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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


THOUGH THE AUTHOR HAS USED the so-called ‘Granny Killer’, and the way victims were too often diminished by this label as ‘grannies’, denying vibrant lives and histories, as the basis of this story, this is a work of fiction.


All central characters are fictional, and any similarity to actual persons is entirely coincidental. In order to provide the story with a context, the author has used real names of places as well as some significant historical events and known facts around the crime spree and its effect on a community. There is no suggestion that the events described concerning these fictional characters ever occurred.









For Di, mum


And for Florence, Gwendoline, Winfreda, Margaret,
Olive, Muriel and Joan











I wished I could stop but I could not. I had no other thrill …


Dennis Nilsen


He was quite well known in the RSL here, and I think the problem was people sort of knew him and therefore weren’t afraid of him.


Mosman mayor, Shirley Jenkins


She achieved what she went out after. There were so many other things that they could have said other than that she was a ‘lovely little woman’. That was terrible.


Leonie Naylor on what was said at her employer Florence Broadhurst’s funeral












THE SAILS OF THE TALL ships, the shells of the Opera House, the harbour filled with small vessels all caught in the sun. The brilliance of it reminds him of a cut opal or freshwater pearls found around a woman’s neck.


He sits on a blue-and-green picnic rug with his wife Margie and their two daughters. They’ve been here since 7 am; the walk from home only half an hour in the rising morning sun. They’ve certainly got a good spot, he says to his wife. She smiles and pulls a thermos of coffee from their picnic bag, a few of the new steak-and-kidney pies he brought home from work on Friday afternoon, four metal cups. He calls the pies the perks of the job, and every Friday morning before he leaves the factory for a day on the road, he puts a few in the boot to take home. Pie night. Always Fridays. Last Friday though, his wife had wrapped them in cling wrap and put them in the fridge to eat today. Tuesday, 26 January. Australia Day.


By mid-morning they are surrounded by families sitting together and groups standing in their white t-shirts with blue-and-red Australian flags printed on their chests. Everyone seems to be wearing one today. Over the last hour lots of people had started to turn up, started to block his view of the harbour. He is starting to get agitated. His fists tighten in his lap. The second-hand smoke from the teens to his right starts to blow toward him, and there is the smell of barbecue meats, sunscreen. A bloke younger than him starts to weave through the crowd selling ice creams from a box hanging over his stomach.


At 10 am, there is a hush in the crowd, then a hum: Princess Diana has arrived. The harbour instantly bursts open with shades of green, of gold, as balloons, hundreds of them, rise from Fort Denison and float over the Sydney Harbour Bridge. There are crowds pushing to the waterfront to see her. There is an empty chip packet that blows onto his foot; there is the heat-rotting smell of the portaloos; piles of rubbish swelling and growing around him; a pair of high-heeled shoes, broken and discarded, to the left. There are beer cans, cigarette butts, a rowdy bunch of protestors yelling shame across the grassed area. A new national anthem rings out as Bob Hawke’s voice echoes through the speakers: today is a day of commitment. A commemoration of the past and commitment to the future.


In the mid-afternoon, he walks with his wife and daughters among the crowds leaving the foreshore. As they reach the main road, he sees a small group of older women sitting at the bus stop. He watches them closely. Their hair is damp from the heat of the day, their stockings are flesh-coloured, their shoes have been polished. He hears one of them start to scold a young boy who is sitting near them and eating chips with his mouth open. The boy cowers and places the chips into his backpack. Together, these women remind him of his mother. Bile rises in his throat in disgust, and he stops and leans over the gutter as a violent cascade of gravy, pastry and animal offcuts spews out of him.


He has no idea, as he lifts his head and wipes his mouth with the handkerchief from his pocket, that within the next year his mother will be dead and then, four months later, it will all start up again.










