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      There was once a boy who spent his summer holidays in a garden, playing among the delphiniums, the hollyhocks, and the rambling roses. His name was Cecil Cabbage, and he dreamed of one day owning the bakery once owned by his grandmother, the very same grandmother who grew the delphiniums, the hollyhocks, and the rambling roses he loved. 

      Cecil stood on my front porch, wringing his hands. “It’s finally happening. I’m finishing my haunted gingerbread house!”

      “I’m very happy for you, Cecil,” I said, sweat dripping down my brow. “But I have an awful lot to do today…”

      “Quite right,” Cecil said. “I shall not waste a moment more of your time, Amelia. Truly.”

      I had always liked Cecil. He was only young, maybe twenty-two, but he dressed like someone who was many decades older. He loved his oversized cardigans, his ties, and his comfortable brown shoes. It was only his hair which revealed his age. Thick and dark, his swooping locks would not look out of place in a boy band. 

      “That’s fine, Cecil. You said you needed some flour?”

      He nodded. “For the competition. I went to the supermarket, but it’s closed for repairs. That was one crazy storm we had last night.”

      “I have plenty of flour to spare. Why don’t you go into the kitchen and help yourself? Just down the hall. That’s right. To the left. Coming, Marina!”

      I watched Cecil make his way to the kitchen, and then I hurried into the living room, where Marina Mercer was tapping her foot, waiting impatiently. 

      “Any more unexpected guests?” Her tone was terse.

      “I hope not,” I said. “I’m so behind on putting the finishing touches on my haunted gingerbread house for the competition.” 

      “I want my yearly Halloween spell, Amelia,” Marina said. “No time for small talk.”

      “Yes. Fine,” I said, waving my hand. “What do you want?”

      “A child.”

      “A what?”

      “I want you to have a child.”

      “I don’t need a spell to have a child.”

      “Clearly, you do,” Marina said.

      I did not have time to reply. Cecil had finished in the kitchen. “I’m off now, Amelia. Thanks so much for letting me raid your pantry.”

      “One second,” I said to Marina.

      “I don’t have the time for this, Amelia.”

      “One second,” I repeated, this time a little more forcefully. “I need to see Cecil out.”

      Stepping into the hallway, I led Cecil to the front door, where Gideon Gibson was standing with Jack Jenkins. Goodness, I was popular that morning!

      “We both need to borrow some ingredients,” Jack said with a frown. Jack and I had a bit of a rivalry, seeing as he was an aspiring baker. It was one-sided, really. Jack liked to pretend I was a villain with a moustache and a swishy cape.

      “It’s the blasted storm, Amelia,” Gideon said. “We would not ask if it could be helped. Hello, Silas. How are you?” 

      “Cecil,” he corrected Gideon. 

      Gideon was the local treat maker. In Australia, we called candy lollies, and that is what he made. Lolly making was a craft which had been in Gideon’s family for over a hundred years, when his American ancestors had arrived in Australia. I admired him, even if I could tell he found me somewhat eccentric. 

      “Head straight to the kitchen,” I told them both. I waited for them to do so, and then I turned to Cecil. “Mrs Cabbage was a very dear lady,” I said. “I hope you are one day able to buy back her bakery.”

      Cecil’s eyes filled with hopeful tears, and he nodded. With a wave of his hand, he turned around and set off down the garden path, a packet of flour tucked beneath one arm. 

      “Amelia?”

      I jumped. Marina was breathing down my neck. I wished she would have had the good grace to stay put, but then she never did like doing as she was asked. 

      “You and Alder have failed to deliver the heir who shall carry on the yearly Halloween spell.”

      “You want me to have a child?”

      “Of course, I want you to have a child. I need your descendants to continue to do the yearly Halloween spell for my descendants. Do a spell to give you a child.” 

      “No way! That’s ludicrous. I can’t believe you said that. Anyway, Alder and I have been trying.”

      “Clearly, not hard enough!”

      “There is no way I’m doing such a spell!”

      “Then I want a spell that will give me a guarantee.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Marina, and I have a haunted gingerbread house to finish.” 

      “Just do the spell, Amelia. Your grandmother promised my grandmother that the yearly Halloween spell would stand for all time. Do a spell to guarantee that.”

      I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Okay. I’ll think of a spell.”

      But before I could figure out what spell to do, there was a knock on the door. Relieved, I asked Marina to wait, and I hurried back to the front door. 

      It was Gladys Mosley.

      “Sugar. Now. And don’t give me the runaround. I know you’ve got a pantry full of ingredients.”

      “It’s so nice to see you again too, Gladys.”

      “Humph.”

      “You need sugar?” I asked.

      “I said so already, didn’t I?” She waved her walking stick at me.

      “Certainly. Just help yourself. The kitchen is that way.”

      I thought of my haunted gingerbread house. This year, the new mayor had decided there would be a baking competition at the Halloween fair in the park. Because the new mayor hated Halloween but loved Christmas, he asked us to bake gingerbread houses. After people expressed their annoyance, he conceded that it would be a haunted gingerbread house competition. 

      “I’ll go to another room and do the spell,” I told Marina.

      I went to my bedroom and sat on the end of the bed next to a sleeping Willow and Hawthorn. I had no idea what sort of spell I could do. What was the desired outcome? What had Marina said? Something about time. Time spells were not a thing. I would have to make it up as I went along.

      I crossed to my dresser and fetched a glass encased, orange Blockbuster candle. I lit the candle and focused on it. “My descendants, um, in turn,” I began, but then Gladys poked her head around the door.

      “Oh, I thought this was the way out!” Her face flushed bright red.

      I saw a huge bag under her arm, so I made to hurry after her. I remembered just in time that I was part way through the spell. I muttered something about time and Halloween to finish the spell and ran out of the room.

      Gladys was already making her way through the front door. “You’re welcome,” I called after her as she hurried away. She was hauling along most of the sugar in my home. I wondered for a moment if she was trying to sabotage me, but then I remembered I’d already made the haunted gingerbread house. I just needed to finish decorating it.

      I was about to shut the front door when a teenage girl appeared. She had hazel eyes and long brown hair. I wondered if her parents had never told her to wear sunscreen, because her entire face was covered in freckles. Hundreds of them, like a furious constellation spanning across her nose. Then again, some people freckle a lot more than others, and she was clearly one of them.

      “Wow, it’s just like you said. Freaky! It really happened!”

      I was perplexed. “Excuse me?”

      “Arabella,” the girl said crisply.

      “No,” I replied, “I’m Amelia. Are you lost?”

      “No, I’m Arabella, and I’m not lost. I need some ginger, and I was told to ask you.” 

      “Oh,” I said. I felt a rush of warmth towards the teenage girl, and suddenly I found myself laughing. “Sure. It’s in the kitchen. I can show you, but I’m afraid I’m busy with a very annoyed guest.”

      “I can find it,” Arabella said, as she pushed past me. 

      Still smiling, I turned to step back into the house, but Marina burst out of the living room. “Well, if you’re not going to do the spell…”

      “I did the spell already,” I told her. 

      “Did it work?”

      “No idea,” I replied truthfully. “I’m a bit absent-minded today.”

      “Maybe you are finally pregnant,” Marina snapped.

