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      I stopped at the ancient stone fence and took a deep breath, running my fingers over the feathery yellow moss running like cobwebs across the mottled surface.

      The dry country landscape stretching before me was nothing like the bustling city of Sydney. For a start, there was no traffic noise, just the clanging of an ancient windmill and the racket of several kookaburras arguing over their prey. I hoped their prey was a simple mouse and not a venomous snake. And while the air here was definitely cleaner than city air, the curious cows staring at me over the fence had a pungent aroma all of their own. I swatted at a huge blowfly that had left them to buzz around my head. I wondered if I would be able to adjust to life in the country.

      Still, I’d had no option but to leave Sydney. The divorce was fresh and painful, yet every day I got just a little bit happier. I wasn’t sure why I had been so upset about dumping a man who had cheated on me, but I figured it had something to do with the fact that we'd been married five years. Old habits die hard. At least the ache was now a dull thud and not a searing pain.

      I was also on a tight budget, as my property settlement had not yet come through. My ex-husband’s family was extremely wealthy, and he was doing everything he could to stop me getting so much as a cent. That is, with one exception. He had offered to pay for six months’ rent and had even suggested the cottage in Little Tatterford to me. Apparently one of his colleagues had recommended it to him. I knew this would have been on the advice of his expensive lawyers, not out of any sense of kindness on his part.

      I had filled my van with my belongings, such as they were, and had driven to the Australian country town of Little Tatterford, which, if what I had read online was correct, had a population of fewer than four thousand people—rather a change from the five million of Sydney.

      I smiled as I thought of my new home, which would only be a short distance away from where I stood, hidden behind a stand of eucalyptus trees.

      My home was to be a cosy one bedroom cottage. That was a good deal smaller than my previous home, and it didn’t have my ex-husband in it, but that was a plus. This style of house was known as a Victorian miner’s cottage, and they were generally quite pretty with lots of character. I had been told that mine had an open fireplace in the living room and was situated on the corner of a large tract of land owned by a woman named Cressida Upthorpe. One other building sat on the land, only a stone’s throw from my new cottage, a large, two story residence which Cressida Upthorpe operated as a boarding house.

      It was afternoon, the sun hanging in the sky just over the mountains on the horizon, throwing thin shadows across the ground. I turned to my new van and admired the words I had airbrushed onto it, Sibyl’s Mobile Pet Grooming. I knew the name wasn’t at all clever or original in the least, but customers would be left in no doubt as to the nature of my business.

      I made my way to the van, threw the door open, and took a look inside at everything I owned. I sighed, trying to forget the fact I was divorced at twenty-seven and had moved to the country just to get away from my ex-husband. I was farther from my mother, and didn’t even know how far away my sister, Phyto, was, as she was teaching in the city of Al Ain in the United Arab Emirates.

      The air was cool and crisp, quite a difference from the humid coastal air I was used to, where jackets were more for looks than they were for function. The few leaves left on the trees ranged from red to gold: all the colours of an Aussie sunset on a dusty horizon. This was a new start, I reminded myself. A life of peace and quiet.

      I was looking forward to moving everything into the cottage, despite the fact I knew it would be countless hours getting everything unpacked and putting it where I wanted. I had thought my belongings were few, but moving house always revealed just how many possessions one actually had.

      I needed groceries too, but there was no time for that now. After the weekend, I planned to drive my van downtown and park on the main street running through the centre of Little Tatterford, and make a start building a customer base. I had been encouraged when I had driven through the main street earlier, as I counted no fewer than twelve people out and about, walking their dogs.

      But first I wanted to walk down the gravel path towards the residence, and say hello to Cressida Upthorpe, since I hadn’t even met the woman yet. I needed to get my keys. I’d had a number of lively discussions with Cressida through email and had spoken to her on the phone. I wanted to know if my mental idea of Cressida’s appearance would match up with what she looked like in reality. I pictured her as short and plump, with white hair pulled back severely, kindly yet quite eccentric.

      The sun was starting to fall further in the sky and the cold wind had picked up with a vengeance. Halfway to the boarding house, I found myself wishing I had thought to bring a far thicker coat. I’d been warned about the weather up here in the mountains, but I wasn’t prepared for the bite in the air. I picked up the pace, walking with my hands in my pockets, and my eyes on the trees above. Here and there a leaf detached from a brown stem, and fluttered slowly to the ground. It was the end of autumn and fast heading into winter.

      There was the boarding house, sitting in the fields like something out of an old movie. I shuddered and pulled a face. “It’s more like the scary house, Manderley, from the old gothic film Rebecca, rather than one of the lovely mansions from Pride and Prejudice,” I muttered aloud to myself.

      I hesitated by the pomegranate tree. Who knew these grew in the mountains and bore fruit at this time of year? I reached out my hand instinctively for one of the glossy red fruits, and then snatched it back. If I ate the fruit, would I, like Persephone, be trapped here forever, she in Hades, and me in Little Tatterford? A strange feeling washed over me.

      I shook my head and continued down the path. I was being fanciful. I’d always had an affinity with Greek mythology, and sometimes that made my imagination run away on its own course.

      The boarding house was imposing. Made of wood with grand masonry insets, it had delicate white iron lattice work on all the balconies. That was where the good ended. It also looked gloomy and had an uncared-for air about it. I would not have been the least bit surprised if it had been used as a haunted house on a movie set.

      I climbed the creaky wooden steps to the front porch. I was about to knock on the front door when it was pulled open with some speed from the other side. I found myself staring at a woman—this had to be the boarding house’s owner, Cressida Upthorpe. She was short, for I had that much right, but she was stick thin and had bright red hair cut in a short bob that had probably been stylish in the sixties. She wore enormous red-framed glasses and had make-up caked impressively onto her face, ‘impressively’ in this case meaning it was impressive that the weight of all the make-up hadn't forced her head to fall off her shoulders.

      And that was when she thrust a large crocodile skin handbag at me and said, “Take this! There’s been a murder.”
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      The woman then ran down the pathway to a car. The engine roared to life and I watched her speeding down the drive. Her tyres spun, throwing up a plume of smoke.

      For a moment I stood there, dumbstruck, not knowing what to do. To my relief, a tall, portly man appeared in the foyer beyond the front door.

      “Hi, I’m Sibyl Potts,” I said. “Was that Cressida Upthorpe who just ran past me?”