THE SHOCK OF THE NEW











CHAPTER 1



MARCH 1989


IT ALL STARTS UP AGAIN as I walk along the track beside Taronga Zoo. My oversized Police Training Academy t-shirt sweaty, my new Reebok Pumps still clean, and the silver Walkman my mother had sent me as a gift last Christmas hooked to the elastic of my pink tracksuit pants. The Walkman had arrived about a week after Christmas Day with no note, but a cassette inside it with OSHO—Communism and Zen Fire, Zen Wind written on it. When I played it, I heard an Indian man talking about communism evolving into spiritualism, and spiritualism into anarchism. I guessed, judging by this and the postmark from India on the package, that my mother had found a new guru to follow.


I flick the button on the Walkman to the radio and Madonna’s ‘Like a Virgin’ fades out as the nine o’clock news starts. The news anchor’s voice is brash and excitable in my ears: A warning to our listeners that this story is graphic in nature. The body of an 84-year-old woman has been found in the foyer of her apartment building in Mosman on Sydney’s lower North Shore. At this stage police believe it to be a mugging gone wrong … And I stop. I hold in place like an anchor, like a nail in wood, like the breath of a frightened woman alone in her home. Now, standing at the corner of my street, I see the perfectly manicured hedge of the house across the road, the cement roundabout I used to ride my bike across as a child. The radio announcer’s words pound in my ears: elderly woman … vicious robbery … a grandmother bludgeoned and left to die. Stockings. Shoes. And now, only metres from the home she left to me, I am instantly back there.


As a teenager I would ride my bike from Newtown to her, leave my bike under the awning in front of the warehouse she used for a studio and hurry inside. I’d often find her in her office upstairs with her head in a book, or sketching, or doing the numbers. Sometimes she was downstairs at one of the long printing tables looking at designs and talking with her printmakers. She had masses of perfectly coiffed electric-red hair, and her nails were always expertly manicured. She wore high heels, and her outfits were, she told me, handmade by a designer whose name she would never reveal to anyone. She was the epitome of glamour. She was Marlowe Kerr. Sydney’s art darling. A woman who sounded like an English aristocrat when she talked to others, but whose broad Queensland accent emerged when we were alone. Our little secret, she’d say.


Marlowe Kerr. She sang in the Far East in the 1920s and then started a finishing school in London in the 1930s. She was constantly transforming herself: a dress designer when she returned to Australia in the 1940s, a landscape painter in the 1950s and she had saved her biggest transformation for when she turned sixty—starting her luxury wallpaper and fabric business in 1959. Her designs were printed in gold and red, in silver on dark metallic papers. She loved Japanese florals, geometric shapes, cockatoos and echidnas. Her wallpaper designs could be found on the walls of London nightclubs and Parisian cafes; her fabrics made into sheets and curtains that were sold at all the most expensive and exclusive stores. The Paddington studio, which had once been a mechanic’s workshop, was a place for vision, for splendour. The parties she held there were legendary—full of artists and poets, beautiful young men smoking cigarettes and women in silk jumpsuits holding glasses of champagne. Marlowe’s picture was always in the social pages of the newspaper, and I’d race out to our lawn every Saturday morning to get our copy, open it up and look for her—the iconic woman who was my grandmother.


The photos that ran in the newspapers after I found her that day so many years ago, were alive with colour and movement. Words like maven and entrepreneur and exquisite were used to describe her. There was a photo of her at a cocktail party, one standing by a printing table, another behind her desk and in front of a half-finished painting, one as a young woman in China wearing an embroidered dress with feathers in her hair. The nightly news showed footage of her at art gallery openings and speaking about her business. In a news segment I saw on Channel 9 about a week after it happened, Marlowe was in the studio, standing in front of the wall of pigeonholes that held her rolled-up finished prints and talking about how nature inspired her work. Then a photo flashed up on the screen of me standing alone in the studio’s kitchen on the day that I found her. I was looking straight at the camera, and I could see the redness around my eyes from crying. I couldn’t even remember the police taking the shot and had no idea how the media could have got hold of it.


