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      The doorbell rang just as I was getting out of the shower. I smacked my head. Camino was early. I had promised Camino we would have a girls’ afternoon watching trashy television, and that meant I had to wear one of her infamous onesies. She had come over the night before and left me a selection of three.

      Alder had been staying at my place the last few days, but had slept the whole time. I had ordered in meals for him—after all, I didn’t want to kill him—and after he had eaten, he had gone back to sleep. I supposed being shot does that to someone. Still, he was recovering nicely, and today was spending the entire day at the hospital for a round of tests.

      I wrapped a towel around myself and stepped into the bedroom, where the onesies were laid out on my bed. The first was a dinosaur onesie, complete with a huge tail that would no doubt sweep into chairs and tables, causing a huge mess. I immediately discarded that onesie and looked at the second. It was an elephant onesie, and the ears were enormous, at least twice the size of my head.

      The last onesie was suspiciously normal. There was no huge tail and there were no huge ears. It was just red, and a nice red at that, one which would go well against my skin tone. Without looking, I grabbed the closest pair of undies and a bra, put them on, threw on the onesie, and hurried to answer the door. If I wasn’t so rushed, maybe I’d have been suspicious as to why there was a pleasant cool breeze on my bottom.

      “Hello, Camino,” I said, flinging open the door. “Ready for a girls’ afternoon in?”

      “Yes,” she said with delight. “I’m so glad Mint’s helping Thyme at the store, so we can have the afternoon off.” She looked me up and down, clearly doing her best to disguise her disappointment at my lack of animal-themed onesie. She was wearing a kangaroo onesie, but instead of a joey, her pouch was filled with snacks. “Will the house let us watch the Married At First Sight marathon?”

      I nodded. “I think so. She’s been watching The Biggest Loser, and she’s been letting me watch whatever I want on TV if I eat at the same time.”

      Camino nodded, and while it didn’t make much sense to me, I hoped against hope that a treadmill or an elliptical trainer wouldn’t suddenly appear in the living room, given the house’s current fondness for The Biggest Loser. It also didn’t make much sense that the house was inhabited by my departed grandmother, Thelma Spelled. I had only discovered this fact the past week, and it was taking quite some getting used to.

      An hour into our television and junk food session, I was beginning to come around to this onesie idea, given there was so much room in it even after downing packet after packet of popcorn and chocolate. I didn’t get a chance to think on this any longer because the door bell rang for a second time that afternoon, only this time I wasn’t expecting anyone, because Alder was meant to be at the hospital, otherwise I’d have changed.

      “Amelia.”

      I opened the door to Alder, who was looking very dashing, albeit still pale. He looked me up and down, trying not to smile.

      “You’re back early,” I said abruptly, trying not to sound too horrified. At least he was used to Camino’s onesies.

      “Lovely to see you, too,” he said with a laugh.

      I turned to let him into the house. I was about to say more, when there was a strange muffled sound.

      I turned to see Alder doubled over. “Are you okay?” I was dismayed to see he was clutching the spot where he had been shot.

      Camino, the giant kangaroo, hopped over. “How are you, Alder?”

      “I’m fine,” Alder said, although both eyes were twitching. “They’ve given me the all clear. I can go home now.”

      I hoped my disappointment wasn’t too apparent. I had hoped for romantic nights, sitting side by side, watching movies, and then kissing, to be honest. Yet there had been none of that. I found that strange, given that we were dating. Still, the man had been shot, and his face was an unpleasant shade of pale green. “Surely you can’t go back to work yet,” I said, as we walked into the living room.

      Alder shook his head. “No, only paperwork for me for a while, I’m afraid. It’s been so good of you to look after me.” I nodded and bent down to stop Willow and Hawthorn scratching the side of the sofa instead of their expensive scratching post, as cats like to do, when Alder’s voice broke into a snuffling sound. After a moment, he composed himself. “I didn’t know you were a fan of Captain America.”

      It took me a moment to understand what had happened. I excused myself and hurried to the bathroom, where I turned and looked in the mirror. The onesie had a bottom flap, and that bottom flap was swinging freely open, revealing the Captain America undies I’d thrown on without thinking.

      That does it, I thought, embarrassment burning up my face. I can never see Alder again.
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      “It’s not that funny, Thyme,” I said in the sternest voice I could muster. “You can’t imagine how embarrassed I was.”

      Thyme was laughing too hard to respond. I ignored her and continued packing the cupcakes. Today, Ruprecht and his granddaughter, Mint, were minding the cupcake store while Thyme and I attended a sponsored-by-my-store morning tea for Happy Valley Gardens, the local aged care facility. Camino was on barista duty as usual. I was providing the cupcakes for the event, and after my afternoon off yesterday, I had gone back to the store to make sure everything was all right. Still, it had been hard to concentrate, given the onesie disaster and the fact that Alder had moved out.

      It had been so nice having him in close proximity for the last few days, even though all he did was sleep and eat. I wondered idly if he was turning into a cat. It wasn’t as if I had seen much of him. Still, even the house now seemed a little sadder without him. Willow and Hawthorn certainly missed him.

      I ate one of the chocolate frosted, triple chocolate cupcakes greedily. I had always been a comfort eater, and I’d had a few shocks in the last week. Not only had that dreadful woman tried to kill me, but I had found out the shocking news about my grandmother, Thelma Spelled. That explained a lot, especially why the house liked watching TV. Apparently, my grandmother had been a powerful witch and that was why the house was now powerful. And to think my grandfather was somehow inhabiting the garden, or haunting it, if you will. Despite the fact I had seen so many strange things since I moved to Bayberry Creek, this was the most surprising of all.

      Without thinking, I popped a lemon meringue tart in my mouth.

      “Hey,” Thyme’s voice resonated from behind me, “you’re not supposed to eat the merchandise, boss!”

      I swallowed the last morsel guiltily. “I didn’t mean to,” I said with a sigh. “It’s just that so much is going on.”

      “You mean Alder moving out? It’s not as if you’ve broken up, Amelia. You knew he was only going to stay there a few days.”

      “Sure,” I said, “but it’s this whole Grandmother Thelma thing as well. It’s hard to come to grips with it. The way Marina explained it to me, Thelma is not exactly haunting the house, she is the house. Well, it’s not exactly that—she can sort of become the house. It all takes a lot of getting used to.”

      Thyme finished packing the last of the red velvet cupcakes into a box before turning to me. “Surely it’s not that much of a surprise. After all, the house has been doing strange things for ages, like scaring away bad people, even adding new rooms. When I found out it was your grandmother, it all made sense to me. You seem to have had the opposite reaction.”

      I thought about that for a moment. “You’re right. It’s not just that. I have an uneasy feeling. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “It’s probably everything adding up,” Thyme said as she stacked one box on top of the other. “What with Selena turning out to be the murderer, and finding out Alder had been shot and then him staying with you, and then finding out that everything the house had done was due to your grandmother—well, that’s an awful shock for anyone, even a powerful witch.”

