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      Detective Max Grayson fished his stepmother out of a jasmine bush. I enjoyed the view of Max’s bottom in his very tight, very serious detective jeans—obviously not issued by the police force, because they were criminal—but I enjoyed the view.

      My pet wombat and witch familiar, Persnickle, the fuzzy little beast, the marsupial who would give the hounds of hell a run for their money in the naughty department, had charged at Max’s stepmother the moment she stepped out of her Jaguar, knocking her out of her orthopaedic shoes. It’s not that Persnickle hated stepmothers, although he did love fairy-tale films, in which stepmothers got a bit of bad press, it’s that he hated the colour orange.

      The origin of this dislike had thus far eluded the pet psychologist I had enlisted to help Persnickle process his hatred. Who hated the colour orange? Not many people. But then, Persnickle wasn’t a person.

      “Keep that beast away from me!” Tabitha howled, as Max plucked a jasmine petal out of her bright orange hair.

      “He was just saying hello,” I said desperately as Persnickle started to nibble on the woman’s ankle. “You didn’t tell me you had orange, um, I mean red, hair.”

      Tabitha nudged Persnickle away with her foot and climbed onto the hood of her Jaguar. “I didn’t know one needed to announce one’s hair colour in order to gain entry into House Bloom,” she shrieked.

      If she kept carrying on this way, she wouldn’t need to worry about Persnickle attacking her. She would have ripped all her hair out. “Get that rodent away from me!” she added in a booming howl.

      “He’s just being friendly,” Oleander protested.

      When Max had gently broken the news to me that his father, stepmother, and mother were coming to town, I had stress-purchased five pairs of Jimmy Choos shoes (none of them orange) and a Chanel handbag. I didn’t know how I was going to pay the bills now, but I did know I was going to look very cute.

      Oleander and Athanasius had taken pity on me when I turned up to their retirement home in a new pair of shoes for the fifth time in a week.

      “She’s got another new pair of Jimmy Choos,” Oleander had said to Athanasius after she had put in her dentures.

      “Eihrnfa ejjehhe hjfa,” Athanasius had replied, because he hadn’t put his dentures in yet.

      Oleander had turned to me and said, “Don’t worry, dear. We’ll do our best to help.”

      And they had. That morning, Oleander and Athanasius broke out of the retirement home. Of course, they didn’t need to break out. The retirement home wasn’t a prison. But Oleander had told me she had been up to some mischief and needed some respite from it. She didn’t name the type of mischief, but she had that mischievous part in common with Persnickle. At least, she hadn’t charged at Max’s stepmother, sending her flying.

      When I got Persnickle under control, Tabitha leant down from the Jaguar, her face as orange as her hair. “You must be Goldie.” Tabitha offered Oleander her hand.

      Max’s ears turned pink. “No, Tabby. That’s Oleander. She’s a dear friend of Goldie’s and mine. This is Goldie.” He nodded to me. I was in the garden, gripping Persnickle’s leash for dear life.

      Tabitha looked at me. “Surely, this is the maid?”

      “I—no? It’s nice to meet you,” I lied, walking over to shake her hand. “Would you like to come inside?”

      “Not until that little beast is locked in a cage.”

      I sighed. “Athanasius, would you mind taking Persnickle inside for a treat?”

      “Eihrnfa ejjehhe hjfa,” Athanasius replied, because he still hadn’t put in his dentures yet.

      After Persnickle was inside, Tabitha climbed inelegantly off the car and pulled down her skirt. She had Dolly Parton hair—although it was orange—and a bosom that spilled out of her pencil dress. She was eighty-two, and her entire face was frozen from an apparent overdose of Botox. It’s a wonder she could speak.

      “Your father has gone to the airport to collect that woman,” Tabitha told Max.

      I frowned. “What woman?”

      “My mother,” Max replied.

      “Yes, apparently Delilah is too good to catch a taxi. Your father sent me ahead like I’m some common scout in a war movie.” Tabitha shrugged off her faux fur coat and tossed it over my head.

      I didn’t know what was more confusing—the fact Tabitha was wearing a faux fur coat in the Australian summer, or the fact Tabitha thought of me as a coat rack. Sure, I had lost a little bit of weight recently, but not that much weight.

      Oleander rescued me from it. “I’ll hang this up and see what Athanasius is doing.”

      “I’ll join you,” Tabitha said. “Just go on ahead, would you, and make sure the giant rat is locked away safely.”

      Max and I found ourselves standing alone in her garden. “She’s…” I began, but I didn’t know how to finish that sentence, not politely, at any rate.

      “She’s a lot, yeah,” Max conceded. “She’s around twenty years older than my dad.”