That day in 1977, I had dumped my bike at the front entrance of the warehouse as usual and walked around looking for her. I called her name as I climbed the stairs to her office on the first floor, my voice echoing in the vast space, the studio deserted at that time of the day. When I didn’t find her in her office I went back downstairs and walked the length of the studio to the kitchen. Two cups of half-drunk coffee sat on the table, a chair was turned on its side and there was an eerie silence that began to make me nervous. I called out her name again. Nothing. And so, I headed toward the one place where I hadn’t looked yet—the toilet.


At the end of the ink-dark hallway that ran behind the kitchen, I moved my right hand along the plasterboard wall and waved my left hand in the air, trying to catch the cord for the light. I pulled it down and saw the bright turquoise walls. And then I saw her. Her legs splayed out on the concrete floor. I ran to her, saying her name over and over. I dropped to my knees beside her, putting my head to her chest, my nose over her mouth. I saw the blueish-purple marks on her skin, a dark pool of dried blood under her head. Her open eyes were the most brilliant blue I’d ever seen. Her orange shoes were arranged neatly beside her right arm and her stockings had been taken off her and were folded on top of them. Her fingers were bent backward, broken.


That afternoon, when the police and then my mother finally arrived, they found me sitting beside Marlowe holding her hand and talking to her: about a boy I had a crush on; about the buttery yellow jumpsuit I had seen in a shop window that would look perfect on her; about those two cups of half-drunk coffee sitting on the table. Who was with you, Marlowe? I asked her, as my mother helped me to my feet and took me outside, where we stood together under the soft shade of the huge bottlebrush tree with its vivid red flowers. My mother smoked. I stared at my feet and cracked my neck from side to side. We did this together for a very long time, until she took me by the hand and led me back inside to the kitchen where the two detectives stood. My mother spoke softly to the one who had introduced himself as Simon. She kept speaking until he nodded his head, walked over to me, placed his hand on my shoulder and said, She lived a fantastic life, that grandmother of yours.


In Marlowe’s kitchen that day, we agreed to maintain the dignity of my high-profile grandmother—the grande dame, as my mother called her. She was a respected entrepreneur, a delightful eccentric, the glue that held the artists of Sydney’s North Shore together. (Years later, I would discover that others saw her as an opportunistic con woman, a brazen liar, a self-absorbed social butterfly who treated her staff poorly. A loss only for her family.) My mother and I watched and waited as the paramedics wheeled her body out into the cool evening, covered by a white sheet, only her feet visible; and the two coffee cups, left for someone else to wash up.


The next morning, my mother and I sat on my grandmother’s plush red-velvet couch drinking coffee and watching the news reports and interviews about Marlowe’s death. A surrealist painter who lived not far from her studio said that she would be missed. A local member of parliament shared a photograph of himself and Marlowe at one of her cocktail parties, martini glasses in their hands. Her hairdresser told an interviewer that he would miss their long chats and gossip sessions. As my mother lit a cigarette and sighed, I let out a small laugh. I knew Marlowe had hated that artist, had even once drawn a picture of him standing in a pile of his own curly hair like it was a rubbish tip. The local MP, she had told me, was only invited to that party to ensure Marlowe’s picture would feature in the social pages. But she had loved her hairdresser with the fierceness of a mother; had sent him a birthday present only a few weeks before she was killed—a pillow with her new orchid design. She’d known he would love the soft pinks and apricot hues. And he had. I was sitting with her in the studio drinking tea when he rang to thank her. I can still hear her giggling like a schoolgirl as they spoke.


Who would have wanted to kill her? I asked my mother that first morning. Who would have wanted to kill my grandmother?


She never did answer my question, but she made me promise that I would never speak to the police again, that cops were incompetent, rotten, profiteering; it was unlikely they would be any different in this case. She told me she would do everything in her power to ensure that they didn’t destroy Marlowe’s legacy.










