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THOUSANDS OF SMALL PREPARATIONS




Whenever a resident of Lyttleton met them on the street or ran into them by chance, it never occurred to them to attribute any mysterious powers or abilities to the sisters, let alone to say that they had the power of magic. 

And yet, behind closed doors, they were often called witches when something magical happened in our town. 

Yes, we were quick to blame them of all people when we couldn’t explain something strange. The children of our town often made fun of shouting „witches, witches“ after them, only to wake up the next morning with thick warts in the middle of their faces — or worse, even a disfigured face!

Then the only thing left for the parents to do was to go to the sisters’ little shop, Trick or Treat, to stock up on a healing ointment or tincture, or — provided you were brave enough, of course — you could also have your warts discussed there. 

An old witchcraft that is gradually being forgotten, it seems to me! Yes, we could claim a lot about them, but what ultimately corresponded to the truth — the reality — only these three women knew.

But many things were mysterious to us. However, no one dared to go up to them and ask them what it was really about them that everyone called them witches, herbalists, wise old women … For most of the inhabitants of Lyttleton, the three of them were simply suspicious!

So far, this country I’m about to tell you about hasn’t been much in the news, if we disregard the coverage of a landslide, a geyser erupting in the front yard of an ordinary house, or the milk truck breaking through three houses at once, and concentrate on the essentials. 

Welcome to the tranquil harbour town tucked away in a beautiful bay, welcome to Lyttleton, the secret capital of witches in this country also known as New Zealand. Why Lyttleton in particular became a stronghold of witches in the South Pacific region is something no one knows today, if you ask them on the street. The magic associated with it and the many extraordinary things around us have long since belonged to a past that many residents would like to erase from his or her memory completely. 

Although there was still a health food shop run by three sisters on the outskirts of town, where there was more to buy than just ointments, herbal tinctures and other miracle cures, no one wanted to believe in their magic any more. The three sisters had long since become part of the town’s daily scene, and no one was able to say when the three had moved to Lyttleton. Many residents whispered when they met them on the streets, but no one would have dreamed of granting them even the slightest magic ability or even mentioning the word witch. 

For most people, the three sisters were just bizarre or a bit strange, even though the two older sisters must have lived in this town for ages and people were reluctant to admit that there must be more to the rumours, which of course were only told behind closed doors and had been passed on for generations. No one wanted to say it out loud or openly admit that witches lived in Lyttleton.

Moira Grace, Elvira and the younger of them, Gillian, had lived in the old Victorian house on the outskirts of town that they lovingly called their home for ages. After some renovation work, the sisters opened their organic food shop there a long time ago, which, despite all the rumours, attracted numerous customers. These included not only the inhabitants of Lyttleton, most of whom were fishermen or otherwise connected to the harbour — no, the three kept up with the times and had long since been selling their homemade products nationwide via the internet. They were even planning to open more branches. They were also able to win over many foreign customers for their products, and one would think that the sisters were happy and satisfied, but they were not. But what was the reason for the dissatisfaction of Moira Grace in particular, who was well known among the other witches as the so-called head witch or witch councillor? 

Shouldn’t she rather enjoy the fact that they were finally financially independent and were provided for the rest of their time? Never again should the three of them have to worry about how to make a living or pay the enormously high telephone and electricity costs. The telephone costs, in particular, had skyrocketed in the last few years due to the strong growth in internet traffic and the many customer conversations in which they helped each and everyone with advice and action. 

Moira Grace, however, seemed deadly unhappy with this situation, as the three sisters were no longer perceived as witches in the twenty-first century, but rather as life counsellors in difficult situations. How could things have got so out of hand? Were people no longer prepared to believe in miracles and magic? Were they seriously no longer seen, recognised or even cursed and feared as witches for their abilities? 

„It must be the pulse of the times,“ Elvira said one evening when they were in the process of bottling a new tincture against warts. „Nowadays there are completely different people that people are afraid of or aware of.“ 

„But we’ve always been witches,“ sighed Moira Grace, „time can’t change that. Have we allowed ourselves to be so carried away that we don’t stand out?“ 

„We should perhaps demonstrate our power again more often. For far too long we have refrained from riding our brooms or putting a curse on people,“ said Gillian, the youngest of the clan. „I can’t even remember how nice it was to fly towards the stars on a full moon night,“ Elvira said, packing the tincture in a beautiful box destined for her branch in Dunedin. 

„We need to do something about this,“ Moira Grace stamped her foot loudly on the wooden floor, drawing all her sisters’ attention. „A meeting we should call. We haven’t had one of those for many years.“

Gillian and Elvira rose from the table where they had been sitting and looked expectantly into their sister’s dark eyes, which were as pitch black as the night. Moira Grace took out a gold-coloured key that she always wore on her necklace and held it up devoutly with her gnarled fingers for a brief moment. Gingerly, she opened the small drawer on the kitchen counter, which creaked loudly as she slid it open, revealing her black, leather-bound address book in which she had listed all the witches in the country who belonged to Haglot’s worldwide coven. 

Only rarely had Moira Grace needed to access this book. But now the time had come for her entries to become useful again. Almost every self-respecting witch was listed in it and enjoyed the benefits of the coven. There were only about a dozen so-called free witches, to paraphrase politely, as they were no longer worthy of belonging to the coven, who were scattered all over the world and wanted no part of it all. They preferred to pursue their own goals and had nowhere near the problems that plagued the three sisters, as well as all the rest of this brood.

These few rebels who had not joined the coven were undoubtedly still recognised and regarded as witches by the people, as they probably fulfilled every stereotype: They mostly lived as a hermit on the outskirts of town or even hidden in the forest, secluded from the other inhabitants of a town. Of course, they always had a black cat and the obligatory broom at hand when strangers approached, and these women were not exactly blessed with beauty. They were still considered true witches by the people, and so no one suspected that there were many more of them, who had now blended into society as a matter of course. 

It had long become chic for a modern witch to live in a nice house, and some of them had even broken the taboo and started a family, which was undoubtedly fraught with many worries. These modern witches were now increasingly found in fashion boutiques or even in advertising agencies, banks, companies and societies that were not necessarily assumed to be run by a witch of all people. But the three sisters had also recognised the ravages of time many years ago and founded their empire of beauty ointments and tinctures. Was this decision now going to come back to haunt them?

