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      “No, you can’t come back in,” I said, determined to stand my ground. “You’ll just eat everything. I’ll let you back in when they’ve gone.”

      Sandy looked up at me, giving me her absolute best puppy eyes. She was making it quite clear that staying outside wasn’t her first choice.

      “It’s not even raining out, so you’ll be fine!” I sighed. “I’ll go get you a treat. Stay there,” I said, hoping to appease Sandy until my friends had left. She was a good dog, if a little too friendly around people, but she was also very excitable, and... a Labrador. If I let her in, she’d try to eat absolutely anything that they brought. Possibly even the guests themselves, if I didn’t keep an eye on her.

      I came back with her treat and was greeted with an excited little dance. Not to sound like I was profiling her, but Sandy was a typical Labrador in every imaginable way, including—but not limited to—complete obedience so long as she was brought food. I threw the treat out into the yard and closed the door, knowing she’d entertain herself until I could bring her back inside.

      Right on cue, the doorbell rang. I rushed to open it and was greeted with a huge platter of sandwiches.

      “Here you go, Sibyl,” Mr Buttons said as he handed them to me, smiling warmly. “I know you’re making lunch, but I thought it was best that I contribute.”

      I looked at the platter. Sure enough, the sandwiches were missing their crusts. I noticed bits of green sticking out from the bread and immediately knew that they were cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off. I’d call them Mr Button’s specialty, but I was unsure if he really made anything else, other than tea, of course. Mr Buttons was the only permanent boarder at Cressida’s boarding house, and he was best described as a typical butler. He was an older English man with a penchant for dressing well and cleanliness. Actually, penchant doesn’t cover it. He was a neat freak, plain and simple. I was almost worried about how obsessive he was with ensuring that everything was clean. It was especially bad when I invited him over to my own house as I had today, which always meant spending the previous day cleaning furiously so as not to upset him.

      “Thank you, Mr Buttons,” I said cheerily. “I always look forward to these sandwiches.”

      “I’ve done something a bit different this time,” Mr Buttons said with a shy smile. “I do hope it’s not too drastic.”

      “Hello, Sibyl!” Cressida stepped out from behind Mr Buttons and hugged me warmly. I nimbly moved the platter out of the way to avoid squashing it and hugged her back. Cressida was, in a word, eccentric. She was the owner of the boarding house, sporting bright red curly hair and entirely too much makeup. She also spoke to her cat, Lord Farringdon, which isn’t as strange as the fact that she thought he spoke back to her.

      “I’ve brought you a present.” Cressida handed me a large platter with a cover. I thanked her, set the sandwich platter down and took the cover off, revealing a tiny canvas. I felt the colour flush to my face as I immediately recognised what it was. A painting. Cressida’s work was always unsettling, to say the very least. She was one of the kindest and nicest people I’d ever met, in spite of her hobby of painting incredibly gory and unsettling images. I swallowed hard and flipped the canvas over to see what it was, fighting back the onset of nausea. It was, as expected, one of the hardest things to look at that I could imagine.

      “It’s, uh, beautiful. Thank you, Cressida.” I tried my best to smile. “I really like the, um... the colours you’ve used.”

      “Oh, I’m glad you noticed.” Cressida beamed. “I used a yellow chiffon colour for the bits of fat, complemented by rosewood and rust for the blood.” She smiled as she spoke, though I spent more of my time trying not to pass out than I did listening. “I also made it small so you can hang it for your guests!”

      Well, it would deter burglars, I thought grimly. And everybody else. “Come in. Make yourselves comfortable,” I said, beckoning them inside and closing the door. “I’ve made a lemon roast chicken with vegetables. Nothing too fancy, but I hope you enjoy it!”

      “Well, it smells delicious,” Cressida said earnestly as Mr Buttons busied himself by dusting off my table. I sighed, but knew no matter how much I’d cleaned he would have done something like this anyway. I wasn’t even sure if he could help himself.

      I dished up the sandwiches Mr Buttons had brought while Sandy watched hungrily from outside, trying her best to look cute in order to get some leftovers. I did my best to ignore her and served the sandwiches to my guests, and then we sat around and talked. Lunch proper was still a while away, so I thought it would be a good way to pass some time. I bit into the cucumber sandwich and recoiled, dropping it on the table.

      “What was that?” I asked, realising that I might have offended Mr Buttons.

      “Oh, like I mentioned, I decided to try something different. Instead of cucumber, I used watercress and coriander, but felt it was somewhat flavourless, so I put some garlic ketchup on them as well,” Mr Buttons explained, as though it was the most normal thought process in the world.

      “It’s, uh, great. Thank you. But to be candid, I think I preferred the cucumber,” I admitted, hoping not to hurt his feelings. Mr Buttons smiled and nodded, apparently agreeing. Cressida seemed to be avoiding the sandwiches altogether. For a woman who spent most of her free time having conversations with her cat, she was showing a remarkable level of wisdom.

      Cressida walked over to a window. “We need rain so desperately. The grass crackles under your feet when you walk on it.”

      “Winter is coming,” Mr Buttons said.

      I chuckled. “Have you been watching Game of Thrones?”

      Mr Buttons looked startled. “Whatever do you mean, Sibyl?”

      I shrugged. “Never mind.”

      “I’ll check the weather app on my iPhone,” Cressida announced proudly. “That will tell us if it’s raining.”

      “You can see for yourself that it’s not raining, Cressida,” Mr Buttons said patiently. He shot me a look. Mr Buttons had recently, and with some difficulty, talked Cressida into getting a smart phone, and I was surprised when he had succeeded, because Cressida was technologically challenged. However, Cressida had taken to the smart phone like a duck to water.

      “But my weather app says there is ninety percent chance of rain in ten minutes,” she insisted, tapping her phone.

      Mr Buttons sighed. “It’s clearly not raining, is it? There’s not a cloud in the sky.”

      As Cressida continued to insist that it would rain in ten minutes, I excused myself to get lunch. The chicken had turned out perfectly, with the skin being browned but not burned, and the lemon having infused the meat nicely. I dished it up to the happy pair and we got to eating.

      “This is delicious, Sibyl!” Mr Buttons exclaimed between mouthfuls. “Much better than anything that Dorothy could cook, the daft cow.” He seethed. Cressida and I exchanged shocked glances. Dorothy was the newest cook at the boarding house, though she wasn’t all that new any more. It was no surprise that she didn’t get along with Mr Buttons or, well, anybody. Despite that, it was more than a small shock to hear Mr Buttons say something so blunt.

      Dorothy spent less of her time cooking and more of her time complaining and being rude. On top of all that, she wasn’t even great at cooking, consistently providing average or flavourless meals. I suspected Cressida didn’t fire her simply because she was scared of what would happen if she did.

      “You can’t say something like that, Mr Buttons,” Cressida said in the sternest tone she could muster.

