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To Steve and Leanne

Magic

is always pushing and drawing 

and making things out of nothing.

Everything is made out of magic ...

So it must be all around us.

– Frances Hodgson Burnett
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​Chapter 1
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​​A Grand Opening
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It was a blissfully sunny August Sunday, and, as the villagers expected, Amanda Cadabra and her irascible feline companion were making their way towards their favourite picnic spot. Jonathan, the dazzlingly handsome but incurably shy assistant librarian, had raised a hand in greeting as they’d passed.

Witch and familiar took the slope up towards their goal at a gentle pace; Amanda because exertion was no friend to her asthma; Tempest because he believed that ‘rush’ was a speed reserved for extreme emergencies, but otherwise for peasants. He sniffed delicately in the direction of the picnic basket. 

Amanda chuckled. 

‘Can you really smell ham through the container? It has a tight lid. Not that lids or locks have ever held you back, Mr Fuffy-wuffy. Well, you won’t have to wait much longer for lunch.’ 

Their goal was in sight. The one-thousand-year-old priory, long since an unremarkable ruin, lay on the northern edge of the peaceful English village of Sunken Madley. It was situated just before the last of the habitations gave way to the trees of old Madley Wood. Years ago, Amanda had illicitly, but very discreetly, used some magic to erect a platform on what remained of a portion of the upper floor. They would visit on fine Sundays, Amanda to think and Tempest to survey his kingdom and ... eat.

But today, today was going to be different. Amanda felt it before she saw it, saw it in the shadows.

She stopped a few yards away, staring towards the ground.

‘Oh, Tempest. Oh no .... Not here ... please, let it not be ... here.’

***
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SEVERAL DAYS EARLIER, Detective Inspector Thomas Trelawney of the Devon and Cornwall Police, and now also of the London Metropolitan Police, was standing in his new office. It was strongly redolent of fresh paint and new carpet.

The office, together with his flat, occupied part of the ground floor of The Elms, one of the largest and oldest establishments of Sunken Madley. The village, still rural in spirit, was pleasantly situated just three miles south of the Hertfordshire border and 13 miles north of the Houses of Parliament. It was rather different from his Cornish coastal home town of Parhayle, but all in all, Trelawney was happy to be here.

Having looked around the room, he turned his hazel eyes toward Bryan Branscombe, the village builder, and smiled.

‘You’ve done wonders, Mr Branscombe.’

‘Thank you, Inspector. Very nice of you to say so.’ Bryan pushed his hands more deeply into the pockets of his light grey overalls and gazed at the carpet to hide a blush. 

He was still getting used to accepting compliments. Bryan looked up again, at a slight angle, being somewhat shorter than Trelawney’s six feet. ‘Sorry about the delays,’ he said for the umpteenth time. ‘But the gas explosion at the Puttenhams left them without a kitchen, so I couldn’t leave them, and then I had to sort out the plumbing at Pipkin Acres. It’s a residential home, after all.’

‘That’s quite all right. I’ve been busy with various things back in Cornwall myself, and I believe Miss Cadabra has had a few rush jobs on. But here we are now, and I can see it’s been well worth the wait.’

‘Thank you, Inspector. Here, would you like to check the facilities?’

Thomas had already been shown the milestones in the refurbishments of his new flat and office as they’d been reached. However, this had something of the air of a grand opening, albeit with just the two of them.

Bryan had cleverly made the small loo appear to be part of the stretch of cupboards that ran from the right-hand edge of that essential room to the end of the wall opposite where the desk would be. That centrepiece of furniture was to be set in front of the attractive bay window, with the door to the hallway of The Elms on the left and the entrance to Thomas’s new flat to the right. The woodwork was painted matt white; the walls were mushroom, and the carpet a warm beige. Pleasant, welcoming and serviceable.

‘The desk will be over this afternoon,’ Bryan told him, ‘as soon as Miss Cadabra has finished with it. I’ll bring it over.’

‘Thank you, Bryan. I don’t know how you managed to get it to her workshop.’ A generous present at the end of the last case and something of an heirloom, it was a gift from Miss Armstrong-Witworth of The Grange. A handsome Victorian partner desk, it was furniture crafted to last and, thought Thomas, must weigh a considerable amount.

‘Oh, that’s all right, Inspector. All part of the service. Moffat helped me get it onto the van to take to Miss Cadabra. You wouldn’t think a man his age could be that strong. Must be one of them bodybuilders in his spare time! Iskender –'

‘– who owns the kebab shop?' checked Trelawney, who was still getting to know the village.

'That's right. Gave me a hand the other end, and then Marcus, your neighbour, will help me get it back here.’

‘But I can –’

‘No, no, Marcus says he wants to do it. What with you sorting out that business and clearing his name as a suspect and all.’

‘Most kind. You must let me give –’

‘No, Inspector, that’s quite all right. Mrs James takes care of all that. But I wouldn’t say no to a jar down the Sinner’s when we’re both free.’

‘You’re on.’

‘Did I hear my name spoken?’ asked Irene, knocking on the office door that gave onto the hall.

‘But not in vain, I assure you. Do come in, Mrs James,’ called Trelawney.

‘Thank you, Inspector.’ His new landlady trod lithely into the room and turned her head, adorned with short blonde hair, towards her builder, ‘All done then, Bryan?’

‘All done, Mrs James. Just the desk arriving soon, and I expect Miss Cadabra told you, Inspector, she’s waiting on the staining of your coffee table for the sitting room until you’ve seen the colour of the leather on the desk. So the two echo, as they say, in different parts of the flat.’

‘Of course, Amanda told the inspector,’ said Irene, smiling at Thomas and briefly laying a maternal hand on his grey-suit-jacketed arm. ‘It’s all absolutely splendid, Bryan. What about the flat?’

‘Perfect,’ said Trelawney.