„Now then, my dear sisters,“ said Moira Grace as she flipped through the many hundreds of pages of her booklet, „let us invite everyone here. Yes, let us invite everyone to Lyttleton to discuss this new time with them. It’s time for a new witch convention.“

And as luck would have it, just at that moment there was a thunderclap and Moira Grace rose from her chair and extended her right index finger, lighting all the candles in the gloomy brolly kitchen of the house as if by magic — how typical!

Her eyes twinkled diabolically and her two sisters also stretched their hands up in anticipation of this congress. The kitchen shone in bright candlelight and another rumble of thunder could be heard from the distance. 

„Very well, my dear sisters, there is still much work to be done,“ Moira Grace said triumphantly, sitting back down in her thin red leather chair at the head of the long table. „There are invitations to be written, a suitable room to be found and all the other arrangements to be made. There is a lot of work ahead.“

„Oh, how nice it would be now to have a Hansel to give us a hand. Those days are unfortunately gone once and for all,“ Elvira said disappointedly, „when we could still help ourselves to Haglot’s gullible pupils. Now we’ll have to do all the work ourselves.“

For information, we (the authors of this most magical saga of all times) would like to note that even among witches it was frowned upon to use spells when it came to writing personal invitations, especially as these were intended for a witch convention. However, many of them were so snobbish that they used spells for any activity, and that was a thorn in the side of many. 

So the three sisters had no choice but to spend days and weeks writing invitations themselves with a fine pen. Only a few of their allied comrades-in-arms possessed a secure email address and so they completely refrained from inviting people to the witch congress electronically as well. This possibility was far too dangerous, the emails could have been intercepted and read by unauthorised persons. They wanted to exclude this from the outset and so they left it to the internet to cause new turmoil worldwide with a few new attempts at worms and viruses. The sisters practised this and not infrequently made fun of annoying other internet users or customers who had become a nuisance. It was a kind of compensation for their existence as witches, which had become boring — well, who needs it!




The very next morning, the sisters set about making paper from freshly harvested hemp plants, just as the witches’ handbook stipulated. That book described in detail what had to be observed in the preparation of a large witch congress, and so the three sisters needed several days and nights just for the production of the paper and the ink. For the witch ink, first of all, numerous freshly caught frogs had to be milked, from whose secretion the sisters could then obtain the basis of their very special ink. Only frogs caught after the night of a full moon could be used for this purpose, and not every frog was suitable for the production of magical ink. They had to be the very best specimens of their kind to obtain enough ink for the many hundreds of invitations in sufficient quantity. For the ink that was mixed had to be used equally for all the writing work and was only allowed to run out with the last line.

After Elvira and Gillian had gathered the frogs, they made a whole bottle of the finest witch’s ink, which they now used to inscribe the hemp paper made by Moira Grace. With freshly plucked goose feathers, cut at an angle at the tip to better absorb the ink, the invitations were lovingly written and stamped with the seal of the coven. The secret of this ink was that the writing only became visible when a witch held the invitation in her hands. This ensured that this delicate mail did not fall into the wrong hands if a letter was lost or a postman was all too curious and wanted to know what was in the beautiful envelopes.

Elvira was beaming as she finished the last invitation with the very last stroke of the pen and the last bit of witch’s ink. Her younger sister Gillian was now entrusted with the task of putting the carefully designed invitations into their pre-made envelopes before Moira Grace closed them with black sealing wax and sealed them with her large witch ring. 

Of course, they had written on the envelopes with a different ink, because otherwise, the many postmen in the country would have had problems delivering them on time.

After three long weeks of diligent work, all the witches of the coven were sent a personal invitation, and many hundreds of hands opened their mail almost simultaneously. Witches all over the country heard this call with great enthusiasm, so that they also replied with a letter in the most polite manner, and so the three sisters received mail back by the sackful. 

The small post office in Lyttleton had provided a basket, especially for the sisters, in which the letters were collected daily and Moira Grace herself received them in the following days. After another week, they had all the confirmations, and Elvira wanted to take care of the social programme as soon as possible. 

A large hall had to be found, preferably in a hotel, of course, where they could accommodate their guests. The individual menus on these days had to be discussed and prepared, and an appropriate leisure programme also had to be set up, as the modern witch of today was no longer satisfied just with the fact that they were all meeting again after so many years. 

The witches by no means wanted to spend their time only in the hotel rooms, with the typical conversation and exchange of recipes and magic formulas. That might have been adequate many years ago, but they too had long since discovered the twenty-first century for themselves and thus all the advantages of this fast-moving time. Even if this was increasingly gnawing at the witches’ faces.

However, the search for a suitable hotel turned out to be quite difficult, as the sisters wanted to hold their congress not far from their house, but the small harbour town of Lyttleton did not have too many accommodations suitable for a witch apart from a few private guesthouses and holiday homes. 

So Elvira set off with Gillian for the next largest town, which was just fifteen minutes, or rather seven air miles, from Lyttleton by witch’s broom. However, as they were travelling by day and didn’t want to cause too much of a surprise, the pair decided to bring their old car forward for the journey. It was an ancient Ford from the 1940s, with its black paintwork and leather inventory quite worthy of a witch. 

No doubt they were to bring the vehicle safely to Christchurch, and so the sisters loaded a wooden box into the narrow boot so that they could use it in the big city to give presents to the negotiating partners — or also to make them compliant if necessary. In this box were fragrant soaps, just like the ones you could buy in their shop. But they had slightly changed the recipe for the soaps intended especially for the negotiations. 

If a lady or a gentleman who was well-disposed towards them was to wash with it, this dominion would smell magical and the respective partner would succumb to a very special charm that one could not resist. But woe betide anyone who had nothing left for the sisters’ plans and suggestions: this person would then, in the truest sense of the word, experience their blue miracle if they nevertheless used this soap. Their whole body would smell so strongly of rotten eggs that their loved ones would leave immediately and only come back after a week when the scent had gone — but that only happened if this person showered at least three times a day.

However, the sisters did not expect to meet any form of resistance or even to have any difficulty in calling in their plans according to Moira Grace’s precisely specified wishes. They therefore set off on their journey in elation and drove the aged Ford into the centre of Christchurch. Their shop’s logo was emblazoned on the rear window and doors, and so the parking attendant also recognised the two women as they searched for a suitable parking space. But everyone could also hear the roar of the old engine from afar. They also had an irresistible smell behind them. 

„Of course, you can park in my car park,“ said Roger, the parking attendant and owner of this property, which was not far from the large market square in front of the cathedral. „My wife had such great success with your new tincture that her warts disappeared the very night she applied it.“

Malicious tongues, however, claimed that the witches were responsible for these warts and always spread them when they flew over the roofs with their brooms. But this rumour could never be proven that the three sisters knew very well how to use their shop lucratively and profitably for themselves — but that’s just by the way. 

