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Chapter One


Things I would wish for right now if I could wave a magic wand:


1) My boyfriend Will to stop being a born-again hippy and propose before I’m shrivelled to the point where no other man will look at me.


2) To find the perfect location to film Sibling Rivalry before I get fired. (Preferably one that doesn’t involve the owner changing his mind at the last minute and chasing me off his property, brandishing a shotgun.)


3) Lara’s baby to stop bawling 24/7 so she can get some sleep and go back to being my lovable best friend instead of a slitty-eyed wreck in ill-fitting clothes.


4) Mum’s boyfriend, Del – a pervy, tattooed trucker from Letchworth – to disappear.


5) Glossy, flame-red hair instead of my cowpat-brown frizz. And to be a cup size bigger. With dainty fingers. And a smaller bum. (And to be less shallow.)


My twenty-seventh birthday started much like any other day, except that I was cross with Will.


‘You didn’t even buy me a card!’


‘I made you one, Josie. It’s more meaningful. Anyone can go to a shop and buy one.’


He spoke softly and without reproach, because that’s how Will speaks these days.


He did look hurt, though – his hazel eyes sort of bruised – but I was so disappointed I pretended not to notice. ‘You stuck some dried bits of pasta to a piece of card cut from a Bran Flakes box.’ I waggled it at him. ‘I made a better fist of this sort of thing when I was six.’


‘I’ve spelt out your name in a love heart,’ he pointed out, reasonably. ‘You’ve got to admit that’s romantic.’


‘But some of the bits have dropped off. It says “Joie”.’


‘That’s because you keep waving it about.’


I wondered whether to mention I’d been secretly hoping for an iPad and possibly a trip to Venice, but decided against it.


‘I’ve made you a commitment bracelet,’ he said, clearly deciding not to acknowledge his blunder. He pushed back his wavy brown hair, hoicked up his boxers, and loped across to the dressing table with puppyish eagerness.


Will never used to lope or have floppy hair, or be puppyish. Before he was coaxed into a trip to the Shambalaya – a spiritual retreat in Kent – by his brother Ben (or Moonfox, as he insisted on being called) he’d worked in advertising and was being tipped for big things.


He wouldn’t have been seen dead in tie-dye T-shirts and frayed jeans, but the retreat had forced him to ‘reassess his priorities’ – along with his dress sense, presumably.


When he returned, he’d claimed to be sick of exhorting money from the public for luxury cat foods, and went part-time at Ad Men. He started helping out at a donkey sanctuary called Ned and Eddie’s near Oxford – miles from our London flat – and when he wasn’t there he was either meditating, or growing misshapen vegetables on a poky allotment in Grove Park.


It was all very admirable in some ways, but I missed the old Will. I sometimes felt like suing him under the Trade Descriptions Act.


‘It’s . . . lovely,’ I said doubtfully, as Will trotted back and wrestled a scratchy, stretchy contraption over my wrist. ‘What’s it made of?’ I held up my arm to the August sunlight streaming through the window. At least it was nice and sparkly.


‘Recycled glass and tyres. I made it in my shed at the allotment,’ he said, dropping a kiss on my hand.


I softened. ‘A Will Hammond original,’ I said, and he smiled. ‘I expect you’re planning to surprise me with a proper present later.’ I flung back the duvet and grabbed my dressing gown. ‘I’ll make my own breakfast, shall I?’


‘I put some of my special recipe muesli in to soak last night.’ Will leapt up and helped me into my slippers as though I was senile. The fact I was naked under my dressing gown didn’t seem to register. ‘I’ve put your favourites in. Raisins, coconut, almonds – you name it.’


‘Sausages?’ I said, attempting to drag a comb through my tangled hair. ‘A chicken kebab?’


He squeezed my shoulders affectionately. ‘Grumpy-lump.’ It was fast becoming my new nickname, which used to be ‘Nigella’ back in the days when he thought I resembled the domestic goddess. ‘I don’t know what you’re getting worked up about anyway. You’ve got “The Party” tonight.’ He scratched quotation marks with his grubby fingernails.


‘Oh that,’ I said, abandoning my hairbrush. A funny feeling started rumbling in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t work out if it was hunger or excitement. ‘Load of old nonsense.’


‘Well, we’ll find out, won’t we?’ His eyes sparked with interest as he located his jeans on the floor and pulled them on. ‘Tonight’s the night my girlfriend finally becomes a witch.’


‘Stop it,’ I said, with that funny lurch again. ‘I’m . . . I’m not a witch. I’m the opposite of a witch. Not witch material at all.’


‘Well, according to your gran you are. Fifth generation and due to inherit the Book of Spells on your twenty-seventh birthday.’ He did a passable imitation of my Scottish grandmother.


‘It’s all rubbish,’ I said, fussing with the belt of my dressing gown. ‘An urban myth like . . . like alligators living in the sewers in New York or the Loch Ness Monster. It’s family folklore, that’s all.’ Why was my pulse racing, then?