‘Good, good. Well, Bryan, I think you deserve a bonus.’

‘Very kind of you, Mrs James.’ Then, nodding brightly at Trelawney, ‘You and Miss Cadabra can start work then.’

‘Not yet,’ stated Irene firmly. ‘The paintwork and carpet need airing for at least three days, I’d say. They’ll be no friend to her asthma else. Is the paint on the window frames dry, Bryan?’

‘Yes, completely.’

‘Well then, with your permission, Inspector, if you’re going to be here for a while ...?’

Irene began to open all of the windows, top and bottom. ‘Ah, yes, good idea,’ Thomas approved. He went into his flat through the door at the right-hand end of the office and opened the entrance to the side passage that ran between the house and the annexe, which he knew all too well. He opened the kitchen windows and the French windows giving on to the extensive garden, with its distinctive avenue of elms that gave the house its name and had featured so significantly in the last case. The memory flickered through Thomas’s mind before being recalled to the present by the voice of approval from Irene:

‘That’ll get a good through draft.’

‘Three days?’ Trelawney checked. ‘For all of the chemical odours to dissipate?’

‘Yes. Then,’ advised Irene, ‘ask Amanda to come and try it.’
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Chapter 2



​Amanda Rises To The Occasion
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Amanda, meanwhile, in the furniture restoration workshop bequeathed to her by Perran, her grandfather and mentor, was trying something rather more challenging.

‘Well done, bian,’ said Perran, addressing Amanda by his pet name for her since birth, the Cornish word for baby. He, her grandfather, was, strictly speaking and in vulgar parlance, dead, like his wife, Senara. Amanda, however, knew better than to use such a word, but instead described them, as she had been taught, as ‘transitioned’: to another plane of existence, that was. It was one, as far as Amanda could judge, that seemed to be a whirl of cocktail parties, excursions to exotic locations, and luncheons with disconcertingly legendary figures from history.

Right now, however, they were engaged in assisting their granddaughter with her magical skills. The scene was being regarded with a mixture of ennui and amusement by Tempest, a permanently grumpy feline in a furry collection of storm greys, out of which glowed two yellow eyes. 

He might have been regarded as Amanda’s familiar. Tempest would have corrected this misapprehension as Amanda was, in his view, his pet and cumbersome charge for whom he would have only grudgingly admitted a certain affection. To Trelawney, he was a malevolent creature of, no doubt, disreputable provenance. By contrast, to his adoring witch, Tempest was Mr Fluffykins and other names that denoted to their object how utterly he had her wound around his little finger. 

Tempest occasionally paused in his observance of Amanda’s endeavours to exchange glances of cordial dislike with Granny. Both Senara and Perran had been responsible for casting the complicated and dangerous enchantment, late one night in the workshop, that had reincarnated him. But it was Granny on whom he pinned the unforgivable charge. Neither the years nor her transition had dimmed their mutual disregard for one another. Granny, naturally, knew precisely who and what he was, as did Perran and Mrs Sharma. However, in spite of Amanda’s careful enquiries, no one was telling.

‘I can see your progress,’ commended Grandpa, his accent flavoured by his Cornish origins. ’You’re holding the handles more loosely now.’

‘Yes,’ replied Amanda, who, dressed in her green boiler suit, was kneeling on an old door on the floor. ‘I think,’ she added hesitantly, pinning back up the untidy plait of mouse-brown hair that had flopped down onto her shoulders, ‘I might try letting go. But you’ll steady it if I ...?’

‘Of course, pet.’

Amanda had screwed in four handles, one along each edge of the door. Facing a short edge, she gripped the ones on either side of her, took a deep breath and focused. She said softly:

‘Aereval’

The door lifted slightly from the floor with only the tiniest of wobbles. Amanda took it up six inches then, relaxing her hold on the handles, slowly and carefully released them. She gradually lifted her arms, feeling the thrill of being airborne.

‘Look, Grandpa! Look, no hands! – Oh!’

It must have been the loss of focus that allowed the door to tip and slide her forward. Her eyes flew open. Her hands reached back frantically for the handles as Perran lifted a finger and steadied, then lowered, the makeshift vehicle.

‘Phew! Thank you, Grandpa.’

‘You’re all right, bian,’ he soothed.

‘Splendid effort, Amanda dear,’ Granny encouraged her. ‘I suspect you are somewhat distracted.’

‘I am?’

‘You are expecting a telephone communication, are you not?’

‘Oh,’ Amanda returned airily, ‘yes, the inspector did say that the office might be ready today for us to begin work officially. The furniture restoration has to come first, though, except in ... well, pressing circumstances.’

‘But both your new position as consultant to the inspector and your day job are dependent on your developing your abilities as village witch, however secret that office must remain.’

‘Yes, Granny.’

‘And you’re coming along nicely, bian,’ assured Grandpa, from whom she had inherited her particular magical gift: levitation.

It was the hallmark of the Cadabras, a farming clan on Bodmin Moor, from whom Perran had apparently become estranged on the day he had eloped with Senara of the witch-clan Cardiubarn. Amanda found the story adorably romantic. Granny had bequeathed her another skill set, which had been extraordinarily useful. But it had equally got Amanda into a great deal of trouble and nearly brought destruction upon the village. For the Cardiubarns were spell-weavers.

If her grandparents’ lessons since she was six hadn’t sunk in, Amanda certainly knew it now: magic was a serious business. It was to be used sparingly, absolutely not in the sight of Normals – non-witches – and never, ever upon humans themselves.

There was a whole list of dos and don’ts that Amanda had learned over the years. Amanda liked rules. You knew where you were with a good rule. But then ... there were times when ....

Chapter 3

​The Corner Shop


MAGIC PRACTICE OVER with, Tempest had made it patently obvious that the fridge was lacking in Devon double cream, his latest whim.

