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To David and Bim

Magic

is believing in yourself.

If you can do that

you can make anything happen.

– Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

– ​
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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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Amanda Cadabra and The Hanging Tree

Holly Bell
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Amanda’s Unusual Talent
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It was difficult to make out what it was. The fog was being compounded by smoke from a nearby garden bonfire. Amanda ventured closer. Oh ... just a sack of old leaves, wasn’t it? Probably from last autumn. Strange though. It wasn’t like Irene to be untidy.

Another few steps, No ... She stood stock-still, the mist clinging to her skin. Amanda looked up at the branch above her ... then down at the form beneath. The rope attached to it lay there like a pale dead snake. ... Surely not ... not this. ... not here ... 

***
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THE DAY BEGAN PROMISINGLY. Amanda awoke naturally after a full night’s sleep to the song of the blackbird; there’d been some hazy dream or other. One of the downsides of being a back-sleeper was that she often surfaced to find a cat on her stomach. And not just any cat. Tempest, her familiar, was thick-furred in a collection of storm greys, citrine-eyed and constitutionally disgruntled.

Tempest, sensing his human was stirring, moved up to her chest and pushed his head out from under the quilt. Amanda smiled blearily, rubbing one blue eye, and stroked his head.

‘Good morning, Tempest.’

He stared at her meaningfully.

‘Yes, I know,’ she acknowledged tolerantly, ‘Breakfast. I must get up anyway. I have magic practice.’

Forty minutes later found Amanda, clad in green boiler suit and trainers, mouse-brown hair in a messy plait, kneeling on the floor of her furniture restoration workshop. But not yet engaged in restoration. She was instead screwing spare antique bow handles next to the four edges of an old flat-surfaced door. Observing Amanda, with a mixture of ennui and amusement, was Tempest.

‘There,’ she pronounced optimistically, ‘that should do it. First, a test run.’

‘Aerevel ynentel,’ she pronounced, and the door rose gently into the air until she halted its progress with ‘sessiblin’ and landed it with ‘sedaasig.’ This was Amanda’s particular gift, inherited through Perran, her grandfather, from the Cadabras. Since his elopement with Senara, née Cardiubarn, of the nefarious neighbouring witch-clan, he had been, ostensibly, estranged from his family. Yet, he had never regretted the union with his beloved Senara.

Of course, as far as the village was concerned, the couple were now, in what the ‘transitioned’ regarded as vulgar parlance: dead. They were, in fact, enjoying a somewhat different plane of existence, from which they made frequent visits either spontaneously or at Amanda’s request.

However, currently she and Tempest were the sole occupants of the workshop. It was here, where Perran had taught all, or at least, most of what he knew to Amanda, to whom he had bequeathed it together with the Vauxhall Astra. The vehicle was in British racing green, and along each side bore the legend in gold script: Cadabra Furniture Restoration and Repairs.

His granddaughter was presently regarding the door on the floor with satisfaction coupled with a degree of hesitation.

‘Good,’ she pronounced. ‘And now ....’

Amanda took a deep breath and stepped onto the door, sat down, and took hold of each of the two handles on the long sides. She focused and issued the command,

‘Aerevel ynentel.’ Amanda opened her eyes wide at the strange sensation of rising off the floor, inch by inch. Distracted, she lost her concentration, the surface tilted wildly, and she cried out instinctively,

‘Grandpa! Help me!’

Instantly a tall, silver-haired man appeared and, smiling, steadied her with a gesture and landed the door.

‘Oh, thank you,’ said Amanda with relief, putting a hand to her chest. Then, as a shocking thought occurred to her, she added, ‘Grandpa, did you put a spell on me?’ Casting magic on humans was absolutely vetoed. It had got her, and even the village of Sunken Madley, into far too much trouble in the past.

‘No, bian,’ Perran Cadabra assured Amanda, addressing her by his pet name for her, Cornish for ‘baby’, ‘just the board and the air around you.’ Calmed by his soft accent, hailing from the far south-west of the British Isles, and unfailingly kindly manner, she sighed,

‘Ah.’ Now, her tell was clear to see. In the presence of magic, the tiny brown islands in the sea of her blue eyes expanded into continents. Her close-work glasses helped to hide it, but anyone who knew what to look for could observe the singular effect.

‘All right?’ asked Grandpa. ‘Ready to try again? Just an inch or two off the ground this time.’

‘Yes ... I don’t have all that long to practice, by the way.’

‘I know,’ replied Grandpa, nodding. ‘You’re meeting the inspector at a quarter past nine to give him the official Sunken Madley tour.’

‘That’s right. Ok, I’m ready. Back on the horse. Or, should I say ... door?’

***
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THE SOMEWHAT WAYWARD village of Sunken Madley, to which Detective Inspector Thomas Trelawney of the Devon and Cornwall Police was now assigned, lay 13 miles to the north of the Houses of Parliament, and three miles south of the border of Hertfordshire. Its roots in the rural landscape, from which it had grown over a period of 800 years, were still in evidence to those who cared to look. It was embraced by ancient orchards and the sheltering Madley Wood. The village was a long way in every sense from the Cornish coastal town where Trelawney had been born and bred.

The inspector was a study in unobtrusiveness, in classic, well-cut grey suit and quiet, self-patterned matching tie. His short, light-brown hair was neither styled in a dated manner nor at the edge of current fashion. His features were pleasant, he was well-spoken, accentless, his manner mild and courteous. The sort of man, Amanda had often thought, one did not notice, until one really noticed.

Trelawney looked at his watch. He decided that he had sufficient time to make a diversion to The Corner Shop for a snack pack of almonds. There’d been a toaster crisis at his mother’s – which had been the school-holidays home of his youth after his parents’ divorce – and breakfast had turned into a rather vague affair.