      I rubbed my forehead. An uneasy feeling was growing in the pit of my stomach, and it wasn’t from all the cupcakes I had consumed while organising the catering. I shook my head. “No, there’s something else. I have this weird feeling and I just can’t explain it.”

      “You’re probably tired, that’s all.” Thyme looked around. “Have we forgotten anything? Let’s go. Don’t worry Amelia, you probably just need a good sleep.”

      I followed Thyme to the door. I sure hoped she was right. I had been up early, preparing everything and getting the store ready for Ruprecht and Mint. Plus, the town was favouring us more and more for catering jobs and I had to focus. I had to put Alder and Grandmother Thelma out of my mind, at least for the morning, and concentrate on the event.

      I had been looking forward to the event, the morning tea at the aged care facility for the frail and elderly. I was keen to become involved in helping the community. Apparently Aunt Angelica had run this event every now and then, and I was looking forward to doing it on a more regular basis.

      I had never been to Happy Valley Gardens before—why would I? I didn’t have any relatives in town. The most elderly people I knew were Ruprecht and Camino, and they were hardly all that elderly.

      I found the place readily enough. After all, it was a small town and everyone knew where everything was. Plus Thyme was being a backseat driver as usual. However, unlike the usually very wide streets of Australia, the streets leading to the facility were quite narrow, causing me to pull over several times to let traffic past.

      When I reached the buildings, I gave them the once over. They were long, low, and brick, with well manicured lawns and rose gardens behind a high iron fence. It looked somewhat forbidding, a little like a prison. I could almost imagine one of the residents making a run for it, and being tackled to the ground by a burly nurse. I shook my head to dispel the image. I would have to do something about my overactive imagination.

      My sense of foreboding increased, as Thyme directed me to a parking spot. I opened the car boot, and looked at all the boxes. “Oh well, might as well make a start if nobody comes out to help us,” I said as I reached in for a box.

      Thyme and I were halfway to the building, struggling under a load of stacked boxes, when a nurse hurried over. “Thank you so much,” she squealed. “Can I have a look?”

      Without waiting for me to respond, she opened the lid of the top box I was carrying, and promptly emitted another squeal of delight. “Oh, those look delicious!”

      I wondered if she knew they were for the residents and not the staff. “Come this way,” she said, as she took off at a fast pace.

      Thyme and I followed her into a spotlessly clean, stainless steel kitchen.

      I nearly gagged at the strong smell of disinfectant as I placed the boxes on a stainless steel bench. Someone dressed in white, I assume a cook, came over, and we introduced ourselves. “That’s so kind of you to help out,” she said. “Let’s plate these up and take them straight in. The residents are waiting. By the way, here at Happy Valley Gardens, we provide a superior level of accommodation and services to our residents. Now please make sure you call them residents and not patients. Most are frail and elderly, but we think of them as guests.” Her voice trailed off in a monotone, and I assumed it was a well-rehearsed and oft-delivered speech.

      Soon Thyme and I were following the nurse and the cook into a room full of residents. The room looked comfortable, with various comfortable chairs, bookcases filled with books, and even a desktop computer in the corner of the room.

      A short, wiry woman marched over to us, snatched a cupcake from the plate and shoved it in her mouth. She smelled overpoweringly of mothballs, and the smell did not combine pleasantly with the pervading odour of disinfectant. I did my best to resist the urge to run outside and take a deep breath. “You’re the cake store owner, aren’t you?” the woman said.

      I nodded, looking the woman up and down. I didn’t know whether she was a resident or a nurse. She was dressed in long brown pants and an orange shirt. While she appeared to be elderly, she didn’t look frail like the other residents. Rather, she had a commanding air about her. “Yes I am, Amelia Spelled. Have we met?” I wondered how she knew that I, and not Thyme, was the owner.

      “I suppose you’re wondering how I knew you were the owner?” she said forcefully, mirroring my thoughts. I nodded. “Well, look at you! You’re a bit chubby, aren’t you? It’s clear you’ve been eating your merchandise. Your friend there,” she said, nodding to Thyme, “is skinny, but I can’t say the same for you! My advice to you is to lay off eating cupcakes, or you won’t be turning much of a profit.”

      With that, the woman turned on her heel and marched over to the other residents.

      The nurse who had met us, who had introduced herself as Jane, leant in to whisper to me. “Don’t let Celia get to you. I could strangle that woman! She’s an outright…”

      Before she could finish her sentence, Celia yelled out to us. “Don’t just stand there, you silly things. Put the cakes on the table. Can’t you see we’re all starved? Our families pay high fees to have us here and all they do is starve us and feed us rice and water.”

      I was shocked. I looked at Thyme, and saw her mouth was hanging open. I had been expecting elderly and even ill people, but I hadn’t expected to receive a tongue lashing. And those personal remarks! Surely they were uncalled-for.

      It soon became apparent that the other residents didn’t find Celia particularly likeable. An elderly man next to her struggled to his feet and feebly made his way to sit elsewhere. That left Celia sitting next to an elderly lady, both of them on a row of chairs along the back wall, a rather unpleasant salmon pink wall upon which were many faded, framed photographs hanging at an assortment of angles. I looked at the other wall. It consisted of large glass windows overlooking the garden, but the view was spoilt by flounces that framed the windows in various shades of pink and beige in mismatching patterns, and at that, in a particularly hideous fabric. I shuddered. The facility should be arrested for crimes against interior design.

      “Now, let’s have some music, Sarah,” Jane said in a soothing tone. She nodded to another nurse I hadn’t seen enter.

      Once again Celia spoke up. “Don’t put on that horrid old people’s music that all these wretched old people like,” she said. “Can’t you put on something modern like Dolly Parton?”

      The nurses exchanged glances. I wondered what Celia was doing at the nursing facility. She didn’t look frail at all. In fact, she looked like she could easily live independently. Still, I wasn’t a doctor, and she probably had a condition I didn’t know about.

      I looked over to see Jane was speaking to me. “Sorry,” I said. “I was distracted. I know you can’t tell me, but I just wondered why Celia was in an aged care facility. She looks so strong.”

      Jane pursed her lips. “Yes, she certainly is strong. She was a farmer for years, a sheep farmer from western New South Wales. She can probably out arm-wrestle any of the stronger male visiting doctors.”

      “She sure has attitude,” I said, in something of an understatement.

      Jane smiled at me. “To tell the truth, she’s the most unpopular resident here. Even her so-called best friend, Edith, can’t stand her. She makes that woman’s life a living hell.” Jane gestured to the frail looking lady sitting next to Celia. Celia appeared to be berating her for something and Edith looked quite put out. “Poor Edith’s just had a bad bout of flu, too, so the last thing she needs is that dreadful woman on her case.”

      I was still puzzled. “But surely Celia can live independently?” I said.

      Jane shook her head. “She’s crippled with arthritis, but before you go feeling sorry for her, let me tell you, she’s on some very strong meds. That’s not to say that she’s not in pain, but half the residents here are crippled with arthritis and that doesn’t make them mean-spirited. I just wish her grandson would take her away. It’s unpleasant for the other residents having to deal with her.”