      “Wait! Your dad left your mum for a woman twenty years older than him?”

      Max exhaled a lungful of air and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “My father always was an unusual man. He attended every single one of my soccer games. Every single one.”

      I frowned. “Is that bad?”

      “No, but it’s not very dad-like, is it? He was always there for me, always happy to give emotional support.”

      “Maybe, he’s not your real dad?” I said playfully.

      “I’ve always had my suspicions.”

      “Here’s my husband now.” Tabitha flew out of the house as another Jaguar pulled up to the curb. Just how many luxury cars did these people own? “And your mother, Maxwell. Goldie, I do hope you have hidden all the silver.”

      “I don’t have any silver.”

      “Ah, so Delilah has been here before.”

      “What—no—she’s not stolen anything from me?”

      “Not yet.”

      Delilah was the exact opposite of Tabitha. She drifted out of the car and pulled me into a tight hug, only releasing me when Max cleared his throat.

      “Maxy,” Delilah cried. “You’re too skinny.”

      “I’ve actually packed on a little bit of weight,” Max said, his tone self-conscious.

      Jack Grayson stepped from the Jaguar. “Nonsense. Grayson men have always been hunks. We were the original Hemsworths.”

      Jack looked nothing like his son. He was short and stick-thin, with jet-black hair and tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. He was more a first-movie Harry Potter than a Hemsworth brother. I tried to imagine Tabitha and Delilah fighting over such a tiny man, but the idea only made me chuckle.

      “Goldie, we’ve heard so much about you. You finally let my boy kiss you, hey?” Jack chuckled as he clapped me on the back.

      Delilah winked at me. “Honestly, Jacky-boy, don’t embarrass our son.”

      “I didn’t!” Jack protested. “It’s not like I told Goldie that Max slept in our bed until he was seven. Or that he insisted on sleeping with the light on in the hall until he was fifteen, because he was terrified of Santa.”

      Max’s ears turned red. “I don’t know why you were all so relaxed about a strange man sneaking into our house at night.”

      “He was bringing presents,” Delilah said with a grin.

      “You always warned me about accepting presents from strange men,” Max countered.

      I interrupted the laughter to say, “Dinner is almost ready.”

      I ushered everyone into the dining room. I hoped the dinner would go smoothly, and I was relieved to see Persnickle had fallen asleep in front of the television. If he woke up, I could put on a Starsky and Hutch episode for him, and that was guaranteed to keep him quiet. No, I thought Persnickle would be the least of my worries.

      I hurried to the fridge and returned with two bottles of champagne. “Bubbly anyone?” I asked.

      Before anyone could answer, there was an urgent knock on my front door. Through the frosted glass, I could see the outline of a tall figure.

      I swung around, catching Max’s glance as I did so. Surely, his father didn’t have any more ex-wives? I hurried to the door and opened it. There, standing on the porch, was a uniformed cop.

      “Detective Grayson, there’s been a death!”
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      A collective gasp went up from the table. Max hurried over to my side at the door. “Murder?”

      The cop scratched his head. “It doesn’t seem so. But given who it is, Constable Clancy sent me to fetch you.”

      I could feel Max tense beside me. “Who is it?”

      “Sheila McFeeler.”

      I heard heavy breathing and looked behind me. Tabitha was standing there. “Sheila McFeeler?” she shrieked, wiping her hand through her unruly orange hair. “It’s bad enough to speak ill of the dead, let alone mock them! Use the poor dead woman’s real name, if you would be so kind.”

      She really was the most obnoxious woman. I took a deep breath. “Sheila McFeeler is her real name,” I explained. When Tabitha’s cheeks puffed up and her face turned as red as a ripe tomato, I added, “Don’t shoot the messenger. Blame her parents, not us.”

      I thought I had gone too far, so I turned back to the cop. He was still speaking. “She hit a tree.”

      Max wiped his forehead. “Let me get this straight. She was driving, and her car hit a tree?”

      Constable Clancy nodded vigorously. “That’s right.” He gestured expansively to the northwest. “You know that sharp bend on the way to the M1 from here, heading north?” Max nodded. “Instead of turning, her car went pretty much straight ahead, and she hit a big tree.”

      “We had better check whether she had been drinking,” Max said.

      The cop nodded. “And maybe she had a heart attack and blacked out, losing control of the car and hitting the tree.”

      Max tapped his chin. “It’s strange that the car went straight ahead and didn’t turn.”

      “Then why are you investigating, Max?” Tabitha asked him. “It’s obviously a heart attack. I’ve lost count of the number of people I’ve known who have had heart attacks in cars.”