‘Abracadabra, fiddledy-dee, make me a 38 double G,’ Will chanted, mincing around the bedroom brandishing an imaginary wand.


‘I’d hate to be a 38 double G,’ I grumbled, too hot all of a sudden.


‘Hocus-pocus, witchety-wee, I want to have loadsa mon-eee,’ he sang in a high-pitched voice, tugging a holey T-shirt on.


‘Stop making me sound like that.’ I lobbed a pillow at him. ‘If I could cast spells they wouldn’t be that meaningless,’ I lied. With Will’s reduced salary and my job at Lotus TV under threat, I was more than a bit concerned about next month’s bills.


Although our Kensington flat could best be described as bijou – or too small to swing a dormouse, according to Mum – the mortgage certainly wasn’t. Will kept saying we should move out of London, but what was the point when we both worked there? We’d only spend a fortune on commuting.


‘Anyway, witches only say “abracadabra” in books,’ I added, hunting for clean underwear. ‘You’re thinking of magicians.’


‘Spoken like a true witch.’


‘Will!’


‘I’m just saying.’ He glanced at the clock, ruffling his hair into place. ‘Look, I’d better get going, Jo, I’ve got a meeting this morning.’


‘Dressed like that?’


He scratched the full beard he’d been cultivating that made him look like Jesus. ‘Not at work, at the allotments. Somebody’s pinched Maud Winthrop’s parsnips. We need to install CCTV or something up there.’


I stared at him. ‘It’s lovely of you to want to help, Will, but I’ve booked the day off work.’


‘Why?’ He seemed genuinely puzzled. ‘I thought things were dodgy on that front. Didn’t you say you might get fired if you don’t find a place to film your drama?’


‘It’s not my drama. And I was exaggerating,’ I said, though I hadn’t been, not really. ‘Look, if I can’t have a day off on my birthday I might as well . . . Oh forget it,’ I stormed, pushing past him and heading for the shower. ‘Maybe we can have lunch together.’


‘Sorry, Josie, but I’ve arranged to meet Giles, too. We’re discussing more fundraising ideas for the sanctuary.’


‘What?’ Giles Cornish was an old university friend of Will’s, an archaeologist, back from some dull-sounding excavation abroad. ‘I thought you were organizing a fun run,’ I said, guiltily recalling Will asking if I’d like to take part. I’d invented a weak knee.


‘We need more than one event a year to keep the sanctuary open, Jo.’


‘OK, I was only saying.’ He got a bit defensive whenever Giles was mentioned, just because I called him posh totty once. ‘Please can you talk him into hiring out Cotsworth House?’ I rushed on, seizing the opportunity. ‘It’s perfect for Sibling Rivalry and he’ll make loads of money. He can fix up that grotty bit where he lives, and still have money for his boats.’ Giles apparently renovated barges – for fun. ‘I don’t know what his problem is.’


‘His problem is he doesn’t want a television crew charging round the family pile, ruining his inheritance.’


‘Some inheritance,’ I mumbled. ‘He can’t even afford to maintain it.’ Giles’s tight-lipped response the last time I’d enquired still stung. He hadn’t bothered hiding his contempt for my job; had been really dismissive, in fact. ‘It is my birthday,’ I pleaded, but Will remained impassive. ‘Oh fine, go and tend to your turnips or whatever they are,’ I huffed. ‘I’ll go round to Lara’s. She’ll understand.’


He chuckled softly, clearly no longer able to gauge my mood – if he ever had been. ‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ he said.




Chapter Two


‘What’s up with you?’ barked Lara, from the doorway of her three-storey Georgian house in Hampstead Village. Olly was clamped to her hip, sobbing as though his heart had been broken. ‘You’ve got a face like a slapped arse.’


‘Charming.’ I felt like sobbing too. Didn’t anyone care that it was my birthday?


‘Oh God, Jo, I’m sorry, I forgot. Come inside.’ Lara beckoned me over the threshold, as though she was inviting a vampire in.


The hallway floor was scattered with pieces of Lego and crunchy underfoot. ‘Happy birthday to yoooou!’ she sang manically, jiggling Olly up and down as I inched along, clutching the dado rail for safety. ‘You’ll never be as old as me, though.’


‘That’s true.’ She’d recently turned thirty and never let me forget it. ‘How are you, anyway?’


‘Oh, you know.’ She nudged the kitchen door open with her forehead, as if she’d got used to functioning without arms. ‘Rob, can you please look after your son for ten minutes while I chat to Josie?’ she pleaded, dangling Olly in front of her husband like a badly wrapped parcel.


Rob put down his coffee cup and lifted his gaze from the Financial Times, with an air of vague surprise. He had an enviable ability to switch off from his surroundings, a trait Lara had once found adorable, but which now invoked murderous tendencies.


