almost a note of panic. 

"Miss Drier, I think you should come over here and have a seat." The scruffy 

detective guided the woman across to the back seat of the police car and sat her down. 
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"I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this, but your mother is dead. We don't know just 

exactly what happened yet." 

Elisabeth Drier's hand flew to her mouth and she gasped. 

"But how? She was a bitter and nasty old woman, but she was fine last time I saw 

her." 

"And that was a week or ten days ago, is that right?" asked Toby. 

"Actually no. That was when I spoke to her on the phone and arranged for the 

gardening contractor to come out." 

"Was your mother in the habit of keeping the house locked up tight even in hot 

weather?" 

"She did at night. Scared of prowlers." 

 

Still shaking from the dry retching, the young police woman pushed herself onto 

her knees, grabbed the railing of the front stairs that she knelt beside, then paused in the 

act of getting to her feet. "Mike, you better take a look at this." she called weakly. 

"I don't think so. Nothing in a puddle of puke that I haven't seen before." 

"I'm serious Mike. And I'm not talking about my stomach contents either." 

Mike walked over, followed by Toby and Elizabeth Drier. "Just what do you think 

you've found?" 

Allison pointed into the overgrown, unruly garden bed. Balanced on top of a low 

shrub with branches twisted together like lovers, part of the once ornamental hedge 

framing the entrance stairs, was a bright orange silicon rubber door wedge. 

"It's a door stopper, so what?" Mike sounded bored. 
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"It's on top of the hedge. On top of the hacked off branches, which means it got 

there after this hedge got a haircut." 

"And it's still just a door wedge. Two bucks in any shop." 

Toby moved over to stand behind Mike. Behind him, Elizabeth Drier began 

edging away. She didn't appear quite so shaky any more. 

"And if you used it to wedge the door half open, you could stack a pile of 

newspaper against it so when you closed the door they would collapse and block it. Nice 

thinking kid." Toby winked at Allison. 

"Doesn't get us any closer to the killer, though." Muttered Allison. 

"Oh I dunno. The door was locked wasn't it? What's the chance the killer had a 

key?" 

Mike interrupted. "Or took it with them. They've been pretty clever so far at not 

leaving a trail." 

"True. But think about it. That pile of papers was heavy. The floor of that front 

area is old bare boards. Dragging the wedge out against that weight of that pile, there's a 

good chance they knocked their knuckles on the floor. Maybe took some skin off, maybe 

left a little smear of blood. Depending on how they are in the interview, it could add up to 

a good circumstantial case." 

From the roadway came the sound of a car door opening. 

"But who are you going to interview?" 

"Anyone who had a key. And a bandaged hand." 

Behind them, a car door closed and the motor kicked into life, followed by the 

squeal of tires inexpertly stressed beyond their capacity to grip the road. 
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"Well well," murmured Mike "it looks like we have a winner. Should I make the 

pun now about the race having had a shotgun start, or should I merely comment that she 

has a, umm, handicap?" 

"Oh for crying out loud Mike!" groaned Toby "Cut that out and get after her." 

 

Elizabeth Drier sat in the interview room and looked blankly at the gray walls. It 

looked nothing like interview rooms in the movies. It was not gloomy - there was plenty 

of light, in fact more than enough, it was too bright. There was no window on the outside 

world showing sunny palm trees, and there were no manacle loops on the table top. Nor 

was there a good looking blonde policewoman in a low cut top and a thousand dollars 

worth of hair product standing in the corner of the room. All she saw was Toby, which 

was the other end of the fashion spectrum. 

"Miss Drier. I asked a question, did you hear me?" Toby looked better, less 

crumpled, in these conditions. He was one of those rare people who look better through a 

camera lens than in the flesh. 

"I beg your pardon? I'm sorry, I was a thousand miles away". Her focus drew 

back from the wall and returned to Toby. 

"Miss Drier, I asked you what your relationship was like with your mother." 

"My mother. She was barely my mother. All my life she was a control freak. I 

never had a boyfriend until I left home. Can you imagine what it was like, being thirty 

two years old and having your mother ring your boyfriend to tell him I had had decided 

to leave him?" 

"So would it be fair to say you didn't like your mother much?" 
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"I hated her. Nothing was ever good enough for her. And the hate she used to 

spew, hellfire and damnation and verse after verse from the scriptures." 

"But you still came to see her. The neighbours told us." 

"She was sick. I had to check on her every day. If I was late she would telephone 

me and cry at me on the phone until I called past to see her." 

"But you just said you hated her. Why didn't you just organise a private nurse to 

call?" 

"She was my mother. She was my problem." 

Toby took a long breath and glanced sideways at the other detective at the table. 

A member of the homicide squad, the other detective was as clinically dressed as a 

stockbroker, in an expensive silk shirt, Italian wool jacket despite the heat, and a tie that 

was so sharply pressed you could shave with it. Toby hadn't spoken to him more than five 

minutes before the interview began, and hadn't figured out whether he disliked him 

because of the flashy clothes, or because he had made no attempt to undercut him for the 

arrest. He raised an eyebrow at the other detective, who nodded fractionally and then 

continued to scribble rapid notes on the pad in front of him. That unnerved Toby too. 

Usually he was the one taking the notes while he spoke, but the homicide guy had asked 

him to just get the lady talking, if she was going to talk, and not distract her by fiddling 

with a pen and paper. 

"Miss Drier, what sickness was your mother suffering from?" 