CHAPTER 2



MY DAYDREAMING IS BROKEN BY a faint shout. A bus is hauling itself around the roundabout in front of me, its wheels heavy on the turn, and a schoolboy is leaning out of the grimy window, staring right at me as he raises a fist and makes a winding motion beside it with his other hand. His middle finger rises. The chipped black polish on his nails is visible from here, and I see him smirk then turn around to make sure that the other kids are watching him. They are. As the bus lumbers past the new sports centre on its way toward the school, I shake my head. I’m both impressed with the kid’s confidence and disturbed by his hostility toward me, a stranger, standing on the street corner and minding her own business.


I take my earphones out of my ears and run the last few metres home, thinking about how hard it will be to leave here, to leave behind this suburb, this street I’ve known all my life—and, more than that, to leave her home, full of her things, her smell, always her. But just this week, after months of tests and years of working toward it, I’d received a letter accepting me into the New South Wales Police Academy—200 kilometres south-west of Sydney in Goulburn—along with a t-shirt to wear when I’d start there in June. In the letter, they had strongly encouraged all recruits to stay on site for the duration of the three-month training. The requirements are demanding and there are many positive effects that come from communal living and understanding the culture of the force. The letter finished with the assurance that we appreciate all the time and effort you’ve put into being accepted into the police force to date, before adding: To make certain of your continued investment in your future with us, recruits are requested to pay for their own costs incurred during this important period.


I run alongside the hedge which separates the front garden from the footpath, then turn left into the red-brick driveway and sprint the last few metres, skipping up two concrete steps and only stopping when my hand hits the concrete base of one of the old home’s verandah posts—the one that, as a child, I used to climb on and cling to, tracing the decorative fretwork with my fingers as Marlowe talked to one of her many visitors. The smell of her Camel cigarettes overwhelming. The creaking of the huge wicker chairs every time someone moved. The pinks of the fresh flowers that always sat on the table. The afternoon sun streaming through her half-drunk glass of shandy. The vaulted sky above.


I’ve lived alone in Marlowe’s Federation Queen Anne house in the leafy harbourside suburb of Mosman ever since my mother packed up and left Sydney to ‘find herself’ ten years ago. I’ve become used to its opulence and size. I like the cool air that hits me when I walk into the white marble-floored entrance foyer and look up to the beautiful plaster-arched hallway above me. I like the polished floorboards beneath my bare feet when I get up in the morning, the huge kitchen in which I cook my Sunday roast dinners, the lounge room decorated with my grandmother’s tapestries, her wallpaper, the masses of throw pillows covered with her designs. I like using Marlowe’s silverware as I watch television shows in my pyjamas before bed. I move slowly down the wide carpeted hallways and run my hands over her paintings—the cattle yard in browns and yellows and blues is by far my favourite. I clean the stained-glass windows in every room once a month, and a cleaner comes in once a week to polish the wooden floors and wipe the dust from the architraves. Every six months the cleaner spends two weeks up on a ladder polishing the chandeliers. I’ve counted twenty-three of them; there might be more. My favourite part of the house is the hexangular reading room on the first floor at the front of the house. There I can sit on her off-white linen couch and look out to the top of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. When Marlowe was alive, we’d sit, just the two of us, and watch the night-time light show of the harbour. Glitter and sparkle, she would say. It’s all that glitter and sparkle that distracts us from the rotten stuff that’s also out there. And believe me, Em, it’s there. Don’t be fooled into thinking the world is all rosy. Keep your wits about you. Now, I hear her saying this to me whenever I see a light in the night sky: a plane, a star, a planet.