‘Of course, darling.’ He flipped his silk tie over one shoulder and held his arms out, and Olly immediately stopped bawling and snuggled into his father’s shirt. ‘Who’s Daddy’s little champ?’


‘Da-da,’ said Olly, obligingly.


Lara stamped round the kitchen and sloshed some black coffee into mugs from her espresso maker. I pretended not to notice when she wiped a plate with her sleeve and slapped some croissants on it.


‘Is it Auntie Josie’s special birthday?’ Rob said, looking at Olly. He and Lara often communicated through him, as though he was an interpreter. ‘Yes it is!’


Rob crinkled his eyes at me, and I couldn’t help smiling back. He was film-star handsome, with wide grey eyes, thick black hair and dimples; not remotely how I’d imagined a hedge-fund manager should look. (Lara once tried to explain his job, but we still weren’t sure exactly what a hedge-fund manager did.)


‘Are you coming to my party?’ I asked him, splattering coffee as Lara bullied me out of the kitchen.


‘We don’t have much time,’ she hissed, as though someone had planted a bomb in the downstairs loo. ‘Olly will want me back any second.’


‘Try to stop us,’ Rob said with a grin. ‘Although if anyone’s about to turn into a witch it’s my darling wife.’


His tone was light, but an ominous silence fell. I stared anxiously at Lara’s tired but beautiful face. Myriad emotions chased over it, and for a moment it looked like it could go either way. She flashed me a wicked smile. ‘The first thing I’d do is turn his nibs back into a frog,’ she said.


She seemed her old self as she herded me into the cosy snug, with its open fire and moody, purple walls. ‘Sorry about the mess,’ she grimaced, sweeping stuff off the leather sofa onto the floor. As she opened the curtains, a cloud of dust motes danced in a beam of sunlight. ‘I can’t seem to get my act together.’ Her violet eyes despaired as she glanced around. ‘As soon as I put Olly down he either starts screaming or I fall asleep.’


‘Don’t worry, honestly, it’s fine.’


OK, so it wasn’t the show house Lara had created when she and Rob moved in, but she’d been a high-flying interior designer by then, and, if I was honest, I’d always felt nervous flopping around such perfection with my big feet and clumsy hands. It was a long way from the nice-but-average suburban homes we’d grown up in.


‘I don’t know how Rob can sleep when Olly’s still waking in the night.’ She hooked a strand of caramel-coloured hair behind her ear while she searched the drawers of a Louis XVI writing desk.


‘That’s men for you,’ I said. Will had once slept through a storm so violent it brought down a tree in the street outside, and the fire brigade was called out. He’d said the next morning he vaguely remembered dreaming he’d heard a siren.


‘I can’t imagine ever feeling awake enough to comb my hair, never mind working again.’ Lara’s face was slack with bewilderment, and I bit back the moan I’d intended to have about Will. She really did look tired.


‘Come and sit down,’ I said, patting the cushion beside me, but she shook her head.


‘I was sure I’d got you a card.’ She began moving things about in a desultory fashion. ‘Do you mind if I bring your present to the party?’ she added, and I knew in an instant she hadn’t bought me anything.


‘Of course,’ I said, pushing the words past a sudden knot in my chest. ‘You are coming?’


‘Oh my God, are you kidding?’ Brightening, she finally dropped on the sofa, hands squeezing her skinny knees in their leopard-print leggings.


‘Good,’ I said briskly. ‘It wouldn’t be the same without you.’


A flush appeared on her razor-sharp cheekbones. ‘What do you think will happen?’


‘Something hideously embarrassing I’ll never live down, I expect.’ I tried to smile, but my mouth had gone dry.


‘It seems more real now, doesn’t it?’


‘I still can’t believe it is, though.’ I studied my fingernails, which were chewed to the quick and rather unsightly. Maybe I could wish for a nice, unbreakable set in a permanent shade of pearlescent pink, or deep lilac or—Stop it, Jo, you’re a grown woman.


‘Do you remember when you wished old Grinchy would disappear after he gave us detention, and he did?’


I snorted. ‘How could I forget?’


It wasn’t long after Gran had confessed she was a witch, over a fish supper in her cosy kitchen one Friday evening, quite casually, as though it were normal. ‘A good one, mind,’ she said sniffily, dishing up mushy peas. ‘Not like those evil hags you see in films, banishing people to hell.’ She explained that the legacy, as she called it, traditionally skipped a generation and said I’d inherit the book of spells on my twenty-seventh birthday, when my power would be unleashed.


‘Why twenty-seven?’ I’d queried, my curiosity piqued.


‘Because it’s divisible by three, and spells are commonly cast in threes.’


Though part of me longed to believe it, I assumed it was one of her tall tales, but her story stirred something within me. After telling my best friend, Lara, who lived across the road from me, I couldn’t resist trying a spell. It was very basic, along the lines of, ‘I wish old Grinchy would disappear’, but to our astonishment he didn’t come to school the following day, or the one after.