      “Quite right, quite right,” Mr Buttons said with a sigh. “I apologise. She just irks me more than anybody I’ve met,” he admitted.

      “I understand, but maybe she’ll come around if we’re kind to her,” I suggested, not entirely convincing even myself. My suggestion was greeted with even less convinced stares, so I resigned myself to just eating my lunch and avoiding the topic entirely.

      “I’m sorry to keep bringing it up, but why haven’t you fired her, Cressida? She can’t cook this well. Maybe Sibyl could be our new cook!” Mr Buttons proposed quite excitedly.

      I narrowly avoided choking on a bit of chicken and cleared my throat. “I’m not sure that’s entirely where I want my career path to go, Mr Buttons,” I said politely. It’s not that I had anything against the idea of being a cook per se, but that I didn’t enjoy cooking enough to want to pursue it as a career. As a matter of fact, it was something I actively avoided unless I was cooking for guests.

      “Oh, I don’t want to upset poor Dorothy,” Cressida said sadly. “She can be a handful, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings.” She continued to pick at her food. I considered that maybe Cressida should just hang some of her paintings in the kitchen as a sure-fire way to make Dorothy quit, but I realised it would also stop any new boarders.

      “Well, that’s quite good of you, Cressida,” Mr Buttons said stoutly. “But I think Dorothy is a...”

      “Stupid cow!” a voice screeched loudly. Cressida’s jaw fell open as she looked at Mr Buttons, who seemed to be equally shocked. My cockatoo, Max, had flown in from an open window and started screeching and swearing, as usual. At one point my ex husband had found it funny to teach Max to say all sorts of awful things. Unfortunately, it seemed impossible to get Max to learn anything else, or at least forget his insults.

      “Max!” I yelled, jumping up and trying to grab him. He fluttered about calling me all sorts of things best left unsaid until I finally got a hold of him and took him into another room. I sat him on his perch and gave him a treat, which he ate happily while calling me every four-letter word I could think of. Well, I could only think of one, but Max could think of more. And then there were the adjectives.

      I walked back to the table and apologised after I washed my hands and sat down.

      “That’s quite all right, Sibyl,” Mr Buttons said. “We’re used to Max and his antics, or as used to them as one could possibly be. Have you considered taking him to a trainer?”

      “Well, sort of,” I explained. “There’s not exactly an abundance of cockatoo trainers in a small country town like this, but I did find two in Tamworth. Both times I took him there he swore at them so severely they turned me down,” I admitted, sighing.

      “Surely they’d be used to things like that?” Cressida asked.

      “I don’t think anybody’s used to the things he was saying, Cressida. I won’t repeat them, but it’s safe to say that I don’t exactly blame the trainers for turning me down. I don’t have too many guests anyway, so I’m not all that worried about it, except for incidents like just now,” I said with a small laugh.

      Mr Buttons nodded and spoke to Cressida. “Speaking of guests, has the boarding house been picking up in business since all the nastiness stopped?”

      “Nastiness?” Cressida asked with one eyebrow raised. “Oh! You mean the murders.” Mr Buttons and I exchanged uncomfortable glances. “Yes, it has a little. I don’t suspect that will keep up,” she said sadly.

      “Why not?” I asked. “It’s statistically impossible that we’ll have another murder here. I know I’ve said this sort of thing before, but I really think our town, or at least your boarding house, is all murdered out, so to speak.” We’d had more than our fair share of tragedy, but it truly seemed impossible that another murder could occur at the boarding house unless it was haunted or something.

      “Well, I wouldn’t be so sure,” Cressida said. “I’ve heard that there is indeed another murder coming.”

      Mr Buttons and I looked at Cressida wide-eyed. “Whatever do you mean?” Mr Buttons asked, shocked. “Who said that?”

      “Why, Lord Farringdon, of course,” Cressida said simply.

      I sighed out loud with a mixture of relief and dismay. On the one hand I was upset that Cressida was still taking her cat’s advice seriously, but on the other hand I was relieved that there wasn’t really anything wrong.

      “I have to disagree with Lord Farringdon this time, Cressida,” I said with a smile. “There won’t be another murder at the boarding house. It’s just impossible.”
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      “How are you with prawns?” Cressida asked, as soon as I answered my phone.

      “Prawns?” I was bewildered.

      “I need your help.”

      “I just woke up.” I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes. I’d had a long day of dog grooming clients the previous day, and had been up late grooming toy poodles for an important dog show.

      “Dorothy had a run-in with Lisa, the new boarder, last night.”

      I groaned. “Let me guess. Lisa said something about her cooking?” I could feel a headache coming on. Dorothy had never read How to Win Friends and Influence People.

      “Yes,” Cressida’s voice boomed, “and I need to have a nice breakfast for Lisa Summers and her husband, Greg, what with them being honeymooners and all. Oh, don’t worry, Mr Buttons is here now. He can help me with breakfast.” And with that, she hung up.

      I snuggled back down into my blankets, and drifted off for what seemed like only seconds, before I was jerked from sleep once more.

      I reached out and knocked my phone to the floor, thankful that it didn’t fall on Sandy, who was sleeping in her usual spot next to my bed, snoring loudly. I snatched up the phone, slid my thumb across the screen, and held it to my ear. “Hello?” I put on my best no-I-didn’t-just-wake-up voice.

      “Get up here fast,” Cressida said in a hushed voice.

      “Mr Buttons made a mess of the breakfast?” I guessed.

      I wasn’t sure what Cressida said next, as every atom in my body froze in shock, but I did catch the words, death, and back yard.

      I was at once wide awake, the words Cressida had spoken causing adrenaline to course through my system. I jumped out of bed and pulled on my jeans, and then threw on a sweatshirt. I ran to the back door and flung it open so Sandy could go outside when she woke up. At my front door, I tugged on some sneakers without socks, and then I was outside.

      Death. That word hung in the air as I ran towards the boarding house and the unknown. Kookaburras laughed overhead, their usually cheerful cry sounding now like a portent of doom.

      I reached the gothic Victorian house and turned left off the black and white mosaic tiled pathway, and ran through the rose garden. The scene in the back yard at the boarding house made my blood run cold. Strewn over the dry grass and the remaining purple and red geraniums of the garden were large pieces of metal and concrete. Lying amongst the rubble was Lisa. Her husband, Greg, was on his knees next to her, weeping loudly.

      “I was out here having a cigarette and looking at how dry the garden was, while talking to Lisa,” he sobbed. “All of a sudden, without warning, the railing gave way, and Lisa fell.”

      I looked up at the balcony directly above me, and saw that the Juliet balustrade was missing.

      “Lord Farringdon said this would happen,” Cressida wailed. Mr Buttons patted her awkwardly on her shoulder and I in turn tried to think of something to say to console them. Truth be told, I needed to be consoled as well. What was it with the boarding house and death? And why was it that the deaths had only happened since I had come to town?

