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To Flora and Katherine

To discover the depth, leave the surface

and to discover the surface, leave the depth!

You shall meet wisdom,

only when you know both the surface

and the depth!.

– Mehmet Murat Ildan
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Please note that to enhance the reader’s experience of Amanda's world, this British-set story, by a British author, uses British English spelling, vocabulary, grammar and usage, and includes local and foreign accents, dialects and a magical language that vary from different versions of English as it is written and spoken in other parts of our wonderful, diverse world.

For your reading pleasure, there is a glossary of British English usage and vocabulary at the end of the book, followed by a note about accents and the magical language, Wicc’yeth.
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The Missing Piece
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HAD SHE HEARD IT, FELT it or sensed it? Time stopped. She caught Jonathan’s eye, as he stood still with a slight furrow between his brows. And then the moment was whirled away in the bustle of The Event. That was when it must have happened. All Amanda Cadabra could tell Detective Inspector Trelawney, afterwards, was that Jonathan had been there.
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INSPECTOR THOMAS TRELAWNEY, of the Devon and Cornwall police, passed a hand through his light brown hair, and wondered if he would ever get used to interviewing dead people. Especially so, the white-tressed and victory-rolled lady, seated ramrod upright beside him, upon the chintz sofa of number 26 Orchard Way, on this February afternoon.

He reminded himself, as he added two sugar lumps to his tea, that the politically correct term for ‘deceased’ was ‘transitioned’.

‘You’re looking well, Inspector,’ the lady commended him, in cut-glass English tones. ‘No one would put you a day over 40, and I am sure you look quite 10 years younger.’ 

‘Thank you, Mrs Cadabra.’ He wondered at her affability. 

‘Surely the inspector is barely a day over 40, Granny,’ pointed out Amanda, pushing her untidy mouse-brown plait back over her shoulder and handing him his favourite shortbread. ‘I do hope that that was an attempt at a compliment. Anyway, you know why he is here.’

‘Once again, my dear, you confuse the state of what is so indelicately referred to as “death” with omniscience. I believe I have made full disclosure of the events leading up to the incident. At least, my part in them.’

A tall silver-haired man, seated in an armchair on the opposite side of the comfortingly blazing fire, was appearing as solid and unghostlike as his wife. Perran Cadabra was gently splitting a scone with a porcelain-handled knife, and looked up mildly at his wife’s words.

‘But the case isn’t closed, my love,’ he pointed out in his gentle Cornish-flavoured voice. ‘Not until they have the last bit of the picture.’

‘Yes, Granny,’ Amanda put in, in support of her grandfather’s observation. ‘We know what you intended and why. That you planned to send the minibus carrying the whole of our family – loath as I am to own them! – over the cliff that day.’

‘But I was rudely pre-empted,’ said Mrs Senara Cadabra, née Cardiubarn, indignantly. ‘If I had known the letters would be hijacked ...’

Perran met the eyes of his granddaughter and the inspector. All three of them shared the unspoken thought. Senara baulked at the notion that she had been bested by a Flamgoyne. The house had been the rival of the Cardiubarns for centuries. 

Senara’s own homicidal clan should have perished at her own hands. She had gone to the trouble of setting up a booby trap on that treacherous Cornish bend, had lured her venal relatives into a journey that hinted at great financial reward, and been thwarted. 

Before the trap could be sprung, the ordinary letters of invitation that should have gone out had been replaced by magical parchment. Each sheet had released a toxin. That had put an end to them all before ever the minibus hit the sharp crags at the bottom of the sheer drop.

‘What your Granny is saying,’ Perran explained, covering his wife’s discomfiture, ‘is that she wants to know who told the Flamgoynes about her plan, as much you, Ammee love, and the inspector do.’

‘So you will help, won’t you Granny?’ asked Amanda, her blue-brown eyes looking into Mrs Cadabra’s violet orbs in what she hoped was a persuasive manner.

‘I really don’t see what I can contribute,’ Senara replied. ‘But very well, young Thomas Trelawney, ask away.’

His pleasant features broke into a smile at her use of his first name. Trelawney owed her his life, as he had recently become aware, and had hoped his acknowledgement of this connection between them would make her more approachable. However, there was no dimming Senara Cadabra’s love of the cat-and-mouse game she so enjoyed playing with him. She was not about to abandon her entertainment.

‘I expect you want to know what connections I had with your family,’ she continued.

‘I prefer not to think of the Flamgoynes in that light, Mrs Cadabra. They are my maternal grandmother’s. I am a Tre...’

Senara smiled triumphantly. She had already thrown him onto the defensive. He grinned in acknowledgement. 

‘Well, yes, nevertheless, I would like to know.’

‘None,’ she pronounced, crisply.

He looked at her in surprise. 

‘I have no connections with them whatsoever.’ Senara elucidated, ‘There used to be the occasional cold-war truce party between the Cardiubarns and the Flamgoynes. But you must remember that I had left Cardiubarn Hall in my youth.’

‘When we eloped,’ added Perran Cadabra, with a twinkle.

Senara’s face softened as she glanced at her husband, and they shared a reminiscent moment. She continued:

‘I returned, only at my mother’s request, for Amanda’s birth and, thereafter, to deliver and collect her for their inspection at intervals. Until, at the age of three, they finally gave her over to our care, and we departed for Sunken Madley. By the time of the incident, I had had no association with any of the Flamgoynes for over 20 years.’