      “I suppose she would make people’s lives a misery wherever she went,” I said. “She doesn’t seem to think before she speaks.”

      “That’s the problem—she does think before she speaks, and that’s what’s so awful about it,” Jane admitted. “Oh look, here comes Paul now. Paul is Celia’s grandson, and don’t worry, he hasn’t inherited her genes.” She broke off with a laugh.

      Paul made a beeline for Jane and took her hand. He patted her hand and looked into her eyes. “Jane, lovely to see you. How are you coping with my grandmother?”

      Jane laughed nervously. “Not too well, actually.”

      Paul winked at her. “Well, you just leave her to me. And who are these lovely ladies?”

      Jane introduced us. “Call me Paul, please,” he said. “No need for formality. Oh yes, I’ve driven past your cupcake store, Amelia, if I may call you Amelia?” Without waiting for me to respond, he pushed on. “I must stop by some time. I don’t live in town. I only come once a month to visit my grandmother. Have you met her?”

      I nodded. There really wasn’t anything to say about his grandmother, nothing polite, anyway. Thyme appeared transfixed by the guy’s muscles. I figured he was either a bodybuilder or a personal trainer, maybe both. He was wearing jeans, and a tight fitting shirt which could barely contain his bulging biceps and deltoids. It seemed he had inherited Celia’s genes after all, if only the ones for strength.

      He hurried over to Celia and produced a box of chocolates from his carry bag. “I told you to bring me a bigger box of chocolates,” Celia snapped.

      Paul walked back over to us, looking a little upset, so I said, “Would you like a cupcake?”

      He took one from the offered plate and smiled, displaying a huge set of impossibly white teeth. “When Jane called and said you were providing cupcakes for the morning tea, I was delighted. I want to thank you for your generosity.”

      I muttered something, because my attention was taken by Celia. She was leaning forward and wagging her finger at Edith, who was clearly on the point of tears. Given that Edith was shrinking away from Celia, I wondered why someone hadn’t intervened. A quick glance around the room showed that all the nurses were preoccupied with the other residents. I was surprised to see Celia take a quick gulp from a hip flask. Was she concealing alcohol? It sure seemed that way.

      “Well, perhaps we should start now,” I said. “Paul, would you help us take the plates around to the residents?”

      Thyme and Paul followed my lead and each carried a plate around, offering cakes to the residents. The residents had already been given plates, and all made happy sounds when they saw the cakes. It was lovely to see their faces light up. Just then, there was a commotion, and I swung around, to see Celia slapping Edith’s hand.

      Jane hurried over to them. “Now, there’ll be none of that!” Jane said firmly. “Celia, you’ve been warned about hitting the other residents.”

      “She was reaching for a cupcake and she’s already overweight,” Celia said scathingly. “If she eats any more, she’ll end up like that woman there.” She pointed to me as she said it.

      I could feel my temperature rising, and I told myself not to be so foolish. This was a disgruntled elderly person, and I had no right to get upset. Celia was still talking. “She doesn’t look too bright, does she? You can see why she owns a cake store and doesn’t do something intelligent like being a teacher or a lawyer, or a doctor. See that vacant look on her face? She’s obviously a first-rate moron.”

      Two of the other nurses tried to shush Celia, and Edith handed her a cupcake, no doubt to make her stop talking. Jane’s face turned bright red. “Honestly, that woman!” she said to me under her breath. “I really do apologise.”

      “She’s always like this?” I whispered back.

      Jane shook her head. “Believe it or not, she’s on her best behaviour now. She bullies the other residents, too.”

      I did another round of passing the plates around, and then two ladies grabbed my arms. “Sit with us, dear,” one of them said. I did as I was told.

      “These are the most delicious cakes I’ve ever had,” the one who introduced herself as Mabel said. “Did you bake them yourself, dear?”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “I did the icing, but my friend over there, Thyme, baked them. I’m afraid I’m not very good in the kitchen, but I’m improving.”

      “Practice makes perfect,” the other lady said.

      “I don’t think that applies in my case,” I said sadly. “Although I’m much better than when I started, I must admit.” I stared away to look at the vases of plastic flowers dotted all over the room. I wondered why they hadn’t used real flowers, but I supposed that real flowers were quite expensive, and the only flowers I had seen outside were roses.

      “Are there any more cakes?” Celia’s booming voice yelled from over the other side of the room.

      I sighed and stood up. “I’ll fetch more cakes now, Celia,” I said, relieved to be getting away from the unpleasant woman. Thyme followed me into the kitchen and then burst into laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked her.

      She waved her finger at me. “It’s not your day, is it? That Celia really has it in for you. I must say, she has to be the rudest person I’ve ever met, even worse than the mail lady, Kayleen.”

      “Maybe they’re related,” I said. “Maybe she’s Kayleen’s grandmother, or mother. They seem to have the exact same personality.”

      Thyme was still laughing. “You could be right.”

      Jane hurried into the kitchen, followed by the two other nurses, Sarah and Susan. “I really am truly sorry about Celia,” Jane said. “She’s awfully difficult at the best of times.”

      I waved her concerns away. “Don’t worry about it. Will we take out these chocolate cakes now?”

      The five of us went back into the room and passed around cakes once more. The residents made complimentary remarks about the cakes and all seemed delighted with them. It warmed my heart to see them all so happy. Once more, Jane had to hurry over to Celia who had snatched a cake from the lady sitting next to her. “I’m just telling you, she’s eating too much,” Celia said angrily. “And she’s wearing that horrible bright red lipstick as well. I always say that make-up is ageing. What about that other silly bimbo? Her!” She pointed to Thyme as she said it. “She came with the dumb one who owns the cake store.”

      Thyme’s face flushed red.

      “Now that woman’s wearing altogether too much make-up,” Celia said. “She looks like a right trollop! Next she’ll be selling her favours on a street corner with a look like that. If she’s as dumb as the cake store owner, then that’s what will happen to her, you mark my words. She’ll be a lady of the night in no time.”

      “Celia, that’s enough!” Jane snapped. “If you say anything more, you’ll have to be banished to your room.”

      Celia snorted rudely. “I’ll call my lawyer. That’s cruel and unusual punishment. I’ll call A Current Affair to do an exposé on you! I’ll go on Twitter! I can say whatever I like. There’s freedom of speech in this country.”

      All the residents cringed as Celia’s booming voice echoed around the walls.

      “I wonder how the residents put up with Celia,” I said to Thyme in a low voice. “She must make their lives hell.”

      Thyme readily agreed, and I was about to say more, when I heard a horrible strangling sound and then a crash. Everything went quiet. I turned around, and there was Celia, lying on the floor, a half eaten chocolate cupcake rolling out of her hand.

      I averted my eyes from Celia’s face and looked at the cupcake. Something just didn’t seem right.