      “Maybe you should keep your nose out of other people’s wombs,” I replied tartly. “There’s the door.”

      Before Marina could reply, young Arabella arrived from the kitchen, carrying her ginger. 

      “What’s this?” Marina said.

      “A child,” I said. “The very thing you want me to have.”

      Marina shuddered. “I never cared for children myself.”

      “We don’t much care for you either,” Arabella replied. I bit back a smile.

      “Thank you, um,” Arabella said. She was looking at me. 

      “Amelia,” I informed her.

      “No, I know. Amelia. It’s just a bit weird, isn’t it?” 

      “Is it?” I asked, puzzled.

      “Yes. Weird. You look really skinny by the way,” Arabella added. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 

      For a moment, Arabella became my favourite person in the whole entire world. Then it hit me—I had never met Arabella before. Who told her I wasn’t skinny? I mean, I wasn’t skinny, but still. I glared at Marina, but the two didn’t seem to know each other.

      “See you tomorrow,” Arabella said. “I’ll be the one wearing the prize winning ribbon.” 

      “Second place is still a prize,” I replied, suddenly feeling competitive.

      “Yes, which is why you should not feel bad for coming in second behind me,” Arabella said. She blew me a kiss and then skipped off through my garden and down the street. 

      One morning. Five visitors, four of whom had cleaned out my pantry. I needed some chocolate and a bubble bath, but I still had a haunted gingerbread house to finish.
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      I was lying on my sofa in the living room, an ice pack on my forehead. October in Australia was usually quite hot, and baking always left me exhausted.

      Alder burst into the room. “Marina is not answering my calls,” he said, waving his arms about in exasperation. “I know she’s coming tomorrow to ask you for the spell, and she knows I don’t want her to do it.”

      I sat up slowly, causing both cats, Willow and Hawthorn, to glare at me. “She came this morning,” I told him.

      “A day early?”

      I made to nod, but it hurt, so I said weakly, “Yes. Alder, I have a terrible headache from baking the haunted gingerbread house.”

      He looked around in alarm. “Did you catch anything on fire?”

      I waved my finger at him. “No, but I need something for my headache.”

      “Nurofen? Panadol?”

      “Wine and chocolate.”

      It was Alder’s turn to wave his finger at me. “No, no, Amelia. We decided you wouldn’t drink wine until after the baby is born.”

      “I know that, but I’m not pregnant yet!” I said rather shrilly. “And that’s what the spell was about.”

      Alder sat on an armchair opposite me and ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t understand. Exactly what was the spell about?”

      “Marina is worried about her descendants. She wants that spell obligation to last for generations, apparently.”

      Alder said a few rude words. I pushed on. “She wants to make sure we have children so there’ll be people to do the spell for her children every year.”

      “Doesn’t she only have one daughter?”

      “Yes, her daughter and all her daughter’s children.”

      “How many children does her daughter have?”

      I pressed the ice pack into my head. “I don’t have a clue. Maybe one, maybe one hundred, but that’s not the point. The point is, she wants the spell obligation to last forever!”

      “How unreasonable and selfish of her,” Alder said. “Every year, the thought of Halloween fills me with trepidation, to be honest. Every single Halloween for the last—how many has it been? Five years?—her spell has involved you in some horrible sort of murder, and you yourself have almost been murdered.”

      “Well, this year’s spell won’t lead to murder,” I told him. “She wanted me to do a spell so that we’d have a child.”

      Alder’s face turned a horrible shade of red. “Why that’s… that’s…” he sputtered.

      I finished his sentence for him, although I’m sure mine was the censored version. “Extremely unreasonable,” I supplied.

      Alder got up and paced the room. “The nerve of her! What did you tell her?”

      “I refused, of course.” I pushed a large cushion behind my back. “But then she demanded that I do a spell to guarantee the Halloween spell would stand for all time.”

      “I’m a little confused. Exactly what was the spell?”

      I waved one hand at him. “I can’t remember. It was a rushed spell, something about time.”

      “Was there any chance that the spell went wrong?” Alder narrowed his eyes at me.

      “What do you mean?”

      Alder bit his lip. “Well, um, sometimes your Halloween spells go a little wrong.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. Well, maybe something went wrong this time. I did have several people coming to the door, borrowing stuff like flour, and all because of the big hailstorm last night, and the supermarket was shut.”

      Alder tapped his chin. “I see. Still…”

      He didn’t have a chance to finish that sentence because there was a knock on the door. “You stay there. I’ll get it,” he said.

      He returned moments later with a haunted gingerbread house.

      “Camino,” I said.

      “How did you know it was me?” said a muffled voice, and then the roof lifted off to reveal Camino’s flushed face.

      “You’re the only person I know with the skills to make a haunted gingerbread onesie,” I said, hoping to placate her.

      It worked. Camino shot me a wide smile. “Yes. I’m going to wear it to the festival tomorrow.”

      “Amelia has entered a cake in the haunted gingerbread house competition,” Alder told her.

      Camino looked horror stricken. “Amelia, you didn’t! It’s not just for show, you know—judges actually eat some!”

      I glared at her. “Your point?”

      “You don’t want to give them food poisoning, surely?”

      Alder laughed and slapped her on the back. “Great joke, Camino.” He shot her a forceful look.

      “But,” she began, followed quickly by, “Oh.” She said nothing further but shuffled from one foot to the other.

      “I’ll have you know that my baking has improved greatly,” I told her. “I didn’t set a single thing on fire, and when I accidentally dropped a piece on the floor, it didn’t even make a dent in the floorboards. The house hasn’t even set off the fire alarm lately when I’ve been baking, have you, Grandmother?”

      The house shuddered but said nothing.

      Another knock on the door proved to be a reprieve for Camino. “I’ll get it,” she said, returning moments later with Ruprecht.

      “Do you have a headache, Amelia?” he asked by way of greeting.

      “Yes, it’s been like Grand Central Station here today,” I told him, “and I was trying to finish a haunted gingerbread house at the same time.”

      Ruprecht’s jaw fell open. “You’re not thinking of entering it in the haunted gingerbread house competition at the festival tomorrow, surely?”

      “Yes, why not?”

      Ruprecht stroked his long white beard. “Did you enter it under your own name? You do have your cupcake shop business to consider.”

      Alder spoke before I could say something. “Marina Mercer has already been here and asked Amelia for the yearly spell,” he told them.

      “What did she want this year?” Ruprecht asked me. “A love spell? A money spell? A health spell? A happiness spell? A spell to drive somebody away? A spell to remove a curse?”

      I shook my head. “No, it was the strangest thing. She wanted me to do a spell so that I’d have a baby.”

      Ruprecht and Camino exchanged glances. “A baby?” they said in unison.

      I hurried to explain. “Marina is afraid Alder and I won’t have any children. She wants my descendants to be able to do the yearly Halloween spell for her descendants forever by the sounds of it.”

      Ruprecht shook his head. “Oh dear. I agree with you, Alder, this really needs to stop. Amelia, if only your grandmother had thought to put a time limit on this Halloween spell.”

      A painting promptly fell off the wall. Ruprecht turned to rehang it. “I mean no offence, Thelma,” he said, “but you can see how this has put your granddaughter in an awkward position.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t do the spell,” Camino said.