      It was all so surreal. I just couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that there had been another incident. I rubbed my eyes, hoping this was all a nightmare, but when I opened my eyes, the scene remained the same before me: Greg, still bent over his wife’s body, and Cressida and Mr Buttons clutching each other, looking entirely distraught.

      Lord Farringdon walked over to Cressida. She released Mr Buttons and bent down to pick up the cat. She put her head to his ear, and then placed him gently on the ground. He sneezed, and cat hair flew everywhere. She turned to us, her face pale even under the heavily applied make-up.

      “Murder!” she pronounced.
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      I stood with Cressida in the foyer as we both accepted a cup of English Breakfast tea from Mr Buttons.

      “Is Greg up in his room?” Cressida asked him.

      “Yes, I managed to pry him away from his poor wife,” Mr Buttons said.

      I shook my head. “This is horrible. Were you out in the garden when it happened, Mr Buttons?”

      Mr Buttons shook his head. “No, it was too early. I heard a scream, and by the time I got out there, the woman was already lying on the ground motionless and her husband was trying to revive her.”

      “Why us all the time?” Cressida asked, and although the question could certainly come off as self involved, I knew she had a point. Deaths, murders, and mysteries followed those at the boarding house, and it had only happened since I had arrived in Little Tatterford.

      Before anyone could answer, Blake burst through the door, accompanied by Constable Andrews.

      “Is everyone okay?” Blake asked as he stopped in front of the three of us.

      “There’s a deceased woman in the back yard, I’m afraid,” Mr Buttons said. “Newlywed.”

      “Husband is here?” Blake barked.

      Mr Buttons pointed up the stairs. “Yes, in his room.”

      “Good, keep him there. I’m going to check out the crime scene with Constable Andrews. Will you three stay here?”

      “How do you know it’s a crime scene?” I asked.

      Blake smiled a grim smile. “With you guys, it’s always a crime scene.”

      I had no answer to that. I watched as Blake walked towards the back of the house. Cressida, Mr Buttons, and I stood in silence until Blake returned.

      “Okay, what happened?” he said, pulling off his hat and rubbing his eyes.

      “Her husband, Greg, called out about half an hour ago,” Cressida said. “We all rushed out, and there she was.”

      Blake frowned. “He was the only one out there?”

      “Yes,” Cressida said. “There’s a no smoking policy inside the boarding house. He said he usually smokes on the Juliet balcony, but this morning he went out into the back yard to smoke. Lisa was on the balcony, and they were talking when it collapsed.”

      Blake wrote down everything Cressida said in a small notebook he pulled out of his breast pocket. “And he’s still upstairs now?”

      Cressida nodded. “Yes.”

      “Okay, I’m going to speak with him. You three are to stay put. Make sure no one leaves, and no one goes out back. Constable Andrews is doing some work there.”

      When Blake reached the top of the stairs, I turned to Cressida and Mr Buttons. “This one can’t be a murder, right? It’s just an accident, surely.”

      “If it’s an accident, it’s my fault,” Cressida said, her voice breaking.

      “It’s not your fault,” Mr Buttons said, patting Cressida on the back. “Sometimes accidents happen.”

      “She was so young.” Cressida held the sleeve of her pyjama shirt to her eyes as she cried. “They were just married.”

      “Let’s sit down,” Mr Buttons suggested. We moved to the side of the wall, where a padded love seat sat next to a small table upon which was a vase of fake flowers. Mr Buttons indicated that Cressida should sit. “Do you need anything, Cressida?”

      “No,” she sniffled, and appeared to be about to say something, when Constable Andrews rushed through the door.

      “Where’s Sergeant Wessley?” he asked.

      “Talking with the husband,” I said. “Why?”

      Before he could answer, Blake appeared at the top of the stairs.

      “Sergeant, it looks like the balcony was made to fall,” Constable Andrews called out. “It’s missing the bolts. It looks like someone removed them.”

      “Let’s talk in private,” Blake snapped.

      “Right, sorry.” Constable Andrews hurried up the stairs to Blake, with the three of us on his heels. Blake and Constable Andrews walked back into the room. The door was open, but beyond there was nothing but air. The balcony had fallen away completely; there was nothing remaining.

      “Look here,” Constable Andrews said, crouching by the balcony and pointing. Blake crouched next to him. From my position at the doorway, I was unable to see what they were looking at.

      “What is it?” Cressida asked me, peering over my shoulder.

      “You’re right,” Blake said to Constable Andrews. “The bolts have been cleanly removed. If the balustrade had simply collapsed, part of the bolts would have remained. The weight of anyone would’ve been enough to make the balustrade collapse—it was just sitting there, completely unsupported.”

      Mr Buttons stuck his head in the room. “Wouldn’t someone have been aware of someone taking all the time to remove the bolts?”

      Blake shrugged. “That’s one of the questions Constable Andrews and I will have to answer,” he said before turning to focus his attention on me. “Constable Andrews and I. Understood? Not you? Or any of you.”

      I held up my hands. “All right.”

      Greg appeared from behind the door. For a moment, I’d forgotten he was there.

      The man didn’t speak, but looked off into the distance before rubbing his eyes and bursting into a fresh flood of tears. “It doesn’t make any sense,” he said between sobs. “I didn’t hear her call my name or anything before it happened. There was a strange sound, like a gate opening or something, and when I turned around, I saw her fall. I was helpless to save her.” His voice rose an octave. “That should’ve been me! I always smoke up on the balcony every morning, but for some reason, today I wanted to look at the garden close up.”

      “Why?” Mr Buttons asked.

      “There are protesters who are giving my company a lot of grief,” Greg said. “After dealing with that sort of thing lately, I felt the need to take a minute and appreciate nature. I guess I wanted to look at the garden and be reassured that my work in town won’t be detrimental to what truly matters in the world. How ironic, eh?” He looked off into the distance. “I lost my wife while focusing on things that mattered less.”

      I wondered why Blake was staring fixedly at Greg, but then Blake turned to me and gave me his police officer look. I stepped back into the musty corridor, followed by Cressida and Mr Buttons.

      The three of us exchanged glances as Blake and Constable Andrews walked into the corridor behind us. “Cressida, you’ll need to find Mr Summers another room. This room is a crime scene.”

      “A crime scene?” Greg gasped, as his hand flew to this throat. “My wife fell from there.” He pointed to the balcony. “I was down there smoking and saw it happen. The railing gave way. No one pushed her!”

      Constable Andrews held out his hand. In it were bolts and screws. “No one pushed her,” he said, “but these have been unscrewed.”

      “Andrews!” Blake barked, and then jerked his head towards the front door. “Outside!”

      Constable Andrews hurried off, while Mr Buttons took Greg by the arm. “Come with me. I’ll make you a nice cup of tea,” he said, picking some lint from Greg’s shirt.
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      “Which do you think he’d like most?” Cressida asked, trying her best to mask her worried expression. Mr Buttons and I exchanged glances.