„Oh, that’s very nice of you, Roger,“ Elvira praised his helpfulness and therefore handed him one of the precious soaps. „Your wife will be very happy about that. Just put the soap next to your washbasin this evening.“

„Thank you very much, I appreciate it,“ Roger said and let the bar of soap disappear into his jacket pocket. „My wife loves your soaps and swears by your products. How long are you going to park here?“

„Probably for several hours,“ Gillian calculated, glancing at her watch. „Is that possible?“

„For both of you, always. I’ll polish your car in the meantime and guard it like the apple of my eye,“ Roger said and handed Elvira the appropriate parking ticket. Elvira was already pulling out her leather and bloated wallet to pay the daily rate of eight New Zealand dollars, but Roger refused to be paid for his services. 

„No, don’t,“ he said charmingly. „Keep your money in your pocket, please. A wart-free and fragrant woman is priceless.“

„Oh, how right you are,“ Gillian replied, putting the box of soaps on a small trolley, the kind you see older people use to take their shopping home. 

„Isn’t this box too heavy for you?“ the worried Roger wanted to know, but Elvira waved it off and said that it hadn’t started to rust yet.




The sisters walked purposefully towards one of the larger hotels in the city and demanded to speak to the manager there. The hotel’s porter, however, did not even want to let them into the large hall at first, as they looked with their trolley as if they had just come from the supermarket, and food they had brought themselves was frowned upon in this hotel. 

„But ladies, where are you going?“ the porter stopped them and permanently prevented them from entering the hotel. 

„How dare you?“ Elvira hissed back angrily and immediately wanted to speak to the manager. „We want to book a lot of rooms here,“ she continued, excitedly waving a whole bunch of banknotes around. „Do we look like beggars? Well, and even if we do, isn’t the guest in your house still the king or, as in our case, the queen?“ 

Gillian whispered to her sister to put all the money back in her pocket as soon as possible. In the twenty-first century, it was no longer adequate to pay with cash. Now plastic money in the form of credit cards is preferred everywhere. 

„Well then, young man, go ahead and report us to your superior,“ Elvira said in a quiet but insistent voice. „After all, we don’t want to put down roots here.“

Excitedly, the doorman rang the bell in the manager’s office and announced the two women, but instead of escorting them there, he had them take the lift to the top floor. Just as the door of the lift opened, the manager came to meet them, trying to apologise for the mishap at the entrance.

„I apologise so much, but we haven’t had this porter for too long,“ the manager bowed to the sisters and gave them both a kiss on the hand, as ladies still liked to do. 

„Your porter will probably not hold that position for much longer,“ Elvira said, making it sound like a self-fulfilling prophecy, after which she appropriately introduced herself and her sister. 

These names did look familiar to the manager, so he asked if their ancestors had been guests of the hotel. He had taken over the hotel from his father only a few years ago, and he from his father before that.

„Oh, how lovely! Then the hotel is still family-owned, yes?“, Elvira rejoiced at the fact that probably little had changed at this hotel. 

„That’s right,“ Mr Cutter replied, „the hotel is still run by our family, even though we have belonged to a Japanese group of investors for years. They once saved our hotel from decay, because many years ago a big fire had caused quite a lot of damage. Without foreign capital, we would have had to abandon the hotel and demolish it, so the Japanese came just in time. But please, sit down,“ the manager asked the sisters when they reached the spacious office on the upper floor. „May I offer you something to drink?“

Ashamed, Elvira looked at the hand-knotted blue oriental carpet that covered the entire room and suddenly felt remorse. She could remember all too well what had triggered the fire back then. Almost exactly fifty years ago, Moira Grace had invited to a meeting. 

No, not what you might think! 

It was not a black mass, but more a show of how the witches earned their money in modern times. Because the witches also increasingly needed recognised means of payment to be able to make a living. No witch was able to conjure up gold or even money. Well, to cut a long story short, an electric witch’s broom caused a short circuit in the hotel at that time and the right wing as well as the banqueting hall almost burnt out completely. It quickly became clear to all the witches present that not every innovation should find its way into their lives, and instead, they went back to the tried and tested.

A hand-made straw broom was easier to control anyway when you flew with it over the roofs of the towns and had to dodge the odd chimney or aerial mast. Due to the panic of the fire, all the witches fled the country hastily at that time, without thinking of the owner of the hotel. With a little magic and spit, the hotel could certainly have been restored to its origins. But somehow, at that time, a witch was still exposed to the danger of being recognised as such and then possibly burned. So the witches preferred to flee. Fortunately, Moira Grace had not come with them. She would have literally sunk into the ground with guilt. Yes, even witches are subject to human characteristics, more than some witches would like.

„Tea,“ Elvira startled when the manager of the hotel asked again for her drink request. „Tea please, with plenty of sugar and some cream.“ 

„I’m happy to join you in that,“ Gillian also expressed her desire. 

„Fine,“ said Mr Cutter and passed the order on to his secretary over the intercom.

„What can I do for you ladies? There must be a reason why you want to talk to me.“

„Quite!“ Elvira began to explain, „We would like to rent an entire hotel for a conference, and your hotel seems to us to be the ideal place for it.“ 

„Oh, a convention? Well, we haven’t had a convention for a long time,“ Mr Cutter was pleased with the ladies’ choice because such an event would put an enormous amount of money into the empty coffers. „What kind of convention is it, may I ask?“ 

Elvira searched for the right words, but Gillian beat her to it and said succinctly: „A conference of beauticians. We want to meet because we want to launch new products.“ 

„Yes, that’s right, a beauty convention,“ Elvira smiled and sipped her teacup, which had just been handed to her by the secretary. Gillian also picked up her teacup and sipped the hot tea before putting it down as she wanted to hand the manager two soaps. „Why don’t you try our latest creation, and please don’t forget to give one of these soaps to your porter as well,“ Gillian said, placing the two identical bars of soap on the manager’s large desk. 

„Oh, thank you very much for this kind attention, someone will certainly be pleased,“ said the manager and took the soaps. He put them by his side for the time being. „When do you want to rent the entire hotel for your upcoming conference and for how many days?“ 

„Well, the next possible date would be very welcome to us, as time is a little short,“ Elvira said, flicking through her diary. „The coming month would be superb for us. We would like to have the hotel on the last Friday of April. And then for the whole weekend, if that’s feasible for you.“ 

„Let me just check to see how many bookings we already have for this time,“ Mr Cutter politely excused himself and took a long look at his monitor. After pondering for a while, he said: „You’re really lucky, ladies, we only have three bookings for this weekend, but we can move them to another hotel.“ 

What the manager did not mention, however, was the fact that the hotel would have to hand over many more guests to other hotels, but Mr Cutter kept quiet about the fact that he was desperate to get this big order for his hotel. 