‘It’s on the list.’ Amanda waved towards the notice board near the kitchen door that led to the hallway.

The relevance of this statement was lost on Tempest. His voice sounded, as usual, clearly in her head:

The word is on the list; the cream is elsewhere.

‘Fine,’ she sighed. A visit to the hub of the village was clearly called for before Amanda could start on the inspector’s coffee table, which was to be stripped and sanded prior to applying the new stain.  

Five minutes later, Tempest was leading the way to The Corner Shop from the racing-green Vauxhall Astra. This had been bequeathed to Amanda by Perran, together with the business, and bore the legend in gold down each side:

Cadabra Furniture Restoration and Repairs

Amanda heard Joan the postlady say, as she pushed open the shop door with its characteristic:

Ding!

‘Well, I don’t know. Seemed nice enough from her letter. Hello, dear!’ she interrupted herself, leading the chorus of greetings from the assembled company.

‘We was just talkin’ about a visitor, dearie,' explained Sylvia, the eighty-something lollipop lady. Her staff of office, a round ‘Stop’ sign on a pole used for arresting traffic and allowing the school children to traverse the road safely, gave her job its name. Currently, it was leaning in a nook behind the shop door. ‘Joan’s long lost somethin’-or-another ’as turned up.’

‘Oh, that’s nice,’ Amanda replied politely, who had difficulty with the idea of family ties. ‘Erm ... is it?’

‘That’s what we’re wondering,’ put in Dennis Hanley-Page – dashing septuagenarian and owner of Vintage Vehicles – whose zest for life was undimmed by the mere passing of years. ‘Some sort of second cousin?’

‘Yes,’ answered the curvaceous Joan, pushing a stray blonde curl off her face. ‘Said she was investigating her family tree, and I turned up. Said since losing her parents, it’s suddenly become important to her, and so she “reached out”. Offered to stay at one of the pubs but, well, I don’t know, somehow the way she put it ... I feel I must put her up, really.’

‘She might be very nice, and you two could hit it off,’ came the voice of Nalini, her willowy form approaching from the mysterious back of the shop. She reached below the counter, extracted a gourmet treat from a packet, laid it on a paper napkin, and ceremoniously handed it over to Amanda. She, in turn, placed it on the floor in front of Tempest, waiting at her feet for his tribute. He and Mrs Sharma exchanged glances that only they understood, and Tempest sampled the delicacy. Their unfathomable relationship had been the same from Day One and had always mystified Amanda. Tempest’s list of humans for which he had a measure of respect was a singularly short one.

‘Well, I must just wait and see, I suppose,’ responded Joan philosophically.

‘Your grandmother’s cousin’s daughter’s niece, did you say?’ enquired Dennis.

‘So she says, or something like that, but my grandfather’s cousin passed, so I can’t ask him.’

‘Might be that ’e didn’t know about the daughter if you know what I mean,’ Sylvia hazarded, with a gentle suggestive nudge of her friend’s arm.

‘That did cross my mind,’ agreed Joan cheerfully.

Ding!

The door opened to admit Mrs Yarkly, who nodded a greeting to the occupants of the shop. They duly responded. Mrs Yarkly was known throughout the village as a woman whose delicacy regarding certain matters was of heroic proportions. She was, however, an individual whom Amanda rarely encountered and, therefore, whose face had long since been forgotten.  

‘Just crackers, thank you, Mrs Sharma. I’ve been having an unfortunate,’ she lowered her voice so that her final words were barely audible, ‘Bathroom Experience.’

‘Oh dear,’ sympathised Amanda. ‘Tiles falling off the walls? That can happen, especially with poor-quality adhesive or grout. Of course, that can also simply lose its integrity with age. Or, you could be right: it could be too wet if they’re new, but I don’t think ground-up crackers will be the best ....’ 

Mrs Yarkly was frowning. That was one of the few expressions Amanda recognised, and she paused to ask, ‘Are you all right, Mrs Yarkly?’

‘No. Not that sort of bathroom experience, girl.’ Holding her right hand at shoulder-level, with a flick of her index finger, she pointed discreetly and briefly towards her lower abdomen.

‘Ah, a ... a digestive issue,’ Amanda correctly inferred.

‘Precisely.’ 

‘Oh dearie,’ intervened Sylvia, ‘you want to pop along to Mr Sharma, the chemist, then. ’E’ll give you just the thing: clear up a loose stool in minutes.’ 

Mrs Yarkly was affronted.

‘There is nothing amiss with my furniture. I’m sure it isn’t the way I’ve been sitting. Besides, isn’t that more your department?’ she asked, turning to Amanda, now struggling to maintain her countenance with a suitably grave expression. She was rescued by Nalini, who intervened smoothly with, 

‘Here are your crackers, Mrs Yarkly. We wish you a speedy recovery from your indisposition. And I’m sure my husband would be more than happy to assist you.’

‘Thank you. And, Miss Cadabra, I saw that my sister’s extremely valuable antique cabinet isn’t repaired yet.’ 

‘It’s on my list.’ 

‘You do know our aunt works for Trading Standards?’

‘I’ll get there as soon as I can,’ Amanda promised meekly.

As Mrs Yarkly departed, another was arriving who would easily have been a match for the truculent lady. Through the open door could be heard the peremptory call of:

‘Churchill! Heel.’ This heralded the entrance of Miss Cynthia de Havillande of The Grange, a tall and impressive figure and the oldest and most venerable resident of Sunken Madley. The aged terrier, named after the late prime minister, looked around cautiously for Tempest, saw he was distracted by a delicacy and settled happily behind his mistress’s ankles.