      “I’m afraid I haven’t the same penchant for art as you, Cressida,” Mr Buttons wisely informed her. Cressida looked put out, but turned to me and raised an expectant eyebrow.

      “Oh, I, uh...” I stammered. “I like all of them, Cressida. Honestly,” I lied, trying my best not to run out of the room. Cressida had invited the owner of an art gallery from a nearby town to have a look at her collection, opting to hang them all in the dining room of the boarding house to display them to him.

      In a word, I would have described the art collection as “unfathomable,” though that didn’t quite sell the display of pure horror that was aligned in front of me. There were images of plane crashes, battlefields, train wrecks, and head-on collisions. I was astounded by two things, the main thing, of course, being the subject matter. Why Cressida opted to paint such monstrosities was well and truly beyond me, though I’d all but given up trying to understand her. Secondly, it was her sheer skill. She was truly a tremendously capable artist, held back only by her own work, stubbornly continuing to draw graphic horror scenes instead of something a sane person would buy.

      “Well, I hope he shares your enthusiasm,” Cressida said weakly, obviously nervous about the meeting. I wanted her to sell her art, but I didn’t want to meet someone that would willingly buy it either.

      “When’s he due?” Mr Buttons asked.

      “I don’t think he’s pregnant,” I joked, though my peerless humour seemed lost on my friends.

      “Oh, in about...” Cressida began to say before she was interrupted by the door bell. “Oh, goodness, oh no!” Cressida sputtered, running in short circles around the room. I considered for a moment that it was one of the least insane things I’d seen her do. “Okay, calm down!” Cressida yelled. “I shall answer the door presently,” she stated, holding her chin up high and stomping loudly to the front door. When she arrived she took a moment to catch her breath, apparently tired from her abrupt panic attack. The door bell rang again and she answered immediately, swinging the door wide and beaming even wider.

      “Oh, hello,” the man outside said. He was immediately identifiable as a gallery owner: an older white man, with combed back grey hair, a terrible spray-on tan, complete with a stark grey three-piece suit. “I’m Mortimer,” he said with a grin. I thought he looked more like someone who was here for Cressida’s soul than her art, but he seemed to be nice enough. With a name like Mortimer, he’d probably even like her artworks. Hopefully.

      “Hello!” a clearly nervous Cressida yelled in his face. “I’m Cressida. Please-come-in.” She said it as one word and ran back inside, as if trying to escape him entirely. He dutifully followed and greeted Mr Buttons and me politely.

      “Here it is,” Cressida said, motioning to the wall of canvases. Mortimer stood in stunned silence, or at least some kind of silence. His face was totally unmoved, showing absolutely no emotion at all, but he stood stock still for several minutes. I considered that perhaps he’d had a heart attack and died on the spot—something one could hardly blame him for—but the slow rise and fall of his chest suggested otherwise.

      “I love them!” Mortimer exclaimed, beaming wide. Cressida looked like she was about to faint, and on hearing the news very nearly did so, catching herself on a chair and sitting down. “It’s honestly hard for me to pick just one,” Mortimer said, wildly looking at each in turn. “The colours! The composition! So much passion and movement!” he exclaimed, waving his arms about.

      For a brief moment I was worried that he was doing all this as some sort of cruel joke, and then I was worried that he was serious. I wasn’t sure which scared me more.

      “So, you like them?” Cressida asked meekly.

      “I’ll certainly write up a deal!” Mortimer said excitedly, still beaming. “Oh, just wait until I show Vlad. He’ll be ecstatic!”

      “Vlad?” Mr Buttons said to me in a stage whisper. “Do you think he means Vlad the Impaler?” At that, Mr Buttons guffawed.

      Mortimer did not seem to notice, so taken was he by the art. I felt hysteria rising in me and I did my best to push it down. As a child, I had been overtaken by fits of laughter at inappropriate times such as someone’s funeral or when I was bored in church. It happened because I was nervous, and for some reason, I was nervous now.

      “I would be more than happy to take ten pieces, Cressida,” Mortimer said, rubbing his hands together. “And then, according to response, we might have an exhibition.”

      Cressida gasped and I suppressed a nervous giggle. Perhaps Mortimer’s art gallery had a clientele that wouldn’t mind graphic scenes of dismembering. I sure hoped so, both for their sake and for Cressida’s.

      “I’ll select ten paintings now, if that’s all right with you.”

      “Yes, of course! Yes, of course,” Cressida gushed. She did a little dance on the spot.

      “We haven’t discussed the gallery’s commission yet,” Mortimer said. “Anyway, it’s all set out in the contract.”

      Cressida nodded happily and clutched her stomach. She looked as though she was going to be sick and I hoped she wouldn’t be sick all over one of her paintings. Then again, Mortimer might think that was an artistic contribution—who would know?

      Mr Buttons trailed behind both Mortimer and Cressida, as Mortimer went up and down the dining room trying to find the ten paintings he thought would sell the best. At that point, Dorothy burst into the dining room. She gasped loudly when she saw us. “Who are you?” she rudely addressed Mortimer.

      Before Mortimer could reply, Mr Buttons spoke up. “This gentleman is here to appraise Cressida’s paintings with a view to hanging them in his gallery. Madam, would you kindly desist from your unseemly manner of conduct?”

      Dorothy scowled at him. “This is no time for frivolity,” she muttered darkly. “There’s been a murder!” With that, she turned on her heel and hurried from the room.

      Mortimer clutched his throat. “A murder?”

      Mr Buttons hurried to reassure him. “That was the cook. She is, well, prone to dramatics. I expect she was talking about her cooking.”

      Mortimer nodded, and he and Cressida turned their attention back to the paintings. Mr Buttons leant over and whispered loudly in my ear. “Did you see how Dorothy burst into the room? She’s up to something! You mark my words.”

      “Well, she was acting somewhat furtively,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean she’s a murderer.”

      “I have pulled many a tarot card about that woman over recent times,” Mr Buttons said, “and none of them have been good. She is a murderer, and I won’t be convinced otherwise.”

      I sighed loudly, and rubbed my forehead. When I looked up, Mr Buttons was congratulating Cressida, who was still speaking to Mortimer.

      “Yes, well done, Cressida,” Mr Buttons chimed in, shaking her hand furiously.  “This calls for some English Breakfast tea.”

      Mortimer did not look impressed at the sound of English Breakfast tea. I expected he preferred a cocktail or a gin and tonic. I didn’t mix in high society circles, but I assumed tea was not the favoured drink. Nevertheless, Mortimer duly followed Cressida’s lead and sat down at the large cherry wood dining table. I sat opposite them, keeping the most gruesome of the paintings behind me.