      “It’s just that she was a very unpopular person in town and she had a lot of enemies,” I explained to Tabitha and the others, who were all now standing behind her.

      Delilah’s jaw dropped open. “Why, what did she do?”

      “You know how there’s the old bylaw in town that makes coffee illegal?” They all nodded. I pushed on. “The Town Council wanted to bring a motion to overthrow that policy.”

      Jack interjected. “But I thought that was impossible, given the nature of the law?”

      Max nodded slowly. “It would be extremely difficult, but Sheila McFeeler supported the bylaw strongly. She was one of the Town Councillors.”

      “Why would anyone oppose drinking coffee?” Jack asked. He was clearly perplexed, and rightfully so.

      “Because she wanted a traditional town, and she thought coffee being illegal was a point of interest in attracting tourists.”

      Jack held up both hands to the sky, palms upwards. “Max, what tourist doesn’t drink coffee?”

      I agreed with him. “I know, it’s crazy all right, but she argued violently against it.”

      Jack patted his son on the shoulder. “All right, Max, you just have to find someone who really loves their coffee, and that will be your murderer.”

      “But we don’t know if she was murdered!” Tabitha shrieked, clearly put out. “She probably simply had a heart attack, for goodness’ sake. You all have overactive imaginations!”

      Jack ignored her and continued. “Is there a café owner? Maybe someone who has opened a new café?”

      “As a matter of fact, there is,” I said.

      Max turned to me and waved one finger at me. “Goldie, you are absolutely not investigating this. Do you understand me?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I have no interest in the case, anyway. It’s not as if I’m personally involved.” It was then I looked up and saw Oleander and Athanasius. Their faces were white and drawn and they were wiggling their eyebrows at me.

      Max kissed me on my cheek. “I’m sorry, Goldie, but I have to go. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

      I clung to his elbow. “You can’t leave me,” I said in desperation, looking at his relatives.

      Max knew exactly what I meant. “I’m sorry, but I have no option,” he said. With that, he was gone, shutting the door behind him.

      I turned back to his relatives and plastered a fake smile on my face. “Well then, it looks as though we will have to continue our dinner without Max.”

      Jack and Delilah smiled at me, but Tabitha frowned. I wondered why Jack would marry a woman so thoroughly unpleasant. Maybe, she was blackmailing him—or maybe I did have an overactive imagination, after all. I hurried back to the table and poured myself a glass of bubbly first—to heck with social niceties!

      I drank it as fast as I could. Feeling a little better, I filled the other glasses. Athanasius smiled at me. I was relieved to see he had put his teeth back in. “I’ll see to the dinner,” I said, intending to take a very long time seeing to the dinner. The less time I spent with Max’s relatives, the happier I would be.

      Oleander jumped to her feet. “I’ll help you,” she said. Oleander and I both took off to the kitchen. I reached it first and once Oleander had entered, I shut the door firmly behind us, grateful that the old Queenslander was typical of its type and not an open plan house.

      I went to toss the salad, but Oleander tugged on my arm. “Goldie, there’s something you must know, and it’s really, really bad.”

      I turned around, a salad fork in my hand. “How bad?” I said.

      “Very, very bad.”

      My stomach clenched. “What is that?”

      “You know how Sheila McFeeler was born here, and then she left town, and then she came back a few months ago?”

      I nodded. “I had heard that. What of it?”

      “She was a good friend of your uncle’s.”

      “I didn’t know,” I said, still puzzled.

      Oleander shook her head. “No, Goldie, you don’t understand.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Maybe I would if you explained it.”

      “Goldie, Sheila McFeeler was a sea witch.”

      “A sea witch?” I repeated. “Why didn’t you tell me? I thought I was the only sea witch in town!”

      Oleander hesitated. “Well, I don’t know if she was for sure, but she was a good friend of your uncle’s…”

      I interrupted her. “Surely, all his friends weren’t sea witches?”

      Oleander waved one hand at me in dismissal. “It’s not just that. I think she was a sea witch, because when things didn’t go her way, a storm always brewed.”

      “A coincidence?” I offered.

      She shook her head. “I would have mentioned it to you, but it’s only become clear in hindsight.  I heard that someone accosted her in a café yesterday and argued with her about her trying to prevent coffee from becoming legal. The argument became quite heated, and a violent thunderstorm came up right at that moment. It wasn’t an expected storm—I’m subscribed to the email storm alerts, and I didn’t get one.”

      “Do you mean that bad thunderstorm the other day?” I asked her. “The one that appeared with no warning, and there was hail?”