      Jane hurried over to her and after a moment, gasped and looked up. “She’s dead!”
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      I stood there, dumbstruck, while the nurses all sprang into action. I suppose they were used to seeing people pass away at this type of establishment, but I didn’t think this could be due to natural causes. After all, Celia seemed right as rain one minute, and dead the next. As Jane rushed past me, I caught her arm. “Should someone call the police?”

      Jane looked horrified. “Police?” She shook her head and then raced past me.

      I looked up at Paul, who was standing on the other side of the room, cupcake halfway to his mouth. He stood there, frozen in horror. I looked back at Celia. Edith, too, appeared to be in shock and was staring straight ahead of her, not looking at Celia.

      More nurses streamed into the room and placated the other residents, while nurses hurriedly erected a screen around Celia. The nurses ushered the residents out of the room. I could see it was going to be a slow process, considering many had walking frames.

      A tall, official-looking woman hurried in. I assumed she was the head of the establishment, or matron, or whatever they called them. “Excuse me, I’m Amelia Spelled, from the cupcake store,” I said. “This could be a crime scene. Should the police be called?”

      “The doctor’s on her way,” she said brusquely, without even looking at me. She marched away, leaving me standing there. Moments later, another woman appeared and hurried behind the screen. I assumed she was the doctor. I could hear talking behind the screen, so I edged closer, trying to hear what they were saying, but they were speaking in low tones.

      I walked back over to Thyme, who was standing there, as white as a sheet. “Thyme, are you all right?”

      Thyme shook her head and appeared on the verge of tears. “No, she was all right and then it just happened!”

      “And that’s why I don’t think it’s an accident,” I said. “I mean, I know I’m not a doctor, but it happened so fast. Plus I have an uneasy feeling about it.”

      “Don’t tell me you think she was murdered?” Thyme said in disbelief. “Look, Amelia, there have been one too many murders lately. Don’t worry, I’m sure it was natural causes. She was ninety, after all.”

      I shook my head. “No, remember how I’ve been saying I have an uneasy feeling? I know this was murder. Don’t ask me why, I just know.”

      Thyme bit her lip. “Okay then, I trust your judgement. But who? It would need to be someone here, wouldn’t it?”

      “I suppose so.” Then I remembered something. “No, she was drinking out of a hip flask. It could be poisoned.”

      “Hopefully the murderer hasn’t had a chance to remove it,” Thyme said thoughtfully. “If it was someone here, then it had to be one of the nurses, the cook, one of the residents, or the grandson.”

      I sighed. “That’s an awful lot of suspects.”

      “Well, that’s the police’s problem, not ours,” Thyme said. “At least we’re not involved this time.”

      “How can you say that, Thyme? Of course we’re involved. We saw it happen. We’re witnesses.” Tension gnawed away at the pit of my stomach.

      Thyme shook her head. “No, I mean, we won’t be suspects.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “But what if we are? What if the poison wasn’t in her hip flask? What if she was injected with something? Or worse still, what if someone put the poison in one of the cupcakes? Then suspicion will fall on me.” I ran my hands through my hair. I broke out into a cold sweat. “Thyme, I’ve just remembered something. The middle of her cupcake was white.”

      “Do you mean cream?”

      I shook my head. “No, it looked like crushed almonds or some sort of white crumbling substance mixed with icing. It was a chocolate cupcake, so that stood out. I know we didn’t put any centres in the cupcakes, so do you think it was poison?”

      Thyme patted me on my shoulder. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. I’m sure everything will be all right.” Her tone was less than convincing.

      I didn’t respond, because Paul materialised at my shoulder. “This is such a shock. I’ve just had to break the news to my wife.”

      “Oh no,” I said. “I’m so sorry. Was Celia your wife’s grandmother?”

      He shook his head. “No, she’s my grandmother. Celia and my wife, Maria, weren’t very close.”

      I thought of a possible motive. “Do you have many other relatives you have to inform?” I asked him, which was a polite way of saying, “Who stands to gain from your grandmother’s death?”

      “No, my parents died years ago, and I don’t have any siblings. My mother was an only child.”

      I tried to catch Thyme’s eye, but she was looking over to the screen, behind which a murmur of voices could be heard. I mumbled something to Paul. So, Paul was the only heir. I was itching to ask if Celia had been rich, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to do so. On the other hand, perhaps Celia had left something to the nursing home, or to one or more of the other residents. For all I knew, she could have left it to the local cat rescue society, but she didn’t strike me as someone with charitable inclinations, although our acquaintance had only been short.

      Jane reappeared. “The police will be here soon,” she said.

      Paul looked alarmed. “Police? Why were the police called?”

      Jane patted his arm. “Now, please don’t be upset, Paul. One of the nurses is bringing everyone a nice cup of tea. We have all had quite a shock.”

      “Why have the police being called?” Paul said again, his tone becoming shrill. “Wasn’t it a heart attack? Do police get called to heart attacks?”

      Jane patted his arm again. “I think the nursing home is just being on the safe side, in case they get sued or something. Oh of course, you wouldn’t sue them,” she hastened to add, now squeezing Paul’s biceps and leaning in to him, “but they’re just covering their bases. After all, Celia’s passing was so sudden that the Director of Nursing informed the police simply to be safe. It’s all standard procedure.”

      Thyme and I exchanged glances. I very much doubted it was standard procedure, so that meant that the doctor had seen something that showed that Celia’s death wasn’t accidental.

      Paul continued to fidget, but didn’t speak again, and presently a nurse arrived with a tray of tea. It was black. I refused the offer of milk, instead measuring out five spoons of sugar and stirring well. The sugary brew served to calm me somewhat, and I realised that my hands had been trembling. It was too awful to think about. One minute, Celia was there as large as life and the next minute—gone. It had happened so quickly.

      The double doors burst open and two men in suits marched in, followed by several people in white coats. It was clear to me that the men were detectives, and I wondered where Detectives Greene and Jones were.

      The taller detective walked over to us. “I’m Detective Morrison and this is Detective Scott,” he said in a matter-of-fact manner. “Let’s start with your names, and your relationship to the deceased.”

      Everyone looked at Paul, so he went first. “I’m Paul Addams, and Celia was my grandmother.”

      “I’m Amelia Spelled, and I was catering for this community event. I own the cupcake store in town.”

      Thyme gave her details, and then the detective looked at Jane. “Obviously you’re a nurse here. Name?”

      “Jane Jenkins.”

      “All right, Ms Jenkins, would you please escort these three people into a nearby room and stay with them. Do you have a suitable room close by?” Jane said that she did. “I want you all to go there and not leave the room until you’re all questioned.”

      As I walked away, I was disturbed to see people bagging my cupcakes. I tried to calm myself with the thought that the police would surely do this when they didn’t know if Celia had been poisoned or not, but it didn’t make me feel any better.

      I was only halfway through drinking my tea when Detective Scott poked his head around the door and asked to speak to Paul. When they left, I thought I might be able to get some information about Celia. “It would be nice if Celia left all her money to the residents, given the way that she treated them,” I said to Jane.