      “No, of course not.” I shook my head, happy that the Nurofen I had taken earlier had already kicked in. My headache had almost gone.

      “But then, surely Marina asked you to do another spell,” Ruprecht said.

      “Yes, she did. She asked me to do a spell about time.”

      “Time?”

      “Something like that. You know, to give her a guarantee that the Halloween spells would continue for generations.”

      “Did anything strange happen when you did the spell?” Ruprecht asked me.

      I stood up and put my hands on my hips. “I did a perfectly fine spell, and nothing went wrong,” I said firmly, followed by, “At least, I hope not. I was distracted because people kept coming to the house to borrow ingredients.”

      “If something went wrong, we’ll know soon enough,” Ruprecht said cheerily. He looked around the room. “Although, I must say, I do have a rather uncanny sense that your spell will have far-reaching consequences.” His tone became solemn. “And as the spell involved time, the consequences have likely already started.”
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      “I’m sorry, I can’t help you today,” said a disembodied voice.

      I rubbed my eyes and looked up to see Alder bending over me. “What time is it?”

      “Time for you to go to the Halloween fair,” Alder said.

      “I think I’m coming down with the flu.” I struggled to sit up. “I don’t feel very well.”

      Alder’s face flooded with concern. “Are you all right? Should I call Thyme?”

      I struggled out of bed. “No, I’ll be okay. I think it’s just the stress of Marina. I get stressed every year around this time.”

      Alder nodded. “You and me both.”

      I walked into the bathroom. “A quick shower should pick me up.”

      “I’ll make you some coffee, and then I’ve got to run,” he said. “Sorry about that.”

      I waved at him over my shoulder. “That’s okay. I know you’re working on a case.”

      After my shower, I walked to the kitchen. I usually welcomed my morning coffee, but this time, the smell of it somewhat turned my stomach. I shrugged, and I drank it anyway.

      There was no time to eat or drink anything else because I was already late. I was carrying the first box of cupcakes to the car when Thyme arrived. “Sorry I’m late!” she said. “I slept through the alarm. I never do that.”

      “I slept through mine too,” I said. “I’ve only had time for one coffee.”

      “We can get more at the Halloween fair.” With that, she rushed past me.

      Soon, the car was packed with cupcakes, and we were heading the short distance to the park that hosted the annual Halloween fair.

      “I hope we get our usual spot under the big stringybark gum tree,” I said to Thyme.

      She readily agreed. “It’s that awful new mayor, saying we can’t keep our usual spots. Still, I’m sure all the regulars will take their old spots, and nobody will take ours.”

      “Happy Halloween!” said a voice from behind us.

      I spun around to see Arabella.

      Thyme and I had parked at the edge of the Pumpkin Patch. Pumpkins did not grow in Australia at this time of year, so the pumpkins were fat little dolls dressed in orange. The Pumpkin Patch was the name for the festival’s playground. 

      “It’s not Halloween yet,” Thyme said.

      “Like Casper, I’m just getting into the spirit of things,” Arabella replied. She was not wearing a coat, and it was a bit cool. I had a sudden urge to give her mine, but I knew that would be weird. I barely even knew the kid. 

      “Good for you,” I said, while Thyme asked, “Would you like a free cupcake?”

      “Oh yes, please!” 

      “Well, you can have two if you help us carry the rest to our stall.”

      “The famous Halloween fair cake stall,” she replied. “Cool. I’ve heard all about it.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You have?” 

      “Sure.”

      Arabella, Thyme, and I unloaded the cupcakes from the car and carried everything out to the stall. By the time we trudged around the corn maze, hay truck ride, pumpkin slingshot, and petting zoo, I was sweating up a storm. Arabella, however, looked as fresh as a daisy. Youths! 

      “Here you go,” I replied, giving Arabella her cupcakes. “I hope your parents won’t be mad at me for ruining your lunch.”

      “They let me eat cupcakes,” she replied.

      “Child labour is illegal.”

      I turned, and it was Alder. He looked so gorgeous in his handsome private detective clothes, like the cop in that Hallmark movie I made him watch seven times last year. 

      “Wow,” Arabella said. Maybe she was also impressed with his cool appearance. “It’s you! Wow!”

      “Hello there, child,” Alder said.

      “Child?” I mouthed to him. He shrugged. Neither of us were the best at communicating with the next generation. We needed to learn soon, or else our future children would get mad at us and stick us in a home for the decrepit when we were old and inform. 

      “Do you want a cupcake?” Arabella said. “I can give you one of mine.”

      “Thank you, but no. I just came to check in on my wife, to see if she needed help carrying anything to the stall, but it seems as though the three of you have everything sorted.”

      “I’m entering the Haunted Gingerbread House competition,” Arabella said. “So, I had better get going. I’ll see you all later.”

      Alder watched her go. “Cute kid. She looks like me.”

      Now that he mentioned it, she did look an awful lot like my husband. “Um. Is there something you need to tell me, Alder?”

      Alder went bright red. Like, he turned the reddest I have ever seen a man turn. “I don’t have an illegitimate daughter, Amelia Spelled!”

      “I didn’t say you did,” I replied tartly. Thyme edged away from us, pretending to be fascinated by the pumpkin slingshot, which was flinging pumpkins perilously close to the highway. 

      “You implied it.”

      “I implied no such thing.”

      “I don’t want to pick a fight.” He threw up his hands in defeat.

      “I do. How many other kids do you have running around?”

      “Just one,” he joked. 

      Sighing, I took off my shoe and flung it at his head. Boom! I wasn’t aiming for his head, and that’s most likely why I got him right in the forehead.

      “Ouch! What did you do that for?”

      “I don’t know. I thought it might make me feel better.”

      “And did it?”

      “Yep.”

      “Good,” Alder said. He picked up my shoe and ran away.

      “Hey?” I called out after him.

      Stopping for a brief moment, he turned around and said, “Either you come and get this shoe right now, or I will hide it in a place you will never find it.” 

      “Why are you being so silly?” I said, trying not to laugh. I did not want to laugh. I did not want to reward his bad behaviour with positive validation. 

      Alder stuck out his tongue.

      “Unbelievable.” I watched him turn and run.

      “Aw, you two are so cute,” Thyme said. “It’s just like in Cinderella.”

      “Cinderella lost her glass slipper at the ball, Thyme. The Prince didn’t yank it off her foot and run off with it through a corn maze.”

      “In Alder’s defence, you did toss your shoe at his head.” 

      “Whose side are you on?”

      “You had better catch him. I’ll finish setting up the stall.”

      I thanked her, turned, and jogged after Alder. I was already sweating from carrying the cupcakes earlier, and now I had to add cardio on top of my already tiresome day. Why was Alder acting like such a child? I’ll admit, it was funny seeing a grown man act so goofy. 

      Following Alder into the corn maze, I slowed to a timid walk. I hated corn mazes. Didn’t I once watch a movie where a girl was murdered in a corn maze? It was one of those serial killer films where only the girl next door survives. I wasn’t a girl next door. I was a woman who was very grumpy at her annoying husband, and I wasn’t wearing the correct bra to be stalking men through a corn maze. That called for more support, something to strap the girls down. 

      “Boo!”

