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For Joan Amy Cullum

Missing you more than you could know.

––––––––
[image: ]


Whatever your medium, the power is in us all.

Witches call it spells.

Christians call it prayer.

Spiritualists call it manifestation.

Atheists call it the placebo effect.

Scientists call it quantum physics.

Everyone is arguing over its name.

Nobody is denying its existence.
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Tuesday 8th August

A Case for Consideration

‘Moons & Runes Private Investigators, how may we be of service?’

Marianne Connor sat behind the small reception desk in the newly refurbished front office, situated on the second floor of the old Tudor building, and listened intently to the voice on the phone. 

‘Yes, I see. Our investigators are very busy at the moment, but please be assured we will take your case to our meeting tomorrow and will get back to you directly. Could I have your name and contact details please?’

‘Oh. Right. Well, thank you Miss Lovek. We will be in touch.’

Marianne recorded the call on her computer and tried to send a message on her phone with shaking hands. 

Need time talk hubrmter vack. 

It pinged back straight away with a response. 

I have no idea what that means Marianne. I’ll be 2 mins.

‘Two minutes’ she read aloud. What was she going to do for two minutes? This was bad. This was really bad. She paced up and down the small reception area, rubbing her hands together and muttering to herself before decisively marching through to the kitchen and flicking the switch on the kettle. A pot of tea always provided the solution, even if she did manage to miss the pot with the teabag.

There had not been many calls to the office, but then that suited everyone at this time. There were decisions to be made about how to go forward, decisions that would involve the core Moons & Runes team, but first there was this afternoon to get through.

Moons & Runes Private Investigators had taken on a couple of new cases since last year when they helped to stop an art forgery gang and saved their grateful client from being driven mad. So far, they had located a lost dog in record time and disproved an allegation against a local car mechanic who had been accused of siphoning off petrol from one of the cars that was in for repair. The accuser had been so embarrassed when he found out that his son had taken the car away for the weekend when he was supposed to have dropped it off at the garage, that he insisted on paying the fees for the investigation as well as compensating the garage owner for his trouble. The income had just about kept that side of the business afloat. But this phone call? This was a case they could do without.

The antique style lift gave a soft bump to signify its arrival and the brass effect grille gate slid open. Thea Dawson, owner of two of the three businesses that made up Moons & Runes, stepped elegantly into the reception area. Having abandoned her usual grey slacks and teal green top, in favour of a black trouser suit with a cream chiffon wrap blouse, she called out to Marianne just as the older woman backed her way through the door from the kitchen carrying two cups of steaming refreshment.

‘Thea, thanks for coming up, dear. I thought you might need this.’ She passed Thea a cup of coffee whilst she eased herself back behind her desk, cup of tea in hand.

‘No problem, Marianne. But what has got you into such a state that you can’t write a legible text message.’

‘Oooh, stupid phones. I can never get them to say what I want them to. Now, Thea dear, the last thing I want to do is upset you, today of all days, but I have just had a call from a client, and I don’t think it can wait.’

‘OK, well that doesn’t sound too bad. We can take on a few small cases to keep us ticking over until we come to a decision about what to do up here.’

‘Yes, I know dear, but you might not want this one.’

‘Why, what’s so special about it?’

‘Not what, dear, but who?’

Thea frowned. It had been a difficult morning already and she really wasn’t in the mood to play guessing games, even with one of her closest friends.

‘Why don’t you start from the beginning, Marianne? You took a call...’

‘Yes. This woman, she refused to give her name at first, and was speaking in such a low voice I could hardly make out what she was saying. She sounded upset, frightened maybe, but I think I got the gist of what she wanted. It seems that an item of sentimental value has gone missing from her family home... family estate I think she referred to it as, anyway, she needs to get it back before her father realises it is missing.’

‘Well, that sounds like something we could help with. Did you book her an appointment?’

‘No, not yet. I said I would call her back. It’s just that... Oh, Thea... it was Cassie Lovek!’

‘Cassie? The Hunter’s daughter?’