‘He turned up in Buenos Aires six months later,’ I reminded her. ‘He’d had a nervous breakdown, probably because of us. Remember he caught you pretending to smoke a tampon?’


‘“You’re older than Josie, you should be more responsible,”’ she mimicked. ‘It was so weird, though.’


We’d scared ourselves silly at the time, and in the end I blurted it out to Gran. She laughed and seemed pleased I’d taken her seriously, but promised I couldn’t do anything without The Book, which wouldn’t be available for another thirteen years.


‘That’s silly,’ I’d pouted, suddenly keen to get my hands on it and start honing my skills, but Mum had come into the room and Gran clammed up. Mum didn’t like her filling our heads with nonsense.


‘Say it is true, what would you wish for?’ asked Lara, nudging my arm. ‘I know what I would,’ she added, before I could answer. ‘To sleep for twenty-four hours and wake up on a tropical island with a toned tummy.’ Her eyes went dreamy. ‘There’d be an army of waiters with no shirts on, attending to my every need, and I’d be floating about on a magic carpet.’


‘It would have to be a pretty big carpet to support a bunch of waiters,’ I pointed out, thoughtfully. ‘Anyway, of course it’s not going to be true.’ I straightened up and assumed a sensible tone. ‘It’s Gran being eccentric; you know what she’s like. She thrives on drama. Remember the panther in the garden?’


Lara nearly choked on her coffee. ‘Oh God, I’d forgotten that. She got the newspapers involved and everything.’


It had turned out to be Tiddles, the cat from next door, caught in the glare of a security light, his shadow blown out of proportion on the garden wall.


‘There you go then.’ I glanced at my watch. I’d made a last-minute hair appointment, hoping to tame my unruly frizz for the party.


‘Do you think she’ll make a big announcement?’ Lara pressed, stiffening as Olly screeched like a parrot in the kitchen.


‘I’ve no idea.’ I couldn’t deny I’d wondered over the years; even tried to discuss it with Mum a couple of times, but the closer it came to the moment of truth the more ludicrous the whole thing seemed. ‘If it was real, and Gran was a witch, surely we’d have seen some evidence of it. She wouldn’t be living in the same old house, still married to Gramps, breeding springer spaniels.’


‘Why not?’ Lara’s eyes widened. ‘Maybe that’s her idea of a perfect life.’


It seemed unlikely. ‘What shall I wear tonight?’ I fretted.


Lara swiftly assessed me. ‘The floaty, maxi-dress you bought last summer. Wear a thin belt, to show off your waist.’


‘Wasn’t aware I had a waist,’ I said, but instead of reassuring me like she always did, Lara was heading for the kitchen where Olly was crying, ‘Mum-eeeeee,’ at the top of his lungs.


‘More to the point, what am I going to wear?’ She glanced back. ‘My breasts are still leaking like taps and I’ve got a paunch.’


‘You always look lovely,’ I said truthfully, trotting after her. ‘Maybe it’s time you gave up breastfeeding though. It’s becoming a bit obscene.’


‘Jo could always lend you a cape and pointy hat,’ Rob joked, handing Olly over and scooping up his jacket and briefcase.


‘Not funny,’ Lara yelled, but he was already heading out the door. He folded himself tidily into his BMW and pulled away from the kerb.


‘I’ll see you later,’ I said, giving her a quick kiss, wondering about the sour smell that seemed to be hanging round her. ‘Wear that lovely perfume Rob bought you for Christmas.’




Chapter Three


Gran had insisted on hosting a combined birthday and ‘becoming-a-witch’ party for me at Brambles, the wisteria-draped farmhouse she shared with my grandfather.


Excitement pulsed as I pulled the car up the familiar dirt track outside. Despite having lived in London for nearly four years, Buckinghamshire still felt like home.


There was a home-made banner in the trellised porch with ‘Happy Birthday, Josephine’ daubed in bright pink paint, and fairy lights twinkled in the crab-apple tree outside.


‘Yoo-hoo!’ I called, checking my lipstick in the wing mirror.


Music drifted from a downstairs window, and a mouth-watering smell from the barbecue hung in the air.


‘Look at you! Another year older!’ Mum dashed out and pulled me into a bosomy hug. She smelt musky, with an undercurrent of wine – nothing like the Mum who’d worn nothing stronger than deodorant when I was growing up.


I returned her hug. ‘Only a day older than I was yesterday,’ I said, in the cheery tone I seemed to have adopted since she announced her engagement to Del.


‘Here’s the birthday girl!’ As if on cue the pervy trucker from Letchworth appeared, rubbing his hands together. ‘You know, you’re the spitting image of your mum,’ he said, the light bouncing off his bald patch. The rest of his hair was grey, and tethered at the nape of his neck with an old shoelace.


‘Thanks,’ I said, forcing a smile. Maybe I was being a bit unfair. Del was a trucker, and he did have tattoos, but he wasn’t actually pervy. In fact, he seemed nice and jolly whenever I saw him, and he obviously cared about Mum.