„What kind of arrangement did you have in mind?“ the manager wanted to know, as the dollar sign was already sparkling in his eyes. 

„Just a moment,“ Elvira said, taking the long list that Moira Grace had made especially for this purpose out of her coat pocket. „Those are our conditions. Of course, you can still read through the list at your leisure and then let us know by phone if there are any questions about the individual points,“ Elvira continued and laid the list, almost a metre long, on the manager’s table. 

„I just hope you agree to our demands as we want to get everything else in place as soon as possible.“ 

Mr Cutter glanced over the paper presented to him and then rolled it up and placed it in the top drawer of his desk. Then he said to the sisters: „There is nothing that cannot be arranged or realised in some way. Please give me one day for my calculation, then I can tell you exactly at what price I can let you have our house. That should no longer be a problem for you. Your accommodation and other premises are thus guaranteed.“ 

„We are very grateful for your generous cooperation,“ Gillian said and handed the manager her business card so that he could call her first thing in the morning. 

„Ah, I see you live in Lyttleton. What a lovely spot of earth,“ Mr Cutter reminisced. 

The sisters, who immediately left, had the tongue to go into more detail about possible memories, but they preferred to remain silent about what had happened to this man and his family many years ago. There were still so many things to do and to take care of. 

„Wait, ladies, I’ll bring you out.“ Together they rode the aged lift to the reception floor and walked through the large hall towards the street. The door was opened for them by the porter, whose manners were highly questionable. 

„I wish you a successful and beautiful day,“ Mr Cutter said goodbye to the sisters, who waved and turned off at the next intersection with their little trolley. Wringing his hands, the manager stood on the steps in front of his hotel, confident that he had closed a big deal. In a good mood, he went back to the porter, reached into his jacket pocket and handed him one of the two bars of soap. 

„I don’t know what you earned this gift for, but the two ladies insisted that you be given it too. Here you are!“

Embarrassed, the porter reached for the bar of soap and put it in his pocket without comment. He was only able to shrug at his boss, so ashamed was he of his faux pas. 

„Don’t let this happen to me again,“ Mr Cutter said quite clearly, „we need clientele like these ladies.“

The porter nodded in concern and opened the door to the hotel for his boss.




That day, Elvira and Gillian arranged with a travel agency for a couple of transfer buses to transport the guests and their luggage from the airport to the hotel. It was not reasonable for the witches to have to find their own taxis when they arrived. 

Some would certainly not have minded flying to the hotel on their broom as well, but they wanted to avoid at all costs that their secret plan would be doomed to failure prematurely just because there might be a transport problem. Elvira remembered all too fondly the last big gathering, when countless black carriages had been driven all over town and there had been almost not enough horses to pull the carriages. „That was a great spectacle,“ she said to Gillian, who was not yet a member of the witch council at that time and had been appointed as a helper instead. 

„Hundreds of carriages parked in front of the hotel have already caused quite a stir, although we are always careful to keep our meetings secret. It is far too horrible to imagine that someone would find out about it and want to destroy us all in one fell swoop. At least that’s what we thought many years ago when the big fire broke out in the hotel. We thought that the crowd wanted to wipe us out once and for all, and so, without thinking of the consequences for the hotel, we fled in all directions. The blame for the fire lay solely with Agatha, who had presented an electronic broom at the fair. Well, you know the rest.“

„But what happened to Agatha?“, Gillian wanted to know, knowing that Agatha also lived somewhere in New Zealand. 

„Since that incident, we have excluded her from our community and you have succeeded her on the Witch Council. Agatha now lives a very secluded life outside Christchurch. Where exactly, even I don’t know. In any case, we never saw her again after that, and Moira Grace has completely crossed her off her list and out of her memory. So she won’t be coming to the big witch convention. But that should no longer grieve you, my dear sister. Let us rather go home and tell Moira Grace of our successes.“




Since their box had no more bars of soap for further negotiations anyway, the two decided to continue their errands in the morning and walked back to the car park. Roger was already waiting for them there and had, in his opinion, good news for them. 

„In your absence, I have allowed my children to clean your windows. I certainly hope you don’t mind,“ Roger reported, holding the car door open for the two ladies. A slight gag flashed over Elvira and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She would have liked to roar at the top of her voice and stomp poor Roger into the ground unpointed, but then she hesitated and only said, „Well, what can I object to now? But you should avoid children washing our car in future. Its paintwork is very sensitive.“

„Yes, his paint is very sensitive,“ Gillian repeated and started the car. 

„Goodbye, ladies,“ Roger said, and the sisters waved their hands politely. At the same moment, a fresh breeze roared through the city and the first dark clouds formed in the sky. A mighty storm was brewing, accompanied by thunder, and Roger sought shelter in his keeper’s cottage, which was covered with a thin sheet of corrugated iron. 

It suddenly poured rain and Gillian switched on the windscreen wipers. 

They drove quickly back to Lyttleton, where Moira Grace was already waiting for them. 

„Don’t tell me kids touched our car?“

„Terrible, isn’t it? Anyway, the rain has made it clean again,“ Elvira said and got out of the car. 

Gillian parked the car in the garage and took the empty box back into the house. „We need new soaps. Our supply is exhausted.“

„Well then, just as well I spent the afternoon making new soaps,“ said Moira Grace, referring to the work she had done, which she was about to wrap in beautiful tissue paper. 

„Was it busy in our shop today?“ asked Elvira, putting a kettle of tea water on the fireplace. 

„Just seven customers spread over the whole day, that is One young woman asked me if I could tell her the future with tarot cards.“

„What did you say to that?“ giggled Gillian, who had already put some biscuits on a plate for tea. 

„Very simple! I told her that she had come to the wrong place. But she should rather trust in her destined fate and not get her hopes up or even worry too much. She would have a good life, blah, blah, blah … After that she was satisfied and even took a little something with her. What do people think of us?“

„Yes, it’s time we do something about that. Just imagine, my dear Moira Grace, we are not even given a proper welcome these days. The porter of the hotel didn’t even want to let us in at first.“

„Did you at least give him a soap?“

„Sure,“ Elvira giggled and took the kettle with the boiling water from the fireplace. 