      Oleander nodded. “I was only forming suspicions at the time, and I did intend to tell you. But Goldie, don’t you see what this means? If Sheila McFeeler was actually murdered, then the murderer might be coming after you too.”

      I dropped the salad fork into the kitchen sink and leant back against the sink, grabbing it with both hands. “Oh no! If a witch murders a sea witch, then they get that sea witch’s powers. If someone murdered her, then they might be about to murder me too!”
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      Oleander tapped her chin and looked at the ceiling for a few moments before answering. “The police don’t know if it’s murder yet. We have to get to Sheila McFeeler’s house and search it.”

      I held up both hands. “Search it? What on earth would we look for?”

      “Duh! Witch stuff, of course,” Oleander said. “We have to know if she was a sea witch. Goldie, her death might have been an accident, but if she was, in fact, murdered, it might have been a mundane thing, somebody angry with her trying to uphold the anti-coffee law in town. Still, we can’t take any chances. If Sheila was a sea witch, then we have to know for sure, because the murderer might come after you next.”

      Something occurred to me. “Even if she was a sea witch, it could be a coincidence that she was murdered. I mean, her sea witch-ness might have had nothing to do with her murder. It was possibly a mundane reason and that means I’m safe.”

      Without responding, Oleander pushed past me. She donned some oven mitts, reached into the oven, and with one fluid motion dumped the dinner into the kitchen sink.

      “What on earth are you doing?” I screeched. “Have you lost your mind?”

      Oleander did not respond but looked under the kitchen cupboard. “Aha! You have some.” She emerged with a bottle of kerosene, which she poured into the kitchen sink.

      She waved her hand at me. “Stand back!” She threw the kerosene over the dinner and flicked a match on top. The dinner went off with a boom. I grabbed the fire blanket propped against my fridge and threw it over the flames.

      Athanasius burst into the room. “What’s going on in here?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

      “Oleander just set fire to the dinner!”

      “We don’t have time for that, Goldie,” Oleander said to me. To Athanasius, she said, “I suspect Sheila McFeeler was a sea witch, so Goldie and I are going to break into her house to see what we can find. You keep Max’s relatives occupied, and tell them that we have to go out and buy food. Tell them the dinner is ruined.”

      “It is ruined,” I muttered.

      “Of course, I will,” Athanasius said calmly. I wondered why he took it all in his stride when I was in such a panic.

      I stood there, frozen to the spot, my mouth opening and shutting like a goldfish. Oleander grabbed my arm and pulled me into the dining room.

      “I’m afraid the dinner is burnt. Goldie and I are going out for takeaway,” she announced. “I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Athanasius. Athanasius, if Persnickle wakes up, put one of those episodes on for him.” She gestured to a pile of Starsky and Hutch DVDs by the TV.

      “Certainly.”

      Jack said something, but I didn’t hear because I was already half out the door. Oleander must have grabbed my car keys on the way because she pressed them into my hand. She didn’t speak again until we were in the car. “Goldie, are you all right?”

      “I’m a bit shocked by this sudden turn of events,” I admitted.

      Oleander made a clicking sound with her tongue. “Honestly, Goldie, get with the program! We have a thin window of opportunity to search Sheila’s house before the police arrive.”

      “What if it’s locked?”

      She looked over at me. “Can’t you drive any faster? And why would her house be locked? Nobody locks houses in the country.”

      “Just in case they do, do you know how to pick locks?”

      “Goldie, if you keep talking about the house being locked, you will manifest it,” Oleander said in a lecturing tone. “Oh, turn left here. And drive past her house to see if the police are there, and then keep going. We will have to park away from the house in case Max himself is on the scene. You don’t want him to see your car outside the victim’s house.”

      “That’s for sure!” I said with feeling.

      Sheila McFeeler’s house was on the edge of town. I was relieved to see there were no houses around, because people in small country towns know everybody else’s business. I drove slowly past the house and then down the road. “Turn left,” Oleander said.

      “What if I get bogged?” I asked her. “It’s not a road, just some kind of weird old track through the mangrove swamp.”

      “Just go in there, Goldie,” Oleander said. “You’re being quite difficult today.”

      I rolled my eyes and drove into the bushes. I called the Indian restaurant and put in our order, before jumping out of the car. Mosquitoes at once attacked me. I slapped them away. Oleander looked down and saw my shoes. “Oh dear. You should have changed into some sensible shoes.”

      “You’re right,” I said with dismay. “Anyway, it’s too late now.”

      We hunched over and scurried through the bushes, coming up behind her house. She had a lovely garden of tropical plants in what appeared to me to be a Bali inspired design. “Thank goodness, the police aren’t here yet,” Oleander said. “Let’s try the back door.”

