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      “But Lettie, it’s not my birthday.

      Lettie leant across to me and put her finger to her lips. “Shush, he’ll hear you. Besides, I know it’s not your birthday. It’s just a figure of speech.”

      I peeped around the kitchen door, but the man was not yet harmed. That in itself was a plus. I turned back to Lettie. “I’m not sure I get your meaning.”

      Lettie chuckled. “I mean, when I said birthday present, I just wanted to give you a gift.”

      I held up my hands in exasperation. “But Catman?”

      Lettie made a snort of disgust. “His name isn’t Catman, Narel! His name is The Purr-suader. Peter Patterson is a Cat Whisperer, a very famous Cat Whisperer. He’s a five times USA Today bestselling author and he has that documentary series, The Purr-suader World.”

      “Yes, he told me at least five times.” I peeped around the door once more. “Are you sure he won’t sue us, after, well you know…” My voice trailed away.

      Lettie gave me a playful slap on the arm. “Narel, have some confidence in the man. Haven’t you seen his show?” Without waiting for me to answer, she pushed on. “If anyone can solve Mongrel’s aggression problems, he can.”

      “But the guy just turned up on my doorstep last week. Do famous Cat Whisperers go door to door, and in small country towns at that?”

      Lettie frowned. “This one obviously does! And if I hadn’t been here at the time, you would’ve turned him away. The Purr-suader will turn Mongrel into a sociable, well-behaved cat in no time at all.”

      I thought it was too good to be true, but I also thought I should attempt a positive attitude. “Okay then. Should we offer him lunch first?” I opened my second fridge, the one in which I kept the commercial chocolates, and looked inside, but I heard a deep male voice behind me, and spun around.

      “Mongrel and I have made firm friends already,” Peter The Purr-suader announced in a calm, assertive manner.

      I eyed the man warily. Weren’t people supposed to look like their pets? He didn’t look anything like a cat—a goat, maybe. He had a short beard that was desperately in need of a beard trimmer, and his wild mane of grey-blond hair stuck out at all angles. His jeans were bright green, a fact I found rather strange, and his shirt was lime green. All in all, it was not a good look, unless you were a leprechaun. “But Mongrel hasn’t come out of his carrier basket yet,” I said, bewildered.

      “I don’t encourage cats to leave their baskets before they’re ready,” he explained in an overly condescending tone, “and please keep your tone low and calm. Mongrel and I have made eye contact, and he now knows that I’m the Cat Leader. I can assure you that cat aggression problems are an even more common issue than litterbox problems. Now, there is no such thing as a born aggressive cat—it’s always the human who has caused the aggression in the cat.” He fixed me with an accusing glare.

      “I got him like that,” I said defensively.

      “They all say that.” He snorted rudely, but then smiled a thin-lipped smile. “May I ask why you have a refrigerator full of chocolates?”

      I didn’t know what that had to do with anything, but answered nonetheless. “I own the Cocoa Narel Chocolate Shop, and tonight I’m providing special chocolates for an office retirement party.”

      Peter clapped his hands in delight. “May I see?”

      I opened the fridge door again. “Those are chocolate red Porsches, to match the client’s car,” I said, pointing to the contents, “and those are little chocolate road bikes. I’ve also done a variety of other chocolates, such as football shoes and boots, and animals, like the chocolate koalas, kangaroos, crocodiles, and snakes.” I gestured expansively, and then took out a little box. I placed it on the table and then shut the fridge door.

      “Look, but don’t touch,” I cautioned him. “These are a special request for the client. These are…”

      He interrupted me. “Toadstools.”

      I held up the box so he could get a better look. “Fly agaric, to be precise. The toadstools of fairytales, red with white spots. The bases are meringue, and the tops are chocolate and marzipan. I handmade all these.”

      “All of them?” Peter looked impressed.

      “Yes.”

      “And the mushrooms are just for the client?”

      I nodded. “Yes, they’re a special gift. The other chocolates are for all the guests.”

      Peter appeared to have lost interest. “I have some wonderful essential oil flower essences out there that will help Mongrel become calm.”

      I placed the chocolates back in the fridge, and Lettie and I followed Peter back into the living room. Lettie headed straight for an open box of little bottles on the coffee table. She at once had her hands in the box and selected a bottle. She opened it and dabbed some behind her ears. “Ylang Ylang, one of my favourites!”

      The Purr-suader selected another bottle. “Lavender is often a suitable calming cat essential oil, but I’ll offer Mongrel a selection.”