„The way everyone deserves it!“ 

The other two sisters also had to laugh out loud now, as they knew exactly what was in store for the poor guy. Afterwards, they enjoyed their afternoon tea together, as it had been part of the daily procedure for ages.

Delicious herbal tea and freshly baked ginger biscuits had long been part of the well-organised life of the three sisters, and so their shop was always closed punctually at five o’clock in the evening for a convivial get-together. 

In this cosy circle, the sisters then discussed their plans but also their wishes, and so the three of them mastered their exquisite life, which seemed to function at its best. 

„Has the new hotel manager acceded to all our demands?“, Moira Grace wanted to know as she bit into her ginger biscuit with relish.

„I have presented him with the list of our wishes. He will inform us tomorrow morning at the latest about what we will have to pay for the booking,“ Elvira said and reached for another biscuit.

To outsiders, these teatimes looked as if the finest English ladies were meeting here for tea and a little chat. However, those who knew these three sisters a little better or even closer, knew that they were not infrequently plotting something or even making terrible plans. But more about that later!

„I just hope the new manager doesn’t still have the old records,“ Gillian feared, dipping her biscuit into the tea. „He’d find out that we booked the hotel for the witch fair back then.“ 

„No way,“ Moira Grace said loftily. „The records were destroyed with the fire, I’ll bet. And besides, our brother made sure his memories were erased.“ 

„But he could somehow remember our names,“ Elvira agreed, a little worried, „the grandfather might have told the young man some stories from the past.“ 

„So what if we have,“ replied Moira Grace, „who would believe that we have survived the decades without ageing noticeably? I’m sure it was just the name that seemed familiar to him, but that’s all we have to worry about. I’m looking forward to him calling us tomorrow and telling us what strange effect the soap had on him. Were you able to arrange the transfer from the airport to the hotel?“ 

„Yes, we were able to get a bus company interested in this purpose, who makes his buses available quite cheaply for this purpose. Unfortunately, he didn’t have any carriages left, as you had originally planned,“ said Gillian and handed Moira Grace the bus company’s offer, which was already in writing. 

„Oh, what a pity! Carriages would have been very nice, but so be it! The main thing is that our friends get to the hotel comfortably,“ Moira Grace said and put the note with the offer in a special folder she had created especially for the meeting. „All that is left for us to do now is to start preparing the leisure activities, as well as putting together the individual menus. Ludmilla from Masterton has agreed to take charge of this. She has been running a very successful catering service in Masterton for years and has sent me a list of ingredients. We have to make sure we get everything she needs. If necessary, we will have to get one or two herbs fresh ourselves if the traders in town do not have them in stock. Please remember, when you visit the merchant tomorrow, to also give out soaps generously again.“ 

„Sure, dear sister! Where would we be without our soaps?“ Elvira giggled and went into the shop with Gillian to restock the shelves for tomorrow. 

Moira Grace, on the other hand, studied her Book of Shadows and sat down in her beloved rocking chair by the window of the large kitchen. From there, she overlooked the entire harbour promenade and enjoyed the tranquil hustle and bustle on her doorstep.

In the evening hours, the three sisters tried out some new recipes as well as magic formulas. To do this, they stood around the large copper cauldron located at the far end of the kitchen and handed each other the ingredients, as they wanted to brew some kind of refreshing lemonade. Something very special had to be found for their nasty plan — something that all the children would immediately love with great enthusiasm but above all also consume. 

The three sisters had only half a year left for the development, production and nationwide distribution. It was more than advisable to convene a large witch congress, as many witches had taken up important positions in recent years and were expected to contribute their part to the success of this terrible plan with new knowledge and skills. 

It had long been no longer so easy to cause confusion or a stir with a spell, but that was precisely their common goal. People should once again perceive them for what they were: Witches. Feared witches. But they also wanted to attract attention again. The witches had been waiting for this for far too long, and they were all so tired of being completely lost in society as a whimsical shopkeeper, an enthusiastic cook catering, or simply as the friendly lady next door who probably couldn’t hurt anyone. 

But it was precisely these ladies who would take off their socially acceptable masquerade in the dark, hole up in their closets and spin plans or brew foul-smelling soups with which they could cause great mischief. Well aware of their effects, these witches bottled their potions, brewed soups and juices and occasionally placed them on the doorsteps of unsuspecting people, who took the bottles and consumed them without even thinking about the consequences of what they might be or who they came from. The witches often enjoyed observing the suffering from a distance, to bring a little entertainment into their often dreary lives. 

It did not matter to them what mischief they brought upon the respective person, and they no longer shied away from children either. Children were even their favourite victims and that had very special reasons: Haglot! 

A particular speciality was their flights of warts and spots, which they flew over the roofs of the town on their brooms. Whenever the witches flew over the houses, often at random, the children woke up the following morning with hideous warts on their fingers and feet or had large red spots all over their bodies that took weeks to disappear. The witches were amused by this suffering until one day Moira Grace demanded that this activity could be used more constructively. From then on, these flights were only permitted if they promised profit to a business run by witches. 

Now guess why the sisters’ wart ointment was so successful and became a real bestseller. After all, witches earn money with their miracle cures and magic potions. But now back to the events in the Moore House after the sisters’ nightly excursion came to an end.





HERE COMES CHARLY




The new day was full of work. Moira Grace made a list for her sisters to work through. She wanted to stay in the shop and take care of the customers, who were again asking for all kinds of ointments and tinctures in large numbers that morning. The sisters’ night out had once again had an effect and the shop’s cash register was ringing off the hook every ten minutes. 

Quickly, the supplies had shrunk by half and Moira Grace would spend the later afternoon restocking the empty shelves with fresh produce. To do so, they had cooked many potions the previous night and filled them into their jars. 

Elvira and Gillian drove down the list in the old Ford and were able to tick off all the preparations one by one. Only some ingredients they couldn’t get from the trader in town for the life of them, so they had to work on their own to find them in the coming nights. But this promised to be a lot of fun again, as they wanted to master these tasks on their brooms. 

Late in the afternoon, the young hotel manager called Moore House and confirmed Moira Grace’s three-day booking for the entire hotel. All the requested wishes were no problem for him and he would send a messenger to bring her the necessary documents. 

However, he would very much appreciate it if she could then pay a fifty percent deposit later in the week, and besides, he would like to meet Moira Grace in person, as she was such a good customer after all.

„I’d love to,“ said Moira Grace, already looking forward to meeting the offspring of the hotel family, who had been just a little boy of seven when they last met many years ago. 