      The man nodded solemnly. “Hello, Ms Potts, or may I call you Sibyl?”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      “Welcome to Little Tatterford. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Mr Buttons, one of the permanent residents here.” His accent was clipped and of a posh Oxbridge English. He looked to be in his fifties or sixties, his hair pitch black except for the grey at the temples. His nose was long and curved, and his shoulders sharp and sloping. He wore a dress shirt and black dress pants, and his shoes were so shiny I could almost see my reflection in them.

      I was more than a little confused. “Excuse me, but Cressida Upthorpe just said there was a murder?”

      Mr Buttons adjusted his glasses. “Yesterday, I drew The Tower, Judgement, and the Ten of Swords. I suspected something like this would happen. Whether it is murder or not, I cannot say, but there is indeed a body in the storage room.”

      My jaw fell open and I wondered why the man would mention tarot cards at such a time as this. “A dead body? Here? But why did Ms Upthorpe run away?”

      “To fetch the police. A local police officer lives but three minutes from here.” Mr Buttons went back inside the house, and I followed him.

      I kept pace with him as he walked across the foyer, heading for a door off to the side marked ‘No Entry’ in writing scrawled on an angle.

      Mr Buttons flung open the door and I walked inside. At the end of the room, near another door, was a pair of legs, bare and hairy, laying on the floor. I couldn’t see to whom they belonged, but I was reasonably sure it was the dead man.

      As I walked past an imposing table, I set down Cressida’s large handbag, and prepared myself. I had never seen a dead body before, and I didn’t know what to expect. I took a deep breath just before stepping around the table.

      Here was the body, although it looked as if the man could be sleeping. His eyes were closed, and he was dressed in blue boxer shorts and a white undershirt with no sleeves. He had no socks, and I could see that the nails on his toes and his hands were yellowing and brittle.

      “Here he is,” Mr Buttons said needlessly, using a hand to indicate the general space of the body.

      “Yes,” I said, feeling the need to respond to Mr Buttons’ remark. I moved around the body, careful not to disturb anything, but when I looked up, I saw that Mr Buttons was adjusting some silverware on the table.

      “Should you be touching that?” I asked.

      The British man looked at me and lifted a thin black brow. “It’s such a mess in here.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “It might be a crime scene. On CSI, you know, the TV show, they say people mustn’t touch crime scenes.”

      Mr Buttons appeared puzzled. “A crime scene—are you certain? There’s no knife jutting from his back, and no sign of a struggle.” He scratched his chin. “I know Cressida told you there was a murder, but the dear lady has an undeniable flair for the dramatic. I’m sure it’s simply a natural death. Mr Higgins was only around fifty years of age, but he’d been quite unwell for some time.”

      I shook my head. “Really, that’s up to the police to decide.”

      “Well, I won’t tidy up the body then, I suppose,” Mr Buttons said with disappointment in his voice and a shrug of his sloping shoulders, but then he lifted a silver candle holder that had fallen and placed it the right way up.

      “Why didn’t Ms Upthorpe just call the police?” I asked.

      “Blake Wessley, who lives just around the corner, is the police here,” the man said. “There’s just him and one constable.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised. Still, Little Tatterford was a small town.

      As I watched, a fat tabby and white cat came slinking out of the shadowy corner towards me and meowed. I bent and let the cat sniff my hand before sliding my finger up to his head, where I scratched him softly.

      “Lord Farringdon,” Mr Buttons said with fondness. “I do love that cat.”

      “He seems nice,” I said lamely, and Mr Buttons didn’t reply. “Who was the man?” I pointed at the corpse.

      “Tim Higgins, a fellow boarder,” the Englishman said. “He was a pleasant enough gentleman, and he kept to himself, but I think he had a little too much admiration for Cressida.”

      I raised my brows. “Cressida, I mean, Ms Upthorpe?” I wasn’t sure how I should be referring to her.

      Mr Buttons appeared not to hear me. “He was worried about his heart, so he was on a diet.”

      I glanced quickly at the body again. The man was not fat, but he was not fit, as he had a belly, a line of which peeked out from under the bottom of his undershirt. He was completely bald, although he had a moustache, all white and bushy above his lips.

      I frowned. “There’s no blood or anything,” I said. “Like you said, there’s no sign of a struggle, but the silverware was knocked over.”

      “He might have flung out his hand as he fell, perhaps from a heart attack,” Mr Buttons said. “He hadn’t been well lately. He’d been acting erratically too, dizzy and confused. Maybe he wasn’t eating enough since he was on a diet, or maybe he had early onset dementia? There was a lot of walking around like this, in his underwear, even though it was well past morning. He often didn’t show up at meal times.”

      I frowned. “Dizzy and confused, you say?” I took another look at the dead man. His face was indeed bright red. It all added up.

      I kneeled down and bent over the man, smelling near his mouth. It smelt of bitter almonds.

      “Cyanide,” I pronounced.
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      “Cyanide?” a man’s voice repeated.

      I looked up as Cressida Upthorpe swept into the dining room, followed by a man who could not have been older than thirty, and was as good looking as men came. His hair was brown and kept short, his eyes a piercing blue. He had a dimple in his right cheek that was present even with his serious, police officer face. He wore a tee shirt and jeans, so he clearly hadn’t been on duty. I couldn’t help but notice  he didn’t appear to have a gun. If I had seen him anywhere else, I never would have guessed he was a cop.

      I had no time to study the man further, as he addressed us sharply. “Away from the body, you two!”

      Mr Buttons took my arm, and the two of us moved against the wall to stand in front of a huge, gilt framed painting.

      The cop crouched down and looked at the body. “What can you tell me about him, Mr Buttons?”

      I noticed he hadn’t asked Ms Upthorpe, and I was sure that had been intentional.

      “He’s been unwell lately, dizzy, confused, that kind of thing.”

      The cop nodded. “I’ll call a doctor.”

      “A doctor? But he’s dead!” I was unable to help my outburst.

      The man turned to me. “A doctor will examine the body and decide if he died of natural causes.”

      I shook my head and took a step forward. “But I smelt cyanide by his mouth.”

      The cop narrowed his eyes at me. “So you said.” He bent down and inhaled. “I can’t smell a thing.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “It’s a genetic thing. Despite what you see on TV, only a small percentage of people have the ability to smell the bitter almond scent of cyanide.”

      The cop looked me up and down as if he were examining a particularly strange sort of insect. “And you know this because? Cyanide is hardly freely available, you can’t just walk into a store and buy it.” His tone was full of disbelief, and bordering on the derogatory.

      “My ex-husband is a chemical engineer,” I said, doing my best to keep my tone even. “He works for one of the mining companies, manufacturing sodium cyanide.”