      Jane snorted rudely. “The residents are the last people she’d leave any money to. I know I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but she was such a mean woman. It’s hard to believe that Paul is her grandson, given that he’s so nice.”

      I nodded and smiled at her. It seemed to me that Jane had something of a crush on Paul. I wondered if it was more than a crush. Could the two of them have been having an affair, and Celia had found out and threatened to tell Paul’s wife? Jane certainly didn’t seem to be able to keep her hands off Paul. Then again, he hadn’t reciprocated, but he might be simply being careful in public.

      And what if one of the residents had killed Celia? Given the way she treated them, they would certainly have a motive. Perhaps she pushed someone past their limits and they couldn’t take any more. I could certainly see how that would be possible.

      One thing was clear; Celia hadn’t died of natural causes. Detectives didn’t question people over a death by natural causes.

      The door opened and Paul walked in, but before we could get any information from him, Detective Scott barked my name. The look he gave me was nothing less than accusatory.
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      I found myself sitting in a tiny little office with a narrow rectangular window overlooking a small piece of lawn, a high white brick wall behind it. Once more, I was reminded of a prison. The office smelt of mothballs and of another faint, mouldy scent that I couldn’t quite identify. To my left was a wall filled with bookshelves along which were books propped haphazardly. The desk in front of me was untidy, with a large desktop computer to my right, and to the left were scattered files and various sheets of paper.

      I was sitting on a squeaky vinyl seat opposite Detectives Morrison and Scott, who were both regarding me sternly. “What was your relationship to the deceased, Celia Carmichael?” Morrison asked me.

      I had already answered that question, but I did so again. “None. I only met her today, for the first time.”

      “What were you doing here today?”

      “Happy Valley Gardens asked me if I would cater this community event. I was happy to do so.”

      “Have you visited these premises before?” Detective Scott asked me, scribbling furiously in his notepad.

      “No, this is my first time here.”

      “And who is responsible for making the cakes?” Morrison said.

      “Thyme, my assistant, made the cakes, and I did the icing.” My heart was in my mouth. It was clear they thought Celia had been poisoned.

      “Did anyone have access to the cakes besides the two of you?” Scott said, still scribbling away.

      I thought for a moment. “Not until we came here, but after we came here anyone would have had access to them. The cakes were in the kitchen, while Thyme and I were in here talking to the residents, so I suppose any of the nursing staff or any of the kitchen staff had access to them at that time. Anyway, there’s something important I have to tell you. Just after Celia fell to the floor, I looked at her. I mean, everyone in the room did.” I paused to take a deep breath. “I saw a white substance in the middle of her cake. It was a chocolate cupcake, so it stood out. We hadn’t put any sort of centres in the cakes.”

      “And you’re sure there were no centres in any of the cakes?” Scott asked me.

      “Of course I’m sure!” I said indignantly. “Of course we know whether we put centres in or not.”

      Scott tapped his pen on the desk. “You said your assistant baked the cakes. Perhaps she put centres in them?”

      I shook my head. “No, she certainly didn’t. Anyway, you can ask her that yourself.”

      “Yes, we will.” Scott’s tone sounded ominous. “Please don’t mention the white substance to anyone. Now tell us about this white substance. Take your time, and think carefully.”

      I shut my eyes and tried to recreate the scene. “Well, I was really too shocked to take it in. She’d eaten most of the chocolate cake and there was only a little left, but there was some white stuff in the middle. It wasn’t the icing, because all the chocolate cupcakes had chocolate icing on them. Plus it looked like a hard, not soft, sort of powder.”

      “And how far were you away from the victim?” Scott asked me.

      “I’m not too good at guessing distances, but I was as far away as from that end of the room to that end.” I pointed as I said it.

      Scott nodded. “Go on.”

      I shrugged. “Well that’s all, really. It only vaguely occurred to me at the time that there shouldn’t have been any white stuff in the middle of the cupcake. Oh, and there was a lot of it. If we’d made any marble cupcakes, I could have even thought one side was chocolate and the other part was white, only we didn’t make any marble cupcakes,” I hastened to add. “So the white powder was something that shouldn’t have been in the chocolate cupcake.”

      “And your chocolate cupcakes were solid all through?” Scott said. I nodded, but before I could speak, he added, “And you were the only store that provided cupcakes today?”

      I nodded.

      Morrison fixed me with a glare. “What is your relationship to Paul Addams?”

      “Why, none of course!” I said in horror. “I met him for the first time today.”

      Scott looked up from his scribbling. “Are you sure of that?”

      “Yes, of course I’m sure,” I said defensively. “And he’d never even been into my store. He said so himself today.”

      The detectives continued to make notes, leaving me sitting there, nervous. Finally, I spoke. “So, was Celia murdered?”

      Detective Morrison looked up at me. “Why would you say that?”

      I shrugged. “Surely it’s obvious. I’m sure detectives don’t come out to every death at this aged care facility. Plus she seemed fine one minute, and the next minute… well, you know, she was on the floor. And then there was the white stuff in her cupcake.”

      “Please tell us everything you saw pertaining to Mrs Carmichael leading up to the moment of her death,” Morrison said, waving his hand at me. “Take your time. Think carefully.”

      I rubbed my head to ease the throbbing in my temples. “She was being very rude to everyone.”

      Scott interrupted me. “Who precisely do you mean by ‘everyone’?”

      “Well, me, Thyme, all the residents, and that poor old lady sitting next to her, Edith. She even slapped her hand. She wasn’t overly rude to her grandson, but Jane, the nurse, had to reprimand her a few times for her behaviour.”

      “Go on.” Morrison looked back down at his notes.

      “I did see her drink out of a hip flask.” Morrison’s pen hovered over his notepad at that point, but if the two of them were surprised, they gave no sign. “Go on,” Morrison said again.

      “I was surprised to see she was drinking out of a hip flask. Apart from that, nothing out of the ordinary happened.”

      “Did you offer her any cakes?” Morrison asked me.

      I nodded. “Yes. Everyone offered her cakes: me, Thyme, Paul, and Edith, Jane the nurse, and I remember one of the other residents holding out a plate to her as well.”

      They continued to make notes and ignored me for a time. “Did you find the hip flask on her?” I asked.

      Detective Scott stood up suddenly. “I’ll take you back to the others now, Ms Spelled. I’ll ask you to remain there until we inform you that you may leave.”

      I nodded. No sooner was I back in the room, than Detective Scott summoned Thyme for questioning. Jane was crying softly, and Paul had his arm around her. I wondered again if something was going on between them. Still, it was likely something as innocent as a man comforting a woman he knew, but I couldn’t be sure. I wondered if the poison had been in the hip flask or whether it had been in one of my cupcakes, and if it had been in one of my cupcakes, then how did it get there? And what sort of poison could kill someone so quickly?