      We all looked at Mr Buttons expectantly. After all, he was always the one who fetched the tea. I assumed his hesitation was due to his not wanting to interact with Dorothy in the kitchen. Nevertheless, not long after Mr Buttons walked into the kitchen, I heard the outer door slam. I figured that was Dorothy on her way out.

      Mr Buttons soon returned, pushing a heavy looking wooden tray mobile in front of him. He set an empty porcelain cup in front of each of us, and then produced a rather ornate teapot which he placed delicately on a porcelain stand. “It’s Aynsley,” he said, as if he were stating an obvious fact.

      We all nodded.

      Mr Buttons then placed a plate of cucumber sandwiches in the centre of the table. Just then, Greg walked into the room and suddenly stopped. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise you had guests.”

      “Please join us, dear,” Cressida said. “I’d like you to meet Mortimer Fyfe-Waring. Mortimer, this is Greg Summers. You’ve probably heard of him. He is the famous businessman responsible for the destruction of the local wilderness area.”

      Mr Buttons choked on his tea, and I nearly coughed up my cucumber sandwich. What a way Cressida had with introductions!

      Both Mortimer and Greg looked shocked, to say the least. Mr Buttons recovered and shot me an urgent look. I knew what he was thinking—Cressida was likely to mention that Greg’s wife had been murdered, and even if she didn’t, Greg himself was likely to give that away. While I personally didn’t see why that would prevent Mortimer buying Cressida’s paintings, it put Mr Buttons in an awkward position for not being completely honest about Dorothy’s earlier remark.

      Mr Buttons hurried to pour Greg a cup of tea. He accepted it, but declined a cucumber sandwich.

      Unfortunately, at this point, Dorothy burst back into the room. She stood over Cressida, her hands on her hips. “I don’t think there is time for the Mad Hatter’s Tea Party, Miss Upthorpe, what with the recent murder!” She stormed out of the room.

      “You really need to fire that woman, Cressida,” Mr Buttons said. His face was beet red.

      “Is she talking about her cooking again?” Mortimer asked Cressida.

      I anxiously waited to hear what Cressida would say, and I didn’t have to wait long. “Oh no,” Cressida said. “She’s talking about the homicide, of course.”

      Mr Buttons shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Unperturbed, Cressida pressed on. “Dear Greg here has just experienced the murder of his poor wife, Lisa.” She waved her hand expansively at Greg.

      Greg dabbed at his eyes with a tissue. Mortimer was clearly at a loss. He did not say a word, but just sat there, his jaw working. For a while no one spoke, and Greg was the first to break the silence. “And the police still don’t know who did it,” he said angrily.

      “Did it happen here at the boarding house?” Mortimer’s tone bordered on disbelief.

      “Yes, most surely,” Cressida said.

      Mortimer shot Cressida a speculative look. “And would you happen to be one of the suspects?”

      Cressida nodded. “Yes, I expect I am.”

      Greg stood up abruptly, causing the teacups to jiggle. “I’ll have to go. My apologies.” And with that, he hurried out of the room.

      Mr Buttons and I turned to each other and raised our eyebrows. Mortimer rubbed his hands together. “If you don’t mind me saying so, this will work to our advantage for publicity. This will put up the price of your paintings, Cressida.”

      He stood up, and he and Cressida shook hands. Mortimer left excitedly, proclaiming that some paperwork would be on the way as soon as possible. Mr Buttons and I stood in stunned silence, not entirely sure what had transpired. It felt like waking up from some bizarre nightmare.

      “Oh, I’m so happy!” Cressida announced, thrusting her hands into the air so hard that her glasses flew off, hit one of her paintings, and fell on the floor.

      “Congratulations,” I said, bending down to retrieve her glasses. “It looks like it all worked out.”

      “I’m still in shock,” Cressida said, sitting down. “And I can’t believe... oh, what was that?” she asked, cocking her head to one side. Lord Farringdon jumped up onto her lap and she looked at him for a time. “Yes, he was a strange sort, Lord Farringdon,” she said, looking intently at her cat. I sighed, wondering if Mortimer and Cressida were part of some intricate game show made to scare me.
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      It had been a long day. Cressida had invited me to dinner, and Dorothy was in her usual unpleasant mood. As soon as Dorothy had deposited the plates of Thai green curry in front of everyone and left, Mr Buttons leant over to me. “I’m sure that the murderer is Dorothy this time,” he muttered. “I’m absolutely certain of it. She had a terrible fight with the victim the night before.”

      I sighed. “Mr Buttons, lots of people have had terrible fights with Dorothy. She hasn’t murdered any of them, though.”

      “As far as we know,” he hissed.

      Eric Jefferies, one of the boarders, spoke up. “The cops gave me the third degree,” he said. “I told them about the guy across the hall from where I’m staying.”

      “Peter Steele?” Cressida said. “He never comes to dinner, but that doesn’t make him a homicidal maniac.”

      I raised my eyebrows and shot Mr Buttons a helpless look. He simply shrugged and pursed his lips.

      “Yes, him,” Eric said, after swallowing a mouthful of rice. “The other day, when I was walking back to my room, I saw Peter Steele struggling to unlock his door while talking away on his mobile phone. I didn’t hear much, but I heard enough to make me do some googling. The guy seemed irritated and said something like, ‘The millionaire land developer who’s tearing down the wilderness is staying at the same boarding house as I am.’ I wasn’t sure what he meant, so I googled it. It’s pretty intriguing.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked him.

      Eric smiled. “I found that there are various environmental groups that are unhappy with the destruction of the wilderness areas, and these groups have threatened Greg Summers. The cops were seriously interested when I told them that. Greg Summers is a big shot. He owns a commercial property development company and he’s in town to destroy the wilderness area just over west of here. There are tons of protesters coming out of the woodwork, apparently. They held a rally in Tamworth recently, according to one of the sites I came across.”

      Eric leant across the table. “You know what I think? I think one of those protesters was trying to kill Greg Summers, and accidentally killed his wife instead.”

      “Trying to kill Greg?” I asked, confused.

      “Maybe they weren’t targeting Lisa.” Eric paused before continuing. “Greg told me that he usually smokes up on the balcony, but for the first time since staying here, he decided to go out into the garden this time to have a cigarette. What if Lisa wasn’t the one who was supposed to fall to her death?”

      “No, Greg’s poor wife, Lisa, was the intended victim,” Cressida insisted. “Lord Farringdon told me that this afternoon.”

      Eric looked taken aback. I wondered if he knew that Lord Farringdon was Cressida’s fat tabby and white cat. At any rate, he did not comment on that, but pressed on. “What if the murderer was Peter Steele? He had the motive and he had the opportunity. Greg Summers himself told me only a few hours ago that he always leant over the railing every morning to smoke a cigarette.”

      “I think the kid’s onto something,” Dorothy said, and everyone jumped. I shrieked, and my fork flew out of my hand. I had no idea she’d come into the room.