      Oleander turned the handle, but just as I suspected, it was locked. “It’s locked!” she wailed.

      “I always lock my doors,” I told her.

      “But you’re from the city and Sheila isn’t, or rather wasn’t. Let’s find an open window.”

      We walked along the back porch, trying all the windows. They all appeared to be shut. Oleander reached the end window before I did. “This one isn’t locked,” she said.

      The two of us pushed and shoved and could only get the window open a little. “Goldie, see if you can find something in the back yard that will give us leverage.”

      I tiptoed into the back yard, dismayed that my heels were leaving big pointed holes in the grass, and grabbed a rake. I hurried back as fast as I could.

      The rake clearly met with Oleander’s approval. She took it from me with a big smile and stuck it between the window and the windowsill, before leveraging it up. Still, the window didn’t open all the way. “Goldie, you’re much skinnier than I am. You go through first.”

      “What if there’s a toilet on the other side?” I said.

      “It’s not a bathroom,” she countered. “Quick! We mightn’t have much time. Once you’re through, hurry and open the back door for me.”

      I edged myself through the window bit by bit and landed with a thud on the floor. I picked myself up, dusted myself off, and hurried to the back door. It unlocked easily. I let Oleander in. Before she could say anything, I sat on a nearby chair and took off my heels, which I placed outside the back door. Now, I would be able to move around more easily and stealthily.

      Oleander tapped me on the shoulder. “Be careful. If she was a sea witch, she would have protection set up around the house. We don’t want to stumble into any curses or hexes.”

      I tiptoed into the living room, but Oleander grabbed my arm. “We don’t need to sneak around. We just need to hurry before the police come. She lived alone, so no one is going to hear us.”

      I felt foolish. “Sure.” I walked to the fridge and looked inside. There was nothing much of note, just a half-opened packet of mozzarella and a bottle of wine, and the freezer held several microwaveable dinners. The air conditioner wasn’t on, so I lingered in the fridge, letting the cool air wash over me perhaps a little longer than I should have. I still wasn’t used to the Queensland humidity.

      I heard a shriek and slammed the fridge door.

      “In here!” Oleander yelled.

      “Where are you?” I called back.

      “I told you! I’m in here,” she yelled again.

      Luckily, Oleander was in the first room I looked in. “It’s an altar room,” she said, somewhat unnecessarily. Against the far window was a chest of drawers, on top of which was a black altar cloth with three embroidered pentacles placed at intervals across it.

      Various crystals and candles adorned the top of the altar. To the side was a glass-fronted cabinet. I crossed to look inside. I reached out to open the door, but Oleander slapped my hand away. “Best not to touch anything,” she said, “and when we go home, we should take a cleansing bath, with Epsom salts and salt. Maybe even a pinch of copper sulphate, but at the very least take some rue from your garden and put in the bath. Don’t use any soap and either submerge your head or pour water over your head seven times. Air dry, don’t towel dry. Take a cup of the bathwater, and after your bath, throw it to the east.”

      “I know what a cleansing bath is, Oleander,” I said wearily. “This means Sheila McFeeler was a sea witch, and so the murderer will come after me next.” A cold chill ran up my spine. My stomach clenched, and a wave of nausea rolled over me.

      Oleander shrugged one shoulder. “Not necessarily. It might be a coincidence, and her murder might not have been at the hands of a witch. After all, she had plenty of mundane enemies. Maybe, one of those did away with her, and you’re quite safe.” Just as I allowed myself a small glimmer of hope, she added, “But we can’t take any chances. Somebody could try to murder you at any time.”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly.

      “We have to face facts, Goldie,” she said briskly. “Now, let’s see if there are any name papers.”

      “How would that help us?” I asked her. “Besides, you said not to touch anything.”

      “I’m not a sea witch, so it’s probably best if I’m the one to touch any stuff,” Oleander said. “I’m thinking that if Sheila had any enemies, she might have been doing spells against them, and maybe she wrote their names on name papers and set them under candles.”

      “That’s a good idea,” I said. “Look Oleander, she has another little table over there, and there’s a candle on that. It’s a black candle, so maybe she was doing a work against an enemy.”

      Oleander hurried over to the table. “I do believe you’re right. That’s probably a work against someone rather than a work for someone, considering it’s not on her main altar.” She reached out her hand. “Look! There seems to be a lot of copper sulphate and black salt over it, as well as red chilli pepper. Yes, this is definitely a work against someone.” She pulled some tweezers out of her pocket and reached for the paper.
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/red-logo.jpg






OEBPS/images/bookbrushimage-2025-10-7-13-5932.jpg