Trelawney moved on. ‘Whom did you instruct to send out the letters? Your man of business?’

‘I had absolute confidence that the person I used would have been unwaveringly loyal. Thanks to adequate intimidation and a great deal of money. Unlike your ... Flamgoynes, we did not enslave our servants and staff with enchantments. Promises of reward for loyalty, and recompense, of another kind, for the opposite, were always more than enough.’

‘Did your solicitor visit you or did you attend his offices?’ enquired the inspector.

‘The former.’

‘Could anyone have seen him enter or leave or overhear your conversation?’

‘I was circumspect, naturally, but it is possible,’ conceded Mrs Cadabra.

‘May I have his name? And where exactly were his offices?’

‘Does it matter? It’s not like you could conduct an interview or alibi anyone at this late date.’ He gathered, rightly, that Mrs Cadabra was not going to identify her agent, and went on to his next question.

‘It is possible that a Flamgoyne or one of their ... staff could have overheard, or listened into, your conversation that day?’

‘Well ... the room could have been bugged, I suppose.’ 

Trelawney tapped a finger on the arm of his chair, as he thought.

‘There is one person who may have information about Flamgoyne presence in the town that day.’

‘You mean?’

‘Pasco ... Flamgoyne.’

‘The family retainer?’ Mrs Cadabra looked surprised. ‘Good heavens. Is he still alive?’

‘He’s the estate manager, actually. Yes.’

‘Would he talk to you?’ she asked sceptically.

‘Perhaps. There is one person he would talk to. The person who is now head of the Flamgoyne family since th—’

‘Dear Amanda wiped them out single-handedly,’ Mrs Cadabra interrupted gleefully. 

‘I did no such thing, Granny!’ her granddaughter protested. The inspector firmly brought the conversation back on track.

‘Mrs Cadabra, you are right in one respect. As far as we know, all Flamgoyne descendants are deceased, incapacitated or absconded. The person who has inherited from Lady Gronetta is ...’

‘Don’t tell me,’ chortled Senara, ‘Oh, that’s rich ...’

‘Quite,’ Trelawney agreed, ill at ease.

Greatly diverted, Senara clasped her hands. ‘It is, isn’t it? Your father!’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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‘I LIKE TO THINK THAT that interview went well,’ said the inspector hopefully, pulling the door of the workshop to and enclosing them in Amanda’s professional furniture restoration space. It was a short, if chilly, walk from the house up the garden path between the still-bare fruit trees. In the hedgerow, a pair of chaffinches were arguing about their new nest, while a blue tit was hunting hopefully on the lawn, where only a few snowdrops were carrying the floral flag.

The cottage was situated at the edge of Sunken Madley, a quaint English village some 3 miles south of the Hertfordshire border and 13 miles north of The Houses of Parliament. In April, the orchard next door would be snowing pale pink apple blossom over the house. But that was several weeks away.

‘Of course, it went well. Granny and Grandpa do like you, you know,’ Amanda assured him. She kicked off her house shoes and began shuffling her green overalls over her jeans, and wriggling her feet into light tan work boots.

‘Well, your grandfather makes that more obvious than your grandmother does,’ remarked Trelawney.

‘I know. Please excuse me, gearing up, but I’ve got rather behind on all sorts of other little jobs while I’ve been working at The Grange and then recovering from ...’

‘Not at all. You go ahead.’ He wondered if it was just possible that Miss Cadabra would allow him to watch her in action. ‘As long as you don’t mind my being here.’

‘Of course not. Do sit down. You must finish your tea before you go.’ Amanda gestured towards the cream Regency chaise longue, whose deeply carved frame required her expert attention. ‘Then I must get on with splicing Mrs Bindish’s leg.’

‘Surgery?’ he suggested, seating himself.

She laughed. ‘I mean the leg of her card table. The Hoover hose got caught round it and snapped it off. It just needs glueing. Although, look at the state of it. If only Mrs Bindish would let me restore it all properly, but she won’t hear of it.’

However, rather than proceeding, Amanda leaned against the workbench under the west window. She raised her dainty cup from its saucer and sipped her tea, before remarking,

‘It’s usually mugs in here. Not often this place sees Granny’s china.’

‘I imagine not.’

‘Well, we know the next step in solving the last mystery in your cold case now: getting your father to help. At least, your next step.’

‘Yes,’ he agreed

‘After all, he is Arlodh now,’ she pointed out.

‘Lord and master?’ asked Trelawney, whose Cornish was nowhere as good as Amanda’s. She smiled and nodded. ‘Hm ... Pasco may still feel some loyalty to his former Flamgoyne overlords,’ Trelawney reasoned cautiously.

‘Yes, in spite of his reservations, he may have been proud of some of what they did. Especially if he helped out.’

‘And it’s a more complicated situation now. Given the relationship between ... I mean, the more amicable links now with ....’

‘The one extant representative of the Cardiubarn clan? To wit ... me?’ offered Amanda ruefully.

‘Just so.’

‘But you’ll ask your father if he’ll try talking to Pasco?’

‘I shall ask.’

‘When do you think you might do that?’ she enquired.

‘As soon as I can, once I get back to Cornwall.’

‘Face to face?’

‘Definitely,’ the inspector confirmed.