      The cop looked at me again. “You are saying that you can smell it?”

      I nodded.

      “I’ve never heard of that,” he said, standing straight. “You’ll be renting the cottage here, won’t you?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I’m Sibyl Potts.”

      The cop folded his arms across his chest. “Sergeant Blake Wessley. All right, everyone needs to get out of here, but stay in the house until I take your statements. Would you all please go and wait in the dining room? I have to secure the scene.”

      I turned with the others and left, noticing that the fat cat had followed me out. I bent and picked him up, holding him in one arm and stroking his back with my free hand.

      “Interesting,” the British man said, as we walked. “You smelt a poison?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’d know that smell anywhere.”

      “My handbag!” Ms Upthorpe said, turning and hurrying back into the entrance hall. When she returned, she had the handbag over her shoulder and a set of keys in her hand. “Here you are, Sibyl. Quite the excitement for your first day. Please do be careful, and come up whenever you like. Dinner is at five-thirty in winter and six in summer, and you’re welcome to come and join us anytime.”

      “Thank you,” I said, wondering if it was too late to cancel my lease. I’d come here for peace and quiet, and the people I’d met so far had been either eccentric or bordering on rude. I bent to release the cat, but Ms Upthorpe stopped me.

      “Please take Lord Farringdon outside, Sibyl. He says he’s quite disturbed by seeing the dead body.”

      Had I stepped into an insane asylum? I shook my head, certain I had fallen into a parallel world. Or perhaps I hadn’t heard her properly. Surely, Cressida didn’t believe that the cat actually spoke to her?

      As I took the purring cat to the front door, I saw Blake Wessley and a uniformed cop fastening yellow and black tape with the words ‘Crime Scene: Do Not Enter’ around the outside of the door to the storage room. “I’ll interview the three boarders who found the body,” Sergeant Wessley said to the uniformed officer, “if you wouldn’t mind waiting here at the door for the forensics team to arrive.”

      The uniformed police officer agreed, but I noted he looked quite irritated. “Back in Sydney, our station had its own forensics team,” he said.

      Sergeant Wessley said, “Yes, well, that would be nice, but the nearest team is in Tamworth, fifty minutes away.”

      I put the cat on the ground outside the door, shut the door firmly, and turned around. I jumped when I saw that the sergeant was standing right behind me.

      “What are you doing out here? You were told to wait in the dining room.” His tone overflowed with disapproval.

      “Ms Upthorpe told me to put the cat outside,” I said, unhappy that my voice sounded defensive.

      Sergeant Wessley narrowed his eyes in response, and nodded in the direction of the hallway. I hurried away, feeling like a naughty schoolgirl who had just been sent to the principal. Thankfully, Mr Buttons was waiting for me. “This way to the dining room,” he said. “This house is so rambling, that it would be easy to get lost.”

      ‘Rambling’ was not the adjective I would have chosen. I could think of several, and none of them polite. I shuddered as I thought that Norman Bates certainly could have been comfortable in the house. It looked as if it wouldn’t have been out of place in any old thriller.

      I drew a deep breath and took in my surroundings. The place smelt of old dust and mustiness. The dim hallway was lined with garish, bright pink wallpaper with white flowers speckled across it. Paintings in sombre black frames, all of them hanging at angles, lined the walls. There were several colourful landscapes, and a strange one of a young woman crying tears of blood as she held a single, vivid red rose.

      “Cressida Upthorpe paints these herself,” Mr Buttons said, nodding his head to a picture of a sailboat crashing into rocks, and people falling overboard.

      “Oh yes, um, they’re good,” I said, pretending to admire the bizarre paintings.

      Mr Buttons chuckled and then stopped in front of the second door down on the left. It was closed tightly, but opened freely, despite there being a small keyhole under the brass knob. Mr Buttons pushed the door open and stepped inside, and I followed him in.

      The room was freezing, and I wrapped my coat around me tightly. Everyone had warned me that Little Tatterford was cold, but I had no idea just how cold it was. Coming from the sunny coast, I was unprepared for the brutal bite of cold in the air. It was not even winter yet, and winter was not my favourite season. I didn’t mind it being cold outside if I was in a warm house, but this large, rambling house was not warm, and I very much doubted my cottage would be warm, either.

      I figured I was in the winter of my life, emotionally speaking, and soon would be heading for spring, or so I hoped. I always tried to look on the bright side of things.

      We stepped through the door into a dining room with a long, polished table of cherry wood that could easily seat at least twenty.

      The room was large, but it was filled with plenty of clutter, or rather, antiques. Things were not arranged in an attractive manner, but were simply crammed one against the other. There was a faded green, antique love seat in the far corner, tucked in under a window where the sun came in and fell along the bottom half of its worn upholstery. Across the room was an imposing mahogany credenza, and beside it in another corner sat a frayed and patched reclining chair. It was difficult to identify the other furniture, as stacks of antique china and glassware covered every available space.

      Mr Buttons crossed to the large dining table and sat down. I sat opposite him. The dining table was well dusted, but as the sunlight shone through the small window, particles of dust were easily seen suspended in the air. The decidedly musty smell continued into this room, and I wished I could open all the windows so fresh air could flood in.

      Cressida Upthorpe peered in from the doorway, and then crossed to the table to take her place. “I’ve been eavesdropping on what the police are saying,” she announced proudly, with an accompanying wave of both hands.

      I took the chance to study her. She had bright red hair, and oversized bright red-framed glasses. I had noticed that before—who wouldn’t?—but now I took in her long, blue velvet dress trimmed with golden brocade. I wondered if she had been on stage at some point in her life, as the entire effect was theatrical.

      I didn’t quite know how to respond to her words, so asked, “How many police officers are out there now?”

      “Only two,” Cressida said. “Blake Wessley is the sergeant in charge of the police station here in Little Tatterford. There are two constables, Gordon Wright and Bill Barnes, though there is only supposed to be one constable on duty. Bill’s on sick leave and won’t be coming back, and Gordon is new, but he’s only temporary. He replaced the other sergeant, Colin. Colin was a large man, and a heart attack ended up doing him in, right as he was midway through an upsized double burger meal. Blake’s still getting used to working with Gordon, because Gordon is from the city and has no understanding of country ways. Why, the other day, Gordon booked a local farmer for driving straight across a public road to get from one of his paddocks to the other, just because he didn’t have a licence!”

      I nodded, trying to take it all in, and failing. My head was spinning.