      I clutched Lettie in fear as Peter approached Mongrel’s open basket. He held a bottle of essential oil at the door of the basket, and to my surprise, Mongrel stuck his head out and sniffed it. “Wow, that’s amazing!” I exclaimed. “I thought Mongrel would attack you.”

      Peter turned to me. “I know what I’m doing, my dear. I’m an expert, after all. It’s usual for a cat to hunt and kill. That’s simply normal predatory aggression. It becomes a problem when people play rough with their cats, because this type of behaviour is then encouraged.”

      “Trust me, I didn’t play rough with Mongrel,” I said.

      Peter narrowed his eyes. “That is beside the point. From what you have told me, Mongrel’s behaviour is either redirected aggression or fear-induced aggression. It seems clear he has a bad association with rope.”

      “Yes, Lettie bought him from an animal shelter for me. The shelter people said that the farmer treated him cruelly and used to tie him up with rope. Now he goes crazy whenever he sees rope. Isn’t that right, Lettie?”

      Lettie nodded vigorously.

      I would have said more, but Peter held up his hand to stop me speaking. “No matter, that’s all in the past. Animals don’t retain memories in the same way that people do. I’ll offer Mongrel some more essential oils, and when I find the one he likes, I will dab some on the outside of his basket. When he’s suitably calm, I will start extinction therapy.”

      I certainly didn’t share his view that animals didn’t remember in the same way in which humans did, but now I was really worried. “Extinction therapy?” I squeaked. “Isn’t that like where you put someone who is terrified of spiders in a room with hundreds of spiders?” I clutched myself and shuddered.

      Peter frowned. “Nothing quite so dramatic. I will start in a very small way. As Mongrel doesn’t like ropes, I need to make seeing a rope a pleasant experience for him. For example, I’ll talk in soothing tones and put the essential oil on his basket. Then I will place a small piece of rope in a bowl of cat food, and that will be enough for the first day.”

      I wasn’t so sure.

      Peter was still talking. “My aim is to get Mongrel to associate ropes with a pleasant experience, rather than the fears of his past.”

      “It sounds good in theory, I suppose,” I said, and would have said more, but Peter was already busily dabbing essential oil on Mongrel’s basket. Mongrel still hadn’t left his basket, which showed me that he wasn’t too sure of Peter, but then again, he wasn’t usually good with strangers.

      “Narel, would you get some of Mongrel’s cat food?”

      I did as I was asked, and soon returned with Mongrel’s favourite dry cat food. Peter poured some into a little dish and then put a tiny piece of rope in the dish. I eyed it warily, but then decided it was too small to make Mongrel react. Nevertheless, Lettie and I backed away to a corner of the room.

      Peter looked at me. “May I fetch myself a glass of water first, to calm my aura?”

      I nodded. “Sure. I’ll just get it for you.”

      “I’ll do it.” Peter disappeared into the kitchen.

      When he returned, apparently hydrated, he placed the bowl in front of Mongrel’s basket just far enough away that Mongrel had to leave his basket to get the food. At first, the basket shook violently, and then Mongrel ran out. He devoured every morsel of dry food greedily, turned around, and ran back into his basket, all in double quick time. I was relieved that he hadn’t seemed to notice, or even eaten, the tiny piece of rope, so I was surprised that Peter had gone white.

      “What’s wrong, Peter?” I asked him. “I thought that went rather well, didn’t it?”

      Lettie agreed.

      “Err, um, I’ve never seen a cat like that before,” Peter said. “What happened to his ear?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. He came like that, with one ear crooked and bent over.”

      Peter was still trembling. “He moves fast, doesn’t he! He seems a little, um, more aggressive than I thought.”

      “But we explained how aggressive he was the other day,” Lettie said, sounding rather put out.

      Peter made a gesture of dismissal. “I thought you were exaggerating. People always exaggerate when they explain their cat’s behaviour.”

      Lettie and I exchanged glances. “Well, I can understand if you don’t want to work with Mongrel anymore,” I said.

      Lettie glowered at me. “But it’s my gift to you, Narel.”

      Peter placed the bottles of essential oils in his bag. “It’s fine; it’s fine. There’s no cat I can’t handle. See, he didn’t even react to the rope. I’ll need to start this extinction therapy with a slightly bigger piece of rope.”

      “If you’re sure that’s a good idea,” I said. “You saw what he was like just then, and that’s him in a good mood.”