I wonder if he can still remember me. But no, thought Moira Grace, that was far too long ago and his father has already died — and with him, hopefully, all the bad memories of the incidents of the last few years. I hope he took them all to his grave. 




A boy of about ten years old entered the Lyttleton shop and Moira Grace struggled hard not to throw up on the spot. She hated children through and through and even more so when they entered the shop without their parents. Preferably, she appreciated customers who did not bring their pests into the shop in the first place. They had no business here. But the boy walked purposefully towards her and held out his hand.

„Hello, I’m Charly. My father sent me. I’m supposed to bring you some papers.“ 

„Oh yes, what documents?“, Moira Grace hissed and had great difficulty suppressing her gag reflex. For her, children had always had a smell about them that she just couldn’t stand. 

„Well, the one from the hotel,“ Charly said and wondered why Moira Grace didn’t shake his hand in greeting. 

„My father is the manager of the hotel.“ 

„Well, well,“ Moira Grace said, inspecting this lanky little fellow from head to toe. „Put the papers on the counter, please. I’ll look through them later.“ 

Charly obeyed this request and placed the envelope with the documents on the counter in front of Moira Grace. „My father is already looking forward to meeting you. May I tell him when you want to come to him?“ 

Moira Grace took a step back and then said a little excitedly, „Please tell your father that I will come to see him on Friday morning, around eleven o’clock. Will you please do that?“ 

„Sure,“ Charly replied and looked around the small shop a little more closely.

„Don’t you have to go again? Don’t you have more errands to run?“ Moira Grace wanted to get rid of her unloved guest as quickly as possible and pointed to the shop door with the inscription Trick or Treat. 

„An interesting shop you have here,“ Charly said and looked closer at a few vials. „What exactly do you sell here?“

„Cosmetics for beauty,“ Moira Grace stammered, „so nothing you’d be interested in, my little brat.“ To get Charly out of the shop as quickly as possible, Moira Grace placed a bottle of lemonade and a brownie on the counter for the boy and said, „Here’s a little refreshment for you. Take them with you and please give my regards to your father.“

Charly took the green bottle politely said goodbye and thanked for the drink. 

„Goodbye!“

„Better not, you little worm,“ Moira Grace muttered as she pushed the shop door back into the lock behind Charly. 

For seconds, Moira Grace stood rooted to the spot and then first pulled on a pair of black gloves to place the envelope in a drawer under her cash register. Then she reached for a feather duster and cleaned every single surface that the boy had touched with his paws. 

Terrible, these children! 

Everything they have to touch or take in their hands! 

The shop door opened again and two young women came in. From one second to the next, Moira Grace beamed again and put on her familiar smile. 

After all, she had customers. Paying customers.

„What can I help you with?“ Moira Grace asked the two women who had probably never been in her shop before. Shyly and somewhat quietly, the women asked for a remedy to reduce their cellulite, as they were going to the beach with friends at the weekend and were ashamed of their wavy hips and thighs. 

„This can help you,“ Moira Grace said and pulled out a tin from one of the upper shelves. „Our female customers swear by this cream,“ Moira Grace said and opened the tin so that the two women could smell it. 

But they recoiled when they realised the strong scent of the cream and wanted to thankfully decline. 

„Don’t be put off by the scent, this cream works wonders,“ Moira Grace said, taking a walnut-sized amount on her gnarled fingers and spreading it on the thigh of one of the women. 

„Just look, Sara, how quickly it absorbs,“ the woman was amazed and stroked her hand over the area that had just been treated. It was so smooth and soft that the women no longer hesitated and became enthusiastic about this product. 

In addition to this cream, they bought a tincture against brittle fingernails and were very impressed by the rich offer of the shop.

„Do you make these products yourself?“ the women wanted to know and were only too happy to pay the horrendous price for their beauty. 

„Certainly. According to old family recipes,“ Moira Grace said, delighted with this new customer catch. „I’ll enclose a few more samples for you. Believe me, you’ll be thrilled.“ 

„Oh yes, we’re convinced of that,“ said the two women in unison and said goodbye shortly afterwards with the words: 

„From now on you can count us among your customers.“

 „Please recommend us to others. Thank you very much for your purchase!“

Of course, these two women would also be her regular customers from now on. For once a witch’s ointment had been applied, one could not help it, as the body kept asking for these products. If one simply stopped using some of the witch’s brew, the complaints would return many times over. This was the price the almost exclusively female customers had to accept for their temporary beauty. Beauty was and is only a perishable commodity that people try to preserve or delay with all kinds of cunning. It was precisely people’s vanity that the Moore sisters took advantage of and kept bringing new products onto the market.

What woman did not want to be beautiful to please her husband or society? Just a few years ago, water and soap were enough to take care of one’s body, but the demands grew more and more and the cash registers of enterprising witches all over the world rang.




Just in time for teatime, Elvira and Gillian also returned from their errands in town and had plenty to report. Moira Grace had just taken delicious ginger biscuits out of the oven, the aroma had spread throughout the house, when the two sisters came in the front door and brought lots of supplies into the kitchen. 

„Imagine, Moira Grace, there is hardly a trader left in town who offers fresh products,“ Elvira scolded and put a box of dried chillies in the pantry. „A lot of things are only sold in tins these days and no one can tell you what additives, preservatives or colourings are actually in them. We will have to get some fresh just before the congress, because no one can get me to buy a tin can, let alone eat its contents.“ 

„That’s right, dear sister,“ Moira Grace said, glad that her younger sisters were sticking to old principles, despite the rapid developments of the last decades. 

„I guess there’s nothing better than your garden or someone else’s,“ Gillian said, putting on some tea water. „Did you have a nice day?“ 

„Oh, imagine that,“ Moira Grace reported and sat down at the kitchen table. „Mr Cutter sent me his son as a messenger today. The boy did have the nerve to enter our shop.“ 

„He didn’t touch you, did he?“ 

„No way! The boy only brought us the documents for the booking. But this boy seems very curious to me. I will then go to town myself on Friday to make a deposit, the good man insists. Otherwise, he has been accommodating to our every wish and idea. He has even accepted that we want to change the hotel’s staff with our people.“ 

„It’s much safer that way too,“ Gillian said, adding some herbal mixture to the tea water. „Last time there were just far too many mishaps due to the over-zealous and nosy hotel staff. Oh, I’d rather not even think about what would have happened if we had been recognised then. In this century, I’m sure we would have been burned at the stake immediately.“ 

„Most definitely,“ Moira Grace smiled, enjoying one of her freshly baked ginger biscuits. „Fortunately, these days we are in a better position and people are pursuing other monsters instead. Do we have enough soaps left for Friday when I’m going into town?“ 

„These should be enough for you, dear sister. How on earth did you get rid of that rascal again? You didn’t lock him up in our cellar, did you?“ asked Elvira, secretly looking forward to a feast. 