His arrival at the nerve centre of the village coincided with the approach of Dennis Hanley-Page, a septuagenarian whose exuberant progress through life was entirely uninterrupted by the passing of the years.

Dennis was at that moment manifesting his eclectic musical taste. The final few bars of Rock the Casbah by The Clash echoed down the street, followed by the opening of Dolly Parton’s 9 to 5, as Dennis approached at 70 miles per hour. A red Triumph Spitfire, Dennis’s latest acquisition as proprietor of Vintage Vehicles, raced into view. The village had somehow managed to maintain a legacy speed limit from either the 1930’s or 70’s. Trelawney was simply grateful that he was not there to police the traffic, and entered The Corner Shop, while Dennis parked and secured his car.

Ding! The door heralded the inspector’s entrance.

‘Pen hates therapists,’ Joan the postlady was saying to Mrs Sharma, proprietor, and Sylvia, the hi-vis-vest-clad octogenarian lollipop lady. She was but recently arrived at the establishment from her labours of safely ushering the school children across the road. This duty she performed with the aid of her round stop sign on a long pole, hence her job title. 

‘Hello, Inspector,’ they chorused in warm welcome. Joan brought him up to speed.

‘We’re talking about the new renter of the Sharma’s shop at the end of the High Street here. And I was about to say as no one could hate our new therapist. He’s a sweetie.’

‘Oh I know,’ enjoined Sylvia. ‘That would be like hating ... Mother Theresa.’

‘Or Stephen Fry,’ returned Joan.

Ding! went the shop door.

‘Or Dolly Parton,’ chimed in Dennis, debonairly sweeping off his tweed cap. ‘Everyone likes Dolly Parton.’

‘We know you do,’ returned Sylvia with a grin, after they had greeted him.

‘Well,’ commented Joan, ‘my Jim says what with my hair and my curves, that I’m a tall, size 16 ringer for Dolly, bless ‘im.’

‘You’ve got a good man there, Joan,’ Sylvia remarked.

‘Oh, I have, I have. You know, when we was courting, and I mighta told you this story before ...’

Trelawney was aware of the time and his appointment with his landlady-to-be and his new partner Miss Cadabra. However, he was even more conscious of his new status in the village, with its upgrade from ‘Honorary Village’ to ‘Village’. He had been warned that Sunken Madley was not like his Cornish home town of Parhayle, and they would have their own pace.

This was the last place he’d expected to end up and the last business he’d ever imagined he’d be embroiled in. Detective Inspector Thomas Trelawney had regarded magic as a lot of mumbo jumbo and himself as a modern man, living in a modern world, solving modern, and also admittedly age-old, crimes, with the aid of modern techniques.

And then ...

​
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Tempest’s Empire
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Thomas Trelawney had paid his first visit to 26 Orchard Way, home of Perran, Senara and their granddaughter Amanda, some three years ago. He should have known then that, after that, things were never going to be the same again.

And now, one magically related and solved crime too many had rendered Sunken Madley odorous to the powers that be. The whole untidy and embarrassing business of the village had been dumped in the lap of his boss and mentor, Former Chief Inspector Michael Hogarth, and, consequently, in his. Trelawney had been awarded a new partner, a civilian specialist in the village itself and matters mystical. The contracts had been signed. His new abode and office had been chosen, and renovations on his premises were to begin this very day.

From his previous cases in Sunken Madley, in which he had been ably assisted by Miss Cadabra, he had already grown close to the core residents of the village. They had taken Thomas to their hearts and, in turn, endeared themselves to him. These choice few missed very little and could be his eyes and ears. On the other hand, they were also perfectly capable of closing ranks and clamming up faster than a supercharged getaway car, as a heavy-handed colleague of his had learned to his cost.

No. Thomas was going to be patient. Even more so than before. This, The Corner Shop, was Intelligence HQ of Sunken Madley. All information, however relevant or irrelevant, sooner rather than later found its way here. What was this Joan was saying?

‘Well, doing my job, I’m hard on my socks, and they get worn at the heels.’

‘Oh, I know what you mean, dearie,’ agreed Sylvia.

‘That’s right, love. So one day I come home and find my old socks down to two pairs, and six new pairs in my drawer. I think to myself it musta been Jim, and I say, “Jim, thank you for a nice surprise and he says, I noticed all your socks was due for the bin and so I bought you some new ones. No more worn socks for you, my girl.’

‘What a thoughtful gesture,’ commented Nalini Sharma with a smile, her willowy form making its way back from a brief trip to the treasure-laden backroom of the shop.

‘Well, then I just knew. Well, you do, don’t you? When someone does something like that for you, he’s the one. When someone is there for you, goes the extra mile, then you know.’

Trelawney, who had now been attending to the tale, suddenly found himself the object of three meaningful gazes. He was prompted into,

‘Er, well ...’

‘Amanda is a lovely girl,’ said Joan significantly, with a twinkle.

‘Indeed. However, we are just friends and colleagues,’ he replied firmly, no doubt for the very little that it was worth.

‘Of course, dearie,’ agreed Sylvia, taking his hand and patting it. ‘But just in case you ever feel inclined to add another layer to that ....’

‘But of course,’ intervened Dennis, ‘we wouldn’t want to suggest there was even a modicum of pressure, old chap. Would we, ladies?’

‘Oh no!’ they chorused.

‘That’s right,’ declared Nalini, diplomat and referee. ‘But when, in the course of your work, you do come across Amanda, perhaps you could let her know that her Morecambe Bay Marine Gourmet Potted Shrimps have arrived.’

‘Sounds exotic,’ replied Trelawney. ‘I didn’t know Miss Cadabra was so fond of shellfish.’

‘It’s for the Raj,’ Nalini explained, referring to Tempest with whom, Amanda had observed, Mrs Sharma had always had a mysterious understanding.