‘Will you be leaving this evening?’

‘Oh yes.’

Amanda drained her cup.

‘Shall we take these to the kitchen, just to be on the safe side? If any harm comes to the china, I’ll never hear the end of it!’

It was clear that she wanted him to leave. He knew why. Trelawney wished Amanda would trust him but, as Aunt Amelia and Hogarth, his former boss, would have said, it was too soon.

He tried not to feel put out. But it wasn’t as though he’d never seen her do it before. He had. All right, only on that one occasion, but it was ... And he’d seen the report that Viola had sent Hogarth. It was all in there: what Miss Cadabra could do, what she had done.

Perhaps she was just shy, he attempted to comfort himself. Usually, his mother was rather good at reassuring him. But this was something he could never share with her. Not in a million years. She wouldn’t accept it, and it would make her extremely uncomfortable.

Plus, he reminded himself, there was no reason why Miss Cadabra should confide in him. Their relationship was professional. Until this case was solved, she was still his principal, and only living, witness.

‘Allow me,’ he offered gallantly. ‘I’m sure we’re sufficiently well-acquainted now for me show myself out and take the china with me.’

‘That’s very kind of you. I’ve just got so much —’

‘I understand,’ he interrupted, his hazel eyes regarding her kindly. ‘Really. I do.’

Amanda was at a loss for words. What she was hiding was acting as a wall between them.

Perhaps, I shouldn’t be letting it, she thought. But I can’t help it if I’m not ready.

She smiled. ‘Thank you,’ was all she could manage. Trelawney opened the door of the workshop. A draft came in with the faintest hint of spring riding on it.

‘See you next Saturday, Miss Cadabra. Our optimistic teacher is going to try the Argentine Tango out on us! I heard that from your ubiquitous postlady.’

She chuckled, ‘Ah, Joan. Of course you did.’

‘We must try not to let Vanessa down.’

‘See you then.’

Trelawney made his way down the path, a Wedgwood cup and saucer in each hand. He turned to grin at her, lifted the handle of the backdoor with an elbow, then disappeared into the house.

Amanda let out a sigh of relief. She was at once sorry and glad to see him go. Tempest, a large, thick-furred, feline collection of storm greys with citrine yellow eyes, came out from beneath the chaise longue. Amanda’s familiar settled himself on the inspector-warmed seat and stared at her ironically.

‘There’s no need to look at me like that,’ she said, crossing the floor to the base units against the opposite side of the workshop. She turned on the hob under the glue pot. ‘It’s one thing to let him hear and, all right, see me do a couple of spells to save his life and quite another ...’

Amanda realised, for the first time, that what she did in the workshop was intensely personal. It was private.

She reached up and selected a Japanese saw from the tool board on the wall. Perran appeared, in what had once been his domain and classroom for his eager granddaughter.

‘Packed him off with a flea in his ear, did you, bian?’ he teased her affectionately, using the Cornish word for baby.

‘Oh Grandpa! Of course not.’ Amanda was assailed by a momentary feeling of remorse. ‘I do hope he didn’t feel that I did.’

Perran gave an enigmatic smile and, nodding towards the horizontal bar between two legs of the injured card table, asked,

‘Are you going to replace that stretcher?’

‘Yes, it’s about to give way anyway and yes, I know Mrs Bindish said she didn’t want anything else done except the leg. But I simply cannot bear to see this beautiful table go to rack and ruin, for want of a little T.L.C.’

‘You won’t charge her the extra.’

‘Of course not, Grandpa. You taught me better than that,’ she added with a gleam.

Amanda eyed her collection of battens, thrust into a hopelessly cracked, giant, antique urn abandoned by its owner. She judiciously selected a length of reclaimed mahogany.

‘I thought Trelawney retired most graciously,’ declared Granny, appearing and reviving the subject of greater interest. Her granddaughter looked up in surprise and amusement.

‘Granny dear, can it be ... are you actually praising the inspector?’

‘Credit where credit is due. Young Trelawney, if nothing else, has grown up to be a gentleman.’

Amanda, strangely pleased to hear him given such an accolade, laid the saw on the bench while she clamped the batten into the vice. She made a guide cut in the wood.

‘Ahiewske,’ she uttered cheerfully. All by itself, the saw began a gentle to-and-fro motion. ‘Mecsge ynentel.’ The brush began gently circling in the pot of heat-softened glue. The broken-off leg was on the other side of the workshop. She called it over, ‘Aereval. Cumdez obma.’ It rose and made its way to Amanda. With each spell her tell became more marked. The tiny brown islands in the sea of her blue eyes grew and coalesced. Her close work lenses helped conceal it but it was something Trelawney had yet to observe. Amanda chose from the chisels on the bench and reflected.

She could, perhaps, have been able to share with the inspector ... what went on in the workshop. But it ... it would have been like ... undressing. She blushed at the thought and instantly banished it from her mind. They were, at best, colleagues of sorts. ‘I really must get on,’ Amanda said in business-like accents.

‘Yes, you must,’ agreed Granny. ‘That’s why we’re here. You need to continue your training.’

‘Now?’

‘No, but we need to formulate a programme.’

‘Is this about levitating?’ asked Amanda.

‘It’s about you and your ... familiar,’ replied Granny with faint distaste. The object of her disdain leaped up elegantly onto an étagère and one-upped her expression of scorn by pointedly ignoring her.