‘Well, I can’t imagine there are any other Cassie Loveks in Casslewich with a family estate, can you?’

‘Very unlikely. I understand your concern, Marianne. Thank you for checking with me first.’

‘What will you do? We can’t take the case on; the risk would be too great. And what about poor Barnaby?’

‘Barnes is an adult, Marianne, and I am sure he will be very professional about it, but you’re right we do need to seriously consider whether we should get involved. Quite frankly, I think I would prefer to know what she is up to than have her scheming things we know nothing about. I will put it on the agenda for tomorrow’s meeting. I can’t even think about it at the moment. Let’s get through this afternoon first. Are you going home to get changed or changing here, Marianne?’

‘I brought everything with me this morning, dear. I didn’t want you to be alone. How is everything going downstairs?’

‘The last few clients at the Wellness Centre are due to leave by twelve and we are shutting the main store at twelve thirty. Why don’t you close up here and get yourself changed now?’

‘Ok, if you’re sure?’

‘Absolutely. Join us on the workshop floor when you’re ready, Marianne. The cars won’t be here until a quarter to two so we thought we would gather and make a libation before we left.’
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Tuesday 8th August

Nightmares and Nannies

Cassie Lovek was being chased through the woods by a rabid wolf. The ground was hard and covered in the fallen limbs of petrified trees. They crunched under foot; under bare feet, as she fled. It was night. What should have been substantial tree cover gave no protection at all, everything around her was grey and dead. The moon overhead had waned almost out of existence. She could feel her heart racing. It felt too big for her chest, too loud, too solid and seemed to be calling out to her pursuer. I’m here, come and get me. Her mouth felt like sandpaper and sweat was pouring from her brow, yet she was cold, shivering. She could see no alternative but to accept her fate.

The bright light hurt her eyes. She placed an aching arm across them to stop the glare. Swish; the sound didn’t belong in the woods. It was so bright. Am I dead?

‘Good Mornink’ Miss. How you feelink this morning?’

‘Oh, close the curtains, Nanny.’ Cassie pulled the sheet and blankets up over her face. ‘It’s freezing in here. Leave me alone.’

‘Sorry, no. Your father insist you join him at lunch on the conservatory. Up now. Shower and dress, please.’

‘No, I can’t face it. Can’t you tell him I’m ill. I’m sure I’m running a temperature. Feel how hot my brow is?’

Nanny, who had not actually been a Nanny to the Lovek family for the last six years, was currently employed as Personal Assistant to Mr Alexander ‘Brendon’ Lovek; Cassie’s father. Cassie was very fond of the kind, elderly woman who had been her constant companion throughout her youth, although it had become clear to her in recent years that Nanny’s loyalties lay absolutely on the side of her father and not with her. Nanny placed a cool hand on Cassie’s brow.

‘You warm, but cool refreshink shower do it good. Now, up. I lay clothes out and you are downstairs in twenty minutes.’ 

There was no choice in the matter. Cassie had to get up and prepare for lunch with Daddy.

She swung her legs over the side of the Queen Anne bed, her toes still a good six inches from the floor, before slipping her arms into her satin dressing gown and pushing herself off the mattress. Her bedroom was vast with heavy oak doors which, unfortunately, didn’t come with a lock on the inside. The full-length windows were hung with dark green velvet curtains that were at least a hundred years old, and between them stood pieces of antique walnut bedroom furniture that was in such good condition it looked as though it had been made yesterday. This was the world that Cassie knew, traditional, luxurious and duty bound; and she hated it.

She crossed her bedroom to the en suite bathroom and took a refreshing shower; glad to wash away the exhausting effects of her recurring dream. She dried her dark hair into its shoulder length bob and returned to her dressing table to complete her morning ritual. Fully moisturised and made up for the day, she reached for the carved wooden box that sat below the mirror. Resting her hand on its lid while she closed her eyes and prayed that her dream had extended to this too, she opened both eyes and the lid of the box simultaneously. Nothing had changed, the box was still empty.