‘Ah. Of course. I’ll be sure to pass on the message to his aide-de-camp,’ promised the inspector.

‘Don’t be surprised,’ Mrs Sharma added, ‘if, once your flat is finished, he claims it as one of his colonial dominions.’

‘Oh? What else is part of his empire?’ enquired Trelawney, curiously.

Nalini, Joan, Sylvia and Dennis spoke as one: ‘The village.’ 

‘But especially ...,’ began Joan.

‘Here,’ supplied Nalini.

‘The pub,’ put in Dennis.

‘The Other Pub,’ added Sylvia.

‘The Big Tease,’ contributed Joan.

‘The Rectory,’ Dennis listed.

‘The grounds of The Grange,’ said Mrs Sharma.

‘And The Elms,’ chimed in Sylvia.

‘Oh,’ Dennis remembered, ‘My drawer of vintage car badges. Sir Tempest likes expensive things.’

‘Right.’ Trelawney was somewhat taken aback. ‘So should I expect him to plant a flag in my flat?’

‘Just look out for a chat dormant, as they say in heraldry,’ Dennis answered humorously.

‘A sleeping cat?’ Trelawney checked.

‘Precisely,’ confirmed Dennis.

‘I’ll make sure I open the gates.’

‘Best to. One thing you can be sure of – you’ll never have any mice.’

‘Or rats,’ said Sylvia.

‘Or mosquitos,’ added Joan.

‘Or flies,’ supplied Dennis.

‘Or any intruders,’ summarised Mrs Sharma.

‘Yes,’ responded Trelawney, with disapproval. ‘I know all about his protection racket.’

Joan patted his arm.

‘Think of it as a part of being kind to animals.’

‘An animal? You’re sure about that?’ he asked with amused scepticism.

‘Well, a neighbour, then.’

‘Oh and about The Gra–’ began Joan, reminded by the distant sound of ...

‘Churchill! Heel!’ Swiftly, the command was followed by the entrance of the most oldest and most venerable member of the village: none other than august nonagenarian, Miss Cynthia de Havillande of The Grange. This was a large establishment with spacious grounds, managed by the estimable Moffat, self-style ‘butler’. He also ran the house together with Cynthia’s companion and co-owner of The Grange, Miss Gwendolen Armstrong-Witworth. Miss de Havillande preferred the more out-of-doors matters: the land and visiting the tenants to ensure their needs were met.

Above all, the mansion held the single chink in Tempest’s armour: the owner of Gwendolen Armstrong-Witworth, The One, the so-far unattainable, she of the sapphire blue eyes and cream, chocolate pointed, silken fur – Natasha the Nevskaya Maskaradnaya. She had, for her amusement, consistently both spurned his advances whilst somehow holding out the soupçon of hope. Natasha’s cold-blooded teasing only served to draw him deeper into her net. She was his match, the only goddess, in his mind, fit to share the throne with him. Over the past year or so, The Grange had revived the custom of holding balls for the village at landmarks of the year. Tempest was looking forward to the next one; he had a new strategy in mind.

Miss de Havillande’s entrance was met with a chorus of greetings that she warmly returned. Churchill, her elderly terrier, gave a swift look around and was relieved to note the absence of The Cat.

‘Inspector,’ she addressed Thomas with her customary abruptness, ‘you have not yet RSVP’d for the May Day Ball. I count upon your indispensable presence, as always.’

‘Oh,’ he replied, taken aback. ‘Yes, Miss de Havillande, Miss Cadabra has ... of course ...’

‘It is most unlike you to be remiss in these matters,’ she remarked severely. ‘You have splendid manners, Inspector. Your mother must be very proud.’

‘Er ...’

‘Oo Inspector,’ cried Sylvia, ‘don’t you think you’d better be getting on? Aren’t you supposed to be meeting Irene, Bryan and Amanda at The Elms?’

This had been on his mind for some time.

‘Yes, most definitely.’

‘Amanda will be wondering where you’ve got to,’ declared Joan. ‘You’d best get going.’

‘You’ll like The Elms,’ stated Denns

‘Lot of history there,’ remarked Joan.

‘Oh yes,’ Miss de Havillande confirmed, ‘... a great deal of history.’

Trelawney bade his new neighbours farewell and emerged from the shop with the slight feeling of disorientation, with which a visit to Mrs Sharma’s establishment invariably left him.
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Amanda was, in fact, wondering where the inspector, usually so punctual, could be. Probably a call from Parhayle Station or Barnet Hill was delaying him, she surmised.

Irene James, designer jeweller, owner of The Elms and mother to Jessica, the supermodel, put a stylish, red, tunic-clad arm around Amanda’s shoulders.

‘No, of course, we can’t start without the inspector. But I know something I can show you in the meantime that I’m sure you’ll enjoy.’ Amanda looked with an expectant smile at Irene’s attractive face, framed by short, thick, ash blonde hair. Irene shook her head slightly and enquired, ‘You’ve never seen the garden here, have you, my dear?’

‘No, indeed. I should love to see it.’

Irene opened the French windows at the end of what was to be Trelawney’s sitting-room, and ushered her young friend into the open air.

‘Oh what a beautiful array of daffodils!’ Amanda exclaimed.

‘Well, we try and keep them to just near the house but they do have rather a mind of their own and pop up hither and yon. As you can see, they have plenty of space to spread out. I suppose the garden is almost large enough to be called “grounds”, but I’m reluctant to sound pretentious!’

And there they were: an avenue of elms beginning a short distance from the back of the house, stretching away in two parallel lines some twenty feet apart. These were fine, high, healthy, mature trees with plenty of space between each and its neighbour. A vague memory stirred. Something Grandpa ... a story ... was it? She’d been very little ... hadn’t thought of it for years ... it was like a dream ... barely there ... hmm.