      “Look, I’m The Purr-suader,” Peter said firmly, fixing me with a withering look. “I’m the expert here.” Before Lettie or I could stop him, he reached into his box and pulled out a small piece of rope.

      After the ambulance had collected Peter, Lettie and I sat down over a cup of hot chocolate and some strawberry soft-centred chocolates to recover from our ordeal.

      I set down my cup. “That was probably what saved him—the fact that it was a tiny length of rope.”

      Lettie shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry it didn’t turn out to be such a good gift, after all.”

      I shrugged. “It was a lovely thought, and Mongrel looks happy.”

      Mongrel was watching us, sitting on the chair at the end of the kitchen table, his two ginger paws resting on the table. I didn’t particularly want cat paws on the table, but I certainly wasn’t brave enough to object.

      “I’m sure he’s improving,” Lettie said, although not very convincingly. She let out a long sigh. “Do you need me to help you get ready for the office retirement party tonight?”

      I shook my head. “Everything’s under control, but thanks for the offer. I’m a bit shaken though, to be honest, after what happened to The Purr-suader. I don’t know how I’m going to pull myself together and serve all the chocolates tonight.”

      Lettie swallowed a chocolate before answering. “It will be a piece of cake. After all, I’ll be there to help you, and the day could hardly get any worse, could it?”
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      This is a little too fancy," Lettie said.

      I surveyed the large room before me. It was cold, grey, and clinical, with bright fluorescent lights. All in all, it was a typical office room, in this case, a conference room converted to a party room. Someone had attempted to add a party atmosphere by placing balloons and scented candles around the room, and even some lucky bamboo, although I wasn't sure of the reason for that. Soft music played in the background, but all in all, nothing could change the fact that it was a conference room, and so the scented candles stood out as incongruous.

      "I wonder why they couldn't have afforded a nice room in town, maybe at a restaurant," Lettie said.

      I elbowed her in the ribs. "Shush. Someone might hear you."

      Lettie ignored me. "There's no one here yet. Maybe they couldn't afford a restaurant after paying you for catering."

      "I hardly catered this event, Lettie," I said, somewhat put out. "I only catered the chocolates for the event. I run a chocolate shop, not a catering firm."

      Lettie was still off in her own world. "The Purr-suader would love all these scented candles. This room would certainly calm down a lot of cats."

      I laughed. "Yes, but only if the candles were all lavender scented. I think they've chosen every variety of fragrant candles at random, and just stuck them around the room. I think it would have been a better effect if they had just selected one scent."

      Lettie sneezed. "Yes, I have to agree with you. Now what do we do?"

      "Miriam Moreton, the organising lady, told me to put all the chocolates on this table under the window." I gestured to an empty table by the window. It had a starched white tablecloth over it that wouldn't have looked out of place in a hospital.

      Lettie rolled her eyes. "I'm not an event organiser, but even I could have done a better job. They should have hired me to run this function, but it's clear they didn't hire anyone."

      I simply shrugged, and before long, the two of us were busy arranging the chocolates on the table. I now owned a small chocolate fountain, because I had recently been asked to provide chocolates for events such as these, and it had proven cheaper to buy one rather than hiring it as I had in the past. "Lettie, I think we should place the chocolate animals here, and those triple chocolate fudge brownie chocolates there."

      "Where should we place the fly agaric chocolates?"

      I gestured to the centre of the table. "There for now, but I'll check with Miriam."

      "Should we leave them in the box?"

      I nodded. "Yes. I don't know if Miriam wants to present them in the box, so that's why I left them in the gift box."

      I had spoken to Miriam, the organiser who was also Stan's personal secretary, earlier, but there had been no sign of her the whole time we were setting up the chocolates. She now bustled into the room, a picture of efficiency. "That looks lovely, Narel. Your chocolates are delightful." I could see she wanted to eat one, maybe a whole bunch. And who could blame her?

      "Thank you. I left the chocolates that are especially for Mr Wellings in that gift box. Would you like me to take off the lid and display them or leave them in the box?"

      "In the box for now," she said. "I don't want anyone else to eat them by mistake until I present them to him. Should we place some candles on the table with the chocolates?"

      "Candles will make the chocolates melt," Lettie said, clearly aghast.

      Miriam looked doubtful. "I suppose you're right. I didn't mean to place them close to the chocolates. It's just that this room is so impersonal." She cast a glance around the empty room before continuing. "Normally, we would have a retirement party at the local restaurant, only well, Stan Wellings isn't well liked." Her voice trailed away, and her cheeks flushed red, as if she had just disclosed a dreadful secret.