The fear she had felt at being chased by the wolf was nothing to the terror that filled her mind and body now. The amulet was missing... again. The last time it had gone missing her father’s control of her had been complete, her mind had not been her own and she had been forced to hurt people she cared about. She had been convinced that her father had taken it from its box, but it had turned up about four months later, when she had been searching for an old pair of shoes in the back of her wardrobe. She could not understand how it had got there, but since that day the amulet had been tied securely on a leather cord around her waist, morning, noon and night. At least it had been until three days ago.

There was a light tap on the oak door.

‘Ready, Miss? Your father waiting.’

‘Now, coming.’ She replied and reluctantly opened the door to begin the timorous route from the relative safety of her bedroom to the conservatory, and the powerful clutches of her father.
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Tuesday 8th August

Blues, No Twos

Thea was the first to arrive. She set up the tray of crystal glasses on one of the small portable tables in the first-floor workshop area. It was strange to see the place empty during office hours, it felt lonely and unloved, although maybe that was just a reflection of how she was feeling herself. Her usual awareness of what was her ‘stuff’ and what belonged to others had been off kilter lately and she wasn’t able to trust it in the way that she usually did. She placed Jeremy’s unopened bottle of whisky next to the glasses and walked over to the window to stare out at The Pentacle until the others arrived.

It was a Tuesday lunchtime, and as was normal during the summer months, The Pentacle was buzzing with shoppers moving in and out of the little shops and strolling along the cobblestone circle that surrounded Craft Park. Tourists and locals alike were carrying on with their shopping, their picnics and their sunbathing as if nothing had changed in the world, when in fact, everything had. Today should have been the annual festival of Lughnasadh, more recently known as Lammas, and The Pentacle should have been swarming with visitors from all over the region. It was usually one of the biggest celebrations of the year, with Moons & Runes at the centre of the festivities and responsible for bringing the community together. But this year the celebrations had been put on hold.

Thea heard a noise on the stairs and turned in time to see Summer McCarthy step out onto the polished wooden floor in her Vivianna Hush Puppy boots and signature black dungarees. Her wild curls, blonde again this week, had been scraped back and held in place with a banana clip.

‘Summer, you look lovely’ said Thea, walking toward the younger woman and offering a warm hug.

‘Do you think he would approve?’

‘I am sure he would. Come, sit down with me. The others will be here soon, Marianne’s... well actually, I’m not sure what Marianne is doing, I left her upstairs to get changed, but I thought she would have been here by now.’

‘I am, dear,’ came Marianne’s voice from the stairs. ‘I was detained by this little one.’ Marianne was holding Beatrice, Thea’s kitten. Beatrice was one of a litter from Marianne’s cat, Persephone, and the three best friends Thea, Summer and Marianne had taken on a kitten each earlier in the year.

‘Beatrice, where have you been hiding? Thank you, Marianne, I couldn’t find her anywhere this morning, and I was sure she was still in the flat. Where did you...’ Thea had taken hold of Beatrice but did not have the opportunity to finish her question. The noise on the stairs announced the arrival of Barnaby and the girls from the store. Thea gently put Beatrice down on the floor and greeted her second-in command, Barnaby Forbes, with a warm hug.

‘Good, we are all here. Thank you for coming, ladies. Barnaby, would you do the honours please.’

‘Sure, Boss.’ Barnaby unscrewed the bottle of Jack Daniels, inhaled the fruity sweetness and the vanilla overtones, then poured nine glasses.

He offered the tray around to Thea first, then Marianne, Summer, Rachael, Suzi, Sophie and Jayne, placing the tray with two glasses on the little table then taking one for himself.

‘No long speeches, no doom and gloom. Down the hatch, everyone.’ said Thea. 

They circled the table and following Thea’s lead all knocked back a drink. Thea had expected it to burn her throat, but its pleasant taste of oranges and dark chocolate took her by surprise. Summer choked a little, but Barnaby was there to give her a gentle pat on the back and offer her a clean linen handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket.