It was just that he was so different from Dad, who’d been solid and handsome, with twinkly blue eyes and a leathery tan, and loved playing cricket, and was always writing letters to the local paper. OK, so he could be quite grumpy at times, but that was due to his high-pressured job with the police. Sometimes he’d been a teensy bit judgemental too, especially of Pippa and me. I always felt guilty thinking that, because if he came across as disapproving, it was only because he was a perfectionist and had our best interests at heart.


I tried to imagine his reaction to Del’s tattoos and skull-and-crossbones earring, and the barrel-like tummy protruding over his jeans.


He’d probably have arrested him; although, to be fair, Dad had mellowed a little – right before the heart attack that killed him a week into his retirement.


‘Where’s Will?’ Mum asked, peering over my shoulder into the peach-tinged evening.


‘Oh, his allotment meeting ran over.’ I stepped inside and flung my jacket over the shiny mahogany banister my younger sister, Pippa, and I used to slide down when we were children. ‘His friend, Giles, is dropping him off in a bit.’


‘Did he buy you something nice?’ Mum smoothed her newly blonde bob with a manicured hand. Dad had preferred her to look natural, but since she met Del at a line-dancing class she’d become more interested in her appearance; had even swapped her old glasses for contact lenses and started wearing mascara.


‘He gave me this,’ I said, waving my wrist, somehow reluctant to admit Will hadn’t actually bought me anything. ‘He made it himself.’


‘Oh it’s gorge!’ Mum cried. She’d become addicted to texting since Del bought her an iPhone for Christmas, and kept shortening her words in real life. ‘He’s such a clever boy.’ She thought the world of Will. ‘Look, Del.’


He took my arm, peering at the bracelet over his little round glasses, with the seriousness of a jeweller examining a diamond.


‘You’ve hit the jackpot with that man of yours.’ He transferred his hand to my shoulder, and squeezed as if I was a beer can. ‘You’re a lucky girl.’


‘Oh my God, Jo-Jo, you look fab, look at your hair, it’s so swingy and amazing, and you’re so tanned, I can’t believe you’re twenty-seven, it doesn’t seem five minutes since we were digging around in the garden eating caterpillars, does it?’


‘Speak for yourself,’ I said, laughing as my whirlwind of a sister hurled herself at me, trying in vain to pick me up. I managed to take in that she’d put on weight and it suited her, and she was wearing a cream linen shirt-dress, which complemented her sweep of shoulder-length glossy dark hair. ‘When did you get here?’


‘Yesterday, I’m still jet-lagged so don’t be surprised if I fall asleep in a corner somewhere and don’t try to wake me up because you know how grumpy I get. God, it’s so good to see you, Jo, where’s Will?’


I quickly explained, feeling lighter and brighter, as I always did when Pippa was around. She lit up a room with her presence and her 100 mph conversations. There was only eighteen months between us, and I’d missed her desperately since she moved to New York two years ago.


‘Is Tyler here?’ I glanced around as if Pippa’s fiancé might be skulking on the stairs.


She shook her head. ‘He couldn’t make it this time, he’s too busy,’ she said. ‘His exhibition has done really well and he wanted to make himself available.’ Tyler was an artist Pippa had met at the upmarket gallery where she worked. I’d seen his paintings online, and didn’t like to admit I hadn’t a clue what they were of. ‘He sends his love though.’


I thought I detected a look between her and Mum, but before I could say anything Gramps emerged.


‘How’s my birthday girl?’ he cried, gathering me in a bear hug. He was built like Grizzly Adams, with a springy grey beard, and bright blue eyes that were permanently crinkled in a smile. ‘Sure you wouldn’t like a pup? Betty gave birth last night.’ Betty was Gran’s prize bitch.


‘Wouldn’t be fair, Gramps. Not in that tiny flat,’ I said for the hundredth time, though it was hard to resist whenever a fresh batch of puppies appeared, wriggling in the basket by the Aga.


‘You’ve not moved out of that rabbit hutch yet?’ He chuckled. He and Gran had visited once, and were visibly shocked when they realized there wasn’t a garden. ‘It’s a wonder you can breathe with no greenery,’ Gramps had said, wheezing for effect.


Pippa linked arms with me. ‘Come on, birthday girl, your party awaits. There are rellies here we haven’t seen for ages.’


She led me to the living room where I was bombarded with hugs and good wishes. People were wearing pointy hats in my honour, and pretending to fly around on broomsticks, having long been privy to Gran’s tales of witchdom.


I wished Will would hurry up. He was missing all the fun.


‘A special night,’ Gran announced dramatically, cutting a swathe through the assembled aunties, uncles and neighbours. I noticed no one from Lotus TV had turned up, despite me inviting them all.


‘Gran, you shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble,’ I chided, noticing she’d redecorated the room in a blaze of primary colours. Despite being over eighty, she had the energy of a hyperactive toddler.