      I texted Alder to bring him up to speed, and was about to text Ruprecht, when I had an incoming text from him. Thyme must have filled him in. Ruprecht wanted us both to go straight to his place. That suited me fine—it would be good to debrief. I was quite shaken thinking that someone had been murdered right in front of me. I really wanted another sugary cup of tea to soothe my nerves, but no one offered me one. The remains of my old cup had gone cold.

      If Celia had been poisoned, and that poison had been administered orally rather than by injection, then the poison had to be in one of my cupcakes or the hip flask. Still, there was nothing I could do about it now but wait for Thyme to return and wait for the detectives to tell us we could leave. I sat there, in the cold clinical room, with Paul comforting a tearful Jane.

      I had my phone on silent, but felt it vibrate in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the Caller ID. Alder. “Hello,” I whispered.

      “Amelia, are you all right?” His voice was filled with concern.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered. “The police have already questioned me and they’re questioning Thyme now. I’m sitting in a room with the lady’s grandson and a nurse, waiting for Thyme to be questioned. The police said they’d let us know when we could go.”

      “Oh, I see.” I knew Alder would catch onto the fact that he could be overheard by others in the room.

      “Ruprecht invited us over as soon as the police let us go,” I said. “Would you like to come, too? Only if you’re feeling up to it,” I added.

      “Of course, I’ll be there. When?”

      “I don’t quite know,” I whispered. “They questioned me for ages, and Thyme has only just gone in. Plus I don’t know how long they intend to keep us here.”

      “I shouldn’t imagine they’ll keep you there much longer at all,” Alder said. “Okay, how about you text me when you’re about to leave and I’ll head straight over to Ruprecht’s then?”

      “Sounds good,” I said.
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      I was always filled with a sense of wonderment when I entered Ruprecht’s store, Glinda’s, a combination antique and bookstore. Glinda’s always reminded me of Hogwarts, in particular, of Dumbledore’s office. It was even complete with a large claw-footed desk and a wizard’s hat. Ruprecht’s residence was adjacent to his store, although was not guarded by gargoyles, or fronted by moving stone staircases—at least, not as far as I knew. What’s more, it was always filled with the heady scent of burning eucalyptus leaves and the tinkling of many wind chimes. It was a magical place, on any level.

      As my hand reached for the door, it opened, and a beaming Ruprecht stood on the other side. “You’re just in time,” he said with a smile, looking ever so much like Dumbledore himself. “The others are all here.”

      Thyme and I followed Ruprecht through his store and out to the back room where we’d had many a conversation over murders, and there had been far too many in Bayberry Creek. We made our way past many curious antique instruments, an aludel, a condenser used in alchemy, several alembics, and a rather strange looking musical instrument.

      Ruprecht noted my hesitation. “It’s a Nyckelharpa,” he said. “It’s a stringed instrument.”

      “I can see that, sort of,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Ruprecht nodded. “I played it years ago, and thought I would take it up again. I know it looks like a violin, but really, it’s more closely related to the hurdy-gurdy, of course.”

      “Oh, um,” I stammered. I had no suitable reply. Ruprecht continued on, extolling the virtues of the Nyckelharpa, until we came to the kitchen. I smiled when I saw Alder, who was sitting next to Mint. I greeted everyone and then went around the table to sit between Alder and Camino, who thankfully was wearing her street clothes. Alder put his arm around me. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, and snuggled closer, taking in his mysterious scent of cloves, old white sage, and amber. Alder always seemed mysterious. I knew he was a powerful witch, but so was I, and I doubted I appeared mysterious to anyone at all. On the other hand, there was something about Alder.

      “Would everyone like some liquorice tea?” Camino asked. “It’s ever so good for gas. Even better than a good dose of activated charcoal.”

      I didn’t quite know how to respond to that, so nodded my head only after others did first. I did like the taste of liquorice tea, strong and pungent with a little sweetness.

      “Of course, if you use liquorice in spells, it’s good for controlling and dominating someone and bending them to your will,” Camino said. “If we have any trouble with those new detectives, I’ll add some liquorice root and calamus to a spell, and perhaps some sweetness like sugar as well, to sweeten their attitude to us,” she added thoughtfully.

      “New detectives?” Alder said. “Whatever happened to Detectives Greene and Jones?”

      I shrugged, and shot a look at Thyme. “Your guess is as good as mine,” I said. “What with everything going on, I didn’t like to ask the detectives. Besides, they might have asked me how I knew the other detectives so well.”

      Ruprecht interjected. “It’s unusual to have the same detectives in a small country town like this for too long. No doubt Greene and Jones have gone back to Sydney, and these ones are their replacements. Did they seem like reasonable people to you, Amelia?”

      I thought it over. “I suppose so. They just seem to be going about their business. When Camino comes back, I’ll tell you all about it.” I noticed Thyme was looking crestfallen. “They surely wouldn’t replace the constable and sergeant, would they, Ruprecht?” I said.

      Ruprecht shook his head. “No, those are stable positions.” We both looked at Thyme, who brightened considerably. Thyme had a crush on Constable Dawson.

      Camino set a cup of liquorice tea in front of everyone, and then placed a large carrot cake in the centre of the table, along with a knife.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t bring any leftovers,” I said, “but the police bagged them all.”

      “Do you really think one of them had been poisoned by someone there?” Thyme asked me.

      Camino held up her hand. “Girls, do you mind bringing the rest of us up to speed? Give us the nitty gritties.”

      I took a sip of my tea before speaking. “The potted summary is that Thyme and I went to the community morning tea event at the aged care facility.” I stopped and looked around the table. “You all knew we were going.” They all nodded, and I pushed on. “When we got there, there were the nurses, the residents, and the only person who wasn’t a resident was Paul, the victim’s grandson. The victim was a particularly rude, unpleasant woman.”

      “How old was she?” Camino said.

      “The nurse, Jane, told me Celia was nearly ninety, but you’d never guess to look at her,” I said. “Apparently she’d grown up on a farm—she’d run a sheep farm for years. She looked to be a very strong woman.”

      “Probably from wrestling sheep,” Camino said absently. “A sheep can knock you over and give you concussion as soon as look at you. They’re not the cute cuddly animals that everyone thinks they are. Don’t be misled by their sweet, innocent faces.”

      “Err, yes. Anyway, Celia seemed to be bullying her best friend, Edith, who was quite frail looking. After Celia insulted everyone, she just dropped dead.”

      Ruprecht raised his eyebrows. “Surely there must be more to it?”

      Thyme agreed with me. “That was pretty much it. We served everyone cupcakes and then Celia verbally abused Edith, the old lady sitting next to her, and the next thing we knew Celia was on the ground, instantly dead, just like that.” Thyme snapped her fingers. “Now the interesting thing is, Amelia saw white powder in the cupcake that was in Celia’s hand when she died.”

      “White powder?” Alder said. “What sort of white powder?”

      “I wasn’t all that close to her at the time,” I pointed out. “I was across the room. I didn’t take much notice at the time what with the poor woman just dead, but I saw white powder in the middle of the chocolate cake. I registered that it was strange because Thyme didn’t put any filling in any cupcakes, did you, Thyme?”