„No, Mr Cutter would have missed him right away and would certainly have had us look for him first,“ said Moira Grace, „but I gave him one of our lemonades to try. I’m already curious to see how the boy will react to it.“ 

„We need to come up with something that all the kids will like equally if we’re going to hit Halloween,“ Gillian interjected, already having some ideas about how to do it. 

„Let’s wait for the congress, I’m sure many ideas will come together there,“ said Elvira, and Moira Grace agreed with her nodding, „after all, we want to hear what our esteemed comrades-in-arms have to say about this.“ 




In the nights that followed, the Moore sisters set out on their witches’ brooms, as not all the herbs and ingredients for the festive menus grew in their home garden. They scoured the entire South Island bag by bag until they had gathered everything together and were able to prepare some for Ludmilla from Masterton. Sometimes the sisters were so heavily loaded that they flew very low over the many houses and sometimes even touched the roof truss or the chimney with their brooms. 

They used these trips to distribute their new advertising leaflets on the island. Whenever they hit a roof particularly hard, one of them would put an advertising leaflet and sometimes even a small sample in the letterbox.

One thing you had to give the sisters credit for: They were always enterprising! Sometimes, however, it happened that nocturnal pedestrians saw strange shadows or the sisters themselves moving through the night sky, illuminated by the weak moonlight. But these passers-by usually just shook their heads vigorously and thought that they had been taken in by a mirage or their imagination. Who would have believed these people if they had claimed that they had seen three witches on their brooms? They would have been quickly labelled as crazy and so they preferred to keep quiet, even if sometimes they pondered for nights on end whether they shouldn’t perhaps report something about their sightings.

And there was one house the sisters should have avoided. For there lived a person who had long been on the trail of the wild goings-on. But more about that later.

On Friday morning, Moira Grace set off for the city in person, while her sisters took care of the shop and the numerous orders that had come in from all over the country. The hype had been building for a few days and not a quarter of an hour went by without at least one customer entering the shop — not to mention the many parcels they had to deliver.

They had arranged with the Lyttleton post office to have a postman pick up the huge number of orders every afternoon so that they would be on their way to their customers the same day. This was something they had never done before and they were amazed at how smoothly it worked and how quickly everything developed.

The sisters were already worried that they would not be able to keep up with restocking the shelves of the shop. Therefore, the idea of possibly hiring a helper came to mind. Tonight they were going to ask Moira Grace about it. Elvira and Gillian thought it was a good idea, although Moira Grace always had rvations about having a stranger in the house.




Shortly before eleven o’clock, Moira Grace parked the old Ford directly in front of the hotel and hoped that it could stay there. With hurried steps, she walked up the few steps and had hoped to meet the doorman, but there was neither a doorman nor anyone else that morning who could have taken care of her car. 

Slightly puzzled, she walked towards the reception where a nice young lady was sorting the guests’ mail and did not notice Moira Grace at first. Moira Grace tapped the hotel bell with her left hand and the young lady turned on her heels. 

„Oh, excuse me. I didn’t even notice that someone came in the door. What can I do for you?“ 

„I have an appointment with the manager of the hotel. Please register Moira Grace Moore from Lyttleton with him,“ she said politely and let her eyes wander through the large hotel hall. Hardly anything had changed about this hotel. It still had that special charm that Moira Grace had always appreciated. 

„You can wait over there on the sofa, my lady,“ said the nice lady, pointing to an upholstered corner not far from the lift. „You will be received in a moment. May I perhaps bring you something to drink?“ 

„No, better not. I’m sure I won’t have to wait long,“ said Moira Grace and sat down on the soft sofa, so that she always kept an eye on the lift, but also on the grand staircase. But even if she had had to wait longer, Moira Grace would never have accepted anything from strangers, not even a glass of water. For far too often in the past, people had tried to poison her to break the coven. So she always had to be on her guard when she was alone among strangers. 

But in this hotel, she felt right at home. Numerous memories flashed through her mind as she waited for minutes to be greeted by Mr Cutter. Finally — after thirteen minutes — the secretary came shooting out of the lift and ran towards Moira Grace. 

„You must be Mrs Moore.“ 

„Please, call me Moira Grace.“ 

„Of course, as you wish. Please follow me. Mr Cutter is already waiting for you in his office.“ 

Together they went to the top floor, taciturn but with a smile on their lips, and the secretary directed her to the office and asked if she could perhaps bring something to drink. The office was at the end of the long corridor. But again, the same reaction. 

„For now, I don’t want anything to drink, thank you very much!“

The secretary opened the large wooden double door to the manager’s office and, after entering, disappeared into the adjoining room on the left. Now Moira Grace and the manager were alone in this room — at least she thought and was already about to pull her black gloves off her hands. 

But suddenly Moira Grace stopped and kept her gloves on for the time being because she saw the manager’s son lying on a small leather sofa in a corner. The boy immediately jumped up and once again wanted to shake her hand in greeting. Only reluctantly did she offer Charly her right hand, protected only by the delicate black glove. Charly tucked in neatly and said, „Have a good morning.“ 

Spiritedly and with a put-on smile, Moira Grace replied, „Have a nice day too. But shouldn’t you be in school?“ 

„Charly isn’t feeling very well today, so he’s helping me out a bit at the hotel for a change,“ said Mr Cutter, now holding out his hand to Moira Grace. „He gets bored all too quickly at home. My Charly is a very inquisitive boy.“ 

Moira Grace wrinkled her nose, took off her glove and now extended her bare hand to the manager: „Gidday!“ 

„Please take a seat,“ Mr Cutter invited Moira Grace, who then gracefully settled into the armchair in front of the desk. „I do hope everything is to your satisfaction. Is there anything that needs to be clarified?“ 

„Everything is fine so far,“ Moira Grace said, avoiding even a glance at Charly, who had sat down on the chair next to her — how rude, Moira Grace felt. „I will then come back to you later in the week before the con... of the meeting to discuss everything else. Here you have the signed documents back. Thank you very much for the speedy processing.“ 

„Everything will work out fine. Have you thought about the down payment?“, Mr Cutter wanted to know and looked at his son strangely funny, as he wondered about the lady’s reticence. 