‘Ach, it was nae trouble at all for ma wee lassie,’ she said, flapping her hands. She always played up her accent, despite having moved from Scotland sixty years ago, after meeting Gramps at a dog show where he won first prize with his Labrador retriever. ‘Just a little something to mark the occasion.’


Her flame-red hair looked electrified, standing around her head in a fiery halo. She swore it was her natural colour, which was odd because I’d seen pictures of her when she was younger and it had definitely been mouse brown. ‘Not long now, eh?’ she said. Her eyes were dark and fathomless, and quite scary according to Lara.


‘Gran, be honest, is this a prank?’ I said, glad the music had been turned up so no one could hear.


Apart from Pippa, who was hanging on every word. ‘Of course it’s not.’ Her cinnamon eyes sparkled. ‘Why do you think I was so keen to be here for this particular birthday?’ Smiling, she slipped an arm around my waist. ‘If you don’t want your inheritance, I’ll have it,’ she teased. ‘I always thought it was unfair that you get the book of spells just because you’re the oldest.’


‘Can’t help the way it works, m’darling.’ Gran raised her voice above a burst of One Direction. ‘But Josie will see you right, you know she will.’


‘I hope so,’ said Pippa fervently, and I glanced at her, surprised. As far as I could tell, her life was pretty perfect.


‘Stop encouraging her,’ I said, but my heart started bumping erratically. ‘Why do other people inherit money or property or . . . I don’t know, a vintage car collection, and I inherit a mouldy old book of spells?’ I laughed as Gran began jiving with Uncle Chris, her tartan kilt flying up.


‘Well, I’m excited, even if you’re not,’ Pippa declared. ‘Oh my good God, what’s that noise?’ She stuck her fingers in her ears as a piercing noise split the air. It sounded like an animal being tortured.


‘Ah. That’ll be Lara’s little boy, Olly,’ I said, looking around for her.


‘Sorry, Jo, my mum cancelled and we couldn’t find anyone to babysit,’ she said, hurrying over and handing me a parcel wrapped in Christmas paper. She looked like she’d only brushed one side of her hair, and I resisted an urge to smooth it down, not wanting to draw people’s attention. ‘It’s that top you liked,’ she added, as I ripped open the present.


‘It’s . . . lovely.’ I shook out the sequined material and held it against me.


It wasn’t really my colour. Lara had bought it for herself, but hadn’t got round to wearing it because she discovered she was pregnant the following day, and couldn’t find the receipt to take it back.


‘It should fit perfectly,’ she said anxiously, but even though it was loose in style it was still a size too small.


‘Thank you,’ I said, after a brief hesitation, not knowing quite what to say.


Her face flooded with colour. ‘Let me just find Rob and give him Olly to hold.’


‘Lara, wait.’


She drifted away, leaving me horribly close to tears again. It felt more and more like we inhabited different planets these days.


‘Will said you’d want us to make a donation to the donkey sanctuary,’ Mum said, filling the sudden silence. ‘I hope that’s OK.’


‘Those donkeys get more pampering than I do.’ It came out grumpier than I’d intended.


Mum laid a reassuring hand on my arm. ‘I’ve booked you in for a massage at that new place in town.’


‘Oh, Mum!’ I leaned in and gave her a squeeze. ‘Thank you.’


‘It was Del’s idea. He knows a girl likes spoiling now and then.’ She looked at him coyly and an image leapt up, of him smearing her back with oil.


‘Ewww!’


‘Pardon?’ Mum looked startled.


I scratched my ear. ‘Um, nothing.’


‘They do tattoos as well,’ Del said helpfully, scanning my bare arms. His grey eyes were massively magnified by his glasses. ‘Your mum’s got an angel on her hip.’


‘Actually I might be busy for the next few weeks,’ I said truthfully. ‘Thanks for the thought, though.’


I backed away before Mum could whip her tights down and show me her angel, wishing she’d thought of the treat for me by herself.


As I heaped a plate with food, a memory of Dad popped up, hands in his cardigan pockets by the fire, watching Pippa and me unwrap our presents one Christmas morning.


‘I had to do all the shopping,’ he was saying, a cigar wedged between his teeth. ‘Your mother’s clueless in that department, bless her. Dithers about too much.’


How old were we? Nine or ten? I tried to recall where Mum had been; what she’d said in reply, but the recollection was fuzzy. Dad had a big personality that tended to overshadow everyone else in the room.


Wishing he was here, I turned and crashed into Gramps, on his way to tend to the barbecue. ‘That chap of yours called to say he’s running late,’ he said, and my shoulders slumped. What was more important than his girlfriend’s birthday? Donkeys and cabbages, that’s what. I’d been planning to throw a big bash for his thirtieth later in the year, but was in two minds whether to bother now.


By the time Will arrived, the party was in full swing, and I’d drunk enough wine and eaten enough barbecued pork to have relaxed a bit.