‘I can see through his eyes just fine.’

Tempest turned his profile into a ray of sunshine so that the humans could better appreciate his perfection, and just how lucky Amanda was to have this unique bond with him.

‘Not “just fine”, dear,’ Granny corrected.

‘What your granny means, bian,’ intervened Grandpa, ‘is that you can only see through his eyes if you’re in the bath meditating and then say the spell. What if you can’t get to a bath? Or meditate. What if it was an emergency?’

‘I thought the emergencies were all over,’ Amanda protested.

‘Just in case, then. Besides don’t you want to keep improving your witchcraft?’

Amanda’s face brightened at that.

‘Yes, Grandpa.’

Tempest, loath as he was to agree with anything Senara thought, did concede , if only to himself, that he’d be wondering when his human would graduate from Grade 1.

‘We’ll arrange it then, after the ball.’

‘Good. Well, I really must get on now,’ said Amanda. ‘I’m intending to start back at The Grange tomorrow.’

‘Oh yes ... The Grange. Of course,’ agreed Perran.

Senara folded her arms and remarked, ‘Now that should be interesting.’

Amanda nodded, looking up at them with a wry smile ‘Yes ... the visitors.’
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Dennis and The Vision
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AMANDA HAD HOPED FOR more time: time to settle back into The Grange, and gather her thoughts. In particular, she wanted to consider the mystery of the missing piece. What was the link between Granny and the Flamgoynes? Who gave the game away? What wasn’t her grandmother telling them?

The Grange restoration work had, so far, been only to the ballroom. There had been a week’s deadline for that leading up to the St Valentine’s Day Ball. Now Amanda had a new date for which to prepare.

The gracious dancing space had ivory-painted walls that were divided by beading into large panels. Each framed a sizeable mirror — mostly flyblown, rusted and partly cracked — or a large painting. Amanda had repaired the frames and replaced the glass in two of them, smartened up the parquet, repaired the rat hole in the wainscot, and cleaned whatever she could.

However, there were more panels and frames to make good and mirrors to replace, and her last stint had been rather a rush job. Now she had more breathing space to make further improvements for the Spring Equinox Ball.

The ladies of the house had agreed on a plan of action. For two blissful days, Amanda began establishing a routine. And then on the morning of the third day ...

She heard the news, inevitably, in The Corner Shop.

It only happened because Amanda had run out of cream. She didn’t use it. Dairy was off-limits as it was no friend to her asthma. But that day, while withdrawing a packet of Danish bacon from the fridge, she observed Tempest was staring at the shelves pointedly. After a brief search, in vain, she caved in.

‘Fine. We’ll stop off on the way for a pot of Cornish clotted.’

True, thought Tempest, also anticipating a tribute from Mrs Sharma, with whom he had an excellent, if mysterious, understanding. The Sharmas were co-proprietors of The Corner Shop, the chemist, and various other properties, including the premises at the end of the High Street. This was currently being rented by the florists, Youfloric.

‘A quick stop!’ Amanda insisted to her familiar. ‘I’d like to be on time for a 9 o’clock start.’ She checked her watch. ‘OK, a 9.30 start.’

She could have turned up at lunchtime and received the same appreciative welcome from the Grange ladies, but it was her nature to be punctual. Amanda felt that she had dawdled long enough in recovery from recent events and was eager to get back to some semblance of normality with a work routine.

Her British racing green Vauxhall Astra, with gold lettering down the sides declaring Cadabra Restoration and Repairs, was well known in Sunken Madley and its environs. Perran had bequeathed it, along with the business and house, to his granddaughter. By the time he joined Senara on whatever plane of existence they enjoyed, most of the day-to-day running of the family firm had been handed onto Amanda anyway.

Interested parties saw the vehicle draw up and park, and their local restorer and that alarming cat of hers alight. Amanda opened the door of The Corner Shop with a ding, and Tempest haughtily preceded her into its hallowed precincts. It both fascinated and appalled him how humans were drawn into shared spaces. An assembly of cats was his worst feline nightmare. However, The Corner Shop itself did offer certain attractions.

Amanda’s attention was drawn at once to the septuagenarian, dapper figure of Mr Dennis Hanley-Page, who was standing with a misty smile and glazed eyes.

‘Mr Hanley-Page! Are you all right?’ she enquired solicitously.

‘He’s in love,’ explained Mrs Sharma.

‘Hello, Aunty. Really?’

‘You weren’t there,’ Dennis murmured distractedly. ‘If you’d seen her ...’

‘Her?’ she enquired.

‘Magnolia ...’ he trailed off into rapt reverie.

‘Erm ... is that her name?’ asked Amanda, somewhat at sea.

‘Trim.’

‘Is she?

Amanda looked at Mrs Sharma for enlightenment on whom this paragon might be who had so affected their neighbour.

Ding!

Joan the postlady — a lively, attractive, curvaceous blonde of middle years, — entered, passing a taming hand over her short wind-blown curls.

‘Morning, Nalini, Dennis, Amanda.’

‘Good morning, Joan.’

She took one look at Dennis and remarked,

‘I think I can guess what’s happened here. He’s seen —’

‘You couldn’t miss her,’ he uttered.

Ding!