Irene led Amanda along a small path between the bright, yellow, nodding heads of the daffodils, towards a wooden structure near the closest tree on the left. Its roof was currently the warmest spot in the garden, and so inevitably, at that moment supported a somnolently basking Tempest.

‘Here’s the shed,’ said Irene. ‘Now, I’m afraid rust has got the better of the padlock, so it’s just for show. Consequently, the inspector might not want to store anything in there. Although, of course, he’s welcome to. Not that I can imagine what he might have that .... Nevertheless, as his is, in a sense, a garden flat – how I’m rattling on. Anyway, Mr Branscombe is going to see to an appropriate replacement and will get keys made for whoever needs them. Perhaps you could tell the inspector, just in case it slips my mind.’

‘Yes, I’ll be sure to let him know,’ Amanda reassured her. ‘Thank you, Irene.’

‘Now here’s the cold frame. Although they don’t live on the ground floor, this section here is for Roberta. She moved in about, oh, nearly a year ago from Italy, when Mr Hollins, who worked for John Lewis, got his promotion to one of their Midlands branches, if you recall.’

Amanda looked bemused. She had no idea who Mr Hollins was.

‘Erm.’

‘Oh, that’s all right, my dear. No reason why you should know him. And Marcus moved in at around the same time, when those nice students moved out to do MAs or MSc’s in Southampton, I think. Anyway, getting back to Roberta: her family at home in Italy are farmers, you know, and although she prefers her life here, she still likes a bit of connection to the land and growing things.’

‘That I can understand. Grandpa fee–felt very much the same.’

‘Of course. Speaking of growing things, there’s a patch over here beyond the cold frame that Ewan requested for his daughter. They have the annexe.’ Irene gestured back to the right of the house as one looked out of the French windows. ‘Just to experiment with: peas, carrots, and potatoes. You know the sort of thing. And I thought too that it might be an interest for .... I think she used to grow things with her mother ... so sad. They moved here after the Dawsons bought their house in Edmonton about ten months ago, it must be now. I do hope the new surroundings have helped Ewan and Tansy. Such a tragic loss. But of course,’ Irene added resolutely, ‘we won’t help her by thinking about her as being unhappy.’

Amanda looked mystified. ‘Her mother ...?’

‘Died less than a year ago. Ewan thought a fresh start might help. A new village, quiet, friendly people, a good school, away from the memories. I think she’s trying, but ... it takes time.’

‘Yes,’ Amanda agreed sympathetically.

‘Oh, by the way, if you get the chance, do explain to the inspector about Mr Branscombe. We’re very lucky to have him here at all, but he did already have work scheduled, and we rather came out of the blue. So he’s fitting us in around the other jobs, and we can’t expect him to be here continuously. He will be called away on emergencies too. At some point, I’m sure Mr Branscombe will hire some assistance, but he wants to find his feet first after the jump from being an assistant himself. Meanwhile ...’

‘I’ll tell the inspector. I’m sure he’ll understand.’

‘Good. Oh and just there,’ added Irene, gesturing to the left, ‘towards the laurels there’s a dunnock’s nest, so we try not disturb them, not that anyone has any reason to walk there.’ They carried on down the avenue, enjoying the spring-warm air and the pleasant sensation of walking on the short grass. There was a flash of dark orange in the fork of the second tree on the right, and the descending song of the chaffinch rang out. Between the third and fourth trees on the left was a statue of a woman in classical Greek garb, holding a book upon her lap.

‘Calliope,’ commented Irene. ‘Muse of pastoral poetry and so thought suitable, by the Victorian owners of the house, for the ornamentation of the grounds.’

‘Ah.’ Amanda gazed at the sculpture. ‘Yes, she does look engaged with her book. Probably it’s a work full of long words and obscure references.’

Irene laughed. ‘Very likely. If you want to know more about the saga of this place, you need to talk to Miss Armstrong-Witworth. She’s the expert.’

‘Really? Perhaps I will.’ Considering Gwendolen’s long association with the village, it was not surprising that she would know about one of its principal houses, thought Amanda.

‘I know you like history, my dear,’ said Irene giving her friend’s arm an affectionate squeeze, ‘so I’ll tell you what I know. Although how much is factual ... well, don’t hold me to it!’

‘I promise,’ Amanda replied with a grin.

‘Well, it seems there’s been a dwelling here since forever. Probably the first was wattle and daub! Then, about four hundred years ago, there was a brick and timber one with land that backed onto the Wood, and bits were built onto and around it over the centuries until you see the Victorian frontage we have now. But the old building is still visible in parts of the house.’

They walked on a few paces, Amanda looking around and enjoying the peace. That was when she caught a glimpse of a child’s face, at least at child height, peeping out from behind one of the trees to the right. It showed a mischievous smile, and was there one moment and gone the next.

‘Irene ... do any children play here?’ Amanda asked casually.

‘Not that I know of. They’re certainly welcome to if they don’t damage anything. Of course, in the autumn, anyone is allowed to come and take some apples for themselves, just like they are anywhere in Sunken Madley. But there’s nothing on the trees at this time of year. Why?’

‘I just wondered.’

‘Oh, you’ve seen the little girl, have you?’

‘There is one?’

‘Well, they say there’s one, but I’ve never seen her. Just a story that has become a figment of the imagination. I do feel she’s rather sweet, though. My idea of her has inspired one or two of my jewellery designs. I suppose you must have heard about her.’

‘Erm ... perhaps someone may have mentioned it,’ Amanda replied vaguely.

They came to a wooden seat between the next two trees on the right.

‘Yes, the bench also could do with some attention,’ remarked Irene casually.

Amanda looked it over, crouching to get a closer look at the structure and its condition. The seat and back were supported by lavishly carved fish with raised tails.