‘Almost witching hour,’ he whispered, as Mum brought in an extravagantly iced cake in the shape of a high-heeled shoe. Everyone sang ‘Happy Birthday’, and, after I’d blown out my candles and thanked everyone for coming, he pulled me aside and wrapped his arms around me. ‘I like your dress, it’s pretty.’


‘What’s he doing here?’ I said. Giles was in the doorway looking rumpled, as though he’d been romping with milkmaids all afternoon.


‘I said he could stay and have something to eat as he was good enough to drive me over.’ Will was trying to smooch with me. He smelt faintly of straw, which wasn’t entirely unpleasant. ‘You look so gorgeous,’ he murmured, lips brushing my neck. ‘I hope you’re not going to sprout a hairy wart.’


‘Will!’ I pushed him away half laughing, and noticed Gran weaving towards us.


My stomach flipped. Instinctively, I looked for Lara, but she was slouched in an armchair jiggling a tired-looking Olly, while Rob chatted to my Auntie Ruth who was openly flirting with him.


‘Come here.’ Gran crooked a finger at me.


‘I already am,’ I stuttered, scared by her fervent tone. The music dipped and everyone looked expectant.


‘Better humour her,’ Del laughed, breaking the tension, and I followed Gran out of the room to a chorus of cheers. Gramps saluted as I passed, and Mum muttered, ‘If it turns out to be true I’ll eat my slippers,’ then Pippa was beside me, her hand warm on my arm.


‘Oh my God, Jo,’ she said, in a reverent voice. ‘This is it.’




Chapter Four


As Pippa melted away, Gran motioned for me to wait outside her bedroom.


‘Just reminding myself of the rules,’ she hissed, sticking her head out.


‘Rules?’


‘Boring, but they must be observed.’ She put on her reading glasses and squinted at a yellowing sheet of paper. It was creased and ragged and had a musty odour coming off it.


‘OK,’ I said, deciding I’d better humour her as Del had suggested, though I quite fancied another chat with Giles about Cotsworth House. It was so perfect, and only half an hour outside London, on the borders of Hertfordshire. Perhaps if I got him squiffy on Gran’s loganberry wine he might become more receptive. ‘So what do I have to do?’


‘You need a witness,’ she said. ‘Someone you’re close to, but not a relative.’


‘That rules out most of the guests, then.’


‘Can’t be a partner either.’


‘Not Will?’ I said, disappointed. I’d imagined us laughing later over a mug of . . . well, nettle tea probably. Will had gone off cocoa, unless it was Fairtrade.


Gran shook her head. ‘He can’t be trusted.’


‘What do you mean?’ I said, hurt. ‘I thought you liked him.’


‘I mean emotionally.’ She paused. ‘You can’t be directly influenced by those with whom you have a union of the heart or the blood,’ she said, quoting verbatim.


‘Oh, for . . . does it matter?’ I protested, wondering why I was bothering to argue. It wasn’t as if I believed anything was going to happen.


‘Maybe not, but he’s . . . well, he’s gone a bit doolally since his mum died, hasn’t he?’ She studied the parchment closely, avoiding my eyes.


‘Of . . . of course he hasn’t gone doolally,’ I spluttered. ‘He’s over that now.’


With a pang, I briefly recalled Will’s terrible, choking grief when his mother, Ginny, passed away at the beginning of the year. He’d been inconsolable for weeks. ‘She’d been ill for a long time,’ I added, rubbing my arms as a cool breeze surged through the open window on the landing. ‘It wasn’t exactly a surprise.’


Gran gave me a look I couldn’t interpret.


‘Lara, then?’


She thought for a moment, then nodded.


‘Perfect.’ Her expression became nostalgic. ‘I chose my best friend, Elsie Brumford,’ she said. ‘She was a sceptic, like you.’ Her gaze zoned in on me. ‘Thought it was a load of cobblers.’


A telltale blush stung my cheeks. ‘A sceptic is someone who keeps an open mind,’ I told her.


‘Well, Elsie soon changed her mind,’ she cackled.


‘Is that Elsie Brumford who won an Olympic medal?’ The name conjured an image of a sturdy woman on a podium, looking tearful as the National Anthem played. ‘There was a documentary about her, recently.’


‘That was her.’ Gran’s gaze turned inward. ‘She’d always dreamed of being an Olympic swimmer.’


I gave her a long look. ‘And you’re saying you made it happen?’


She studied the carpet modestly.


‘How come we never met her if you were such good friends?’ I said, and to my surprise her eyes suddenly brimmed with tears.


‘Let’s just say there was a price to pay.’ She shook her head when I opened my mouth to speak. ‘Go and get Lara.’


‘Everything all right, Jo?’ Will appeared in the hallway, scratching his beard.


‘Is she cooking up a spell?’ Pippa joined him, with Olly pressed to her shoulder. I’d never seen her with a baby before, but at least he’d finally settled. Whenever I tried to cuddle him he’d arch his back and go rigid. ‘Something involving toad’s legs and eye of newt?’ She winked at Will.