      “What did you hear them say?” Mr Buttons leant forward in his chair, making it squeak loudly, and I wondered if the old chairs were actually practical or whether Mr Buttons was about to be deposited in a heap on the floor.

      Cressida looked discomforted for a moment before she spoke. “Sorry Sibyl, but Blake told the constable, Gordon, that you were pretty, although he was disappointed to find out that you’re a nut job. He said you’d fit right in with the other eccentric residents at the Upthorpe boarding house.”

      At that, Mr Buttons gasped. “How rude! And I thought he was a pleasant young man. I’ll go and make us all a nice cup of tea.”

      I put my head in my hands and rubbed my temples to offset the headache that was coming on. I feel I’m going mad, I thought. Mr Buttons and Cressida Upthorpe are really strange. And that police officer is just plain rude. What on earth have I got myself into by moving here?

      “He said that there was no way that people could smell cyanide,” Cressida continued after Mr Buttons had left the dining room, “and there was no way it was genetic, but that he didn’t have any time to worry about that at the moment.”

      I was furious. I wanted to march straight into the crime scene and set that smug officer straight. How dare he call me a nut job?

      Cressida appeared not to notice my discomfort, and she continued talking. “Blake’s called the forensics team and detectives, but they’re at least fifty minutes away.” She paused to smile. “Gordon seems quite put out that the forensics team’s so far away. He keeps going on about the fact that there was one at his old station in Sydney. I think Blake’s going to have trouble with him. City slickers,” she added derisively.

      At that point, a woman hurried into the room, and addressed Cressida without as much as a glance at me. “Ms Upthorpe, whatever’s happened? Why are the police here?”

      Cressida leaped to her feet. “Sit down, Alison.” She all but pushed the woman into the closest chair. “I’m afraid I have some awful news. Mr Higgins is dead!”

      “Tim?” Alison’s hands flew to her throat. “What happened? He’s dead?”

      Cressida crossed to a tall cedar chiffonier, pushed aside the scary-looking Victorian porcelain dolls perched on top of it, and then produced a box of tissues with a flourish. She thrust a bunch of crumpled tissues into the woman’s hands.

      “The police are treating it as a suspicious death,” she said. “I overheard Gordon saying it was probably a heart attack and Blake saying that he could well be right, but Blake said that they won’t know for sure until the forensics team gets here.”

      I looked at Alison. To my relief, the woman didn’t appear to be eccentric, although who would know what would eventually prove to be the case? She looked about fifty or so, around the same age as my estimate for Cressida, and was slim and well groomed. Unlike Cressida, however, Alison appeared to be conservative. Her shiny brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her jewellery, although it looked expensive, was subtle. I figured the gold fob chain around her neck would be worth at least three thousand dollars. My ex-mother-in-law had often told me, or rather, gloated to me, about the value of her own jewellery and antiques.

      Cressida was still talking. “It could be murder.”

      Alison wrung her hands in obvious discomfort. “Poor Mr Higgins has been unwell. Surely they don’t think someone murdered him?”

      Mr Buttons chose that moment to return with a tray. He placed a delicate, pale green teapot on the table with four cups and saucers and a matching cream jug and sugar. Next to the cups, he placed a row of sandwiches cut into small triangles with the crusts removed.

      “Cucumber sandwiches,” he said. “Tea and cucumber sandwiches are always cheering.” He turned to the new arrival. “I saw you coming down the stairs, Alison, so I brought you a cup, too. How is your migraine?”

      Alison frowned. “It’s eased off now, thanks.”

      “And you’ve met Sibyl?” Mr Buttons continued.

      Cressida suddenly stood up. “I’m so sorry, Alison! Allow me to present Sibyl Potts, who will be renting the cottage. Sibyl, this is Alison Turner, our maid.”

      We nodded to each other and murmured greetings.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear what the police said,” Mr Buttons said. “The forensics team just arrived, so when they were all inside the room, I pricked up my ears to see if I could overhear anything.”

      “And did you?” Cressida said.

      Mr Buttons nodded. “Indeed I did. Blake asked them if Tim Higgins could have been poisoned.”

      At that, Alison gasped, and Cressida waved Mr Buttons on.

      “Then I overheard a man say that some poisons give a pretty clear indicator. He said there was no vomit in the passageway, so that discounts a few poisons. He said there’s a nasty one that melts your tongue and throat if ingested, and that’s not the case here either. He asked Blake if he was thinking of any poison in particular, and Blake said cyanide.”

      Alison gasped again. I was pleased that it appeared that the cop had taken me seriously after all, at least to some degree.

      Cressida waved her hand at Mr Buttons once more. “Well, go on, Mr Buttons, what did the man say to that?”

      Mr Buttons finished his cucumber sandwich before he answered. “I couldn’t hear too clearly, but I think he said they’d have to run tests. He said cyanide is usually very hard to detect. Anyway, you might be right after all, Sibyl.”

      Alison set down her tea cup. “Right about what?”

      “Oh, you don’t know, do you?” Cressida said. “Sibyl here says she can smell cyanide. Only a small percentage of people can smell it. Isn’t that right, Sibyl?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what the percentage is, but it’s a genetic ability and so only some people can smell it.”

      Alison simply nodded and sipped her tea.

      I put two spoons of sugar in my tea and then rapidly consumed a cucumber sandwich. It didn’t taste too good, but I was hungry. Just as I stuffed a second cucumber sandwich in my mouth, the door opened. It was Sergeant Blake Wessley. “Outside now, Ms Potts, please.”
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      I walked over to the dining room door, and Sergeant Wessley indicated that I should follow him. I soon found myself in the living room. It was much like every other room I had been in so far, a stale smell hanging in the air and the room overcrowded with antiques. I leant against the door frame and folded my arms across my chest.

      “Come and sit down,” the sergeant said. His tone now at least sounded like a request rather than an order.

      I crossed to an ugly, uncomfortable looking chair and took my seat opposite Sergeant Wessley, who was already flipping open a notepad, pen in hand.

      “I asked a member of the forensics team about that stuff you were talking about, the cyanide smell.”

      “And you discovered that I wasn’t an eccentric nut job who was making something up, Sergeant Wessley?” I was unable to keep the accusatory edge out of my voice.

      I was satisfied to see that the sergeant’s face flushed red.

      “Err, yes,” he said. “Sorry about that. I’d never heard that fact before, that only some people can smell cyanide. It’s a good thing you mentioned it, as the pathologist said that they wouldn’t normally do a toxicology screening for cyanide. If it does turn out to be cyanide, we’ll have you to thank for discovering it. By the way, call me Blake. We’re all on first name terms here, in this town. Now, I need your full name, date of birth, and address.” His face flushed again. “Oh yes, your address is here, of course, the cottage.”