"She had diabetes. She was managing it well up until the last month or so, but she 

stopped keeping records about what she was eating, and unless I made her, she wasn't 

testing her sugars. I even had to start writing down all the results in her diary." 
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"You mean to say that you had to provide even more care than normal?" 

"Yes. She was just giving up." 

"Giving up?" 

"I don't think she wanted to live anymore. But she couldn't just end it all quietly, 

oh no. Suicide is against her religion. So she had to make a song and dance about me 

coming to check her every day, so if she did die nobody could say it was by her own 

hand." 

"I'm not sure I understand. You do realise that your mother was shot? She didn't 

die of diabetes related complications." 

"I know." 

Toby paused. He looked up at the monocle of the camera lens with the little red 

light mounted over it, and the recording gear with the three DVD discs recording every 

word, every gesture. Interviews were just that - voluntary participation. He was not 

allowed to be harsh or judgemental in what he said, he was not interrogating. Any hint of 

that and anything he gained from the interview might be ruled inadmissible in court. 

"When we searched your car, we found a long roll of plastic wrapped around a 

sawn off .410 gauge shotgun, and wrapped around the stock of the gun was a ladies 

stocking. What can you tell us about that?" 

"It's what I shot my mother with." 

"I was wondering could you go into a little more detail." 

"I went to my mother's house, I went into the bedroom where she was sleeping, I 

put the gun against her head and I pulled the trigger. Then I left. How much more detail 

do you want?" 
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"Is that why you haven't been to see your mother for the last ten days or so, even 

though you went daily before that? You knew she was dead?" 

She looked at Toby coldly. "That's right. And I'm glad of it." 

For the first time except during the pleasantries at the start of the interview, the 

homicide squad detective spoke. 

"Miss Drier, I don't believe you are telling us everything." 

"What else do you want? I've confessed." 

"You've confessed to a little bit. Not everything. And in fact, I think you are 

trying to be economical with the truth, to give yourself a defence." 

"I beg your pardon? How DARE you!" She was distraught now, and put her face in her 

hands and began sobbing. 

"You're upset, apparently deeply upset. Yet you haven't used profanity. In your 

car was your diary, with notes about regular Bible study groups. You told us your mother 

was deeply religious. Is this true?" 

He paused, and made eye contact. He could see her impeccable makeup was 

running, and streaked with tears. 

"Yes, yes it's true. All my life, twice a week we would go to church." 

"And you know deep down, deep in your heart, that lying is wrong don't you?" 

"Yes" she buried her face in her hands again. Toby reached into his pocket and 

drew out a handkerchief, glanced at it then thought better of it and fished out a tissue 

from another pocket, which he handed to her. 

"Then tell me more about how you killed your mother." 

"I... I can't..." 
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"I know you can't. You didn't kill her did you?" 

"I did. I DID!" 

"Oh, you were there weren't you? She made you watch while she pulled the 

trigger, didn't she?" 

"Oh God forgive me... how did you know?" 

"I want you to tell me how it happened. The truth this time." 

A long shuddering drawn out wail, just at the edge of hearing, came from 

Elizabeth Driers lips. "She was the most hateful person. But she was my mother. The 

scriptures say we must respect our parents. She wanted to end it, the needles every four 

hours, the hallucinations from the sugar lows and highs when she got things wrong. And 

she did get them wrong. Often." 

The detectives said nothing, but just watched. 

"I got there that night, to check on her and put her to bed. She had Dad's old 

shotgun out, and she had one of her stockings tied around the bit where you put your 

hand." 

"The stock? The grip?" 

"Yes, that one. The grip. She told me that she wasn't going to take it anymore, but 

she couldn't bear the shame of going to the grave if anyone knew." 

"What happened then?" 

"She handed me the end of the stocking. They aren't stockings really, they're 

panty hose. Very old fashioned. She sat on the edge of the bed, and I went over to the 

door, the nylon just stretched that far. I couldn't watch, while she did it...." 
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She looked up meeting the eyes of the detectives squarely, first the homicide 

officer, then Toby. There was a set, grim expression on her face. "It didn't make a lot of 

noise, you know. Not much at all. I suppose it was muffled or something by being so 

close to her face." 

"And then?" 

"Then I dragged the gun out by the nylon, and wrapped it in plastic and went 

home." 

"And you did this to protect her name, her honour, in the eyes of the church?" 

"Yes... yes oh god help me yes...." 

 

There was a long pause while the homicide detective looked at his notes on his 

pad. Then he reached down onto the floor beside him and picked up a plastic document 

sleeve. 

"Do you know what this is?" 

"No." 

 "It's your father's last will and testament." 

"Where did you get that? He died years ago." 

"It was in the writing bureau, beside your mothers Bible. It makes interesting 

reading." 

"Oh?" 

"Apparently your father left his shotgun to you. To stop his wife, your mother, 

from throwing out a piece of family history." 

"So?" 
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"And I have here a script that was filled at the Carington Family Pharmacy, for 

insulin." 

"Yes, that would have been me. I used to pick it up for her." 

"And I have further scripts filled at the Stones Pharmacy, and the Hospice 

Pharmacy as well." 

"I don't understand. I collected my mother's prescriptions for her. It's not a crime." 

"All the insulin was obtained on the same day. There was enough there to kill a 

horse." 

Elizabeth Drier's face hardened. 

"And you just told us a moment ago how your mother would hallucinate if the 

insulin levels were wrong. What did you tell her? That the gun was her walking cane? 

Just how did you get her to hold it?" 

"This interview is over. I want a solicitor." 