In came Sylvia, the lollipop lady, she of the round stop sign on a pole. It was designed to halt traffic in favour of school children safely crossing the road, twice a day. She exchanged greetings with the three ladies and swept a canny eye of some eighty summers’ experience over Dennis.

‘Seen the vision ‘as ‘e? And I don’t mean ‘er as thinks she is, dearie,’ she added as an aside to Amanda, who remained in the dark as to whom she might be referring.

Ding!

‘Churchill! Heel!’ Dennis’s spell was cracked, if not broken, by the entrance of the village’s oldest and most venerable resident.

‘Hello, Miss de Havillande,’ they chorused.

‘Cynthia,’ Dennis managed.

‘Morning All!’ she uttered robustly, manoeuvring her tall frame into the crowded shop, as the others made room for her. ‘What’s the matter with ... ha! Seen it then, I gather.’

‘It?’ asked Amanda in confusion. Dennis responded at once,

‘N-not it ... sh-she! Every inch a lady ...’

‘Some car or other he’s nutty for,’ explained Joan prosaically.

‘Not some,’ he insisted, and turned to Amanda. ‘A 1973 Jaguar Xj. One of the finest cars Britain has ever produced. With a w-walnut dash and magnolia trim. In almost mint condition.’ Dennis’s eyes were becoming moist with emotion.

‘Ah, I see,’ Amanda replied readily. It all made sense now. As the owner of Vintage Vehicles, cars were his passion. Mr Hanley-Page’s proposals to her Aunt Amelia and Mrs Irma Uberhausfest were sufficient testimony to his ardour for automobiles. They both declined with good humour, knowing that it was their respective cars with which he desired to be more closely united. For Amelia was the possessor of a vintage Bentley and Irma was owner not only of Finely Aged Festivities – party planning for the over 70s — but of a reconditioned VW Beetle former police vehicle, with a Porsche engine, in metallic purple.

‘I shouldn’t think he can drive it any more sensibly that any of his own charabancs,’ commented Cynthia, provokingly. She and Dennis were motoring rivals of long standing.

‘Look,’ urged Dennis, choosing to ignore this sally from Miss de Havillande. He showed Amanda the image on his phone. ‘He let me take a photograph. He said I should sit in the driver’s seat, and what a pleasure to meet a fellow enthusiast. Charming, absolutely charming. We talked for what seemed hours. I’ve invited him to Vintage Vehicles. He’s only staying for the weekend, but he said it will be the highlight of his visit. He’s staying right here; here in Sunken Madley. Brought the ladies up in the Xj.’

‘Ladies!’ expostulated Sylvia. ‘Well, one of them is. Seems like a nice little thing. Not like ‘er friend. Friend! Huh! Wants ‘er for a foil more like.’

‘Right, well, thank you for explaining.’ Amanda looked at Mrs Sharma, who accurately anticipated her needs,

‘Cream?’

‘Yes, please.’

Mrs Sharma dipped gracefully and drew out a packet of Orijen Tundra Cat Treats from under the counter. She extracted a single piece, laid it on a napkin and handed it over to Amanda, who placed the offering before Tempest. He signified, with a subtle tilt of the head that he both accepted and approved. 

‘Of course,’ Dennis insisted, ‘do tell your Aunt Amelia that she is uneclipsed in my affections.’

‘I promise to reassure if she has any concerns on that score,’ Amanda promised with a mischievous smile. She handed over the money for her purchase. ‘Well, nice to see you all. I must get ...’

‘To The Grange, yes, of course,’ agreed Joan.

‘Only your third day back,’ added Sylvia.

‘I’ll be right there, Amanda,’ promised Miss de Havillande. ‘Moffat will start you off with some tea and some of Jim’s macaroons, and dear Gwendolen will be on hand if you need her. Churchill! Heel!’

The elderly terrier was taking refuge in a far corner and eyeing Tempest nervously.

‘Thank you, Miss de Havillande.’ Amanda bade the company farewell and led the source of Churchill’s anxiety towards the door.

‘Mind ‘ow you go,’ said Sylvia kindly.

‘Look out for Dreamy Eyes!’ called Joan. ‘You never know ...’

‘Could be your Mr Right,’ added the lollipop lady.

‘What?’ asked Amanda momentarily bemused before registering there was matchmaking afoot. ‘Er, sorry, must be on my way!’ She made good her escape into the High Street.
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GETTING INTO THE VAUXHALL, Amanda put the conversation in The Corner Shop out of her head. Her mind was busy. Although she was happy to continue with the restoration, there was a task she was planning to persuade Miss de Havillande to take elsewhere. Rehearsing her speech, she turned the car off Grange Way and into the driveway of The Grange, where a few brave crocuses were showing their golden buds.

Having parked, she opened the rear passenger door for Tempest. He had condescended to come along, especially as Amanda had been careful not to mention the matter of Natasha. This was the lady, a cream seal-point, silken-furred, sapphire-eyed temptress of a Nevskaya Maskaradnaya, into whose good graces he had been unsuccessfully aspiring to insinuate himself. After his last failed attempt to win her favour, he had decided that not only was he going to play it cool, he was going to play it subzero temperatures.

Moffat, a man of girth and stature, aged, it was speculated, between 75 and 100, was general factotum and manager of the house and estate, but generally referred to himself as The Butler. This dignitary emerged, issued a beneficent welcome and insisted on getting Amanda’s tools out of the car. He walked ahead into the small dining-room, where her on-site workshop was set up. A pot of tea, under a vintage floral needlepoint cosy, was set on a tray, with a delicate china cup and saucer, sugar, milk and gingernut biscuits.