      After I supplied him with the details, Blake continued. “Now, tell me everything that happened, from the time you arrived here this afternoon. Please make it as detailed as possible, and leave nothing out, even if you consider it to be insignificant.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, I sat there, recounting my afternoon to Sergeant Blake Wessley. After he finished, and advised me that I’d have to tell my story to the detectives as well when they arrived, he told me that I was free to go.

      I moved to the door, unsure of what to do with myself now after such a strange and uncomfortable start to my new life in Little Tatterford. I was hungry, so I decided to do the mundane before seeing my cottage—to go into town and pick up a few groceries. I needed something to eat before I unpacked my things. I figured I could explore a bit and get some word of mouth going on my business. At least that would get my mind off the strange events of the day.

      I walked outside and thought that I would need to buy a scarf, and perhaps some sort of warm hat. This cold air had a bite to it that had to be experienced to be believed, at least for a beachside city dweller like I had been. I had trouble collecting my thoughts, my mind leaping from one thing to another.

      I climbed into my van and headed into town. I pulled to a stop in front of the small grocery store, the only one in town, jumped out of my van, and headed in. I was glad that there were three big parking spots outside the store, as the rest of the street had reverse angle parking. The main street was actually on a major highway that narrowed through town. There was no way I’d be able to reverse my van into one of those spots in the face of oncoming traffic. In fact, as I’d been driving down the street, I had seen a car with Queensland plates narrowly miss someone doing a reverse angle park. I figured they didn’t have reverse angle parking in the northern state of Queensland.

      There were four checkout lines in the front of the store, and three were open, although there was no one checking out. Two of the clerks were younger, possibly school kids working after class, but one was an older man with thinning black hair and a smile on his face.

      “Hi,” the man said as I walked past him. “I haven’t seen you before. Are you passing through?”

      “No, I just moved here,” I said.

      “Ah, you took Cressida Upthorpe’s cottage?”

      I nodded, and then hurried to take a grocery cart from a small line. I pushed it towards the back of the store, wondering if the ‘friendly’ description of people in small country towns was a polite way of saying ‘extremely nosy.’

      I spent half an hour selecting what I thought I needed—the necessities mainly: chocolate, ice cream, bread, milk—and when I returned to the front, only the man was there.

      “All finished?” he asked, and I nodded. “So what brings you here to Little Tatterford?” he asked as he scanned the groceries I had emptied from the cart.

      “Divorce,” I said.

      “Oh yes, divorce,” he said. “Nice van you have out there. It will get dusty soon, given that we need rain desperately.” He nodded his head towards the window that ran almost the whole length of the front of the store.

      “Do you have any pets?” I asked. “I have a pet grooming business. I do dog baths, mainly, although I can do some show clips.”

      The man muttered to himself as one of the items wouldn’t scan. He punched some keys on his screen before answering. “I have one old dog, and my wife always complains about washing him. I might take you up on it.”

      I loaded my groceries and then looked the bags over. I had forgotten to buy eggs and butter, and goodness knows what else, but I could do that tomorrow. Right now, I just wanted to check out the cottage, pack the food away, bring my clothes in, get warm, eat something, and then lie down.

      When I finally reached my new home, I gasped in horror. I had seen photos of the cottage, inside and out, in the emails that my ex-husband, Andrew, had sent me, but it was altogether different in real life. I muttered some very rude things about that man under my breath. He had sent me photos of a different cottage.

      For one, this cottage was much smaller. It wasn’t that I minded small as such—it would be easier to clean. The problem was that this cottage was no chocolate-box Victorian miner’s cottage, but rather, something altogether more derelict. There was an old railed fence at the front of the house, but not in front of the carport that was near, but not attached to, the house. At first glance, I realised that the carport roof was too low for my van, so I’d have to park it outside at the front of the cottage.

      An old iron water tank towered precariously above the cottage. It looked as though a strong gust of wind would blow it over. Against it lay an old wooden ladder with most of its rungs missing. A magpie was perched on top of the ladder, cawing rudely at me.

      I could see that the back fence was high, and pale green Colorbond, a brand of modular steel fence that I assumed was inspired by the Aussie corrugated iron industry. That was a plus. I was looking forward to getting a dog once I’d settled in. First, though, I had to get my cockatoo from my ex-husband.

      Andrew had refused to let me take our shared sulphur-crested cockatoo, Max. I knew Andrew would take good care of Max, but I knew equally well that he was keeping him just to spite me. I had raised Max from a baby bird after he had fallen out of his nest and broken his wing. Max could speak over two hundred words and I was careful only to say polite words around him. I wasn’t so sure what words he would now be hearing with Andrew.

      As I made my way to the front door, I noted the remains of a garden. The rose stems were bare with winter on the way, so I couldn’t tell if they were alive or dead. Even the native bottle brush shrubs didn’t look well. What on earth had I got myself into?

      The cottage was a dirty faded grey, almost white, with broken white shutters on either side of the window to my right. The window to my left was equally large, but had no shutters. I walked down the short pathway, opened the screen door, and turned the lock in the wooden door.

      As the door creaked open, I looked at the living room in front of me. The first impression, to my great relief, was one of cleanliness. The pale grey walls looked freshly painted and contrasted nicely with the white gloss trim of the doors and windows.

      I had rented the cottage furnished, so the next thing to catch my eye was the decidedly weird furniture. It looked like reproduction antique French furniture, complete with gilt edging, and there were throws over the top, along with mismatched cushions. Thankfully the furniture was sparse, unlike in the boarding house. I figured a few more throws would disguise the worst of it.

      I walked in and adjusted the throw over the ornate, cherry pink velvet chair, making sure I also covered up the golden painted wood. There was an old leather sofa, and when I lifted up the drab beige throw and the old yellowing cushions over it, I saw long tears in the upholstery. Oh well, I’d just get a brighter throw and some nicer cushions, and no one would ever know the difference.

      I was pleased to see that the kitchen was a good size for such a small cottage, and had been recently renovated. The tiles were nice, bright, and white, and the bench tops appeared to be made of bamboo. Everything else in the kitchen was white. I was also pleased to see that the refrigerator was running. Cressida had assured me that it would be turned on for me before I arrived, but as she seemed a little odd, I had thought that perhaps she would forget. Clearly she hadn’t, as the refrigerator was humming along nicely, and was cold inside.