      “Argh!” I screamed, falling onto my bottom.

      Alder exploded into laughter. “Aw, I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      “Give me my shoe.” I yanked it out of his hands. “I could have got anything stuck in my foot.”

      “You’re right, honey.” Alder pretended to look concerned. “Do you want me to kiss you until you forgive me for being silly?”

      Well, a kiss didn’t sound so bad, I thought, as I put on my shoe. 

      Alder pulled me off the ground and into his arms. “Yes? No? Maybe?”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “Maybe if I buy you a pumpkin spice latte and one of those pretzel things you are always eating in bed.”

      “I don’t eat in bed,” I said, annoyed.

      “One of those pretzel things you never eat in bed,” he corrected himself. 

      “Fine,” I said. “Then, and only then, will I give you a kiss.”

      “You don’t want to kiss in the corn maze? We might never again step foot inside of one.”

      “They have the corn maze every year, Alder.”

      “True, but what if one day it burns down? Or what if aliens invade? Don’t you want to die knowing you kissed your husband surrounded by corn?”

      “How many coffees have you had today?”

      “Five.”

      “Five!”

      “I’m on a case, honey. You know how I need to be caffeinated to get the old grey cells moving.”

      “Get your butt moving to the pretzel place so I can give you a kiss.”

      “Kiss first, pumpkin spice latte and pretzels later,” he countered.

      I sighed. “You win.”

      I returned to the cupcake stall, thoroughly kissed. After Alder supplied us with pumpkin spice lattes and pretzels, I helped Thyme arrange the cupcakes.

      I stood back to admire them. My favourites were the purple and black spider cupcakes with sugar candy webs, the bat and moon cupcakes with vanilla buttercream and black fondant, the marzipan bone cupcakes, the ghost cupcakes, the candy corn cupcakes, the green witch face cupcakes with pointy black hats, and the Jack-o’-lantern cupcakes.

      “I hope they taste as good as they look,” I said.

      Thyme chuckled. “They will, because you didn’t make them.”

      “I iced them and decorated them!” I protested.

      “Yes, you’re good at that,” she admitted. “Look, there’s Mint! She’s early.”

      “That’s because the police are doing a fundraising stall this year,” I told her. “And she’s helping Chris.”

      “Why wouldn’t she?” Thyme said with a big smile. “They’ve been inseparable ever since they were married.”

      “They were inseparable before they were married,” I reminded her.

      Thyme’s face fell. “I met Dawson before Mint met Chris, and he hasn’t proposed yet.”

      I didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. “Surely, he will soon,” I offered lamely. “Has he ever mentioned it? I mean, have you guys talked about marriage?”

      Thyme nodded. “He says he wants to get married, but he won’t propose until he has enough money.”

      “Enough money for what?” I asked her.

      She shrugged. “Who would know? Anyway, should you go back to your house and fetch your haunted gingerbread cake?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll get it in half an hour or so. I don’t want to be too early.”

      Thyme pulled her phone out of her pocket and showed it to me. “Look at the time, Amelia. You had better go and fetch it now.”

      I clutched my head. “I’ve been so muddleheaded lately! I think it’s all the stress of having to do a spell for Marina.”

      “Don’t worry about her anymore,” Thyme said in soothing tones. “You’ve done the spell, and you won’t have to worry about her for another year.”

      “But my children will have to do the spell for her children and so on forever,” I lamented.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Thyme said. “Maybe one of them will think up something to end the spell.”

      “They can’t really,” I told her. “It was an agreement between my grandmother and Marina’s grandmother.”

      Thyme waved one hand at me in dismissal. “Yes, of course I know that, but it could be ended by mutual agreement.”

      My hand flew to my throat. “I didn’t think of that! That never occurred to me.”

      “Well, obviously that mutual agreement will never come from Marina,” Thyme said, “but maybe it will from her daughter or even one of her daughter’s kids.”

      “That gives me hope. Anyway, I’d better rush home and grab my cake.”

      I turned around and ran into a giant haunted gingerbread cake, just as Thyme called out, “Hi, Camino!”

      As I stepped around Camino, she said to Thyme, “How come everybody knows it’s me?”

      I giggled and hurried to my car. I hoped I wasn’t coming down with the flu. A strange smell of something akin to burnt Vegemite toast assaulted my nostrils. It was a smell that had been present with me the past few weeks. Maybe it was sinus trouble. After all, it was spring, and pollen was everywhere.

      To my dismay, Marina was waiting on my front porch. “Amelia, I was just about to go to the festival.”

      “I’m in a bit of a hurry, Marina. I’ve just come home to get my entry for the haunted gingerbread house competition.”

      Marina nodded. “I wanted to know if your spell worked.”

      I was incredulous. “You want to know if my spell worked? Nobody ever knows if a spell had worked until the outcome. I mean, you can do candle readings and things like that to see how the spells will go, but nobody really ever knows until the outcome either happens or doesn’t happen.”

      Marina pursed her lips. “Did you use a candle in the spell?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “And did you do a candle reading?”

      I ran my hand across my forehead and took a deep breath. “The candle lit very easily, and the flame flared. I would take that to mean this spell was going to be very effective.”

      Marina’s expression relaxed. “That’s great!” She hesitated and then added, “I know the yearly spells annoy you, but it was an agreement between your grandmother, Thelma, and my grandmother, Nama.”

      “Yes, I know that.”

      “And the spells have been such a benefit to me that I want them to be a benefit to my descendants as well.”

      I forced a smile. “Yes, I’m sure they will be. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must grab my entry. I’ve put so much effort into it, and I don’t want to be disqualified just because I’m late.”

      Marina stood aside and waved me inside. I hurried to the kitchen and picked up the large box containing the haunted gingerbread cake. I walked back to the front door with it carefully. Marina held the door open for me. “I’ll help you into the car with that,” she said.

      I thanked her and made my way to the car. Soon, the cake was sitting safely on the front passenger seat.

      “I must say, I’m quite impressed with the cake,” Marina said. “Did you make it all by yourself, Amelia?”

      I nodded. “It took ages.”

      “Have you tasted it yet?”

      “Yes. Are you going to the festival, Marina? Would you like to come with me?”

      Marina declined. “I might drive there later.”

      I tucked the house into the passenger seat, and I carefully drove back to the party. As I drew nearer to the festival, the road became littered with pumpkins. I had no idea who decided to slingshot the pumpkins onto the road, but thanks to my skills at defensive driving, I was able to navigate all obstacles with an elegant level of calm. I made a note to tell Alder about my talents. 

      “Took you long enough,” Thyme said as I finally made my way back to our stall. I was sweating beneath the giant haunted gingerbread house. Perhaps giving the thing five floors was a bit excessive, but go big or go home, right?

      “I was driving around pumpkins,” I explained.

      “Hey, do you need to take a break? Drink some water.”

      “No, why?”

      “You look tired.”

      “I look as fresh as a daisy.”

      “What if Alder sees you like this? I can’t go through another divorce. Not after what happened to my parents.”

      “Alder and I are not getting a divorce,” I said. Then I remembered how he stole my shoe and left me for dead in the corn maze as Thyme ate my pretzels. “On second thoughts…”

      “I’ll miss you,” Thyme said then.