‘Good day to you all,’ Miss de Havillande wished the assembled company warmly, to which they responded with equal geniality. ‘I can’t stay. A pint of milk, if you would, Nalini; I promised Moffat I would bring one. He is making scones. Regarding the next ball, to wait until the autumn Feast of St Ursula of the Apples seems to me to be too long a delay. However, we shall be thin of company, so I propose a party on the last Saturday in August, to mark the end of astronomical summer. Or is it meteorological?’

‘Meteorological, Cynthia,’ supplied Nalini with a smile.

‘Thank you, my dear. Yes, to mark the end of meteorological summer.’

A chorus of approval greeted this offering.

‘Splendid. Amanda, no preparation need be made on the ballroom; it shall be held in the large salon. Although it is not a formal ball, gentlemen shall be expected to attend in jacket and tie and ladies in some sort of evening-appropriate-wear. Perhaps you would be good enough to spread the word.’

‘Lovely,’ approved Sylvia.

‘No problem there,’ responded Dennis.

‘Yes, I’ll let people know on my rounds,’ promised Joan.

‘And Dennis,’ Miss de Havillande addressed him peremptorily, ‘if you must drive one of your deathtraps to the party, perhaps you could approach at a reasonable speed and not send the gravel on the drive flying into orbit when you skid to an uncontrolled halt.’

Mr Hanley-Page grinned.

‘Don’t worry, Cynthia, I know that pre-historic Range Rover of yours can’t manage any but the smoothest surface.’

‘Hmph!’ There was an ongoing vehicular feud of long-standing between the neighbours. It was no more than skin deep, and this was Cynthia’s way of acknowledging a hit.

Having paid for her milk and bade the throng farewell, Miss de Havillande exited with the inevitable call of:

‘Churchill! Heel!’

Chapter 4

Janet Oglethorpe

JANET OGLETHORPE, SOME two hundred miles to the north of The Corner Shop, neatly folded her dressing gown onto the ordered pile of clothes and toiletries and pulled down the lid of her wheelie suitcase. She called, in a Yorkshire accent, to her husband, for the third time,

‘You sure you’ll be all right without me? Don’t answer. You’ll exert y’self.’ She closed the bag, put the padlock in place, and hauled it out of the bedroom of number 18 Bardsey Lane, Wigworth End, and down the stairs.

‘Aye, love, I’ll be reet as rain,’ came the patient response.

‘You won’t ‘ave me t’ do fer yer. Since y’ heart, I’ve ’ad to do all around ’ere. It all falls on me. Me that ‘as all the responsibility I ’ave.’

‘Aye, love.’

Janet came into the sitting room, where Keith Oglethorpe was comfortably disposed on the sofa, with his hands clasped behind his head. It still bore its enduring thatch of strawberry blond hair that she’d noticed at their first meeting. 

‘Feet off table. How many times ’ave I got to tell yer?’

‘It’s not like we eat off it, lass,’ he responded good-naturedly with his automatic reply.

‘And put that thing away, poisoning y’self, and what with yer ’eart.’

‘It’s just a tad of flavoured air.’ Keith hid the vape pipe his daughter had bought him for Christmas. He’d given up smoking as per doctor’s orders, and Linnie had given him a rather grand Meerschaum-looking device and some nicotine-flavoured e-juice to go with it. ‘I’ve told yer, love, it’s perfectly safe. The juice is food standards; yer could put it in a cake and eat t’ ingredients. Probably do yer less ’arm than all that sugar yer put in yer tea and all them biscuits.’  

‘I need me energy. With all I ’ave to do. It all falls on me now.’

‘I’m well on t’ mend,’ Keith soothed. He looked at her, wondering, as he so often did, what had become of the soft, round, pretty girl he’d married. Over the years, she’d become harder and thinner and, well ... harder. They had met at a dance. He’d seen her at once, all off-the-shoulder ruffles and big hair. Now her brown coiffure was close-cropped: ‘sensible’.

Janet Oglethorpe, she was then, and they found they were distantly related. They had lived near his family home until it had passed into Keith’s hands. It had been with the Oglethorpes for hundreds of years, starting off as a decent-sized dwelling for the time but growing to accommodate the needs of the occupants. And then, of course, they’d done the side extension where Freddie and his mate had a room and ensuite shared throughout university. Bit older than Freddie. A late bloomer. He was a nice chap. Bit of a chip on his shoulder, but then who hadn’t? Had Freddie kept in touch with him still? All the way down there in London.

They’d added a conservatory so Linnie could do her horticulture. She’d done well making such a go of that. Had her own place and market garden now, and she and her husband seemed happy. Would be nice to have some grandchildren up here, but Freddie had taken care of that. Freddie kept saying, wistfully, he wished mam and dad would move down there, but Keith loved this old house too much. At least ... it was family... Of course ... they could always ... but Janet ... her job.

He’d been proud of Janet. She’d risen through the management structure of the department store in York to become the Woman In Charge. She ruled with unsmiling and absolute efficiency. Keith had readily offered to move his small office into the home to look after the children and the cats. The children had grown up and left, and the cats, after making more cats, had made their transition to another plane of existence and, likewise, their offspring.

But Keith had never given up hoping that, someday, the girl he’d married would re-emerge. Even though Linnie had told him her aunt had said Janet had been like that forever but knew a good man when she saw him, and had shown him the side of herself that he wanted to see. Even so, Keith had never given up.

Keith had liked having the house as his domain. Until what Janet always called his ‘heart’. It was only a mild attack but meant that his life had moved to the ground floor, and Janet had taken some half days off to ‘see to things.’

She had attacked the ‘project’ with her customary zeal and set about ‘sortin’ out the ’ouse’. She’d cleaned from the attic to the cellar and back again, imposed a strict regime for the restoration of her husband’s health, and, unexpectedly, turned her attention to ‘family.’ In the process of which, she’d discovered some sort of half-cousin down south. 