      I shivered and thought that the weather was probably colder in the house than it was inside the refrigerator, so I crossed the room to open the door to the wood fire. It was nicely cleaned out inside, and wood was included in my rent, but I had forgotten to buy fire starter cubes. I was too tired and stressed to go outside and gather kindling. At least someone had stacked a wicker basket full of firewood next to the fire.

      I looked in the cupboard under the kitchen sink, and to my relief someone had left a box of matches in there, as well as a bottle of kerosene. I selected the smallest pieces of wood and placed them at angles in the fireplace, then poured some kerosene over the top. I stood back at quite a distance and flicked in a lighted match. Boom! An instant roaring fire. I knew it was a dangerous way to light it, and I wouldn’t do it again—maybe—but I had been warned just how cold the nights are up in the mountains. I would be sure to buy fire starter cubes and gather kindling the following day.

      Thank goodness the chimney had been cleaned, and there were no possums living in it. After a brief moment of apparent indecision, the smoke went up the chimney and not into the room. I had no idea how to shut the flue, so let the fire do its own thing.

      I looked in the bathroom, which was tiny but adequate. Two green frogs sat on the window sill, eyeing me off. I shuddered and shut the door. I had been told stories of frogs leaping out every time a toilet was flushed in the country, but I had taken it to be a joke. Now I wasn’t so sure.

      No sooner had I sat down on the old but comfortable sofa than there was a knock on the door. What now?

      I walked to the door and flung it open to see two men standing there. “Hello. Sibyl Potts?”

      Before I could answer, the man who had spoken continued, “Good afternoon. I am Detective Anders and this is Detective Johnstone.”

      The other man nodded to me.

      “I assume the attending officers told you we would want to speak with you tonight?”

      I figured the attending officers must be Sergeant Wessley and the constable. “Yes,” I said.

      “May we come in?”

      I showed them into the tiny living room, where Detective Anders sat opposite me while Detective Johnstone stood as close as he could to the fire, his back to it. “Now give me your version of events,” Anders said, flipping open a notebook.

      I frowned. My version of events? That made it sound like I was a suspect.

      Nevertheless, I recounted the whole afternoon’s events to Anders, while yawning every few moments. He questioned me over and over again as to whether I knew the victim which irritated me no end.

      After telling me that the government contractors would take the exhibit—which I supposed must mean the body—after the crime scene exhibitors were finished with it, and explaining that they had to maintain the continuity of the exhibit, whatever that really meant, they finally left.

      I put another log on the fire, and poked it with the provided poker until it was nicely aflame. I sank back into the sofa, shook my head, and stared at the burning embers for so long that I nearly fell asleep.

      My first day in town, and what a day it had been. Surely it couldn’t get any worse?
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      The morning light was bright and cheerful as it streamed through the bedroom window. It made yesterday’s events seem as if they were a bad dream. What’s more, I had slept soundly, apart from being awoken once or twice by possums scrambling across the roof. At least I hoped the noise was possums, as it had sounded like someone walking. I tried to push the unpleasant memories from my mind. I was declaring today to be the official first day of my new life. I wasn’t having my first day tainted by dead bodies, giant possums, strange people, allegedly talking cats, and rude police officers.

      I swung my feet up and over the edge of the bed, and jumped up to greet the day. I rummaged through the groceries for the microwave rolled oats and the coffee. It was easy to get used to bad food when living on a strict budget. I was looking forward to some real food. A week of noodles, Vegemite toast, and fast food had me craving some real cooking.

      I fumbled through the cottage, banging my leg on a desk while navigating the unfamiliar surroundings. My surroundings, I thought with pleasure. The fact that the cottage had come furnished was a good feeling, bruised shins and all. No more crashing on a friend’s couch or in a cheap motel.

      While it would likely be some time before the cottage truly felt like home, already it felt like a sanctuary to me. It was a good start, especially when I had given up everything I could sell to buy the mobile grooming van.

      The coffee pot sputtered and grumbled as I shuffled outside to get the rest of my bags. To my surprise, I found a rolled newspaper right at the doorway. I didn’t recall the paper being part of the rent. A bright yellow post-it note caught my eye.

      
        
        Thought you would like to catch up on the local news.

        Your card for today is the Two of Swords.

        Kind Regards,

        Mr Buttons.

      

      

      I bit my lip. It was nice of Mr Buttons to draw a tarot card for me, but I hoped he wasn’t going to keep telling me what my cards were. I’d really rather not know what the future held. The Two of Swords—I thought hard. I didn’t know a lot about tarot cards, but I knew a little. The card showed a woman blindfolded, a woman who didn’t know the truth of what was in front of her. It had other meanings too, but that one sounded right.

      It was also nice of Mr Buttons to give me a paper, but I wasn’t especially keen on my neighbours leaving favours on my doorstep while I was sleeping. Still, I figured it was better than him waking me up at whatever hour he had decided to walk over. And, of course, the community of a boarding house was very different to what I was used to. I was in the country now, not the city where one could live near someone for years and never once speak. I would need to remember to thank him later.

      I tucked the paper under my arm as I went to the van to collect my bags. On the one hand, I was a bit sad to see my whole world condensed into a few bags, but the optimist in me thought that it was nice to know that I wouldn’t be spending the whole day unpacking. Besides, a new life would be easier without a van full of horrid old memories.

      By the time I got my things inside, the coffee pot was full and growling as if in discontent at being put to work. I unpacked my coffee mug and sugar packets from the tub and prepared to have a nice breakfast.

      With a packet of instant oatmeal in hand, I inspected the microwave. It looked as though it had only barely survived the 1980s. The dials and buttons were decidedly vintage. I poured the oatmeal into half a cup of water and put it inside the microwave, then pressed the buttons for fifty seconds. I wondered if I needed to leave the room as it looked like it might explode. Thankfully, the microwave still worked fine, even if I had to send the oatmeal through twice, and one side came out kind of lumpy. It would do, though. I usually ate cornflakes for breakfast, but today, I felt like a change.

      I unrolled the newspaper as I settled in to relax over my first breakfast in my new home. I tensed as I saw pictures and headlines of the previous day on the front page. The memory of the body flashed back in all its awful detail, the way the shadows fell, the way the sergeant glared at me when I spoke.

      I closed my eyes, took a steady breath, and tried to calm my breathing. In through the nose, hold, out through the mouth.