      “I sure did not!” Thyme said emphatically. “If those cops asked me that once, they asked me a thousand times!”

      “So I guess the murderer did it,” I said. “There was chocolate icing on the chocolate cake and a lot of white powder in the middle.”

      “There was a lot of the white substance, you say?” Alder asked me.

      I rubbed my forehead. “Well, it was as if someone had mixed it through the batter and it hadn’t dissolved. I’m a terrible witness, aren’t I!”

      “Just remain calm and take deep breaths. Try to visualise what you saw,” Ruprecht said in a soothing tone.

      “Yes, it looked as if someone had cut a piece of the cake open and put some powder inside, and then pushed the icing over the top,” I said.

      Ruprecht tapped his chin. “That meant someone had to have the opportunity to do that to the cake. Who was present, Amelia?”

      “Well, us obviously. And there was Edith, who sat next to Celia the whole time. I didn’t see her leave the room, did you?” I asked Thyme.

      Thyme shook her head. “Oh wait, I think she did take a bathroom break, and she was clutching a rather large bag. She was coughing fairly badly at times. They said she was recovering from the flu.”

      “And then there were all the nurses, too. Oh, and I saw Celia drink out of a hip flask. Of course, I told the police about the hip flask and the white powder. By the way, they told me I couldn’t tell anyone about the white powder, so keep it to yourselves. Perhaps someone put the poison in her hip flask, but then again, what on earth was that white powder in the cupcake?” I looked around the table, but everyone shrugged.

      “Thyme, you didn’t have anything in the cupcakes that could look like white powder?” Ruprecht asked her. “No almond shavings, nothing like that?”

      Thyme shook her head. “Absolutely not. The cupcakes were plain chocolate. Happy Valley Gardens told us we couldn’t use any nuts at all. It’s their policy, due to all the allergies to nuts these days. We had to be super careful.”

      “I don’t suppose Celia was allergic to nuts?” Ruprecht asked us.

      “No idea,” I said, “but that’s something we should find out. Still, it didn’t look like shaved almonds, but then again, it’s possible it was some sort of crushed nuts, like crushed cashew nuts.”

      “And does the grandson stand to gain from the inheritance?” Ruprecht asked us.

      “You know, I came close to asking him that, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it,” I admitted. “All I know is, that she was his grandmother and he didn’t have any siblings. But if she was ninety and had a lot of health problems, why would he murder her? Wouldn’t he just wait until she died of natural causes?”

      Alder spoke up. “You’d be surprised what pushes people to murder. Maybe he had pressing financial difficulties and couldn’t wait. That’s something we’ll need to look into.”

      I was concerned. “So you do think we need to investigate? Can’t we leave it up to the police? Do you think it’s going to look like I murdered her?”

      “I hardly think the police would accuse you of murdering the woman,” Ruprecht said thoughtfully. “After all, they’d have to prove that you had met her before or prove that you’re some kind of homicidal maniac. No, the worst they could get you for was manslaughter and say that you were somehow negligent with the cake store.” He must have caught the expression on my face, because he hurried to continue. “I’m sure it won’t come to that. If she was in fact poisoned—and we don’t know that for sure at this point—then the poison was likely in her hip flask. Even if the poison was the white powder in the cake, it will be apparent to the police that someone added that to the cake.”

      I shot a look at Alder, but he looked worried. “So should we leave it up to the police this time then?” I said, wincing as I said the words ‘this time.’ Most people hadn’t been around a single murder in their entire lifetime, and I had been around several now.

      Ruprecht shifted in his seat. “I don’t suppose it would hurt to do a little delving into it,” he said evenly.

      I looked at Ruprecht and then at Alder. They certainly did seem concerned that I would be implicated in some way, but they weren’t about to admit that to me. “How long will it take to get the results back, you know, to find out if she was poisoned or not?” I asked Alder.

      “The fact that you alerted them to the white powder means it should be quite fast,” Alder said. “When the police have that sort of information from witness statements, it gives them something to test. If the murderer didn’t get that cupcake away from Celia, and the police in fact do have it, then they will test that white powder at once. That will help them cross check in an autopsy.”

      “My money’s on the grandson,” I said. “That nurse, Jane Jenkins, seemed awfully friendly with him. In fact, she couldn’t keep her hands off him. Perhaps he was having an affair with her and wanted the inheritance money so he could dump his wife and run away with Jane.”

      “Or maybe Jane did it,” Thyme said. “Celia really upset her. Or perhaps it was one of the residents, because Jane said that Celia bullied them all. We saw what she was like for ourselves.”

      “It certainly seems as if it was someone in the room with you,” Ruprecht said. “Yet we have to consider the question of opportunity. If it was in the cupcake and not anywhere else, such as in the hip flask, then obviously someone had to hand Celia that cupcake in person. Unless Celia wasn’t the intended victim. However, let’s assume that she was, because that’s all that makes sense at this time.”

      “What do you mean, Ruprecht?” Camino asked him.

      “I simply mean that it would be pointless to assume it was a random killing,” Ruprecht said, “that someone poisoned one cupcake with the intent of killing a random person. That’s what I meant.”

      Camino nodded. “So then, if the poison was in the cupcake, someone had to hand Celia that particular poisoned cupcake. It was a chocolate one, so the murderer knew that Celia liked chocolate cakes. Were there other varieties of cupcakes, Thyme?”

      Thyme nodded. “Yes, there were chocolate cakes, red velvet cakes, lemon frosted cakes, double sponge cupcakes, raspberry with lemon curd, moon pie with marshmallow icing, tiramisu cupcakes, and lavender cupcakes.” She hesitated for a moment. “Yes, that’s all.”

      “And did either of you see who handed Celia a cake just before she died?”

      Thyme and I exchanged glances, and then we both shook our heads. “At some point, Edith offered her a cake; my main suspect, Paul, offered her a cake; and Thyme and I even offered her a cake, as did the nurses.”

      “It seems like we have quite a list of suspects,” Ruprecht said.

      My phone rang, startling me. I looked at the caller ID with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t know the number. Somehow, I knew it was the police. I put it on loud, and answered.

      “Hello, Miss Spelled?”

      “Yes, speaking.”

      “This is Detective Morrison. We’d like you to meet us at your cupcake store. Would you have any objection to us searching your shop?”

      “No, not at all.” I heard my voice come out shakily. “When do you want me to meet you there?”

      “Right now.”
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      I was standing outside my cupcake store with Thyme, anxiously peering through the window as the police trashed the place. Actually, they hadn’t done that so far, but it was my worst fear. As far as I could see, they were bagging cakes. I couldn’t see into the kitchen, but I assumed they were bagging ingredients in there as well. The only upside was that it was after hours, so my business itself wasn’t being disturbed, but there were enough curious people walking past to cause me concern.

      “I’m sure this is only routine, Amelia, nothing to worry about.”

      I wrung my hands nervously. “I wish Alder was here.”

      Thyme turned to me. “You told him not to come! Camino even threatened to sit on him if he tried.”