‘Oh, aye? You’re goin’ to visit ’er?’ asked Keith, trying to keep the hopefulness out of his voice. It would be nice to have the place to himself for a bit. And Janet was clearly embarked on a new project.

‘It’s me duty,’ replied his wife shortly. ‘It’s family. I’ve arranged f’ services to visit twice a day and give yer y’dinner and y’tea.’

‘Ta, ar lass.’

Yes, over the years, she’d become a lot smaller on fun and a lot bigger on duty. Although he secretly wondered if it was just an excuse to do the things she really wanted to do.

‘Only be about a week, p’raps a bit more. I’m due four weeks of ’oliday, and I’ll be in reg’lar contact with t’ office.’ And now here she was about to be off down the A1 towards somewhere between Hertfordshire and London. ‘Details is on t’ desk, but I’ll call.’ She came over and gave him a dry peck on the cheek. ‘Be’ave while I’m gone.’ 

‘Course love. Where is it you’re goin’, again?’

‘Chuffin’ ekk, I told yer: Sunken Madley.’

***
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AMANDA, WITH TEMPEST’S desires satisfied, however temporarily, was comfortably ensconced in her favourite retreat: the workshop. She was testing various yellow-green wood stains on pieces of wood of the same kind as the inspector’s coffee table, which was housed temporarily towards the back of Amanda’s restoration space.

She wore a dust mask, even though the sanding of this piece of furniture was being conducted several feet away.

‘Sessiblin,’ she called. A block wound with abrasive paper ceased its systematic sweep of the table’s surface. The hose-like arm of the Hoover that had been following the sanding block lowered itself to the floor. Tempest emerged from his burrow, deep within into a pile of clean furniture covers, and telegraphed his displeasure at the appalling racket that had been disrupting a nap.

The legs of the inspector’s furniture had already been done, and Amanda was satisfied with the result. She put the lid on the second sample tin of stain and checked that the wax on the desk had gone off and was ready for buffing.

‘Mecsge,’ Amanda called over to the pot on the electric hob on the opposite side of the room. The brush began stirring.

‘Cumdez obma,’ she summoned a roll of chartreuse green leather down from the rack above and carefully cut it to size.

In an effort to distract her familiar from his displeasure at the recent noise from the vacuum cleaner, she offered, ‘This time tomorrow, my first official day in the official office. Imagine, Tempest!’

Must I? he thought.

It had already been agreed that Amanda would bring a large, paw-selected cushion to be placed on one of the extra chairs in the office for the comfort of Tempest. Much as Trelawney had rather the cat – or whatever it really was – were elsewhere, the inspector thought was best to placate him.

Amanda applied glue, then fitted the leather into the surface of Trelawney’s desk and wiped off any excess adhesive. She stood back to assess the effect. One final touch: she buffed the wax to a soft glow.

‘Yes, Tempest, I think he’s going to be pleased.’

Chapter 5

Amanda’s First Day, and Edward Nightingale

THE OFFICE SMELLED only very slightly of fresh paint and the new leather inlay. They sat for the first time on either side of the partner desk that had, in Miss Armstrong-Witworth’s words, come home. The executive chairs were in light tan leather and accommodated Trelawney, with his back to the window, and Amanda, facing him, ready to begin.

He was used to doing this sort of thing on his computer. However, Thomas knew that Amanda thought better with more tangible objects and, besides, it might help them both. Accordingly, he put the A3 printout of a map of Sunken Madley between them.

‘First of all, Miss Cadabra,’ he opened, addressing her as they had agreed: formally for work situations, reserving first names for off-duty, ‘thank you for sharing what actually transpired at The Manor back then. Not dealt with precisely by the book but ....’

‘Yes,’ agreed Amanda. ‘I thought you’d say that, which is why I didn’t tell you,’ she added frankly. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. It was at once awkward and disarming.

‘Well, as I say, thank you. I do appreciate it.’

‘And it’s off the record?’ she checked. 

‘Yes.’

‘And I know,’ Amanda admitted, a shade contritely, ‘that I did use magic in a way that I really wouldn’t do so now, after ... everything.’

‘Quite,’ agreed Thomas, ‘Erm, ... To move on .....’ 

‘Aren’t you going to put a red cross on The Manor?’ asked Amanda, pointing to the place on the map.

‘Ah, yes.’ Trelawney, as he made the mark, heard his colleague sigh, 

‘I wish we had a corkboard and red string,’ she said wistfully. 

He grinned. ‘I’ll get you one for Christmas.’

Amanda looked disappointed.

‘That’s ages away,’ she pointed out. 

She sounded so much like his young niece and nephew that he could not help laughing. 

‘Well, sooner perhaps, but let’s not waste the morning with a shopping trip to the stationers, shall we?’ 

‘Yes, you’re quite right, Inspector.’ 

‘Very well, Miss Cadabra. So we’ve put a cross on Sunken Madley Manor. Next.’

‘Next: Lost Madley. Well, Little Madley, I suppose it is again now.' She went quiet. He noticed. There was something she hadn’t told him, and still ... the memory rose unbidden of her walking out of the night into the lamplight when he’d driven up to the Asthma Centre in that strange annexe to the village, and he’d suddenly thought, ‘Lili Marlene’.

Suddenly, Amanda surprised him by saying, 

‘I suppose ... I should tell you what happened there.’  

‘Well ....’ Thomas was taken aback. 

‘After all, now there’s no reason not to,’ Amanda considered. 

‘Erm, ... thank you. Yes ... please.’ 

‘Maybe we should make some tea first.’ 

‘Indeed,’ he concurred with feeling. ‘Let’s christen the new kettle.’ 

A few minutes later, mugs of tea, shortbread and gingernuts on the desk beside them, Amanda clasped her hands and, looking directly into Trelawney’s eyes, began:

‘You see, Inspector, it was like this ....’