      “Why are you missing me?”

      “Well, I expect Alder will get me in the divorce.”

      “In what world?”

      “Well, it’s just that he has a sensible job catching bad guys and locking them up.”

      “That’s practically my job these days too,” I muttered.

      “Meanwhile you bake, Amelia.”

      “Baking is a fine profession.” 

      “Yes, but it is a bit dangerous when you are the one doing the baking.”

      I pulled a face at her. “I’m going to deposit my entry.”

      I took my gingerbread house over to the judging area. There was a long table on which to put the houses. There was not a soul in sight, and my cake appeared to be the last entry.

      As I turned to leave, I caught a glimpse of somebody, or so I thought. “Hello, is anyone there?” I called out, thinking maybe it was an official, but there was no response. I shrugged and left the building.

      “I’m tired, and I am bored,” I grumbled to Thyme when I returned to the cake store when I returned from the judging room. 

      “Go and slingshot a pumpkin.”

      “Not even firing pumpkins perilously close to cars motoring down the highway could cheer me up, Thyme. What a weird day this has been.” 

      “Go and get a pumpkin pie before the gingerbread contest starts,” Thyme suggested.

      A sudden urge to eat pumpkin pie overwhelmed me, and I wondered for a moment if the baker had cast a spell on me, before dismissing the thought as fanciful.

      “Good idea,” I stood. My skin was itching from something in the air. Maybe I had a corn allergy? For now, though, I was going to eat three whole pumpkin pies. 

      The Pumpkin Pie Stall was on the other side of the park. I had to elbow my way past several families whose children were screaming about not being able to eat candy apples. I knew that feeling. There was also another problem with The Pie Stall.

      Jack Jenkins.

      Jack and I were enemies, but only because Jack was dramatic and thought it fun to be enemies with a fellow baker. Jack was an undertaker by profession, but he had told me on numerous occasions that he had always wanted to be a baker. I tried not to indulge his dramatics, but I needed pumpkin pie. Fast. 

      “Amelia,” Jack said. “My nemesis.”

      “Am I your nemesis?”

      “Indeed. We are baking enemies. I loaf you so hard,” he added. “Get it? Loathe?”

      “Yes, Jack. Very good. I want to buy a slice of pumpkin pie. Scratch that. I want to buy three pumpkin pies and a fork too, if that’s okay?”

      “No can do, Amelia.

      “Just the pies, then.”

      “No, I mean I can’t sell you a pie. It’s not a good look for my business.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I can’t be seen feeding the enemy.”

      “Isn’t that a great look for your business? Like, if everyone sees your nemesis eating your pie, it means it is really good pie, right?”

      “Hmm,” Jack said. “I’m an undertaker, not a baker, sad to say. Your tricks will not work on me.”

      Sighing, and desperate for pie, I decided to meet Jack on his own battleground. “Baking is a whisk-y business,” I said to him, and his face lit up in a smile. The smile soon turned to a frown.

      “No,” he said quickly. “You will not charm me with baking puns into giving you a pie.”

      “Come on, Jack. Here you have the perfect opportunity. The opportunity to bake the world a better place.”

      Jack slapped his hands over his ears. “La la la la la. I am not listening, Amelia.”

      “It’s all or muffin, Jack!”

      He screamed.

      “There’s no ‘i’ in cream,” I added.

      “Stop it,” he shrieked. Everyone was looking at us, confused as to why Jack was doubling over, his face the perfect image of torment and pain. 

      “Make my dreams crumb true.”

      “I hate you,” he said.

      “For old time’s bake,” I said.

      Finally, the anguish left his face, and he looked calm. I realised he had submitted to the puns, and that I had won. 

      “You’ve gone too far this time, Amelia Spelled.” 

      “Well, I hope you feel batter soon.” 

      “I’m alive and cake-ing.”

      “Sell me the pies, Jack.”

      “Fine. After all, how could I dessert a lady at the moment she needed me the most? That will be three hundred dollars,” Jack said. “I am charging you for the torment.” 

      “I’ve got a butter idea,” I replied. “The pies are free. I know we are as different as chalk and cheesecake, but if you come over later this week, I’ll give you a big box of cupcakes as thanks.” 

      Sighing, Jack handed me the pies. “After one of these, Amelia, you will learn that you cannot have your cake and eat it too.”

      “True,” I said, “which is why I prefer pie. You know, Jack, sometimes I think we are a batch made in heaven.”

      Jack groaned and rolled his eyes.

      “Those look like great pumpkin pies,” Thyme said when I finally returned to our stall.

      “Yep,” I said, beaming. 

      “Was it hard to get Jack to sell you it?”

      “You know what, Thyme? It was actually a piece of cake.”
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      The Halloween fair was in full swing when I arrived at the judging room for the haunted gingerbread house competition. I had spent months planning my gingerbread house, because the concept needed to be as iconic as the competition was silly. In the end, I had decided to recreate the Addams Family home. What better family to celebrate Halloween than with the creepy and the kooky, the mysterious and spooky, the all together kooky, Addams Family!

      I took a moment to gaze down on my creation. I had truly outdone myself with this monstrous treat. 

      The ghosts poking out of the windows were made of chocolate, and I had given these ghosts a pack of phantom hounds made out of jellybeans. I felt happy with the creation, but my stomach gurgled thanks to Jack’s pumpkin pies. I shouldn’t have eaten them all, but I was starving. I’d had a pumpkin craving. It must have been a Halloween thing.

      I found myself next to Jack Jenkins. 

      “Pie thief,” he whispered. “Thiever of pies.” 

      Despite his words, he didn’t seem all too bothered. He was too busy admiring his haunted gingerbread house, which was less of a house and more of a mansion complete with several bathrooms and two kitchens.

      “I’ve gone for a more rustic vibe,” Gladys Mosley said as we both looked at Jack’s house. She’d made a haunted gingerbread farmhouse, which was really very charming. I gave her a quick clap, but she simply glared at me. 

      “Oh, dear,” a small voice said.

      Jack, Gladys, and I all turned to see Cecil Cabbage. He was standing next to a haunted gingerbread aquarium, which was really rather impressive. 

      “I went a little offbeat with my house,” Cecil said, “and now I am feeling rather embarrassed.”

      But we were all stunned.

      “That’s amazing, Cecil,” we all said. 

      “I did a cottage,” Arabella said. I didn’t know her last name, and I wondered what it was. I hadn’t seen her around town before. 

      “Well done,” Jack said. “It seems like we are all here and ready to go. I wonder where that mayor has got to, you know?” 

      We didn’t have to wait much longer. Soon, the mayor appeared, followed by his frazzled assistant. I didn’t know the first thing about her, only that she looked stressed. 

      “Good afternoon,” the mayor boomed. A crowd had gathered. “And welcome to the Haunted Gingerbread House Competition.” 

      There was a smattering of applause, although Cecil hiccuped. It seemed that nerves were getting the better of the poor lad.

      “Well, well, well,” the mayor continued. He narrowed his eyes as he gazed down upon the masses circling the haunted gingerbread competition. “I hate Halloween. I truly hate Halloween.”

      There was a smattering of confused applause. The mayor raised his hand to call for silence.