Marlowe had bought this place after living on the other side of the harbour for years. On her return from London, she had first bought a place in Surry Hills, then moved on to Darlinghurst, before finally—after buying the mechanic’s workshop in Paddington and turning it into her design studio—settling here in Mosman. She’d told me once that this was the perfect home to escape into. Her choice of words is not lost on me now as I unlock the heavy front door and step into the cool, lean down to undo my shoelaces and kick my runners aside. It has become my own escape; with the silence found here both a comfort and a companion of sorts. I can’t remember a single visitor coming here since Marlowe died. The only constant between then and now is Kevin, who lives in the granny flat out in the back garden near the tennis court. He had been Marlowe’s live-in gardener, handyman and, it seemed, her friend. He had even appeared in a six-page spread in Women’s Weekly magazine one spring—‘Marlowe’s Garden’ the article was titled, and the accompanying pictures were of jacaranda trees, dahlias, marigolds, potted clusters of carnations and chrysanthemums, soft baby’s breath and rocks covered in vines and moss, Kevin’s hand-painted gnomes hiding in the bushes. In the photograph Kevin is wearing overalls and Marlowe a bright green jumpsuit, holding an umbrella with one of her Japanese-inspired prints on it. That afternoon, after the team from the magazine had left, Marlow and Kevin drank shandies together on the verandah. As I twirled around the post closest to them, I heard her promise him that the garden would always be his.


And Marlowe kept her promise to Kevin. After she was murdered, we found her will in the top drawer of her bedside table. She had left my mother her collection of dresses—you know that her money means nothing to me, Em, but those dresses of hers have always made me swoon—and everything else to me. She’d also given Kevin a job for life, with strict instructions to me that his monthly pay (cash only) was to be left in an envelope under the old Persian rug on the verandah, my maintenance requests were to be left under the rug at his front door—our contact with each other so limited that I’d often forget he was around. But the hedges that surround the property, the gardens and the lawns are always kept in pristine condition. The bins are always put out for the garbo on Tuesdays, and the mail is placed at my front door if it’s raining. This place, which cost Marlowe nearly a quarter of a million pounds when she bought it back in 1960, must be worth millions of dollars now. Not that I’ve ever had it valued; I just know that on my early-morning runs I’ve spotted photos of less impressive homes with seven-figure price tags in the window of the real estate agency on Military Road.


Back when Marlowe was killed, my mother and I sat on her couch for a week, only getting up to use the bathroom or make Vegemite on toast. Then, on a rainy Sunday, my mother decided that it was time to take a drive over to our unit in Newtown. On the way along King Street, she pulled over in front of Brennan’s department store. Leaving the Commodore idling, she told me she would be back in a minute, then disappeared inside. Ten minutes later she appeared with a young man who was smiling and helping her to carry armfuls of packing boxes which they put on the back seat of the car. My mother told me, as she merged back into the traffic, that we were going to pack up our belongings and move into Marlowe’s. As usual, making the decision on the spur of the moment. My mother: a free spirit, a free thinker, a bit of a dropout, an outdated hippie. My mother: never really around when I needed her. And it wasn’t that she was a bad person; she was just more of a friend to me than a mother. Marlowe had been a mother to me. She was the one who had always been there for me, looked out for me, the one I would go to with all my problems and secrets. Marlowe. Always Marlowe.


And so, I packed up my Newtown bedroom, piling my clothes into boxes, taking the posters from the walls and reaching under my mattress for my diaries. My mother hummed ‘Walk Right In’ by Dr. Hook as she cleaned out the fridge and packed all her perfume and make-up into a styrofoam box. She stripped the beds and vacuumed. The place is ready for someone else to walk. right. in. to, she said to me as she closed the door and nudged me lightly in the ribs to laugh along with her joke.










CHAPTER 3



WHEN WE’D LIVED AT MARLOWE’S for a few months, and after her estate had been settled, my mother started to disappear for days on end. I’d graduated high school a month after Marlowe died and had turned eighteen not long after that, so there was no real reason for her to stick around anymore, she explained late one night. Sitting in the dark at the end of the bed that used to be Marlowe’s, she told me that she had just rented out our Newtown unit to a man she had met at yoga. I pretended to be half asleep as I turned away from her. As she placed a kiss on my head and then stood up, I knew very well that this was the beginning of another of my mother’s ‘free-spirited’ disappearing acts. I listened as she walked out of the room, down the carpeted stairs and out of the house, closing the door behind her. I rose from the bed and watched through the window as she got into the Commodore and drove away.