***
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EDWARD NIGHTINGALE’S cologne was subtle. His dark hair was carefully tinted to disguise the very first threads of grey, and his nails were manicured. His doctor had said it was important to like what he saw in the mirror. And it pleased his mother to help, and he liked to make her happy. She always said that as she owned a salon, the least she could do was make sure her son was always well turned out. Besides, it was good for business for the ladies to see him in there, and had he thought about that phone number she’d given him from Cassandra Thornton?

There was no shortage of phone numbers. But he was looking for more than ... he didn’t know what ... someone off the bottle, that was for sure ... but more than that .... Anyway, right now, he needed to keep his mind on his future. And it could be a very bright future. If he played his cards right. His brown eyes checked himself in the mirror, and he patted his stomach. A couple of extra pounds there, but bumping up his gym regime would soon sort that out. I’m a new man, he reminded himself. He put on his blazer and adjusted his tie. This is a fresh start. The past is behind me. 

It had been an odd path. After his law degree and a short stint in a contract law firm, he’d got diverted into the theatre, via media paralegal, and into a small private performance company. It had been surprisingly lucrative, and he’d had hopes of being able to impress .... until .... He hadn’t quite staked his shirt on it. And a good thing too. It hadn’t gone totally according to plan. And then she .... After the emotional ... collapse ... and a spell in a discreet private hospital, when he’d been urged by his doctors to consider a change of career, now he was back ... back to the law and .... maybe more. Put things right. For himself ... for the family. A phoenix. That was right. A phoenix rising from the ashes.

It was perfect. A sort of work experience assistant to a solicitor. In a quiet village.

***
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‘SO WE PUT A CROSS THERE,’ said Trelawney, adding a red mark to Lost Madley.

‘But I don’t see any connection,’ observed Amanda, rising slightly from her chair to arrange the skirt of her orange dress more comfortably underneath her. 

‘Patience, my dear consultant. Early days. Let’s move on.’

‘The church hall. Well, of course, you know all about that.’ 

Suddenly the vision flashed into Amanda’s mind of that brief glimpse of the inspector ripping off his t-shirt just as she passed out. She banished it at once. It had no bearing on .... on anything.

Trelawney looked up at the slight pause to see Amanda giving her head a little shake. ‘All right?’

‘Oh yes, yes, absolutely,’ she responded hastily.

‘So, next: The Grange,’ he prompted. 

‘Again, no connection. Accidents do happen,’ Amanda replied glibly.

Oh, there were entire volumes she wasn’t disclosing here, thought Trelawney. He knew it with absolute certainty.

He looked at Amanda. ‘Are we sure that we have absolutely all of the information pertaining to that case?’ he asked carefully.

Amanda was very sure that she did, but knew he was fishing. 

‘Yes, as sure as we can be,’ she replied easily.

He didn’t want to push it, not this early on in their official working relationship; the paint barely dry on the walls. He’d interviewed – no, actually won commendations for his interview technique. He’d been across the table from the most devious of criminals in the course of his career. Yet, for some peculiar reason, it infuriated him that Amanda was even more skilled at evasion, misdirection, distraction, and downright obfuscation. And yet ... the one thing she had never done – and he was certain would never do – was lie to him. Given his disastrous and heartbreaking domestic history, this meant more to him than she could ever possibly know. He instantly calmed down and asked gently,  

‘You’re certain you’ve told me everything about that case?’ 

Amanda treated him to a wide-eyed kitten stare. It was hypnotic. He found himself wanting to believe whatever words she was about to treat him to. 

‘You’ve got all the notes from at the time. What else can I tell you?’ 

It was hopeless. Long ago, when he was a child, his grandmother had asked him to choose an eel for a pie from a basket of them. The species could have taken classes in Slippery from Amanda. He gave up. 

‘Right .... A cross on The Grange then. Moving on ....’

‘The library. Again,’ commented Amanda, relieved that there was nothing to hide about this one, ‘you know all about that.’

‘Indeed I do. You’re quite sure about the translation of what that ... oracle woman said?’ 

‘Yes, it was definitely something like you must find or solve “the secret of Sunken Madley”.’ 

‘And that was all she said?’ Trelawney checked 

‘On that matter, certainly,’ answered Amanda regretfully.

‘All right, well, it’s a journey. And we’ve only just started. So ... the library.’ He put a cross over it. The next one’s off the map.’ He drew an arrow pointing west and wrote ‘Cornwall’ next to it. ‘But that doesn’t mean it isn’t connected.’ 

‘Agreed,’ said Amanda ‘Finally: The Elms.’

He added the ‘X. ‘And that brings us up to date.’ 

They looked at what they had.

‘If we had a corkboard, we could use push pins and tie them all together with red string,’ Amanda pointed out yearningly. 

Trelawney suppressed a grin. ‘True, but for now, let’s make do with our marker pen.’ He drew lines between the crosses, and they stared at the map between them. Silence ensued until Amanda sighed.

‘Well, I’m not getting any inspiration.’

Thomas ran a hand through his short, light-brown hair, an unconscious gesture, absorbed from his mother, that somehow helped him to think. ‘Well, let’s try excluding things. It’s not to do with the people involved. Would that be fair to say?’ Trelawney suggested. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Nor, at first glance, the locations.’

‘Oh,’ interjected Amanda, a thought occurring to her. 

‘Yes?’ 

‘Well ... maybe we’re not thinking in the right dimension.’ 

Trelawney frowned in momentary confusion, but then his brow cleared. 

‘You mean ... time?’ 

‘Maybe ... not just time but ... well ... the dimension where Granny and Grandpa are, except, of course, there might be ....’ 

‘... more than one of them?’ Somehow the word ‘dimension’ made Thomas more comfortable with the notion. It sounded scientific, at least. ’Might there be something more they could tell us about that in relation to our puzzle?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ Amanda was doubtful. ‘They’re extremely vague on the subject.’