‘Will there be anything else I can get for you, Miss?’

‘Thank you, Moffat, this is splendid.’

‘Hello, my dear. Ah Moffat, you have already brought it in.’ observed the diminutive Miss Armstrong-Witworth — co-owner of the house and bosom friend to Cynthia — as she pattered gently into the room.

With a brief bow of the head, Moffat absented himself. Miss Armstrong-Witworth looked fondly towards the door he had just closed behind him.

‘Such a treasure. I don’t know what we would do without him.’

‘Hello, Gwendolen. He is indeed.’

‘I just wanted a quick word before dearest Cynthia returns. Something occurred to me. About the ballroom. I know we should have thought of it and mentioned it before. I do hope you won’t be too put out.’

‘I’m sure I won’t. It’s all part of the process,’ Amanda replied understandingly.

‘Yes, well ... It’s the walls, you see.’

‘Ah.’ That sounded like a big job.

‘Yes ... the paint.’

‘The paint?’

‘It’s rather old ... I don’t think it’s been repainted since the Regency.’

‘Oh.’ Amanda knew what that meant.

‘Which means ...’

‘Yes. I see. Lead.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Well, to do a proper job, it will have to come off. We can either halt the course of the restoration, take everything down from the walls, burn away the lead and repaint or ... we wait until all of the mirrors have been done and do it then. Either way, it’s going to add to the time it all takes.’

‘That’s quite all right. I do think Cynthia will say to wait.’

‘Very well. Yes ... after the ball.’

Amanda remembered her grandfather’s advice about disturbing old walls. In a word: ‘Don’t.’ She had already had experience of the consequences of accidentally having done so elsewhere in the village.

‘Hm ... well, we shall just have to take extra care,’ Amanda said cautiously. ‘I suppose I should have thought of it myself.’

‘Not at all, my dear. This is the first time you have been involved with restoration on this scale. And very fortunate we consider ourselves to have you!’

At that moment the tall, wiry frame of Cynthia de Havillande breezed in with Churchill at her ankles. The terrier took one look at Amanda and glanced around nervously for an accompanying feline presence. Tempest, enthroned in the centre of the table, gave him a speaking look.

‘Stop it, you!’ Amanda whispered to her familiar. ‘It’s his home. Stop bullying.’

Tempest turned his attention carelessly back to the wary birdlife beyond the window. Churchill now possessed the field, but decided discretion was the better part of valour and toddled off.

‘Miss de Havillande!’ Amanda began, about to launch into her prepared exposition.

‘I know what you’re going to say, Amanda, dear. And yes, I did heed your advice, but Messrs. Ebony, Merchant and Ivory in Hatfield are backed up too. Now I know you’re not a specialist. But you did wonders with Mrs Uberhausfest’s piano. You have done for years.’

‘It’s not a ...’ 

‘Do your best. That’s all I ask.’

‘Can we at least consult with Mr Frumbling? I know that he’s long retired but no one knows more about piano restoration than he does.’

‘He’s at Pipkin Acres Retirement Home now. But, of course, I shall call him. Now, I’ll leave you to finish up what you’re working on before you move on to the grand. You don’t mind, do you, dear? It would mean so much to us to have it back to its old self in time for the Equinox Ball.’

Amanda gave in. She smiled resignedly. ‘If I can talk to Mr Frumbling ... I’ll do my best.’

‘That is more than good enough for me. Think of it as a challenge.’

It’ll be that all right! thought Amanda.

‘Now, as for the guests, I’ve told the girls and Simon to make themselves useful, so if you want any help, just ask them. They’re about here somewhere.’

‘They’ve gone out for breakfast,’ contributed Miss Armstrong-Witworth.

‘Ah.’

Good, thought Amanda, if I can just be left to get on. I wonder if it would look rude if I wedged a chair against the doorknob?’
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FIRST, AMANDA HEARD voices in the hall outside the small dining-room. She had put a chair against the door while she had a piece of coarse-grained brown paper sanding, a few yards away. It had responded to her spell:

‘Rutstric ynentel.’

Now she whispered across to it,

‘Sessiblinn,’ just to be on the safe side. But who was that speaking?

‘Gran and Great-Aunt Cynthia said we should make ourselves useful,’ urged gentle female tones.

‘I’d have to change my shoes. But that wouldn’t be a problem.’ That came from a well-spoken man.

‘’Scuse me? With this nail art?’

Amanda’s heart sank. That voice was all too familiar.

‘I’m more the supervisory type,’ it continued as the door burst open, sending the chair flying, and a bored, sulky, tall brunette 19-year-old struck a pose on the threshold. In green hot pants over tights and crocheted halter top, if she was cold on this British February day, she wasn’t showing it.

‘Hi Amanda, I was just saying, I wouldn’t want to get in your way. I’ll pop in from time to time and you can ask for my feedback.’

‘Hello Samantha.’ Daughter of Damian Gibbs, whose new Asthma Centre in Little Madley was still vibrating with the scandal of recent events, the teenager had, alas, come Amanda’s way before. She added politely, ‘That’s considerate of you.’