      “I believe, truly, that anyone who loves Halloween is an unwashed miscreant who was never hugged enough as a child. The fact you’re all pushing your pumpkin spice lattes and your caramel apples upon the good citizens of this law-abiding town makes my blood boil the way Gideon Gibson boils sugar in that unholy kitchen of his.”

      “Hey,” Gideon said. “What do you think you are doing?”

      The mayor smirked. “I have tried to reason with you,” he said, “but there is to be no reasoning with the perpetually stupid and the perpetually daft. If you insist on poisoning the world with these festivities, then I will not stand in your way. But I will judge you the way you deserve to be judged.”

      Again, there was faint applause. I figured most people were too high on sugar to understand that he was shading anyone who willingly attended the Halloween festival. 

      “Now,” the mayor said, “onto the competition. I have tried as hard as any man can try to bring some Christmas cheer to this mess of an event. Christmas, as well you all know, is superior in every way to Halloween.”

      “Just get on with it,” Gladys said. “I have bingo in an hour.”

      “Very well,” the mayor replied. “I suppose I’ll taste your haunted gingerbread house first, Jack Jenkins.”

      “Be my guest,” Jack sneered. 

      “It’s rather big for a house, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a haunted mansion.”

      “Did I ask you to make a mansion, son? Or did I ask you to make a house?”

      “I took liberties with the assignment.”

      “Liberties don’t get you far in my world.”

      Glaring at Jack, the mayor clenched his fist and smashed the mansion into little haunted gingerbread smithereens. The crowd gasped, and personally, I thought for a moment there that Jack might faint. Instead, he stood there, white-knuckled, and watched as the mayor ate the front door of his former mansion. 

      “It’s disgusting,” the mayor said. “It tastes as bad as it looks.”

      Cecil placed a hand on Jack’s shoulder to stop any retaliation. I thought that was very brave of Cecil, but it did mean that the mayor zoned in on him next. 

      “What do we have here? A cabbage out of his garden? Well, little cabbage, what have you baked for me today?”

      “A-a-a,” Cecil stammered, but the mayor cut him off.

      “An aquarium. How ingenious. And how very not what I asked for in the competition description.”

      “I was trying to be modern,” Cecil said.

       The mayor looked him up and down. “Modern? You? In that cardigan? It looks like something my great aunt Millicent wore in the fifties.”

       “Well,” Cecil said, “I mean, it is vintage. I bought it from an estate sale.”

      I thought he was going to faint, just like I thought Jack was going to faint earlier. The mayor truly was a horrible man. He did not break Cecil’s aquarium the way he broke Jack’s mansion, but he didn’t treat it with any sort of dignity either.

      When the mayor dusted haunted gingerbread crumbs from his hands after taking a bite, he looked Cecil square in the eye. “It is passable, I suppose. But not really delicious enough to tempt me. I don’t know why you even bothered to enter this competition, little cabbage.”

       Now, it was Jack’s turn to hold Cecil back. In that moment, I actually admired Cecil a great deal. I did not think such a sprightly young man could ever cause the mayor any damage, and yet he was still tempted to stand up for himself. Not that Cecil would have caused the mayor any damage, but still. 

       Up next, it was Gideon Gibson’s turn to have his haunted gingerbread house judged and found lacking by the mayor. But the mayor was not going to let Gideon off so easily. 

      “Your entry was late today,” the mayor said. “Take a note, Jemma.”

      Gideon tilted up his chin. “I was on time, and you know it just as well as I do. I don’t know what you’re playing at, Mayor.”

      “I cannot accept a late entrant, Gideon. The rules are the rules. Everyone else followed them, and yet you seem incapable.”

      Gideon was not going to have a moment of the mayor’s nonsense. “You are going to eat my haunted gingerbread mansion,” he said, “if I have to shove it in your mouth myself.”

      The crowd gasped, and Cecil punched the air with his fist. “Yeah!” he said. “You tell him, Mr Gibson.”

       “Thank you, Silas,” Gideon said.

      “Cecil.”

      “Cecil.”

      The mayor, perhaps sensing the crowd was not on his side, decided to take a bite of Gideon’s house. “It’s overcooked,” he sneered.

      “No, it isn’t,” Gideon replied.

      “The sugar is burnt.”

      “The sugar is perfectly scrumptious,” Gideon replied. 

      I thought for sure they were going to come to blows. Instead, the mayor’s assistant, Jemma, stood between the two aggressive men. 

      “Perhaps we should finish this competition sooner rather than later, Mr Mayor. We have a great deal of business to attend to today, and I rather think we should get on with things.”

      The mayor nodded, pretending he was a pragmatic man. “Great idea,” he said. 

      The second last entrant into the competition was none other than young Arabella. I felt everyone, except perhaps the mayor, bristle with the tension around me. He didn’t seem to bristle with tension. Rather, he seemed to relish it. 

      Arabella’s house was by far the simplest creation. I felt an odd surge of pride looking down at her yummy treat. She had done a marvellous job, and if the mayor was going to say anything bad about her creation, I was going to have a word with him. I sensed that everyone else in the crowd and in the competition felt the same way. 

      But the mayor was not entirely an idiot. He merely frowned after he ate some of Arabella’s gingerbread house. 

      “I suppose it’s fine,” he muttered. Clearly, it pained him not to make fun of her creation. “You should be proud of yourself at least for following the competition instructions. Do you see, everybody? This is what a haunted house looks like, and this is, in fact, a haunted gingerbread house competition.”

      Arabella beamed with pride. I exhaled, happy that the mayor had not dismissed her. But I was not to feel relief for long. The mayor gazed down upon us all once more. “Next, we have Amelia Spelled.” 

      I watched with nervous anticipation as the mayor cut a slice of my cake and devoured it. He pulled a face, before cracking a tile off my haunted gingerbread house and taking a quick, hungry bite. He did not seem to mind Halloween at that time as he devoured the tiles of my Addams Family haunted gingerbread roof. But when he finished eating, he scrunched up his nose and said in a voice that was cold and unkind, “It’s fine, I guess. Although, in truth, I wouldn’t feed that to my dog.”

      “You can’t speak to her like that,” Jack said.

      “I’ll speak to her any way I like,” the mayor replied. “I’m the boss, and you—well, you are whatever you are. I have decided upon the winner,” he added, “and yet this was no easy task. Not because everything was delicious, because everything was most decidedly not. The winner of this ridiculous competition is none other than…” 

      The mayor frowned. He looked awfully confused and then gasped for breath. “My throat is burning! I can’t breathe! Help! I can’t breathe!”

      A heavy silence fell over the crowd.

       What is going on? I thought, but I did not have time to think much else. 

      The mayor gasped once more before falling off the stage.
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      Jack and Cecil raced over to the mayor, with me close behind them.

      “He’s dead!” Jack said.

      “Are you sure?” Gladys asked. When Jack didn’t respond, she hit him on the knee with her walking stick. “Are you sure he’s dead?” she repeated.

      “I’m certain.” Jack’s face turned a pasty shade of white.

      I walked to the side of the room and called 000. “Police, fire, or ambulance?” the voice asked.

      “Police and ambulance,” I said. I gave the address. “It seems a man has just dropped dead.” The woman kept talking, but everything was a blur. I walked over and handed the phone to Jack. He seemed to be in control of the situation.