‘It’s actually rather lovely.’

‘Do you think, Amanda,’ asked Irene hopefully, ‘that you could perhaps restore it to its former glory?’

‘Yes, I think so, Irene. One or two of these planks would have to be replaced, and there must be about fifteen coats of paint on these supports, but I could strip them away and see what we’ve got, and either polish or paint it. How would that be?’

‘Wonderful,’ replied Irene, her eyes alight.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ promised Amanda with a smile. She enjoyed enthusiasm in her clients.

They progressed beyond the last of the mature trees and passed some in infancy and adolescence. A few provided sufficient shade to encourage the growth of a small clump of bluebells, that caught Amanda’s eye.

‘Oh how pretty! Is this a nursery?’

‘Yes, so that when any of the trees in the avenue fall or die, there is something to take their place. But that doesn’t mean that one or more of them couldn’t be very old indeed. I know that there are elms in Brighton that are 400 years old.’

‘Really?’ marvelled Amanda. ‘Still, it’s good that there are replacements ready. I must say, it is unusual to see elms in such good health.’

‘Yes, it is quite remarkable,’ agreed Irene, ‘but as far as I know, this has been the case, oh ... ever since I’ve had the house. So that brings us to the end of the avenue. The grounds finish there in this direction beyond the apple trees and at the fences either side, as you see.’

They linked arms and walked back towards the house.

‘What a perfect spring day,’ sighed Amanda happily.

‘It is, it is. Although we could do with some rain. Everything is starting to get a bit thirsty.’

‘Yes, and there’s only fog forecast.’

‘Odd, isn’t it?’ mused Irene. ‘One usually associates fog with the sea or in valleys, not high up as we are.’

‘Though one might say we have our head in clouds,’ Amanda replied.

‘I’m sure some who visit the village think just that!’ Irene answered ruefully.

‘Of course, the Battle of Barnet, which ranged even across Sunken Madley, was decided largely by the fog that day.’

‘Really?’

‘Without it, who is to say which side would have won and who might be on the throne today?’

‘Wars of the Roses?’ asked Irene vaguely.

‘That’s right. Yes, the battle was between the houses of York and Lancaster. It was all very drawn out, and confusion reigned with both sides unable to see what was going on.’

‘Because of the fog?’ asked Irene.

‘Yes. And the outcome was that the Yorkists just about carried the day, and it led to Edward IV becoming undisputed king of England.’

‘Well, at least no battles are forecast with the change in the weather.’

‘Not that the meteorologists have mentioned,’ agreed Amanda merrily.

They approached a second statue between the first and second trees closest to the house in the right-hand line.

‘This is my favourite statue. My angel,’ Irene said fondly.

The comely winged female, like Calliope, was also indulging in literary pursuits. However, rather than held on the lap, the book was balanced on the crooked elbow of the left arm with the right hand gesturing towards the, no doubt, sacred work.

‘Oh dear, the leaves and twigs do tend to gather in this place here.’ Irene brushed them out, ‘but do you see?’

The drapery linking robe to sleeve provided a convenient hollow to catch the rain and provide the local avians with a bird bath.

Amanda was delighted. ‘It’s charming. And unusual.’

‘Yes, Miss Armstrong-Witworth said that when the statue was ordered, the stonemason was of the conviction that statues of angels should only be for churches and consecrated ground, and there had to be some compromises made. But I think this is a good one, don’t you?’

‘I do. And of course, it is a properly approved work that the angel is reading,’ Amanda intoned with mock-solemnity.

‘Yes, but once, some rather naughty children got into the grounds and wrote a title in chalk on the cover.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes. Lady Chatterley’s Lover.’

Amanda laughed.

‘Oh no! Well, I daresay the reader may have found it just as enlightening, if less improving.’

Irene giggled.

‘There’s an odd story Gwendolen also told me about these angels. Apparently, when they were first installed, there were more: a set, each on a tall plinth. The idea, I think, was that the angels would appear to be up in the trees. Well, they had proper foundation stones, but they would still be found toppled over. That’s probably why only two are left now.’

‘Ah,’ said Amanda understandingly, ‘they must have got damaged when they fell.’

‘Exactly. So they started sinking the plinth further into the ground, but still they leaned or fell, until the plinth shows only as much as you see now.’

‘How curious.’

‘Isn’t it?’

Amanda’s keen eye for patterns had noticed something.

‘Yes. Erm, I hope you don’t mind me saying so, Irene, but this one seems to be rather out of alignment. The other statue up there is between two trees, but this one is set back a bit and reminds me of the Tower of Pisa.’

Irene laughed. ‘Yes, that’s another little job dear Mr Branscombe said he’d take care of. The roots started pushing it up, so a new hole just as deep as the old one was hastily dug that was rather too spacious. But at least it won’t fall over before Mr Branscombe packs it in properly.’

‘Well, it’s all delightful, Irene. And yes, I think you’d be justified in referring to it as “grounds”’ she added with a twinkle.

They had almost reached the beginning of the elms when Irene spoke again, a little sombrely.

‘I’ve left something until last as it’s rather morbid.’

‘Oh?’

‘This elm here, the one with the odd branch sticking out at right angles to the trunk. There’s a story that goes with it. This particular elm was, legend has it, called The Hanging Tree. And even if it has been replaced since, apparently every new tree has had that same characteristic branch.’

Amanda looked at it with curiosity.

‘Strange. The Hanging Tree?’

‘Yes, whether someone was executed for a misdemeanour or it was a suicide, I don’t know. Gwendolen was rather vague about it, and rightly so. It’s not what one wishes to dwell upon in such a beautiful place.’

‘Indeed.’

‘So ... it’s an elm with an unusual branch, and that’s all it needs to be,’ said Irene decisively with a smile.