‘Great. Pammy will help, won’t you, Pammy? See you later. Come on, Simon,’ she called to the unseen male in the hallway, and mercifully removed her presence.

A girl of the same age, shorter, with a self-effacing air, looked timidly into the room.

‘Hello there,’ Amanda greeted her kindly. ‘Pamela, is it?’

‘Erm, yes, that’s right. Erm ... Amanda? I can sand things, if you like. I know you have asthma and dust isn’t good for you.’

Amanda was surprised. ‘What a kind offer. Are you sure?’

‘I help Mummy with the decorating and Daddy in his Pottering Shed, as he calls it. When they’re around. We made a birdhouse together in the summer,’ said Pamela, glowing.

Amanda smiled. ‘Well done. That was one of my first projects with my grandfather.’

That further brightened Pamela and she took out her phone from sand coloured dungarees worn over an old brown sweater. ‘Would you like to see? I’ve got photos.’

‘Yes,’ replied Amanda, with genuine interest. She inspected the images. ‘Is that dovetailing?’

‘Yes. My first attempt. Not perfect, as you can see. Bit of a gap there.’

‘Still. All credit to you.’

‘I think,’ said Pam, gathering confidence, ‘I’d like to be a cabinet maker or work for the Forestry Commission but ... my parents ...’

Amanda nodded understandingly.

‘Apart from those,’ the girl went on, ‘I’m not sure what I want to do. I know I should be by now. That I’m supposed to have drive and direction like Gran and .’

‘I think you’ll find that there are far fewer “supposed tos” in life than we are led to believe,’ Amanda assured her. ‘The world is full of extraordinary people doing extraordinary things that they adore doing, who came to that through a long and winding path. You have time. Your parents might support you in one of the things you’d like to do, after all.’

‘Yes, Mummy and Daddy are being very understanding, not pushing me at all, giving me this year to just try things out. I’m very lucky, I know. I love them so much and they love me, and that just makes it all the harder. I don’t want to let them down, you see.’ Pamela sighed and looked at Tempest vacantly.

There was a pause before she spoke again, this time wistfully.

‘She’s beautiful, isn’t she?’

Tempest preened.

‘He’s a he, actually,’ Amanda replied gently ‘but —’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean the cat.’

‘The cat’, unused to such a demeaning appellation, turned his head in affront and glared.

‘No,’ Pamela expounded, ‘I mean Sam.’

‘Samantha? Well ...’ Amanda was so overwhelmed by the unattractiveness of Miss Gibbs’s personality that her physical attributes tended to fade into the distance. ‘I expect, yes, many people would consider her so.’

‘About six-foot tall, legs that go on forever, all that glossy hair, perfect features, confident. Men can’t help turning their heads when she walks by. I wish I was like her.’

‘You do?’ asked Amanda, in surprise.

‘Look at me. Dumpy, freckles, limp hair, sort of washed-out-red-nothing colour. I’m never going to be like Sam.’

Amanda rather considered this a matter for congratulations, but said diplomatically,

‘You just haven’t found your own style yet, that’s all. A lot of people do prefer someone who’s ... quietly intelligent and kind and modest.’

Pamela looked at her piercingly.

‘Like you.’ she pronounced.

‘Well ... thank you ....’

‘But none of the people who prefer it seem to be boys,’ observed Pamela with catastrophic honesty. ‘And I don’t want to be ... quiet. I want to be ... oh,  flamboyant and ... Gran says my trouble is that I hold everything in. I’m like a pot with the lid jammed on tight and she worries one day it‘ll fly off and I’ll do something wild and —’

‘Now then, you two!’ a hearty voice echoed through the room. ‘Good to see you getting on.’

‘Hello, Great-aunt Cynthia.’

‘Hello, Miss de Havillande,’ Amanda greeted her politely.

‘Well done, Pamela, helping out. Unlike some,’ Cynthia uttered pointedly. ‘You’ve got all you need, Amanda?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘If you require some muscle, just call for Moffat. Hillers and Humpy will be here tomorrow.’

Oh good grief, thought Amanda. ‘Miss de Havillande?’

‘Yes, my dear?’

‘Please hide the gramophone!’

Amanda didn’t think she could bear another week of the 1920s hit, Black Bottom, played at ear-splitting volume. It was Humpy’s current favourite.

‘Gwendolen has already thought of that. And she’s got him a ... a ... let me see, what did she call it? ... Ah yes. A vinyl turntable with wifi headphones. It’s in the study all ready for him.’

‘Thank you,’ said Amanda, with heartfelt gratitude. Cynthia took herself off and Amanda found a job for Pamela. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel for the girl. She knew all too well what it was like to feel overwhelmed in a world where she did not fit.

Amanda vividly recalled that, when she was eight years of age, Old Mr Jackson, the Cadabra’s irascible next-door neighbour, had let his granddaughter come to stay over the Easter Holidays. Poppet was 10, had a head of golden ringlets and eyes of such bright blue that they looked barely natural. Poppet could sing and do tap and ballet, with which gifts she did not hesitate to bless the neighbours. What she lacked in vocal accuracy she made up for in volume.

Suffering a certain amount of insecurity, which Amanda was unable to perceive, Poppet felt the need to issue a constant stream of unfavourable comparisons with her peers. It began on the first day, as Amanda was making the journey from the house up the garden path to the workshop.