      I felt a little giddy so sat on a seat. Gladys walked over and sat next to me. “Terrible things, heart attacks.”

      Jack walked over to us. “The police will be here soon.”

      Gladys gasped. “Police? Do police attend heart attacks?”

      Jack shook his head. “This was poisoning.”

      It was my turn to gasp. “Poisoning?” I echoed. “What makes you think it was poisoning?”

      “Praze Dancell’s hand flew to his throat not long after he tasted the cake. He said his mouth was burning, and then he gasped for breath a few times and fell down dead.”

      “I thought it was a heart attack,” Gladys said.

      “Maybe it was a heart attack,” Jack said, “but the fact he clutched his throat and said his mouth was burning made me think he was poisoned. Still, I’m no medical expert, that’s for sure. The paramedics will know.”

      “Will they be here soon?” Gladys asked.

      “I suppose so.” Jack walked back over to Cecil, and both of them stared at the body.

      “Would you like a glass of water?” I asked Gladys. She looked entirely stricken.

      “Are you mad? No, I want some gin. Fetch me some gin, girl.”

      “I don’t think I can leave the scene of a crime,” I said.

      Gladys muttered some rather rude words that made my ears burn. I looked up and saw Arabella. It was the first time I had noticed her. I stood up and blocked her view of the body.

      “I’ve already seen what happened,” she said.

      “Why don’t you wait over at the door for the police and paramedics?” I said. She nodded and did as I suggested.

      The police arrived only a few minutes later, the advantages of living in a small town. It only takes ten minutes to drive from one side of Bayberry Creek to the other. The paramedics were hard on their heels. Sergeant Sanders ushered us all to one side of the building, and then he and Constable Higgins watched the paramedics who were attending to the body.

      They all whispered for several minutes.

      Sergeant Sanders walked over to us. “Can I have a word with you, Jack?” He took Jack over to the body, and they continued to speak in hushed tones for several minutes.

      Jack and the sergeant returned to our little group. “Whose cake was the victim tasting when he died?” the sergeant asked us.

      “It was mine,” I said in a small voice.

      “We’ve called in the detectives, but for now, I’d like to take your statement. Would you accompany me?”

      I expected I would have to accompany him to the police station, but he took me to a small kitchen adjoining the judging room. He pulled a pen and notepad from his pocket. “Would you give me your full name, age, date of birth, and address?”

      I did as he asked.

      “Was the man known to you?”

      “I knew of him, but I didn’t know him.”

      “Had you ever met him before?”

      I shrugged. “He came into my cupcake shop once or twice, maybe even more. He wasn’t a regular customer.”

      “Did you leave your cake unattended at any time?”

      I nodded. “Yes, we all left our cakes unattended. That is, the other contestants, I mean. When I brought my cake in, nobody else was around. I didn’t see a soul.”

      “Not even the mayor?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think he was allowed to know who made each cake. He only came in at the judging.”

      “When you brought in your cake did you happen to see anybody outside?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “What about when you were leaving?”

      “No. I was in a hurry to get back to my stall. Every year, I have a cupcake store here.”

      I thought I should tell him that the other contestants had visited my house, because I realised I was probably the prime suspect. “All the other contestants came to my house yesterday,” I said.

      He looked up. “For what purpose?”

      “You know how there was that bad hailstorm the other night?” He nodded. I pushed on. “Well, the supermarket roof caved in the night before, and it was closed. All the other contestants came to my house to borrow flour, sugar, or ginger.”

      “Why would they go to your house?”

      “Because I own a cupcake shop. They would know I had plenty of ingredients.”

      “Go on.”

      “That’s it, really. Oh, I had a visitor in my living room, and the two of us were talking, so the contestants went into my kitchen to fetch what they wanted to borrow. I didn’t go with them.”

      “Did they come one by one or together?”

      “No, each person came by themselves. Oh, no, that’s not right. Gideon and Jack came together.”

      “Did they leave together?”

      I tried to remember. “I’m not sure. I think Jack left first.”

      “And the name of your visitor?”

      “Marina Mercer. She’s a friend from out of town—she visits me every Halloween.”

      “What’s her address?”

      I duly supplied it.

      “And when each contestant came to your house, were they at any time left alone with your cake?”

      I nodded. “The cake was on my kitchen table, and all the ingredients were in my kitchen.”

      “And did you use any unusual ingredients in your cake?”

      I was startled. “What do you mean?”

      “Anything out of the ordinary. What ingredients did you use in your cake?”

      I looked up to the ceiling. “Let me think. Well, I used flour, ginger, cinnamon, allspice, salt, butter, sugar, eggs, golden syrup, and water. For the marzipan icing, I used blanched ground almonds, icing sugar, glucose syrup, and almond extract. I decorated it with candy canes, and well, you can see for yourself what I decorated it with.”

      “Did you buy or make the decorations?”

      “I bought them.”

      I looked up to see the sergeant hurrying to write everything down.

      “And tell me what happened. You were here when the victim collapsed?”

      I nodded. “He tasted my cake first, and then he dropped dead.” I grimaced.

      “What was the interval between him tasting your cake and collapsing?”

      “I’m not sure. He tasted some of the icing. He stepped back to look at it for a few moments, and then he cut a piece of cake and ate it. Then he clutched at his throat. I thought he was choking, and I was puzzled because he hadn’t eaten enough to choke.”

      “Can you tell me the size of the slice of cake he ate?”

      “It was only a small piece of cake,” I told him. I used my hands to indicate the size.

      “Thank you. Do go on.”

      “Where was I? Oh yes, first he ate some of the icing, then he walked around the cake staring at it, then he ate a piece of the cake. He made a strange sound and said his mouth was burning and he couldn’t breathe.”

      “Did he say he couldn’t breathe?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t remember, to be honest. I definitely remember him saying his mouth was burning, but I think he was gasping for breath. At any rate, it was clear he couldn’t breathe. He kept clutching at his throat, and then he fell to the ground.”

      At that point, Chris poked his head around the door and saw me. His mouth formed a perfect O. He beckoned to the detective who followed him out.

      I sat there not knowing what to do, but Chris’s partner, Detective Barry Burnham, walked into the room. “Amelia, because you’re able to help us with our enquiries, Chris can’t be on this case. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

      “No, of course not.”

      He took the seat the uniformed officer had just vacated and proceeded to ask me every single question the other officer had just asked me.

      I was feeling quite sick and lightheaded by the time he finished. “Will I have to come down to the station and make a statement?” I asked him.

      “Most likely, at some point,” he said. “That’s all for now, but please make yourself available for questioning at a later date.”

      I stood up. “Sure.”

      I was halfway to the door when he called after me. “Do you mind if we collect samples of the ingredients you used in the cake?”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “When would you like to do that?”

      “Now. Would you follow us to your house?”

      I sighed long and hard. “I have a cake stall here at the fair. I’ll have to tell Thyme, my assistant, where I’ve gone.”

      “Sure, I’ll come with you.”

      I was beginning to feel more and more like a suspect.

      Thyme was clearly shocked to see me there with the detective. “I just heard what happened,” she said by way of greeting. “The mayor is dead! A heart attack.”