Yes, thought Thomas, it’s always been clear where she gets that from. He asked aloud, 

‘But I take it you’ve never asked them about it in this context?’

‘True,’ she admitted. ‘No, I haven’t.‘ 

‘Might that be a line of enquiry we might, tentatively, pursue?’ 

Amanda nodded decisively.

‘It’s worth a try.’

Chapter 6

Finley

ROUND EYES AND EARS gave him something of the look of an amiable monkey. Which is precisely how his loving sister would have described him. On the whole, women found his appearance pleasing, but it was his apparent good humour that won him female companionship.

Finley – Finny to his family and Fin to his chums – tended to be known as a bit of a chancer. Even his sister would have said that. And right now he saw no reason to pass up an opportunity that might pay off. Probably nothing in it, but why not? He could come up with a story as well as the next person, actually a lot better, really. But that wasn’t the only reason he was heading north.

There’d been this girl ... woman ... it had only been that one date, and then he’d lost her number. But he’d never forgotten her, and he’d never been able to find her again. He’d only had her name, which was so common it was probably just a profile nickname, and the vaguest idea of where she lived ... in some village up towards the Hertfordshire border. She’d been different. At first, he’d given her the usual act: good listener, liberal, accepting, fascinated, ready to commit ... and then, as the evening progressed, it had begun to turn into the real thing ... things. And afterwards, the more he’d remembered and thought about her and their time together, the more ....

She hadn’t called him. Her profile had disappeared from the dating site where he’d seen her. And Stew, that idiot, had played that dumb trick with the card she’d written her number on. With the wind that day, he’d never have had a hope of catching it. But still. Just a mate mucking about. There were plenty more fish, after all. However, the prize had yet to come his way. And now ... 

Finley wandered into his sister’s spare bedroom, where she was now packing his bag. He put a gentle arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek.

‘You don’t have to do that.’

‘I know. But I’ve only got one brother, and he doesn’t come to stay every day.’

‘Often enough, though.’ 

‘Course, I love having you around. Now, are you going to tell me any more about what this ... venture is about?’ 

‘I can’t say any more, Angie.’ He sat on the bed, bouncing a little with excitement. ‘Just that it could be the big one.’ 

She shook her head. ‘The big one, the big one. The big one has got you into more trouble than I –’

‘No, but it could,’ her brother insisted. ‘Set us all up for life: you, me, Mark, the kids.’

‘I’m fine,’ said Angie, taking a last look around the room for any items that might have got missed. ‘I’ve got a job I like, it pays the bills, and we’re all happy.’

‘Yeah, but I could give you more if I could just ....’

She went to him and put a hand on his cheek. ‘I worry about you, Finny. You’re a good person, but sometimes you walk too close to the cliff edge. Sometimes I think you want to jump.’

‘I ... I know I can be a bit of a lad.’

‘Don’t you think you’re getting a bit old for that? Shame you never found that girl.’

‘Well ... maybe, I just might .... Anyway, Nick and Stew are going with me.’

‘Oh no,’ said his sister with foreboding.

‘Oh, they’re all right,’ protested Finley in a persuasive tone.

‘You think everyone’s all right. And everything. Half your trouble.’

‘Well, with them along, at least it’ll be a laugh, and it’s Nick’s birthday, and he likes the country. Well, it’s country-ish anyway.’

‘And you’re not telling me where you’re going?’

‘I’ll be in touch,’ Finley promised.

Angie saw him to the door, where they said their goodbyes.

He put his case in the boot of his blue MG, got into the driver's seat, slid his phone into the slot and tapped at the screen. Google maps enunciated: 

‘Directions to The Snout and Trough, Sunken Madley.’

***
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WITH A TRIAL SCHEDULE of one day at the office and the next in the workshop, Amanda was now back in her green boiler suit and, regarding the set of loose-limbed chairs, arrayed ready for her attention. Normally, she always experienced the slight thrill of the ‘before’, knowing the delight of the owner that would inevitably follow the transformation she was about to effect.

Today, however, she approached it with a somewhat desultory air. Giving herself a little shake, Amanda declared decisively:

‘Music, Tempest, that’s what we need.’ 

He put in head down under his paws. His human’s ideas of what constituted music usually differed widely from his own.

Amanda switched on the vintage Roberts radio, which had come with the bequest to her by Grandpa, to listen to her favourite channel. A new song was just being played. The writer, however, having discovered with evident pleasure a new rhyming couplet, had alas, thereafter, been deserted by the muse and was supplementing the lapse by repeating it over and over again.

She switched to her second favourite music channel, where a young lady was insisting, in a rapid succession of words, that she was no longer thinking of her ex. The illogic of this repeatedly affirmed statement was too much for the listener, who essayed the classical channel. A plainsong chant issued forth dolefully and, from what she could catch of the Latin, was dwelling on the twin subjects of sin and death. Amanda sighed and abandoned her search. She crossed the room to a drawer stuffed with CDs, hunting for one that might inspire.

‘This isn’t like me,’ she observed Tempest, who had now raised his head, safe from the unsatisfactory airwaves. ‘Whatever is the matter with me? Am I ... a little ... bored?’

In my presence? Tempest marvelled to himself. 

‘Oh, dear. Can it be that I’ve become addicted to ... excitement? Oh no ... have I become addicted to ... murder?’

***
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AMANDA AND TRELAWNEY had made no further progress with linking the Sunken Madley incidents. They were, nevertheless, taking a gentle walk to The Snout and Trough to celebrate Amanda’s first week officially consulting in the new office. It was a warm, idyllic day, hedges billowing over old walls, lobelia cascading in purple waterfalls. 

Having reached their destination, Sunken Madley’s ‘The Other Pub’, while Trelawney inspected the possibility of indoor seating, Amanda went to the garden to check if it would be pleasant to eat outside.