      Dorothy glared at me, and continued talking. “The bolts were removed and tossed onto the ground. Greg, the husband, has admitted that his daily routine included standing on that very balcony, and now we have a possible motive. I think it’s safe to surmise that someone might be trying to kill Mr Summers.” With that, she picked up the fork and waved it at me in a belligerent manner, before hurrying out of the room.

      “That’s the most Dorothy’s ever said at one time,” Mr Buttons said in a stage whisper. “She’s trying to throw suspicion off herself.”

      “You’re all wrong,” Cressida said in a petulant voice. “Lord Farringdon said that Lisa was the intended victim; I tell you!”

      I sighed, and rubbed my temples.

      I hadn’t even finished my Thai green curry, when there was a loud bang on the front door followed by the bell ringing incessantly. Cressida jumped to her feet and headed for the front door, with me hard on her heels.

      Cressida opened the front door to reveal a short, portly man, who was sporting an enormous, uneven, walrus-like moustache made out of brown and grey, bristly hairs.

      “Are you the owner?” the man with the moustache asked in a brusque tone.

      “Yes,” Cressida said. “What can I do for you?”

      “I am Franklin Greer, from the Little Tatterford and Shire Council,” the man announced proudly. He smelt strongly of stale aftershave, which he had clearly applied by the bucket load.

      “What is this about?” Mr Buttons asked. He stepped forward, and then took both edges of the man’s moustache in his hands, and levelled it.

      The man’s jaw fell open, and he stood silent for a moment. “We got a call about a fallen balcony,” he said after an interval. “I believe someone has died, have they not?”

      “Yes,” Cressida said again.

      “I have a duty of care to all persons in workplaces, including workers and volunteers, contractors and their workers, visitors and the general public. I have to make decisions about health and safety.” Franklin Greer puffed out his chest. “The Little Tatterford and Shire Council has an obligation to ensure that people are not exposed to hazards or damage. I need to see this balcony.”

      “It’s a crime scene,” I said. “It looks like someone made it collapse on purpose.”

      “Well, the authorities and I will decide that,” the man said, a rather smug look upon his face as he curled his plump lips into a slimy smile. “But as of right now, we need everyone up and out of the boarding house.”

      “Why?” Cressida demanded.

      The man looked her right in the eye. “Because this place is going to be shut down. It’s unsafe.”

      “It’s not unsafe,” I said. “The police are treating it as a crime scene, so what does the council have to do with anything?”

      “Let me assure you, madam,” Franklin Greer said, his eyes narrowing, “I know my job quite well, and I know what’s going on. I assume you don’t know my job as well as I do, so if you please, prepare everyone to leave the boarding house.”

      “Are you saying it’s not structurally safe?” Cressida asked.

      Franklin Greer sneered. “There’s been a death from a collapsed balcony. It’s plain to me that the boarding house is unsafe and violates several local building codes. I need to examine the entire building and grounds.”

      This man was getting on my last nerve. “The police just labelled the investigation as a homicide, so how can you even think to blame the fall on the building itself?” I snapped. “The police seem to think someone took the screws and bolts out of the balustrade.”

      Franklin Greer smiled, a thin-lipped, nasty smile, and waved a chubby hand at us. “Prepare for the boarding house to be condemned,” he said. “Good day.”

      Cressida shut the door with a little more force than necessary, and leant against it. “What are we going to do?” Her voice came out as a wail, so much so, that Lord Farringdon appeared from nowhere and let out a mournful howl.

      “I’m not sure.” I sighed long and hard.

      Mr Buttons took out a white, linen handkerchief and polished the brass door knob. “We have to solve the case,” he said. “Cressida, they can’t shut you down and place the blame on the building if the police solve the case. We just have to make sure they find out what really happened. When the case is solved, the boarding house will be completely in the clear.”
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      The woman had the stereotypical, hard-as-nails secretary look down pat. Her hair was short and sleek. Her blouse was form fitting, perhaps a little too much so, and her sharp, black slacks showed off her long legs and ended at the ankle. She stood as if she were in command of the world, not an assistant to a land developer.

      I smiled at the imposing woman. I figured she was the sort who didn’t know what the word no meant. It was difficult to envision her as an assistant to anyone.

      “Would you explain why you’re here again?” I asked in an apologetic tone, ignoring the impatient grumbling of the woman in front of me. I had a mental image of her with a drum and a whip, mercilessly keeping a score of office clerks working non stop on their projects.

      “As I said, I am Greg’s personal assistant,” the woman said in a haughty tone.

      Oh yes, so much more important than a normal assistant. Thankfully, I managed to stop myself saying that aloud.

      “I just got into town, and I have an urgent document for Greg to sign. It can’t wait.” The woman’s voice was authoritative. She fixed the front of the boarding house with a critical frown.

      Some personal assistant. She didn’t act as if she knew that Greg was on his honeymoon, much less that his wife had just died. She did not appear the least bit apologetic that she was about to disturb him at one of the most inappropriate times possible. I let out a long sigh of resignation. “Please come in, and I’ll see if Greg is taking visitors right now. He just lost his wife, so…”

      “Yes,” she snapped, cutting me off. “I’m well aware of that. And he is expecting me.” The woman brushed past me.

      I shrugged. At least I’d tried. If Greg wished to speak with a drill sergeant in secretary’s clothing, it wasn’t any of my business. People had their own ways of dealing with grief.

      By the time I caught up to the woman, I found Cressida blocking the stairway to the upper floor, demanding to know the woman’s identity.

      Cressida’s arms were waving in the air. “I don’t care if you’re a Nobel Prize winner with a cure for typhoid! You get your high heels and high horse into that living room and wait until I talk to Greg. Unless he tells me he is expecting company, I’m not going to have a guest bothered.”

      The woman could have killed with the glare she gave Cressida, but before she could speak, Greg appeared at the top of the stairs, looking tired and apologetic. He regarded his guest unhappily. “It’s all right. I was just coming down to tell you that I was expecting Julie to come by.”

      I had the distinct impression the woman had only been expected when she had pulled up in the driveway. Cressida moved to the side, scooting around Julie as she stomped up the stairs.

      “Let me know if you need anything, Greg,” Cressida called up. “Dinner will be in a couple hours. Did you want it delivered to your room?”

      “If you would, please, Cressida.”

      “Will you need a second plate for your guest?”

      “No, Julie will be leaving very shortly,” Greg said, as he nudged the woman out of his personal space.

      I did not blame him at all. I would hate to have work hunt me down at such a time. I did feel a slight pang of guilt for enjoying the look of shock and disappointment on Greg’s personal assistant’s face when he said she would be leaving shortly.

      I turned my attention to Cressida, as the pair disappeared around the corner of the stairway to make their way to Greg’s room. Cressida looked exhausted.

      “Is everything okay, Cressida?” I said, as I guided her towards the dining room. “Would you like me to make some coffee?”