‘Yes,’ agreed Amanda, wholeheartedly. ‘That’s all it needs to be.’

​
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Trelawney was waiting for them. He had arrived to find the front door open and Bryan busy elsewhere in the building. Bryan Branscombe, the village’s favourite builder, in grey overalls and holding a spanner, presently came down to say that he’d seen Mrs James giving Miss Cadabra a tour of the garden.

‘If you could just give me a coupla mins, I’ll be right with you.’ Bryan re-ascended the stairs.

‘Of course,’ replied Trelawney affably. He wandered into the room off the entrance hallway that was to be his office: a rectangular space with a handsome bay window. In the wall opposite where he had entered, Bryan would be knocking the door through to the large sitting-room room beyond.

Trelawney walked back out of the front of the house and around to the side door, which was open. This would be his own private access to his flat. He stepped inside. It was a long, elegant room reaching from the front of the house to the back, opening out through French windows onto the grounds. There were doors to the bedroom and bathroom on the left and another to the kitchen. In between was a handsome fireplace. Thomas was beginning to see it as it would be when all was finished.

And here come the ladies, he thought, seeing them crossing the patio.

‘Good morning, Inspector,’ Amanda greeted him happily.

‘Hello, Inspector. Oh dear,’ said Irene, ‘I do hope we haven’t kept you waiting.’

‘Hello, Miss Cadabra, Mrs James. Not at all. I was ... delayed myself. Learning a little about the village in The Corner Shop,’ he added.

Amanda laughed. ‘Then your delay is more than understandable. Once you enter, you’re on Corner Shop Time!’

‘Quite,’ agreed Irene with a smile. ‘Shall we start, Inspector?’

‘Please. Although I’ve already walked around, er, my rooms.’

‘Good. Well, I expect Mr Branscombe will come and talk to you in a minute. But meanwhile, if you’ll follow me.’

Irene led the way back around to the front entrance, across the hall, and down a corridor into a well-lit room at the back of the house.

‘Now here, I thought it would be good for you to know about this. This is my workroom. I do a vast range. People assume I’ll be horrendously expensive, and for some clients I am, because I do make jewellery from, among other things, gold, platinum, and precious stones – diamonds, rubies and so on. When I began to be able to afford to move more up-market, it was suggested to me – by Elsie, as a matter of fact.’

‘Elsie?’ asked Trelawney.

‘Of course, there’s no reason why you would know. Elsie French. Gordon’s wife. She was a dear friend, and even left me some of her jewellery. I’ll show it to you sometime, Amanda. I really should get it out, clean it and wear it, but it still makes me miss her and now that I .... Well, how I do ramble on today! Elsie suggested that I get a safe. It’s a small one as it’s only for small things, but just so you know. It’s old, but it does nicely for me. It’s here.’

It was set under a long counter behind an ordinary-looking cupboard door, which Irene now opened. Trelawney squatted down to look.

‘I see. Yes, a personal safe ... Chubb. You keep the key in a safe place, of course?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘Just a lock and key?’ asked Amanda in disappointment. ‘No dial for a thief with a stethoscope to listen to the tumblers falling?’

Trelawney grinned as he straightened up and closed the cupboard door. ‘Dressed in a striped jersey and black eye mask and carrying a bag marked “swag”?’ She chuckled. He turned back to Irene. ‘You’ve never had any break-ins, thefts ...?’

‘No, nothing of that nature. It’s very secure here.’

‘Good to know.’

‘And I’ve been blessed with the loveliest of tenants, and now including you!’

‘Thank you.’

A knock came at the door, and Bryan craned his head around it. He looked at the lady of the house enquiringly.

‘Ah, excellent timing, Mr Branscombe. The Inspector and Amanda are ready for you. I’ll leave you to it, if I may.’

‘’Course, Mrs James,’ replied Bryan buoyantly. ‘Right then, Inspector. Let’s start around the side, shall we?’

They followed Bryan back out.

‘Naow. There’ll be a little porch here, so’s you’ll have somewhere to leave muddy shoes and umbrellas and such. Also to keep the heat in, coz of this door opening straight onto the sitting-room-room.’

‘Splendid. Thank you,’ replied Trelawney in surprise.

‘Naow, don’t you worry. This is all footed by Mrs James.’

‘Very generous of her.’

‘Well, she is, and that’s true. So we go in, and, course, this is gonna have the walls skimmed and then painted – or wallpaper if you prefer, Inspector?’

‘Painted, please.’

‘Right you are. We’ll get onto colours and such later. There’ll be carpet down in ‘ere and the bedroom, new tiles in the bathroom and kitchen, course. All good?’

‘Yes, certainly,’ Trelawney assented readily.

‘Floor’s a bit manky in here, so best to cover it up, I say. Though you can have it sanded and polished if that’s your taste.’

‘Carpet will be fine, if that’s what Mrs James and you suggest.’

‘Right then. So all that’s cosmetic. Now we get to the more structural bit,’ Bryan continued enthusiastically. He went to the left-hand wall, which was shared with the office on the other side of it, and faced it. ‘I measured it out. The new door ’ – He placed the outer edges of his palms about two-and-a-half feet apart against two faint pencil marks on the uneven surface. – ‘will be here.’

‘Exactly there?’ checked Trelawney.

‘Well, we can move it a bit to left or right. You’ll need to make a plan of where you’ll have your furniture, and in relation to storage and the loo next door, but ... yes,’ – he gave it a pat – ‘this is my feeling .... It’s here,’ said Bryan, as though it had already happened.

Trelawney had an odd sort of feeling that he put down the disorder of the room.

‘What do you think, Miss Cadabra?’

Amanda felt strangely drawn to the place where Bryan had patted the wall. Thomas moved aside for her to inspect it. She touched the painted surface, but it felt ... not like painted plaster ... but wood. She’d handled the stuff since she was a tot. She knew the feel of it in all its infinite variety.