The next morning, I heard her downstairs calling my name, my full name, the name she never called me by unless I was in trouble, or something bad had happened or was going to happen. The last time she had called me Emmerson was in the speech she gave at Marlowe’s funeral. With the crowd dressed in the colours of the rainbow, we had all stood together at the cemetery, jasmine falling on our heads, and listened to her talk of Marlowe’s success. We all drank glasses of white wine and smiled at each other awkwardly. My grandmother’s coffin was draped in her carnation print and her hairdresser wept loudly.


As my mother called my name again, I got up, put on Marlowe’s red silk dressing-gown and went downstairs. I found her sitting at the dining room table with a large cardboard box in front of her. Her legs shook with nervous energy, causing the bells around her ankles to chime softly. She had a huge grin on her face and a large cup of black coffee in her right hand. As I sat down with her, I saw that the box had the name Kerr, M, written on the side in black ink.


My mother put down her coffee cup and lifted the cardboard lid. I got it, Em—I got it. She put her hand in the box and lifted out a plastic bag containing Marlowe’s orange shoes.


I looked at my mother in disbelief, then got up and looked into the box—every bit of evidence connected to Marlowe’s murder, before us.


We started to go through it together. We pushed our noses into Marlowe’s blouse to find any trace of her smell, ran our fingers over her stockings, fingered a nail clipping. I put Marlowe’s large gold ring on my finger: the one she had always worn, her favourite, with a large black obsidian crystal in the centre. It fit my index finger perfectly. I knew not to ask my mother how she got that box, but I suspected that the yoga man had something to do with it, that it probably involved some connections in the police force. Had she given him free rent in exchange for it, or a bag of weed from her stash? That was exactly the kind of deal she would strike.


To this day, I’ve never asked. Not long after that though, my mother took off and didn’t come back. She had never really been the one I needed anyway. Marlowe had made sure that I had a place to live and would always be financially secure. My mother knew that. These days she sends me letters and gifts occasionally, but she’s never called, never visited. She has no idea how going through that evidence box together changed the course of my life.


As I took the last item out of the evidence box that morning, I told my mother I was sure that Marlowe had been wearing a scarf when I first found her, but it wasn’t in the box, and she wasn’t wearing it in any of the crime scene photos.


My mother said, Some bloody bastard journo or cop has got it in his glory box. Probably pulls it out at dinner parties. Don’t you doubt it, Emmerson.


And I don’t doubt it, even after all these years. Just as I don’t doubt that Marlowe’s killer is still out there somewhere. This was what drove me to apply to join the police force, my grandmother’s sage advice—you’ve got to be in it to win it, sweetheart—always with me as I researched the entry requirements, as I watched cop shows on television, as I took up running, spent hours in the gym, tested my memory with playing cards, memorised lists of random words or ingredients in packaged foods, wrote down everything I could remember about Marlowe, about the day she was killed, committed every word of the coroner’s report to memory. And, as I filled out the application form and posted it to the intake division at police headquarters, I knew that I would be the one to bring her unsolved murder back into focus, that I’d find the paperwork, the interview tapes, talk to anyone in the investigating team who would listen to me. I would become part of the organisation that had failed her and make sure that Marlowe’s case would finally be solved. But now my personal quest for justice had taken a new and urgent turn. The distinctive way in which this grandmother—Elizabeth ‘Lizzie’ Cole—had been murdered was surely no coincidence. Whoever had murdered my grandmother was still out there, and he had to be found before he struck again.


In the lounge room, I pull off my sweaty t-shirt and throw it on the couch. Then I walk over to the bookshelf where the evidence box has sat unopened for years, collecting dust. As I lift the lid off the box, I watch the dust fall and float through the green and purple rays of sunlight streaming through the stained-glass windows. It’s time to find the answers to the questions I’ve always had about Marlowe’s death. It’s time to finish this for good.