      “They don’t know the cause yet,” I told her. “Could you mind the cake stall by yourself for a while? The detectives want to take samples of my cake ingredients.”

      Thyme looked even more shocked. “Um, um, sure, um,” she sputtered.

      Detective Burnham and Constable Higgins followed me to my house. I ushered them inside. I showed them the ingredients I had used, and they bagged a sample of each one.

      “Do you have any rat poison in the house?” Detective Burnham asked me.

      I was aghast. “Of course not! I never have rats here.”

      “What sort of chemicals do you have here?”

      “I don’t like chemicals,” I told him. “I’m allergic to most of them anyway. I clean with white vinegar and baking soda.”

      “Where do you keep your chemicals?”

      I was exasperated. “I just told you I don’t have any chemicals. Anyway, you can come and have a look in my shed.”

      I took him to my garden shed, and he had a good look through everything. He seemed disappointed that he couldn’t find any chemicals. “What do you use to kill the weeds? I see you have quite a nice garden.”

      “I use white vinegar to kill weeds,” I told him.

      “Does that work?” He seemed surprised.

      “Yes, I use double strength white vinegar. It’s very effective.”

      “Do you spray it on?”

      “No, I just pour it on the weeds.” I wondered why this was relevant. I very much doubted the mayor had been murdered by double strength white vinegar. After all, he was not a weed.

      The detective walked back to my kitchen, with me traipsing behind him. He looked under my kitchen sink and then pulled out everything onto the floor. Once more, he seemed disappointed that he couldn’t find anything poisonous. He then proceeded to look through each and every one of my kitchen cupboards. “Do you mind if we take a sample of everything?”

      “Please feel free,” I said.

      “Do you have any substances that could be poisonous that you could have accidentally put in the cake by mistake?”

      “No, nothing at all.” I thought about it, and then added, “If the mayor was poisoned, then it’s obvious somebody put something in my cake to poison him.”

      “Why your cake in particular?” the detective asked me. “Do you know of anybody who has a grudge against you?”

      I couldn’t think of anybody, only Kayleen the mail lady. I hardly thought she would go so far as to murder somebody just to implicate me, so I didn’t mention her. “No, I can’t think of anybody,” I told him.

      “No business rivals?”

      This time, I thought of Jack Jenkins. I was certain he thought our rivalry was only in fun, so I didn’t mention him either. “No, no business rivals,” I said.

      “That will be all for now. I’m sorry we won’t be able to return the samples to you.”

      “That’s fine.” I don’t know why he thought missing a few teaspoons of various ingredients would upset me. What did upset me, however, was that I was a suspect in a murder case.
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      This time of year in Bayberry Creek was crazy. One day, the air-conditioners would be cranked up to the coldest setting possible, and the next day, the fires would be on. October was storm season, and the weather could be wildly variable.

      Such was the case today. The wind was howling, and the rain was driving. Thyme and I huddled together under a windswept umbrella and headed in the direction of Ruprecht’s shop, Glinda’s.

      I reached for the handle, and the door flew open. A gush of warm air rushed from the interior. Ruprecht was standing there, a big smile on his face. “Come in, the others are waiting for you.”

      We didn’t need telling twice. We jumped into the shelter and warmth, and I folded up the erstwhile umbrella and stuck it in a stand near the door.

      “Alder will be along soon,” I told Ruprecht.

      “Come along. I’ve just made a nice pot of liquorice and ginger root tea. I’ll show you my new acquisitions as we go.”

      As we made our way along the circuitous and labyrinthine route through Ruprecht’s combination antiques and book shop to his apartment, he pointed out various items at length. I only remembered three: an Italian glass gazing ball with a hammered wrought iron and oak base, an early twentieth century hair salon standing hair perm machine, and a Victorian era diorama of a three-mast clipper inside a projecting wooden case.

      A crackling fire was waiting in the apartment. Mint was sitting by the fire, warming her hands. “Chris knows you didn’t do it, Amelia,” she said by way of greeting.

      “That’s a relief,” I said.

      “I’ll just step into the kitchen to fetch the tea.” With a nod, Ruprecht vanished.

      “Just tell Grandfather if you’d prefer coffee,” Mint said.

      “I wouldn’t mind, but I don’t want to offend him,” Thyme said. “What about you, Amelia?”

      I rubbed my stomach. “I think I’m going off coffee a bit.”

      The other two gasped. “Going off coffee!” Mint said in disbelief.

      I shrugged. “I know it sounds weird, but I’ve been a little nauseous lately. I must have picked up a stomach bug.”

      Ruprecht and Camino both walked in from the kitchen. I was surprised to see Camino wasn’t wearing a onesie. When I remarked on this, she said it was too serious a moment, with me being a suspect, but that when we investigated the suspects, she would bring out her military grade onesies.

      Ruprecht was carrying a tray on which was a giant yellow and white teapot along with a row of teacups, none of which matched. Camino was carrying a large lemon meringue pie, the meringue enticingly fluffy and piled high on top.

      “This should help us think,” Camino said. “It’s hard to think on an empty stomach.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to have any pumpkin, would you?” I asked her.

      “Pumpkin? Did you want to carve it?”

      I shook my head. “No, but I have the strangest craving for pumpkin pie.”

      Everybody chuckled. “I do have some pumpkin soup in the fridge. I could pop it in the microwave for a minute or so for you, if that would help?” Ruprecht asked me.

      “That would be lovely.” I don’t know why, but I knew pumpkin would hit the spot.

      “Where is Alder?” Camino asked me. “Surely, he should be here on such a serious occasion, with you being a suspect and all.”

      “He’ll be here soon,” I told her. “He has to do something on a case.” Truth be told, Alder was going to hack into the police system in an attempt to discover the poison that killed the mayor. I could hardly say that to Mint, with her being married to a detective, or even Thyme, with her dating a police officer.

      “Do they know what the poison was yet?” I asked Mint.

      She shook her head. “No, but they’re running tox screens for all poisons previously used in murders here in Bayberry Creek.”

      “Judging by the symptoms, it could be several things,” Ruprecht said. “Not many poisons kill so quickly.”

      “You’re assuming the poison was in my cake,” I pointed out. “Maybe the mayor had been poisoned over a long period of time.”

      Ruprecht disagreed with me. “No, his symptoms suggest otherwise. Cyanide, for example, will kill within seconds. It is one of the most rapidly acting poisons.”

      “Digitalis, derived from foxgloves, can kill quickly, if given in high enough doses,” Camino said.

      Ruprecht nodded slowly. “Everything depends on the dose rate. As the great philosopher of the German Renaissance, Paracelsus, said over half a century ago, ‘All things are poison, and nothing is without poison: the dose alone makes a thing not poison.’ His real name was Theophrastus von Hohenheim, and he…”

      Thankfully, Camino cut him off. “I’m sure cyanide is hard to get, but people grow foxgloves in their garden.”

      “So then, cyanide and digitalis,” I said. “Can anything else kill so quickly? What about arsenic?”

      Ruprecht shook his head. “Even in high doses, it would take about two hours. Strychnine kills quickly, but the victim will display certain pronounced symptoms, and those were not present in this case. And remember, the victim ingested the poison. It wasn’t injected. That does narrow down the poisons somewhat.”
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