‘And this one?’ Rachael was referring to the remaining glass.

‘I have plans for that one, Rachael. But those plans will have to wait until later. The cars will be arriving any moment, so I suggest we all get back downstairs. Marianne, Barnaby, Summer, you will all be in the first car with me and Jeremy. Ladies, you are in the second one.’

They filed slowly down the stairs, Summer hanging on to the railing, the drink having had quite an unsettling effect on her. At the bottom of the stairs Thea unlocked the back entrance to the store and the eight colleagues stepped out into the heat of the August afternoon.

A police car, with blue lights flashing but no sirens crept slowly up to the delivery bay and pulled to a halt. The two cars they were expecting followed slowly behind, and behind them another police car, also silently flashing its lights.

Thea turned to Barnaby.

‘Did you do this?’

‘Not me, Boss.’

She thought for a moment before stepping into the second car in the procession.

Chris.
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Tuesday 8th August

Park Avenue Beat

As the hearse pulled slowly away from the rear of Moons & Runes, Thea tried to ignore the lump in her throat the size of a peach stone. She tightened her jaw, willing the day to be over, praying that she would get through without breaking down.  

The journey, though only ten minutes in duration, seemed to go on forever. By the time the cars pulled up outside the chapel Thea had created a mental bubble of protection around her. She could not allow the concerned faces, and the grief she could see in her friends’ eyes, to touch her; it would be unbearable.  The car door opened and silently they all climbed out. They each shook hands with the vicar then solemnly, walked inside. Thea, Marianne, and Summer took a seat on the front pew, with the rest of the Moons & Runes team sitting behind them. Thea, a handkerchief clutched tightly in one hand, held on to Marianne’s hand with the other. 

The opening bars of Park Avenue Beat, the 1957 Perry Mason theme tune, rang out as the funeral director, followed by the pallbearers, Barnaby, Lee Bakersfield, Chris Trowse, and three other police officers that Thea did not recognise, made their slow journey down the aisle with Jeremy’s coffin on their shoulders. 

As the coffin was placed on the catafalque, and the pallbearers took their seats on the other side of the aisle, Thea stared at the long wooden box with its floral tribute and remembered the last time she had seen Jeremy. It had been the night that she had been forced to accept that he had chosen to move on. She wished that seeing him as he was, comatose in the single bed in his flat on the second floor of Moons & Runes, had not been her last memory of him, but he had been there for so many months it was difficult to get the image out of her head. She hoped that in time she would be able to recall more positive memories of the man she had known for such a short time but had grown to love dearly.  Chris Trowse had been by Jeremy’s bedside too, when the end came, as he had been many times since the accident, and he had held her close until she had cried herself out. She had been grateful for the company then, but she had not seen him since.
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Paradise and Paperwork

Jeremy looked around at the dated yet somehow familiar surroundings. The sturdy metal filing cabinets and teak coffee table put him in mind of an older business. With doors on both sides of the room, neither of which he could remember walking through, and a small desk with a coil corded landline telephone, it didn’t take a private investigator to work out that this was a reception room, and quite an old one. He couldn’t help himself. He walked round behind the desk and began to flick through the few items that were visible to him, settling on examining the desk diary in more detail.

‘Now, let’s see what we have here. Hmm, lots of appointments, but all coded... confidential... interesting.’ He turned over a few pages to see if there were any further clues to his whereabouts, but there was nothing but a series of numbers and letters. His concentration was disturbed by the sound of one of the doors opening. He looked up.

‘Excuse me!’ said the wide-eyed young woman clutching a pile of manilla files to her chest, ‘What in heaven’s name do you think you are doing?’

Jeremy was speechless. He wasn’t bothered about being caught snooping. He was stunned by the sight of the woman before him.

‘Gertie? Gertie Lade?’

‘Yes, that is me, sir, and that,’ she indicated to where he was standing with the diary in hand, ‘is my desk.’

‘Oh, yes, sorry.’ He knew
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