‘Hm ... strange,’ Amanda murmured. There was a flash of vision. ‘... There were ... panels here.’

‘Prob’ly,’ agreed Bryan. ‘House with this history, back in the old days.’ Trelawney looked at her curiously, but his attention was drawn back to Bryan, who said, ‘It’s not just a feeling, though, Inspector, about where the door should go. Like I say, I measured it. If you come out the side door here ....’

Amanda was left alone in the long space. It was as though the small section of wall that Bryan had marked, was, in its final days – hours even – trying to tell her something. On impulse, she stood in the place where the door was to be and put her back to the wall.

Suddenly a bright object was flying at speed towards her head. Amanda gasped and ducked. She felt and heard the impact behind her. She took a quick step away from the wall and spun round.

A wicked dent in the panelling was clear to see. Amanda put up a finger to trace it, and, all at once, it was gone. Her hand touched only the everyday aged paint on plaster.

Whatever was that about? she wondered. Amanda conscientiously resolved to tell the inspector, something that, until only recently, she would not have considered and, at one time, never dreamt of doing. Things were all very different now, and that was good.

‘Yes, best you make all the decisions about this room in advance,’ Bryan was saying as the men re-entered. ‘Just want to check now. I can take it out, and you could have a flat, clean wall or one of them inset fireplaces with gas if you like. The hearth does cut into the room. Plenty of people would rather have the extra space.’

Thomas approached the fireplace. The carved oak mantelpiece was rather splendid he thought. However, the fire was dead and the hearth grubby, with long-abandoned ashes in the grate, even a dusting of soot from where the chimney had shed its load in a high wind, no doubt. It looked far from welcoming. Nevertheless, Trelawney, after only a moment’s thought, said.

‘No ... no, thank you, Mr Branscombe. I like it. What do you think, Miss Cadabra?’

‘Yes,’ Amanda agreed, with a smile, pleased that he had asked her opinion. ‘I’ve always liked fireplaces with proper fires. I’ve always felt that they earn their space. They give a centre to the room. And people gather instinctively around them even when the chairs are somewhere else. Have you noticed that, Inspector?’

‘You’re right hmm.’

Thomas suddenly had a picture in his mind: the sofa facing the French windows, on one side of a blazing hearth, and armchairs opposite. A coffee table between them spread with papers and photos. Sitting-room there, mulling over a case ... with Ama–Miss Cadabra. Of course, he told himself firmly, that would be a good, working, brainstorming area.

‘Thank you, Mr Branscombe, but we’ll keep the fireplace.’

Bryan could not help but notice the first person plural, and his lips twitched. He hastily covered it with,

‘Very good, Inspector. Just the door, then, in this wall. Oh, and on the side door, there’ll be a porch, as I say, so as you don’t let the heat out and bring the cold in with you when you go in and out.’

‘And a place to leave muddy shoes,’ added a smiling Irene, as she entered. ‘How are you all getting on? Sorting it out? Now Inspector, you must have it all exactly as you like.’

‘You’re most kind, Mrs James, but there must be some sort of budget,’ protested Thomas.

‘Well, there is. I’ve been putting money aside for some time to sort all of this out while I waited for the last tenant to move on, and then, er, what with one thing and another’, she added with a quick glance at Amanda, who suppressed a smile at the oblique reference to particular shared memory, ‘and so many orders for jewellery flooding in and ... and so on, I’ve just never got around to it. And of course, the chil–darling Jessica insists on chipping in, although there’s no need at all. So ... Inspector ... go ahead. I would just like it all done at the start. Get all of the mess and dust out of the way.’

‘Oh yes,’ agreed Trelawney, ‘I do hope it doesn’t inconvenience my neighbours-to-be.’

‘They are all quite happy for dear Mr Branscombe here to proceed. Besides, Roberta is at work, and so is Marcus and the others. Tansy is at school, and although Ewan works from home, he does often go out – probably to see clients on site or some such. He’s an accountant of some sort, if I recall.’

Irene waved her hand vaguely, continuing,

‘But they’re tucked away in the annexe and won’t be bothered by the dust. The noise, I’ve prepared Ewan for, and he’s said if it disturbs him, he can always go to The Big Tease or one of the pubs or the library.’

‘I appreciate their being so accommodating,’ Thomas responded sincerely.

‘So,’ said Bryan rubbing his hands excitedly, ‘we’re all set then?’

Naturally, it was a matter for the inspector, but Amanda couldn’t help remembering her grandfather’s advice about disturbing walls in old houses like The Elms. In a word: don’t.
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Broken Sleep, and The Sunken Madley Tour
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It was still dark. Amanda was awakened by an urgent summons from the front doorbell. With a groan, and a grumble from the dislodged Tempest, she put her feet over the side of the bed into slippers, and stood up. She wrapped her pale orange, plush dressing-gown around her and descended the stairs.

Amanda cautiously opened the door, peering into the pre-twilight gloom, at an unexpected face.

***
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THE INTERVIEW THAT followed was at first bewildering, then disconcerting, but finally resolved.

As soon as her visitor had departed, Amanda collapsed onto the sofa and made the obvious call. Though not on the phone.

‘Granny, Grandpa! Where were you?’

Her grandparents obligingly appeared either side of her, apparently dressed for an all-night party.

‘You did just fine, bian,’ said Perran, comfortingly, putting a white dinner-jacketed arm around her. ‘He’d made up his mind about what help he needed. What he’s doing is what he can do. You’re doing the right thing. And what you said was good, pet.’

‘Oh Grandpa, I do wish people wouldn’t tell me their problems and expect me to help them out of their non-furniture pickles, probably just because I live in the Witch’s Cottage. Not that they come knocking on the door ...’ 