      I slammed the newspaper shut and opened my eyes. There was no point in processing the events of yesterday, no point in mulling over each and every detail. I opened the newspaper to the third page and glanced over the minor headlines. Proposals for roadwork, a community fundraiser, someone annoyed that someone had stolen their garden gnome. I had to smile at how small-town this place was compared to the chaos of the city I had left behind.

      I bit my lip and turned to the ‘Help Wanted’ section. Ideally, I wanted my business to pay my bills. Realistically, I could not rely on my grooming service to pay the rent until I had built up a steady client base. I had money I could live on for some months, but if the town could not support a grooming business, I would need to find part time work. Of course, none of this would matter once I got the property settlement, but my ex-husband was doing everything he could to delay it.

      The ‘Help Wanted’ section had nothing suitable anyway. The jobs were all for station hands or stockmen and stated, ‘must have own dogs’ or ‘able to operate harvesters.’ I shrugged. I considered myself lucky to have a sum to cover rent, utilities, and modest groceries for some time. It was a relief to have an emergency fund, no matter how small.

      I swallowed some lumpy oatmeal and pulled out my battered notebook with its duct-taped cover. The notebook was filled cover to cover with notes, post-its, lists, and dreams for the grooming van. I ran my finger wistfully over a photo of my cockatoo, Max, that I had taped to the cover.

      Max was a huge white bird, with, as the name ‘sulphur-crested’ suggested, a big yellow crest. He always had the cutest expression on his face. If I’d had a bad day, or got caught up in a sad movie, he was right there waiting for me to tell him all about it with big dark eyes and his head turned to the side.

      I blinked back the tears, trying not to let any fall. The divorce had been long and cruel. I had put that man through college, sometimes working two jobs and double shifts. His wealthy parents had said he needed to work through college to pay his own way so he could gain moral fortitude. What a joke! He had told me he was unable to cope with both studying and working, so I had gone to work to support both of us. I had forgone many nice things for myself. I had even missed a family reunion when he said I had to choose between that and supporting him through his exams in his last semester. Andrew had rewarded my sacrifices by cheating on me.

      When I had caught him, overhearing him on the phone with a woman on a day when I had come home early, he had tried to throw the blame onto me, for always being away at work.

      In a romantic haze, I had intended to sign the pre-nup he had presented me with prior to us getting married, but, luckily as it turned out, I’d had a most disturbing vision of me being penniless, so I had gone to a lawyer and made sure that the pre nup was fair. Andrew had been furious about it at the time, so much so that I had even considered not marrying him.

      Now, any request I made, he made it a point to block, no matter how unimportant it was to him. He even kept the birthday gifts he had given me. His lawyer said I legally had to give my engagement ring back to him. Andrew, because of his wealthy family, wanted to make sure I didn’t get a cent of the family fortune.

      I was most upset that he had not allowed me to take Max. We were both fond of him, but Andrew knew that keeping Max would rip out a piece of my soul. He wanted to punish me for leaving him.

      Fortunately, not everything had gone Andrew’s way. I was awarded a modest monetary sum to take care of my needs and he was ordered to send me my personal items, such as my photo albums. I wished I had taken them earlier, but everything is clearer in hindsight. There was so much in those photo albums, and I had no way to protect them while they were in his hands.
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      I was at a loose end so decided to go to the main house. After all, Cressida had invited me to have a cup of tea, although she had not specified a time.

      I hesitated in front of the boarding house, looking at the enormous, dark, and somewhat creepy mansion towering above me. The peeling paint showed signs of years of neglect. The bleak, sparsely grassed paddocks spreading out to the horizon and the looming dark clouds in the sky caused me to shiver to my core.

      There were several deciduous trees at the front of the house and their leafless frames danced wildly in the wind. I jumped as an open window swung in the wind and banged against the peeling wood. One shutter bore large holes that left a few jagged pieces dangling on the inside.

      There were no other homes around, just trees and some curious Hereford cows grazing on the neighbouring land. On this visit, the boarding house seemed untamed, unwelcoming, and utterly unsightly. It made my skin crawl.

      I stepped from the overgrown browning grass onto the creaky steps. I knocked on the boarding house’s main door and then stepped back. I expected someone to open the door and welcome me in, but no one came to the door. I figured that no one had heard me knock, and so I knocked again, harder this time.

      Again, no one came to the door. Frowning, I turned the doorknob and stepped in. I walked down the corridor and tried my best to avert my eyes from the police tape cordoning off the crime scene, but couldn’t help seeing it. The sheer bright yellowness of the tape distracted me. I saw no police this time, but heard a humming sound coming from the room, so I walked over to the door and looked in. To my surprise, I saw a vacuum cleaner, and Mr Buttons polishing the coffee table.

      “Mr Buttons!”

      Mr Buttons looked up. His eyes barely flickered with recognition as he looked down again to polish the coffee table. “Hello, Sibyl. Welcome again,” he muttered, his crisp English accent cutting throughout the room.

      I was aghast. “Mr Buttons, you shouldn’t be cleaning up a crime scene. The police might still need to collect evidence. What do you think the tape is for?”

      I pointed at the police tape that was barring my entrance to the crime scene, but Mr Buttons continued to polish the coffee table wordlessly. I tried to catch his eye as he turned around to polish a different section of the coffee table.

      “Mr Buttons!”

      The voice came from behind me. I swung around to see Alison, the maid. “Mr Buttons, what do you think you’re doing?” she said, her voice bordering on angry.

      To my relief, Mr Buttons put the rag away and came to meet us. He climbed under the tape.

      “I’m cleaning the place,” he said. “It’s so messy and awful. I couldn’t stand it. I just had to do something about it.”

      My jaw fell open. At the same time, the cogs in my mind turned furiously, trying to work out whether Mr Buttons could possibly be the murderer.

      I was about to speak, but Alison beat me to it. “Mr Buttons, the police clearly aren’t done with the crime scene. Can’t you see it’s still cordoned off by the tape? What will they think of you cleaning up in here?”

      Mr Buttons shrugged, although his face did turn pale. “I’m sorry, but I had to clean up. Lord Farringdon has been shedding cat hair all over the rug and like I said, I couldn’t stand it. Anyway, the police will have already taken all the evidence by now.”

      The maid rolled her eyes and then shrugged. “Come on, I’ll make you a nice cup of tea.”

      I followed them both down the dark corridor, assuming I was included in the invitation. I again noticed the musty old scent that was emanating from the walls. We walked into the kitchen. It was no better than the rest of the house, except that it was sparkling clean. It was smaller than I expected. I guessed it had been updated in the 1950’s. The floors were a horrible mixture of beige and mustard tiles. The high ceiling was a weird shade of orange, as were the kitchen cupboards. There was a particularly hideous orange floral blind over the only window. Shelving in dark wood lined the rest of the walls on that side.