      “Oh, if only coffee were the solution,” Cressida sighed, but she managed a weak, grateful smile and nodded. A pot was already brewed and looked fairly fresh. I added extra sugar to the two mugs, and then returned to the dining room.

      “So what happened?” I asked, as I took a sip of my drink.

      “Oh my, what’s happened?” Cressida exclaimed, as she rubbed her temples with the flat of her hand. “I’ve already blocked two reporters trying to get a look at Greg and the railing and stuff. And then before I finished breakfast, the horrible council man came back with an inspector, and threatened to shut the place down.”

      “But Blake thinks that the railing was tampered with,” I said. “They can’t blame you for that.”

      Cressida drained half her cup before speaking. “It’s not just that. He said they’ve had multiple reports of safety and sanitation violations. They’re going to do a major inspection in a few days. If we don’t pass, the boarding house is done. He’ll shut us down.”

      My hand flew to my mouth. “But who was complaining? All the online reviews have nothing but praise for the place.”

      “One person in particular. A Cynthia Devonshire.” Cressida grimaced and stared into her cup. “The inspector that the horrid little man, Franklin Greer, brought with him knows Dorothy. They’re in the church choir together. He told Dorothy that Cynthia Devonshire was the one who’d made the complaints.”

      I dug through my memory, trying to remember anyone by the name of Cynthia, but try as I might, I could not remember the name at all. “Who is she?”

      Cressida finished off her coffee and tapped the bottom of the cup on the table. “Cynthia Devonshire’s the owner of that new Bed and Breakfast on the other side of town.”

      I swatted myself on the forehead. Cynthia Devonshire was going after business aggressively, and had gone so far as to put a flyer advertising her B&B in my mailbox.

      Cressida was still talking. “Of course, it’s simply a matter of a business harassing a rival, but Franklin Greer doesn’t care. He didn’t even care when I said that she’s never even set foot in this place. He kept saying that all complaints have to be treated as valid, and so we’ll be inspected to see if we should be open at all.”

      “That’s awful!” I shook my head. I had never imagined that a B&B would be such a cut throat business. I would have thought there would be plenty of clients to go around. I was appalled that Cynthia Devonshire would use a tactic as ugly as sending inspectors to harass and shut down the competition.

      “There’s a lover’s quarrel raging upstairs!”

      I jumped. I’d been so lost in thought that I hadn’t noticed Mr Buttons entering the dining room.

      “A lover’s quarrel?” Cressida asked, looking confused and at the end of her wits.

      “Yes. I imagine the man would have quite a lot of explaining to do, well, if his wife were around to explain things to, at least,” Mr Buttons said, in an irritated tone. He gave us a pleading look. “Please don’t send me back up there, ladies. I’ve no stomach for listening to a soap opera through my bedroom wall.”

      “Wait. What’s going on?” Cressida asked. She waved Mr Buttons to sit down and explain.

      “Whoever just came in to pay this Greg fellow a visit is quite a vocal woman. She’s going on and on about how they are meant to be. He’s yelling about her trying to crawl into his bed after his wife has just died. Both are yelling about how he did or did not play games with her.”

      My jaw fell open. “Are you serious?”

      Mr Buttons nodded, and then he mimicked a stern voice. “How dare you, woman! My wife is not even cold in the ground and you are trying to crawl into my bed?”

      He leant back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Then she said she loved him. He called her a desperate… well, it’s not a word I would ever repeat. It’s one you have heard many a time, though, Sibyl.”

      My expression must have shown my confusion, as Mr Buttons continued, “From your foul-mouthed cockatoo,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “Anyway, at that point, I think she might have slapped him. I was heading out my door about then, so I couldn’t say for certain.”

      “My goodness!” Cressida pushed herself up from the table, and Mr Buttons laid his hand on her arm.

      “Just let them get it out of their system, Cressida. No good comes from getting into those spats, and no one else is around for them to bother.”

      At that moment, we heard the click-clack of heels on the polished tallow wood floorboards, heading loudly in the direction of the front door. Soon after, the door slammed.

      Mr Buttons winced at the sound. “Well now, at least if she damaged the hinges we know where to send the bill.” He rearranged the coffee cups on the table so that they all made a straight line. “I should have known it was her. That nagging, shrill voice is hard to forget.”

      “You’ve met her before?” I asked.

      “Oh yes. Well, not directly, but I did see her at the Bistro yesterday afternoon. She was doing her level best to reduce a poor waitress to tears over not refilling her glass fast enough, and then she said something about her food not being to her taste, too.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “She said she just got into town today.”

      Mr Buttons shook his head. “There is no doubt it was her. I won’t forget that voice or face any time soon.”

      Cressida and I looked at each other, and then Cressida got back to her feet. “I better go check and make sure everything is all right. Mr Buttons, I’m sorry they disturbed you.”

      “Think nothing of it. It’s not the first spat I’ve witnessed.” Mr Buttons waved off the apology as he made his way towards the kitchen. “Would either of you care for English Breakfast tea?”

      “No, thanks,” Cressida said, as she made her way upstairs.

      “Sibyl?” Mr Buttons turned his attention to me.

      I lifted my half empty coffee cup and gave it a little shake. “It’s coffee.”

      “One of these days I’ll have to break that machine,” Mr Buttons said, as he shook his head in disgust.
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      I strolled up to the boarding house, wondering why Mr Buttons had not turned up to walk Sandy with me that morning. Our arrangement was that if he wasn’t there on time, I would proceed without him, but he was there most days.

      As soon as I walked through the front door, Cressida hurried over to me. “Greg woke up to find his car vandalised. I was just on the phone with Blake. He’s coming right over.”

      While I was pleased that I would see Blake again so soon, I wasn’t happy that Greg’s car had been vandalised. The poor man, after everything he’d been through.

      Cressida pointed out the front door and slightly to the right. “Go and take a look for yourself. He parks over in that corner. It’s the silver BMW.”

      I walked out the door with Cressida, and over to the parking area. “Wow,” I said. “Wow.” There was no other word for it, really.

      The front driver-side tire was flattened, and what appeared to be the handle of a switchblade jutted from the rubber. I walked around the car and saw that all four tires had been slashed. The most dramatic vandalism was in the form of large, red letters which were scrawled across the side of the car. The dark red, blood-like colour filled me with a sense of dread. I squinted to try to understand the word. “What does that even mean?” I asked myself aloud. A single word filled the length of the sedan: HOOW.

      “What does HOOW mean?” I asked Cressida.

      Cressida shrugged. “I don’t have a clue. Mr Buttons seems to think it’s some sort of acronym or abbreviation or something of the sort.”

      “He thinks each letter represents a separate word?” I thought about it. What could each of the letters mean? H. O. O. W. “Could it be a typo?” I asked Cressida.

      Cressida chuckled. “People only make typos on computers,” she said.