CHAPTER 4



FOR HIM, BEING ON THE road has its advantages. He likes the solitude and the freedom to do what he wants between business meetings, or pie visits as his youngest daughter used to call them when she was a toddler. He likes his company car—a gunmetal Honda Accord sedan. It looks small, but he can fit in all his pie samples and paperwork easily. He likes to listen to John Laws on 2UE radio and often agrees with his point of view. Most importantly, though, he’s got a routine. He knows where the best public toilets are (those in shopping centres always seem to have toilet paper) and where to get a good coffee. The area he covers—or his ‘patch’, as his boss likes to call it—is the whole of Sydney’s North Shore, and he spends his working days visiting shops and cafes, school cafeterias, aged-care homes and sporting venues. His list of customers has grown over the last couple of years, and it’s easy for him to sell his pie company’s new offerings while making sure stock levels of the basics, like sausage rolls and meat pies, are high around the region. He also enjoys stopping at the foreshore and eating lunch in his car. His wife Margie always packs a handful of Jatz biscuits pressed together with margarine and Vegemite, and a few devon sandwiches on white bread smothered with margarine and tomato sauce for him. At least once a week, though, he gets his lunch from Charlie’s Chargrill, ordering a serve of their chicken and roast potatoes with gravy—the kind made from the juices at the bottom of the roasting trays. And no, he never tells Margie. It’s just one of the many secrets he keeps from her.


Today—the first Friday in March—he pulls into the car park of the Christ Manor aged-care home in Lindfield. He hasn’t been here for a while, but everything looks the same as it did last time. In the four months since his mother died, he’s been trying to avoid places like this. He knows that the elderly women here will inevitably remind him of her, and the urge, the impulse, the thrill will take over, like it did last night. Even thinking of her now makes sweat form on his brow and a slight curl form on his lips. His jaw muscles ache. He’s very well aware of the anger and the appetite, the tension that sits under his skin between opportunity and his monstrous desire for those things he shouldn’t want or do.


Before he gets out of the car, he looks into the rear-view mirror and runs a small comb through his full head of hair, checks that there isn’t anything caught in his teeth. Then he pulls himself up and out of the driver’s seat and walks to the boot to grab his black duffel bag, the one with the red-and-yellow company logo on it. Sitting beside it is the hammer. When he gets home tonight, he’ll have to run it under the garden hose, perhaps even chuck it in the bucket of bleach in the shed. He slams the boot shut and turns his face upward to the leaves of the Moreton Bay fig rustling under the soft sunlight. Two days ago was officially the first day of autumn, but you’d never know it with the chill that’s in the air.


With his bag slung over his right shoulder and his keys in the pocket of his grey slacks, he walks toward the front of the low red-brick nursing home; enters through the wide glass automatic door and feels a blast of air-conditioning on the back of his neck. At the front desk he smiles at the receptionist and introduces himself. The woman’s name is Jenny, and even though it’s clear that she doesn’t remember him, he remembers her. He’s made it a point for years now to write down the names of all the people he meets on his visits in a ledger that he keeps in the glove compartment of the Honda. It does wonders for his sales, and his seeming familiarity with the places he visits means he is granted full access to them.


Jenny gets up from her desk and walks around to the locked side door to let him in. He smiles at her and heads straight for the single-occupant bedrooms. If anyone should question what he is doing there, he will claim he took a wrong turn on his way to the kitchen where the cook is waiting to order twenty boxes of pasties—the oldies love them with mushy peas. As he passes a nurses’ station, he waves and calls hello. The nurses are all too busy to notice him.


AT RECEPTION, JENNY, who has resumed her seat, watches him walk down the hall. The pie salesman is handsome enough, but something about him gives her the creeps. She remembers him alright, but she never acknowledges that she does. That way he won’t linger by her desk. The phone starts to shrill. She picks it up on the third ring.


THE THIRD DOOR he walks past is open. Inside the bedroom, he can see loose grey curls on the top of what he is sure is a woman’s head. She’s sitting in a large brown recliner with her back to him, facing the window. He glances at the piece of thin card slotted into a metal holder on the door and learns that her name is Edith Hogan. Allergic to penicillin. Alzheimer’s. He steps into the room then turns and closes the door softly. The woman hasn’t stirred. Perhaps she’s asleep.
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