Perran chuckled. Granny, seated on the other side of Amanda, tucked a strand of white hair firmly into her victory roll, folded her arms and smiled.

‘That’s rather the point of living in the Witch’s Cottage.’

Not that 26 Orchard Way was known by that nomenclature. However, it had for centuries been the home of the wisewoman or wiseman of the village, and Senara and Perran had served in some way as Sunken Madley’s unofficial counsellors. Amanda, by contrast, enjoyed the solitude — apart from the presence of her familiar — and seclusion of her workshop: happy to help with a broken chair but referring broken hearts to Jane the Rector or her Aunt Amelia, who lived in Muswell Hill but was a qualified counsellor.

‘In any event,’ continued Granny, ‘as your grandfather says, you did splendidly. Don’t give it another thought for now, and go back to sleep.’

Amanda returned to her chamber, resolutely shut the curtains against the rising sun, and dropped eventually into a welcome slumber, with a cat draped over her waist.

***
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AT THE TIME, IT HAD seemed almost idyllic, walking through the village on a spring day with Miss Cadabra, even with her objectionable animal in attendance. Later, Thomas was to go over each word carefully in his mind. Pondering. Wondering. 

‘So, as you know,’ said Amanda, ‘this is where the front gates to the village once were.’

‘And where the impossible speed limit begins,’ remarked the inspector wryly.

‘Yes, Dennis had a particular friend on the council at the time when Miss de Havillande tried to have it updated. It’s an ongoing feud but, yes, a legacy from the times in the last century when they abolished speed limits.’

‘I gather that it stands, though?’ asked Trelawney. 

‘So far.’

‘Well, I’m not here to police the traffic, I’m relieved to say.’

‘Quite.’

‘So this is what the locals refer to as “The Other Pub”? Seeing as it’s the Victorian upstart counterpart to the Sinner’s Rue?’ he asked.

‘Well done,’ Amanda commended. ‘yes, that is our name for it. I’m sure if you wanted to know more of its history, Sandra’ – referring to the proprietor of the Snout and Trough – ‘would be delighted to tell you. Or indeed Vanessa.’

Sandra’s sister, successful personal trainer and teacher of the village Latin-ballroom classes, had taken rather a shine to Trelawney. He acknowledged this sally with a rueful grin, and enquired,

‘Is the excellent Ethiopian chef still in residence?’

‘I believe so. According to Joan –’

‘Naturally. ’

‘– he has agreed to stay on for another month.’

‘We should definitely take advantage of that,’ said Trelawney.

‘Yes, well ... maybe to celebrate the completion of the renovations on your new base?’ Amanda suggested.

‘Done. So here,’ remarked Thomas, turning his attention back to the lesson in progress and looking to the right, ‘the official part of the High Street begins with ... now what’s the word in Intel HQ about who’s taking it?’

‘Mrs Sharma is renting it out to a ... a wealth therapist, I understand: both the commercial premises downstairs and the flat above.’

He frowned in bemusement.

‘A what? “Is that even a thing?” as my niece would say.’

‘I know,’ Amanda agreed. ‘It’s the first time I’ve ever heard the term.’

‘And here is the chemist.’

‘Hmm,’ Amanda became pensive. ‘Funny how it’s all coming back to me walking down this street with you on this tour.’

‘Oh?’ Trelawney prompted her.

Amanda, at any other time, would have kept her reverie to herself, but, because there was this one big thing that she wanted to tell him only couldn’t, she felt the need to share, at least, her current stream of thought.

‘’Maaji – Mrs Sharma senior – something she said. I remember because I learned how to say it: jati na pucho sadhu ki puch lijiye gyan.’

‘Is that Hindi?

‘It is.’

‘What does it mean?’ he asked curiously.

‘Something like, don’t ask a wise person about their status; ask them about their knowledge. I guess, don’t judge by appearances.’

‘I see. You should read what it says on the back cover of the book?’

‘Yes, in a way.’ Maaji went on to say, ‘Let me give you an example.’

As Amanda spoke the words, suddenly it was as though she was just five years old and back in the Sharma’s sitting-room, next to Maaji, listening to her stories and wisdom.

‘Your grandfather,’ said the lady. ‘Well, most would just see an old man in a workshop coat. Oh, he’s just a carpenter, a builder, they would say. But your Grandpa is a very accomplished man. He is a university graduate, and he speaks at least four languages.’

‘Four?’ Little Amanda was astonished. ‘I didn’t know that. I mean, I know he speaks Cornish and English, of course.’

‘Yes, at least four,’ replied Mrs Sharma senior. ‘And then there’s my daughter-in-law.’

‘Aunty?’

‘Yes, beti,’ came the affectionate reply. ‘Most people would see a shopworker: Mrs Sharma, who is serving behind the counter of The Corner Shop and stacking the shelves and taking orders. But she has a master’s degree in business, and as for my son ...’

‘Uncle?’

‘Yes, most people just see a little man in a chemist’s shop researching in his little back room. Did you know he is a doctor?’

Amanda was amazed. ‘Like Dr Patel and Dr Patel?’

‘No, not a medical doctor like Neeta-Auntie or Karan-Uncle. He is a doctor of philosophy, a PhD in chemistry.’

‘I never knew. Why isn’t he Dr Sharma then?’

‘Well, he likes to be just Mr Sharma or Adil with his neighbours, and he says two doctors are enough for one small village, and there’s no need to shout about it. So just keep it yourself, Ammee, all right? Of course, anyone who is anyone in this village knows. But we respect Uncle’s wishes, don’t we, beti?’

‘Yes, Maaji,’ Amanda replied gravely.

‘So now do you understand the saying?’

‘Yes, you can’t judge until you know what’s inside a person. You can’t judge a book by its cover. Except,’ – she wrinkled
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