      “Oh, yes.” I felt silly for saying it, but I was caffeine-deprived.

      I leant over and peered at the letters, trying to think what the acronym could spell. There were so many possibilities for H alone: Hearts, Honour, Honesty, Hate, Hands.

      “Hands Off Our Wilderness,” a familiar voice said.

      I swung around to see Blake walking up to me. “That’s what HOOW means? So it’s the protesters Greg mentioned?”

      “That’s the likely conclusion, that it has something to do with that environmental protest against the wilderness area being developed. It’s probably their group name.”

      “Do you think this vandalism might be connected to Lisa’s, err, fall?”

      Blake looked grim. “Anything is possible, Sibyl. We’re going to take some photographs of the vehicle, and then have it towed to the impound lot for testing.”

      “Testing? What kind of testing?” I prodded.

      “Fingerprints mainly. If the knife doesn’t have any, the car itself might. We just need a name, anything to jumpstart this investigation.”

      Mr Buttons walked up, with Greg following at a short distance. “Hello, Blake.”

      Blake greeted him with a nod. “Like I was just telling Sibyl, we’re going to see if we can find some leads, and then we’ll take it from there.”

      “Do you think the same person that did this could have tampered with that balcony railing?” Mr Buttons asked.

      Blake nodded. “It’s definitely possible, but until we have a suspect in our sights, it’s impossible to know for sure either way. I’ll need to speak to Greg.”

      Blake took Greg aside and the two of them spoke. I stood with Cressida and Mr Buttons as the three of us watched the conversation from afar. Their words were unintelligible at this distance, but I got the impression that it wasn’t a fun chat. Greg threw his arms around, and a deep frown was on his face. Every now and then, Greg yelled. Blake had his back to me, but I could tell that his shoulders were tense.

      “Look at him,” Cressida said. “I understand Greg’s having a very bad time, but he can’t just go around treating everyone like that, simply because he’s frustrated.” Cressida was clearly beyond annoyed at the situation.

      “I feel sorry for him,” I said. “He’s just trying to cope. Then, on top of everything else, his car gets damaged. I hope they catch whoever did it. This is really starting to make me believe that Lisa’s fall was deliberate.”

      Greg hurried to the house, half walking and half running, and Blake headed back to the three of us.

      “It took a bit, but he’s finally calm,” Blake said. “I explained to him what we’ll be testing the car and knife for, and that we’re trying to rule out any possibility that the property damage and death of his wife are related. I feel for the guy. It must be tough to deal with.”

      “I bet,” I added.

      “Well, I’m going to head back to the station and see what’s up. It should only be a few hours or so until we find out if there are any usable prints.”

      After Blake left, I returned to my cottage to fuel with caffeine. “You’re an ugly %&$% fool,” my sulphur-crested cockatoo squawked at me as I walked in the door.

      I pulled a face at him and took him outside. “You’re depriving a village of a *^&$ idiot,” he said, as I firmly shut the back door on him.

      I switched on my coffee machine, and leant over it to inhale the heavenly scent of coffee. I had the beginnings of a headache, but nothing that two Advil, three cups of coffee, and six large spoons of sugar all up wouldn’t fix.

      I propped myself up on the cushions on my sofa and sipped my coffee. Aha. I sighed blissfully as my caffeine levels rose to the required minimum. My bliss turned to irritation as I thought about my rude, trash-talking cockatoo. He had been such a lovely cockatoo before my horrible ex-husband, Andrew, had taught him to say rude things. What’s more, Andrew had plotted to murder me, and was managing to delay my property settlement from his jail cell.

      My stomach clenched when my phone rang. I jumped and spilled some coffee on my jeans. “Is anyone else dead?” I blurted into the phone.

      “Hello,” a disembodied voice said. “Does your roof need cladding? We have a special on at the moment and can offer you a very good deal. Our product is visually attractive and has a timeless appeal, and comes in a range of colours.”

      I groaned. Not another sales call. I tried to interrupt two or three times, but then hung up.

      The phone rang immediately, and this time, I checked the caller I.D. before answering. Cressida.

      “Hello,” I said politely. “I hope this isn’t bad news.”

      “No,” came Cressida’s voice. “Blake’s here, and he’s arrested someone for the vandalism. Do you want to come up?”

      I arrived in the sitting room at the boarding house at the same time as Mr Buttons.

      “Who did it?” Mr Buttons asked.

      “Quinten Masters,” Blake said. “He goes by the name The Environmentalist online. The guy runs a website that’s dedicated to this sort of thing.” Blake looked around before continuing. “He has a popular blog about the destruction of wilderness areas. The guy’s one of those protesters we keep hearing about, just like I suspected.”

      “Did Quinten confess or make any statements?” I asked.

      Blake shook his head. “None at all. He lawyered up right away, but that’s not all too surprising. He’s young and has a clean record. Hitting him with the vandalism charges won’t be tough, but trying to connect him to a murder is another matter entirely. At this stage in the game it is, at least.”

      “Are you sure his motive for the damage to Greg’s car involves the wilderness preservation and all that?” Mr Buttons asked, producing a spray bottle and a cleaning rag from a plastic bag and scrubbing at a dirty mark on the window.

      “We’re not positive, but we can’t see any other possible motive. He has a popular blog with thousands of followers. My tech guy was telling me that Quinten Masters posted about the vandalism earlier today and said that Greg had gotten what he deserved, but deleted the post once a few people commented to complain about his attitude. Luckily, when someone deletes information in the digital age, there are always ways to retrieve it.”

      “So, if these people are trying to stop Greg’s destruction of the wilderness area, why would they be personally attacking him instead of tying themselves to trees or something more productive?” I asked. “He’s not the only one in the company.”

      “That’s a good question, Sibyl,” Blake said. “I wish I knew the answer. All I was told was that the blog has been mentioning Greg for the last couple months at least, saying he’s the one responsible for the company’s plans to destroy the wilderness area. If these crimes are related to this whole environmental issue, I have a feeling HOOW and this website have been playing a large role in what the perpetrator or perpetrators have been doing.”

      “It seems possible, but overly complicated,” Mr Buttons added, “but would someone want to murder someone to protect a wilderness area?”

      “Welcome to law enforcement,” Blake said with a smile. “You never know what you’re going to have to deal with when you wake up and come into work.”

      “That sounds like my job,” Cressida said.

      Blake shrugged. “I’m going to head back and look at the evidence from both cases. I want to see if there aren’t some points of comparison or any clues that can link Lisa’s fall to Quinten’s wilderness movement.” He smiled at me, and then made his way towards the exit.

      “I can kind of understand trashing someone’s car and painting your slogan on their window, but removing some bolts so someone gets killed? It just seems a bit on the extreme side of things, don’t you think?” I said.

      Mr Buttons and Cressida both looked at me, but no one spoke for a while.

      The silence
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