      Opposite the wall of built-in cupboards was a cast iron combustion stove, clearly very old and no longer in use. It was an unusual shade of aqua, with the word Metters stamped across the door for the wood and the word Canberra stamped across the oven door. The top of it was speckled lime green enamel. It sat heavily in an old red brick structure that had seen better days, and the backsplash was a revolting shade of mustard.

      In the middle of the kitchen was an old iron and Formica table with a few chairs, and that was where Mr Buttons sat. I followed his lead.

      Alison busied herself making a pot of tea. She deposited cups on the table and poured tea into them, and was on her way back to the bench with the teapot when she suddenly stopped and exclaimed, “The bowl’s missing!”

      I wondered what the problem was.

      Mr Buttons appeared equally upset. “Oh no, are you sure?”

      Alison pointed to the table. “It was there, in a plastic bag.”

      I looked at Mr Buttons. “Could someone please tell me what you’re talking about?”

      Mr Buttons fidgeted. “This morning, Alison and I went into the library and we found a bowl half filled with cereal in there. The library is rarely used, and I said that Tim Higgins might have been in there. As you said it was cyanide, Alison and I thought we should put the bowl in a plastic bag to keep it safe, just in case Tim was eating from it before he died. It had some of that diet cereal he used to eat in it. Alison said she’d call the police to collect it.”

      “We left it here in the kitchen,” Alison said. “Now it’s gone.” She glared at Mr Buttons, and then gasped, raising her hand to her face. “The dishwasher!”

      She hurried to the dishwasher and opened it. After the steam cleared, we could see a lone cereal bowl. Alison looked up at Mr Buttons. “Mr Buttons, why did you put the bowl in the dishwasher?”

      Mr Buttons shook his head. “It wasn’t me.”

      Alison put her hands on her hips. “Well, someone took that bowl out of the plastic bag and put it in the dishwasher. What’s more, it’s the only item in the dishwasher, so it’s not as if someone did it by accident.”

      I watched as the man’s jaw ticked, his fists clenching across the table. He took up his cup of tea and sipped it slowly, but then set it back down again so that he could speak. “I have obsessive compulsive disorder when it comes to cleanliness and neatness, and the like. I can’t control it. If it’s dirty, I must clean it,” he said. “Yet I can assure you, I did not touch that cereal bowl.”

      No one had a chance to speak further as Cressida burst into the room, with Sergeant Wessley right behind her. “Blake is here for the bowl,” she announced, stating the obvious.

      Mr Buttons and I exchanged glances. I noticed that Alison looked decidedly uncomfortable.

      The sergeant nodded to us. “Now where’s that bowl?”

      For a moment no one spoke, and then Mr Buttons said, “After Alison called you about the cereal bowl, I decided to vacuum, and then Sibyl came, and Alison made us a cup of tea.”

      Blake shifted from one foot to another. I could see he was impatient, but he waited for Mr Buttons to continue.

      “Then,” Mr Buttons said, “when the three of us came into the kitchen, Alison noticed that the dishwasher was on. She opened it, and the cereal bowl was in there.”

      Blake looked at us. “Did any of you do it?’

      We shook our heads.

      Mr Buttons stood up. “Blake, you know I have obsessive compulsive disorder and I can’t control it. I admit that I vacuumed the crime scene…”

      Blake interrupted him. “You vacuumed the crime scene?”

      Mr Buttons folded his arms across his chest. “I had to clean up the mess. It was horrible. Once the police have their evidence ready, you’ll see that I’m clearly not the perpetrator of the crime. I simply had to clean it,” he repeated.

      Blake’s face darkened. “We’ve finished with the crime scene anyway, just as well for you, Mr Buttons. Now tell me, who had access to this room after Alison called me, apart from the three of you and Ms Upthorpe?” He looked directly at me.

      For some reason, his unwavering gaze made me feel guilty. “I didn’t have access to it,” I said. “I didn’t go anywhere near the kitchen.”

      Blake gave me a weary look. “Who met you at the door?”

      I frowned. “Well, no one. I knocked for a while and when no one came, I walked inside, and found Mr Buttons.”

      “So you could’ve gone straight to the kitchen first.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I hadn’t thought of it like that. “Well, yes, I suppose. But I didn’t,” I ended lamely.

      Blake turned back to Mr Buttons. “Why did you go into the library?”

      Cressida interrupted him. “Lord Farringdon told me that I’d left my favourite reading glasses in there, so I asked Mr Buttons if he’d go fetch them for me.”

      Mr Buttons nodded vigorously. “And as I was going in there, Alison saw me and came with me.”

      Blake’s face was growing redder. “Lord Farringdon? You mean the cat, right?” He shook his head and before anyone could respond, he added, “Who else had access to the kitchen?”

      “Only Nora, the cleaning lady,” Cressida said.

      “And where is Nora now?”

      Cressida walked over to the table and sat down. “Cleaning upstairs somewhere.”

      Blake rubbed his forehead. “All right, would someone please go get her?”

      “I’ll go.” Alison hurried out of the room.

      An uncomfortable silence hung in the room. After a while, Cressida got up and made herself a cup of tea. I fidgeted nervously while Blake just stood there, his arms still crossed.

      I looked at Mr Buttons as he sipped his tea, not making eye contact with anyone. Was he telling the truth or was he trying to cover something up?

      It seemed like an age before Alison returned with Nora, who was clearly flustered. She was clutching a spray bottle of disinfectant to her chest.

      The sergeant pointed to a chair. “Sit down please, Nora.”

      Nora looked around, I assume for a place to deposit the bottle. Cressida, visibly annoyed with her, stood up and took the bottle from her. Nora sat down and then looked at each of us in turn.

      “Nora, where have you been for the last hour?”

      Nora looked at the cop. “Upstairs, cleaning.”

      Blake wrote that in his notebook. When he had finished, he looked up at her. “For the whole hour? You didn’t come downstairs at all?”

      “Yes, I mean no.” Nora shook her head. “I mean I’ve been cleaning upstairs for the whole hour, and I didn’t come downstairs.”

      “Not once in that time?”

      Nora shook her head again, and wrung her hands.

      Blake wrote something else in his notebook. “And you didn’t see anyone the whole time?”

      “No,” Nora said.

      Nora and I looked at
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