      Just then, the door burst open and in marched Enid Grudge, head of the local council's Gnome Naming Committee, followed by a tall, thin man clutching a clipboard and wearing an official-looking badge. His sharp nose twitched as he surveyed the room with obvious disapproval.

      "Excuse me," Enid announced loudly to the room, her voice cutting through the soft background music. "I'm looking for whoever is responsible for the premises at 47 Eucalyptus Drive. There's an unregistered garden gnome visible from the street."

      Craig Cooper, who had just entered the room, raised his hand sheepishly. "That's, um, that's my place."

      Enid's eyes lit up with bureaucratic triumph. "Mr Cooper, I presume? This is my new assistant, Bartholomew Snodgrass-Thistlebottom." The man stepped forward, adjusting his wire-rimmed spectacles and consulting his clipboard with the intensity of someone conducting a military operation.

      "The gnome in question," Bartholomew said in a nasal, officious tone that made my teeth itch, "measures approximately fourteen centimetres in height, sports a red cap, and appears to be holding a fishing rod. Registration form 27-B was due within seventy-two hours of placement."

      "But it was a gift from my mother-in-law," Craig protested. "I didn't even know about the registration requirement."

      "Ignorance is no excuse," Enid snapped. "The law is the law. Bartholomew, issue the citation."

      Bartholomew produced a pink form from his clipboard with a flourish. "Failure to register will result in a fifty-dollar fine, escalating to two hundred dollars if not rectified within fourteen days. Furthermore, the gnome must remain in its current position until proper documentation is filed."

      "This is absolutely ridiculous," Craig muttered, but he took the form with obvious reluctance.

      "Good evening," Enid said with satisfaction. "We have seventeen more properties to inspect tonight. Come along, Bartholomew."

      The duo marched out as abruptly as they'd arrived, leaving an uncomfortable silence in their wake.

      Miriam looked mortified. "I'm so sorry about that interruption. Where were we? Oh yes, I suppose there's a lot of competition in an advertising agency," she said, clearly flustered.

      Lettie nodded vigorously. "Yes, there is. Although this is a small country town, our office does a lot of business in the capital cities. It's a short flight from here to Sydney and Brisbane, and the flight to Melbourne isn't even that long. Of course, with the internet, the running costs of an office are much cheaper in the country and we always fly to the clients."

      She continued to talk about advertising agencies in suitable locations, but my mind drifted back to the chocolates. I had to admit, it was an impressive array, and I was pleased that my hard work had paid off.

      I jumped when I realised that Miriam was addressing me directly. "Sorry?"

      Miriam looked at her watch. "I said that people will be starting to arrive, so would you turn on the chocolate fountain now?"

      "Sure." I set myself to filling the fountain with just the right amount of chocolate.

      Lettie and I had to stay throughout the event, as I had to monitor the chocolate fountain. I had to make sure I added more chocolate from time to time, as the chocolate was consumed. I would rather have been at home watching the latest series of The Bachelorette, but Lettie was happy to stay with me. She was something of a social butterfly. Thinking of The Bachelorette reminded me that I hadn't heard from my crush, Munroe, lately.

      "Have you heard from Munroe lately?" Lettie asked me.

      I shook my head. "Lettie, sometimes I think you're psychic. I was just thinking about him.”

      Lettie laughed.

      "If you tease me about Munroe, I'll start teasing you about Detective Clyde."

      That had the desired effect. Lettie's face flushed various shades of red. She had something of a crush on Detective Clyde, although she wouldn't admit to it. Since I had moved back to town, there had been several murders, and unfortunately, I had discovered some of the bodies. That was how I had met the obnoxious-but-just-doing-his-job Detective Rieker and the attractive-to-Lettie Detective Clyde. At any rate, there was no time to ponder such events, because the guests were starting to arrive.

      I didn't know any of them, and I feared this evening might be boring, or uncomfortable, to say the least. Various well dressed but bored-looking people filed into the room, some with partners, some alone. I recognised Stan Wellings when he walked into the room, because everybody clapped. At his side was a tall, slender woman. I guessed her young enough to be his daughter, granddaughter even. Despite her youth, she'd had so much plastic surgery that her face looked wildly distorted. I wondered why someone so young would have felt the need to resort to such measures, and I said this to Lettie in a whisper.