It was quiet. A couple from Pipkin Acres, a woman at her laptop with a glass of white wine, and a convivial party of three men. The one sitting opposite Amanda suddenly rose. He was a little over medium height with reddish brown hair and wore a white shirt with a narrow, muted purple stripe. He came towards her with a smile.

‘Amanda!’

To her bemusement, he advanced and kissed her on the cheek.

‘Ah ... er ... hello?’ she managed to respond. Facial recognition was not one of her strengths.

‘Amazing. I had no idea you lived round here.’

‘Erm.’

‘It’s me! Fin, Finley.’

‘Ah,’ she replied, still none the wiser, but he ploughed on enthusiastically,

‘That was a great night, Amanda.’

Night? Thought Trelawney, walking up to join her.

‘I have to admit I was really disappointed when you sent me that text saying you’d had a great time but didn’t want to meet up again. But, of course, I respected your decision. I still do.’

‘That’s very ... understanding of you.’

The man became aware of Trelawney and, a little nervously, acknowledged him with a smile and friendly nod. 

‘Oh, hello. Well, I don’t want to keep you two.’

‘Yes, well, I hope you and your friends enjoy your stay in Sunken Madley,’ replied Amanda with a polite smile. ‘We’ll just, erm,’ she looked at Trelawney with a gesture towards the dining room, ‘lunch?’

Trelawney returned the man’s amiable nod and accompanied Amanda inside the pub. 

They chose a table on the opposite side from the garden, sat down and looked at their menus. The Snout and Trough was currently being enhanced by the presence of an Ethiopian chef who had transformed fine dining into gourmet, so there were plenty of new delights to choose from. After a couple of minutes, Thomas remarked casually, without looking up from the entrées,

‘You don’t remember the ....’

‘No, I’m afraid not,’ replied Amanda easily.

After a short pause,

‘He seemed to remember you particularly well,' Thomas observed.

‘Yes, he did, didn’t he,’ Amanda said vaguely. ‘The mafé chicken looks delicious.’ 

‘Hm, yes, I’d like to try that. ... He seemed ... like you had a date.’

‘It’s altogether possible.’

‘Drinks?'

‘Hm, perhaps a mango juice,’ responded Amanda thoughtfully.

‘I meant, perhaps you had a drink together.’

‘Oh yes, we might have,’ she said cheerfully, studying the puddings.

‘Dinner even?’

‘Well, er ... could have been.’

‘And ...?’

‘No idea.’ She looked up contritely. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Inspector, I’m not much help. Is it important?’

‘Well, he is a stranger to the village,’ Thomas replied tactically.

‘Ah, true.’ She nodded enthusiastically. ‘In the interests of keeping a watchful eye on the village, yes, I suppose it might be useful to know more about him. You never know, do you? I tell you what,’ Amanda added brightly, ‘let’s ask Claire. We usually went on double dates, you see, but sometimes, of course, we went our separate ways and then met up later.’

‘Really? I mean, erm, of course, there’s no reason for suspicion about simple visitors to the village.’

‘Indeed, they’ll probably be gone by Monday morning at the latest. But as I say, we can always ask Claire.’

‘Ah... I expect there’s no need. Just ... tourists.’

Thomas was disarmed by her complete lack of either embarrassment or interest in the scene that had just taken place in the garden.

He had to admit that he was strongly tempted to drop in on Claire but told himself that that would be wrong. It would look like he was ... which, of course, he wasn’t. Or checking up on ... his colleague, which would definitely be beyond the pale. No. The past was the past. And this wasn’t even his past. And it had no bearing on anything, and the best thing he could do was to just forget all about it and have a pleasant lunch together.

‘So ... any ideas for pudding?’ he asked cheerfully.

‘We won’t get any work done this afternoon if we have some,’ she pointed out ruefully.

‘I think we’ve made as good a start as we can and deserve a half day off.’

Amanda leaned forward, round-eyed with awe

‘Are we really allowed to do that?’

‘Considering the all-nighters we’ve done and shall almost certainly be doing in the future, I’m sure we’ve clocked up sufficient hours to enjoy whatever downtime comes our way. As an autonomous unit.’

‘We’re off-duty?’

‘We’re off duty, Amanda.’

‘Then, Thomas!’ she responded, her face wreathed in smiles, ‘I’d like to have the Berbere-spiced Pudding.’

‘Dark chocolate and avocado?’

‘Yes,’ Amanda confirmed with glee.

‘And I’ll have the Injera Bread Pudding,’ Thomas decided.

She leaned forward once more and asked confidentially, ‘We walked here, didn’t we?’

‘We did, if memory serves the last twenty minutes,’ he agreed.

‘Then we could have wine.’

Thomas laughed. ‘Yes, let us sink ourselves utterly in debauchery.’

Chapter 7

Tempest’s Plan, and Fire Alert

SATURDAY PASSED WITHOUT incident until later in the day. But it began in the workshop. Once again, Amanda, green-boiler-suit-adorned, knelt on the old wooden door with the handles, which she now held lightly.

‘Now, bian,’ Grandpa encouraged her. ‘Nice and relaxed .... Breathe .... That’s right ....’

Amanda closed her eyes and murmured:

‘Aereval.’ The door rose gently a few inches off the floor .... a few more .... Amanda released her hands and raised her arms a little.

‘Good, good,’ came the voice of Perran.

Suddenly the door tipped forward, and Amanda grabbed for the handles, eyes flicking open to see Perran steady and lower her with a soft gesture and a smile.

‘Well done, bian, your highest yet.’

‘What went wrong, Ammee dear?’ enquired Granny.

‘All at once, I thought of surfing!’

‘And the door tipped back like a surfboard riding down a wave.’ Senara diagnosed correctly.
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