Mum followed, her face set. ‘You don’t have to go along with it, Josie,’ she cautioned, her hand gripping Del’s so tightly her knuckles were white.


‘It’s fine, I don’t mind,’ I reassured her. ‘Could you ask Lara to come up?’


‘What is it?’ Lara said, wafting up like a wraith moments later, eyelids drooping. ‘I think I might call a cab.’


‘Can you hang on a bit longer? You’ve got to be my witness,’ I told her, grabbing her arm and giving her a little shake. ‘It’s witches’ law or something.’


‘You’re kidding?’ Her expression sharpened. ‘Well, this should be interesting.’


‘If we’re not out in an hour send up a search party,’ I joked to the assembled guests, as we backed into Gran’s bedroom.


I shut the door behind us and turned round.


Candles flickered in brass holders on every surface, making an Aladdin’s cave of her ornaments and beaded boxes.


I glanced at Lara whose wide-eyed stare matched my own.


‘Shall I put the light on, Maggie?’ Her voice was too loud in the cushioned atmosphere.


Gran shook her head. ‘No need to be frightened,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to turn you into rats.’ She narrowed her eyes into slits. ‘Or am I?’ Her voice was a threatening growl, and, overcome with nerves, we screamed.


‘Gran, that’s not funny.’


Lara pressed a hand to her heaving chest. ‘Can we get on with it?’ she pleaded, throwing herself down on the bed. ‘Only Olly will probably need me in a minute.’


‘It’s about time you stopped breastfeeding that wee laddie,’ Gran chided, fumbling in the drawer of her bedside table. ‘Here we are,’ she said, brandishing a wrought-iron key.


‘Uh-oh,’ Lara muttered. ‘That looks serious.’


‘It’s the magic key,’ I breathed, my heart bouncing around. I suddenly remembered slipping into Gran’s room one weekend, when Pippa and I were sleeping over, and being intrigued by the sight of it on her dressing table.


Curious, I’d tried it in every lock I could find, and when Gran came in and caught me she’d smiled a secret smile


‘Bide your time, wee Josie, it’ll come soon enough,’ she’d said, pressing a finger to her ruby-red lips, and wouldn’t elaborate no matter how much I begged her to.


‘That’s right.’ Gran was clearly enjoying herself. ‘It’s the magic key.’


There was a sense of ceremony in the air, heightened by the flickering light.


Was it my imagination or were Gran’s eyes glowing amber with yellow flecks?


‘It’s for the box, isn’t it?’ Lara said, pushing herself up on her elbows. ‘Remember, Jo, we tried to break it open on your eighteenth? We thought there might be diamonds or a gun inside, but we couldn’t even lift it off the floor, which was weird because it wasn’t that big.’ She grinned at me. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’


‘The box at the back of the wardrobe,’ I murmured, recalling how odd it had felt, as if it contained a lead weight. We’d looked at each other, spooked, and never mentioned it again.


Gran headed for the mahogany monstrosity that housed her clothes, and goodness knew what else. ‘You girls never could keep your hands to yourselves,’ she grumbled, flinging the doors wide and getting down on all fours. ‘In my day we had more respect.’ Her behind waggled furiously.


‘You could have got all this ready sooner, Gran.’ I noticed Lara glancing at her watch.


‘I couldn’t do it without you here,’ she said, her voice muffled. ‘Ah, here we are.’


She got to her feet with her usual alacrity, and laid the box on the bed. ‘There, now.’


The air became still.


In a way, it looked like any other wooden box – quite shallow, with intricate carving – but at the same time like nothing I’d ever seen. Other-worldly, almost, the wood a strange colour I couldn’t quite place – somewhere between navy blue and brown – the lock delicately engraved.


‘Here.’ Gran handed me the key with a shaky hand, and it was that more than anything which made my heart leap. Gran was never nervous; she’d once caught a burglar in the kitchen in the middle of the night, and made him phone the police himself.


‘You do it,’ I said, thrusting it back.


‘Can’t.’ She pressed the key into my palm. ‘It has to be you.’


It felt hot and I shifted it, half expecting to see my skin had been branded.


‘Just do it, Jo,’ Lara urged in an excited whisper. ‘Don’t you want to see what’s inside?’


‘You’ve got thirty seconds,’ Gran said irritably, glancing at the old-fashioned alarm clock on Gramps’s side of the bed.


‘Sorry?’


‘Once you’re in possession of the key you have two minutes to open the box, or that’s it.’


‘What?’


‘Quick!’ Lara leapt up.


I hurried forward and jammed the key in the lock. ‘Nothing’s happening,’ I wailed, quaking under the weight of Gran’s beady stare.


‘Do it gently,’ she ordered. ‘You’re being too rough.’


I wiggled it more slowly, horribly aware of the clock ticking away the seconds.
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