      "Maybe she's ninety," Lettie said. "Maybe she's not young after all."

      I wasn't so sure. She had an impossible figure, huge lips, a highly stretched face, and a tiny waist. She giggled incessantly.

      A man appeared at my side and held out his hand. I shook it automatically. "I'm Craig Cooper," he said. "I haven't seen the two of you around here before."

      "I'm Narel Myers, and this is my friend, Lettie Lettuce," I said. "I own the Cocoa Narel Chocolate Shop. I catered the chocolates for tonight."

      Craig's eyes widened. "You're Cocoa Narel! I've heard all about you." I didn't know if that was a good thing. Lettie and I exchanged glances.

      "You were the one who had the car accident, weren't you?"

      "That's right," I said.

      "You're quite famous around here," Craig continued. "Weren't some of your classmates murdered right after you came back to town?"

      I simply glared at him, but he pushed on. "Yes, that's right. I remember it all now. You were a suspect, weren't you! The police thought it was you."

      Lettie spoke up. "Narel wasn't the only suspect"

      The man nodded. "Quite so, quite so. Anyway, I'm sure the victims got what was coming to them." He looked pointedly at Stan Wellings. "Now that's someone who has managed to avoid getting what's coming to him, so far. With any luck the karma train will get him sooner or later."

      I was relieved that he had changed the subject. "The two of you don't get along? I've heard Mr Wellings isn't popular."

      Craig made a choking sound. "That's the understatement of the century. The only person who likes him is Peaches." He held up his hands. "I'm not kidding—that's her name, Peaches. Can you believe it? I think she's younger than his daughter."

      He nodded to an elegant young woman on the far side of the room. "That's Minnie. She was dating a local sheep shearer, but Stan said he wasn't good enough for her and he forced them to break up. I'm surprised she still speaks to her father after that."

      "Is Stan's ex-wife still in town?" I asked him.

      "No, she died some years ago. Minnie's the only child. Of course, Stan's been having affairs ever since his wife died, and no doubt he was before that, too. I'm sure Peaches is only after him for his money."

      "Do advertising executives make a lot of money?" Lettie asked.

      Craig shrugged. "It depends. Stan has no scruples, so he'll stop at nothing to get what he wants. He made some big deals in Sydney and could've retired on the money, but he said he'd be too bored. That's why he came to this agency out here in the country. He's a very wealthy man so he doesn't need to work, hence Peaches the girlfriend. She's a gold digger, that one. Oh, speaking of gold diggers! Crikey! There's Mick Holder. Don't look now."

      Of course, the first thing I did was look. The man who just walked through the door was wearing a flannelette shirt and jeans. He also seemed to be wearing steel-capped boots. Sure, it wasn't party gear, but I didn't understand why Craig had such a strong reaction.

      Craig kept talking. "Minnie must've invited him to cause trouble. There's going to be one huge scene when Stan spots him. Well, if you'll excuse me, I'll help myself to a drink and get ready for the show."

      "I didn't think this party was going to end up being so exciting," Lettie said. "Mind you, it isn't exciting yet, but it sounds like it could be soon."

      I shrugged. "Mick is hiding behind people, and not going up to Minnie, so he's not trying to irritate Stan by the looks of it. Anyway, who knows? Let's get ourselves a drink."

      Lettie agreed. "I was waiting for a waiter to walk past and offer me a glass of champagne from a silver tray, but that clearly isn't going to happen here. Your chocolates are the best thing about this party, Narel."

      I had to agree. "I wonder why they paid for my chocolates. I mean, you would think they would just go to the local supermarket and buy any old chocolates, given the look of the wine."

      Lettie laughed. "What, you're not partial to Passion Pop?" She pointed to a label on a wine bottle and then placed it down. "Well, here's a bottle of Moscato. It's sparkling."

      I held out my plastic champagne glass, and Lettie filled it. "Narel, I think I'm going to die of boredom, simply die of boredom."

      Just then, a middle-aged woman burst into the room. The first thing I noticed was that she wasn't dressed for the party, and appeared to be dressed in everyday household clothes. In fact, she was wearing an apron.

      She marched straight over to Stan, who hadn't noticed her arrival, as he was standing with his back to her. She grabbed his arm and spun him around. Even from where I was standing, I could see that all the colour drained from his face. He took a step backwards into Peaches, who put her arm around him to steady him.

      "You cheated on me!" the woman screamed at the top of her lungs. She stabbed him in the chest with her stubby finger. "You cheated on me!"
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