‘My name’s Poppet Jackson. What’s yours?’ she demanded from the other side of the fence.

Amanda felt uneasy but saw no reason not reply politely,

‘How do you do? My name is Amanda Cadabra.’

That was greeted by a crow of scornful laughter.

‘That’s not a name!’

‘I assure you it is,’ Amanda replied earnestly. ‘I can provide documentary support.’

There was a confused pause followed by, ‘I can sing and dance. What can you

do?’

‘Erm ...’

This was the herald of things to come, until Amanda sought counsel from Grandpa.

‘If only I could ignore her but it doesn’t seem ...’

‘I know, bian, we don’t want to upset our Old Mr Jackson, do we now?’

‘But what can I do? She never stops. She’s got some sort of radar that tells her when I’m outside the cottage!’

‘You want my advice?’

‘Please, Grandpa.’

‘It’s this: be Granny.’

Little Amanda raised her chin, let her eyelids droop just a shade, drew herself up to her full four-foot-two height and pronounced with flawless articulation:

‘Good morning, Poppet.’

Suddenly she collapsed with giggles.

‘Oh I can’t do it. I’d much rather think: “be Grandpa” and not mind her.’

At the end of the holidays, Poppet was collected by her doting parents, to be restored to The Eastbourne Theatrical Academy for the Aspirational, never to be seen in the village again. Mr Jackson remained adamant in the face of his son’s pleas to receive the child back into his abode.

Amanda had received a lesson that, although unpractised at the time, was later to stand her in good stead: be Granny.

At 16 years of age, she was preparing to take the practical exam for accreditation by the London Guild of Furniture Restorers. Grandpa warned her that she might find the examiner a little traditionalist. Woodworking in general had been mostly the province of men for centuries. He gave his granddaughter his previous advice: be Granny.

Accordingly, Amanda adopted a measure of Senara’s air of assurance and self-possession. She carried out the exam tasks, not only to the satisfaction of her assessor, Mr Coping, but to such a degree that he wrote to Perran. The letter said it was nice to see such confidence in one so young, that young Amanda was a chip off the old block and had done her grandpa proud.

She had returned home to flop onto the sofa and exclaim to Perran:

‘I can do it. I can be Granny. But I can’t keep it up for long. It’s exhausting!’
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THOMAS CARRIED THE plates into the dining-room, and his father followed with a well-chosen Chianti Colli Sinesi and two glasses.

‘How was the mighty metropolis?’ Kytto Trelawney asked.

‘I didn’t see much of it.’ Thomas put the shepherd’s-pie-laden plates in place and sat down. ‘Just the usual, Crouch End with Mum and Sunken Madley for an interview.’

Kyt knew better than to question Thomas about his ongoing investigations, and contented himself with pouring the wine his son had brought.

‘A very strange interview,’ Trelawney junior said meditatively.

Clearly, Thomas wanted to talk. Kyt calmly put down the bottle, seated himself, and picked up his knife and fork, patiently waiting for what might follow. It surprised him when it came.

‘This divination thing I’ve inherited from the Flamgoynes, Dad. This clan talent .’

‘Yes?’

It came out in a mixture of embarrassment and relief at confession,

‘I can see them, you know.’

‘Ah,’ smiled his father. ‘You see dead people?’

This brought forth a grin. ‘Transitioned,’ Thomas corrected.

Kyt laughed. ‘Quite. Senara and Perran Cadabra, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Helpful?’

‘I think so.’ Thomas explained about the missing link. ‘It has to be someone who had known about Senara’s instructions to her agent — whoever that might have been — to send the invitations to the van journey. Someone who may have overheard their conversation or seen the two of them meet and somehow made themselves privy to what was discussed.’

‘Seems reasonable,’ replied Kyt.

‘Any ideas?’ Thomas prompted.

‘Whatever solicitor Senara used, would be my first thought.’

‘She ruled him out.’

‘Hm ....’ Kyt thought. ‘What about Perran Cadabra?

‘Perran? He had no knowledge of the plan,’ stated Thomas.

‘How do you know?’

‘They both said so.’

‘Hm.’ Kyt took a sip of wine. ‘Well, I suppose ... the Cadabras have always been on the side of the angels ... Still ...’

‘I can’t believe he’d ever betray his wife,’ insisted Thomas.

‘Of course not, but maybe unintentionally?’ his father suggested.

‘No ... No, surely not.’

‘All right well ... have you considered ....’ Kyt began tentatively

‘Considered?’

‘I’m reluctant to suggest it.’

‘Why?’ asked Thomas, bemused.

‘Son, how detached have you remained from this case, these people? The Cadabras?’

‘What do you mean? I’ve done things by the book, such as it is for something involving magic and witches and goodness knows what.’

‘Senara Cadabra saved your life, and you’ve been spending a lot of time with Amanda,’ Kyt pointed out gently, ‘Do you think ...?’

‘I do see what you mean,’ Thomas replied calmly. ‘But I assure you I’ve maintained a strictly professional relationship with ... with all of the Cadabras. What is it that you think I’m missing, Dad?’

‘Have you considered the possibility that it was Senara herself who tipped off the Flamgoynes? What better way to ensure the demise of the Cardiubarns without actually pulling the plug herself?’

‘I ... no .... no surely ...’

Was it possible? Thomas wondered. From the beginning, she had toyed with him ... even now ... how
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