      I sighed. “I know. He still doesn’t look well. I just wish he’d stayed in my house with me longer.”

      Thyme did her best to muffle a laugh, and failed. “Is that because you’re concerned for his health, or because you just want him close to you?”

      “Both,” I admitted. “Anyway, I don’t understand why they’re going through the store like this. I told them about that white powder and told them that we didn’t put it in there.”

      “Well, witnesses always lie,” Thyme said.

      I looked at her, startled. “I didn’t lie to them! Why did you say that?”

      Thyme shrugged. “I saw it in a movie the other week. I think it was a Keanu Reeves movie. He said witnesses always lie.”

      I was thinking up a suitable reply when a man hurried over to me. “Amelia Spelled?”

      I narrowed my eyes and looked at him. “Yes?” It took me a moment to realise that he was accompanied by another man who had a camera resting on his shoulder.

      “You were a witness to the murder of Celia Carmichael.” He said it as a statement rather than a question.

      Thyme leant over me. “No comment.”

      “And you’re a witness, too!” the man said triumphantly, while the man with the camera loomed closer. “And you’re both suspects in the murder investigation.”

      “We are not!” I said. The words were out of my mouth before I could think.

      “Do you deny that you’re persons of interest in the case?” he said rather snarkily.

      “We were both witnesses,” I said, “but the police have told us we’re not to speak about it at this stage.”

      The man turned to the camera. “The police, in their investigation of the murder of Mrs Celia Carmichael, are raiding the premises of cupcake store owner, Amelia Spelled, who was caught at the scene of the murder.”

      I was furious, but I didn’t know if I should speak. I thought of threatening him with legal action, but figured it might look worse for me when it went to air. I looked around for a ready escape, but there was nowhere to go. I had watched one too many TV shows where the reporter chased a person up the road with a camera while calling out accusations. I couldn’t walk into the store, because the police would send me straight back out. Then again, I had no option.

      I opened the door and marched straight in, but Detective Morrison hurried over. “Miss Spelled, you were told you were not allowed in here while we’re searching.”

      I pointed outside the window. “There are reporters out there with cameras, making accusations.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not my problem, Miss Spelled. You’ll have to leave these premises. Right now.”

      I had no option. I had to walk outside, where the reporter was questioning an angry Thyme. And just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, they did. Kayleen and Craig were marching up the street, hand in hand, heading straight for us. I had sort of dated Craig briefly when I had first moved to town—after all, he was an attractive fire-fighter—and Kayleen was the most incredibly nosy mail lady on the face of the earth. What’s more, she had a most unpleasant personality.

      Kayleen made a beeline for us. I coughed as a wave of her cheap perfume hit me. It smelt as if she had bathed in the stuff. My sinuses protested wildly. “What’s going on? Are you on TV, Amelia?”

      The reporter stuck his microphone under Kayleen’s nose. “Did you know the victim?”

      Kayleen puffed herself up with self-importance. “Of course. I knew Celia Carmichael well. I deliver mail to Happy Valley Gardens every day, except on weekends of course. It’s not as if it’s Sydney or Melbourne, you know, delivering mail on a Saturday.” She broke off with a snort.

      “And are you a friend of the murder suspect?” the reporter continued.

      Confusion clouded Kayleen’s face for a moment, but then her expression turned to glee. She looked me up and down. “No, of course not. I have to deliver mail to criminals and good citizens alike. I am no friend of this woman’s. My boyfriend, Craig, isn’t either. Isn’t that right, Craig?”

      “Err, no, err,” Craig stuttered. “I only know her because she’s a terrible cook and she calls us to put out fires when she bakes.”

      The reporter looked confused at that, and I was glad that he didn’t pursue that line of questioning.

      I hadn’t been paying attention to Thyme, so I was surprised when she seized the reporter’s hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you. What did you say your name was again?”

      “Wayne Johnson,” the reporter said automatically.

      Thyme grabbed Kayleen’s hand and shook it, too, and then Craig’s. “Thanks for stopping by to support Amelia.”

      “I don’t support criminals,” Kayleen said and then flashed me a mean look. She took the reporter by the arm. “Come with me and I’ll give you all the dirt on that Amelia Spelled.”

      The reporter marched down the street, arm in arm with Kayleen, while Craig trailed behind. The man with the camera stood rooted to the spot, apparently quite perplexed, but after a moment he composed himself and followed the group.

      “Whatever happened there?” I asked Thyme. “I didn’t think we’d be able to get away from him.”

      Thyme opened her purse and showed me a little bottle. “Hot Foot Oil,” she said. “When you were all talking, I rubbed some on my hands and then shook hands with them. It made them leave the place. Of course, it would’ve been better if I could have put it in their shoes, but I couldn’t see how I was going to do that.” She chuckled.

      I was filled with admiration. “Don’t tell me you carry Hot Foot Oil around with you everywhere?” I asked her.

      Thyme smirked at me. “And coffee, and sugar too. I added coffee to the Hot Foot Oil because it speeds up spells.”

      “Let me guess. You didn’t use any sugar, right?”

      Thyme shook her head. “Not this time, but the sugar’s part of my emergency supplies I carry everywhere with me. Not only is it good to sweeten someone in a spell, but it’s also good to keep next to money because it sweetens it.”

      “Oh yes, Ruprecht told me that once,” I said. “I keep little packets of sugar in my purse, too. Ruprecht said it attracts more money to you.”

      Before Thyme could answer, Detectives Morrison and Scott marched out of the store. “All right ladies, it’s all yours. We’re finished here.” Several people filed out behind him, clutching large bags.

      “So I can open for business first thing tomorrow morning?” I asked him. “It’s not a crime scene, or anything?”

      Detective Morrison pursed his lips. “Not unless you’ve been doing something you haven’t told us about, Miss Spelled.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      I was exasperated. I had to keep telling myself they were only doing their job, but they didn’t have to have an attitude with it. Instead of replying, I pushed past him and went into the store. I shut the door rather too loudly and locked it. “Come on, Thyme, let’s see how much mess they made.”

      We both hurried into the kitchen, but to my relief, they had made very little mess. Thyme wasn’t so happy. She let out a shriek. “Do you realise how many ingredients they’ve taken? And I don’t suppose they’ll compensate us for any of it.”

      “Of course they won’t,” I said angrily. “This is ridiculous. I hope they haven’t wasted so much time on me that they’re not looking into the actual perpetrator.”

      “You still think it was the grandson, right?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I think he’s after the money. If he was the only one who inherited, then surely it had to be him.”

      “How about we go and see him tomorrow morning?” Thyme said. “He said he was staying in town. We can pretend we’re there to pay our respects, but we can ask him some questions.”

      I was a little reluctant. “Shouldn’t we just leave it to the police?”

      Thyme flung open an empty cupboard by way of response and pointed inside. “You think they’re competent? You think they’ll find the killer? All they’ve done so far is confiscate our ingredients.”

      I had to admit she had a point.
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