„Do you prefer cash payment or would you prefer to charge my credit card instead?“ 

„Well, with such a large sum, I would honestly prefer a cash payment, if you don’t mind.“ 

„No, I actually approve of that,“ Moira Grace said, slowly reaching into her bulging, leather handbag. She pulled out a large roll of banknotes, and Charly was speechless, having never seen so much cash in one pile before in his life. „I’ve already counted it out, but you can of course count it again before I have to go on as well.“ 

„No, don’t, I trust you blindly,“ said Mr Cutter and placed the bundle in a cash box, which he then went to put in the safe. 

„What happened to your porter?“ asked Moira Grace completely innocently, taking the receipt for the money. „I parked my car in front of the hotel, but no one came to help me.“ 

„I’m afraid I have to apologise to you. It’s not easy to get good staff these days,“ the manager said and took his son on his lap so that Moira Grace was not spared from looking directly into his green eyes — the brightly shining eyes of a child. 

„Not only was he rude to her sisters and other guests, but just imagine, on Wednesday he came to work smelling bad, so I had no choice but to fire the man.“ 

„Yes, it’s one of those things with good staff, that’s why we want to entrust all the necessary work during our meeting to our people,“ Moira Grace said, putting her gloves back on, „you can rely on them.“ 

„I am already looking forward to a smooth process. It’s in my interest too,“ said Mr Cutter, still escorting Moira Grace out of the office. 

„Why don’t you come and see me a few days before your meeting and we can discuss all the finer points. Goodbye, I wish you a pleasant time until then,“ said Mr Cutter and said goodbye to Moira Grace with a kiss on the hand. 

It was just as well that Moira Grace had already put her gloves back on for protection because Charly also said goodbye to her with a strong handshake. Charly had a strange premonition at that moment that there was something wrong with Moira Grace — she was just far too strange! 

„Goodbye!“ replied Moira Grace and ran to the lift with hurried steps, not wanting Mr Cutter to hear her increasingly loud choking noises. 

Hectically she pressed the button and a few minutes passed and the door of the lift opened. She turned around once more, waved to the two of them and then quickly disappeared into the lift. Luckily, she always had a special bag handy in her handbag for just such occasions, as she could no longer contain herself and threw up in it — the boy’s unexpected company had irritated her badly after all. Arriving in the reception hall, she let her vomit bag disappear unnoticed by the hotel staff into a rubbish bin, which shortly afterwards began to smell beastly. 

The receptionist immediately rang for a maid to remove the acrid stench from the hall. Everyone thought that a hotel guest had unauthorisedly disposed of a baby nappy there, the stench was so unpleasant. 

But Charly suddenly had a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach when he heard about it and said to his father: „That Mrs Moore is rather peculiar, isn’t she? Why did she only shake my hand when she was still wearing her glove?“ 

But his father dismissed this as a childish fantasy and did not want to hear anything more about what Charly was imagining. After all, he had just closed a good deal that made him look good in front of his Japanese business friends. Surely they would praise him for it at the next general meeting and perhaps even entrust him with the management of another hotel. 

Charly, however, continued to brood over it and wanted to provide evidence that he was in the right. There was something very suspectly about the whole thing. Was his father blind in both eyes and didn’t recognise the diabolical game that had long cast its spell over him? Charly wanted to discuss this with his friend Jonathan. Jonathan was already twelve years old and had perhaps still been able to retain a spark of imagination to believe Charly. 

Charly wanted to visit his friend later in the afternoon when things got hectic at the hotel and his father wouldn’t miss him if he was away for an hour. His friend Jonathan Visser, whom everyone just called Fips, lived not too far from the city centre in St Albans, which was just ten minutes away by bike.




In the meantime, Moira Grace had arrived back in the small harbour town of Lyttleton and helped her sisters sell their products, as the shop was still mighty busy. The sisters even had to open some boxes for shipping as they couldn’t keep up with restocking the empty shelves. This caused the three of them to flounder and, for the first time in the history of their business, they closed the shop at around three o’clock, as they could no longer cope with the huge rush. 

A sign on the shop door indicated that it would continue from tomorrow morning, nine o’clock sharp. For organisational reasons, they were unfortunately forced to close the shop a little earlier today. 

„Hopefully our regular customers won’t hold it against us,“ Elvira puffed as she just locked the shop door and hung the sign in the window. 

„They’ll understand,“ Gillian said, clearing away some empty boxes. 

Exhausted, the sisters sat down at the kitchen table to discuss how to proceed. 

„One thing is for sure! No more nightly excursions on the broom for now,“ Moira Grace said, in sheer horror at the amount of work that had suddenly come her way. „However, the fact that this will keep the cash register ringing is wonderful, but I imagined our lives would be a little quieter.“ 

„Well, Gillian and I were thinking that maybe we should hire someone after all,“ Elvira interjected, curious to see what Moira Grace thought. 

„Some kind of temp for the shop. What do you think?“ 

Moira Grace thought for quite a while about who would come to mind. But right away she could not think of anyone she could trust. „Hm, I don’t know, a strange person in our shop? In our house? Isn’t that dangerous?“ 

„She is also only supposed to help in the shop and of course would not have any access to our house, let alone our cellar, that goes without saying,“ Gillian added and would be happy to know a helping hand in the shop. For generations, the three sisters had managed their lives without help. Should it now be time to break with that? 

„One of us would always be in the shop, of course. I think we should take a chance,“ Elvira said and looked expectantly at her older sister. She thought about it for a moment and then said resolutely: „All right, let’s find a suitable person. The best thing to do is to put up a few notes first thing in the morning and let us be surprised who answers them. If there is only one who is capable and, above all, reliable, we can employ her permanently. That should help us all.“




Around the same time but in a different place, Charly met his friend Jonathan in the St Albans city park, where some boys were playing lacrosse with their coach. 

Charly was also part of this team, but as he did not feel fit yet, he excused himself from his coach and instead followed the practice out of the corner of his eye while he sat together with Jonathan on the swings, which were only a short distance from the playing field. 

He didn’t quite know how to tell his friend. A little embarrassed, Charly asked after a while: „Fips, do you believe that witches exist?“ 

„Have you seen one?“ asked Jonathan, not knowing what Charly was getting at. 

„Well, I’m not so sure,“ Charly explained, searching for the right words. „But I know an elderly woman who is a witch for sure. Her name is Moira Grace Moore and she has a strange shop in Lyttleton. Imagine, when I went to see her on Wednesday, she refused to shake my hand.“ 

„Well, have you considered this,“ Jonathan said jokingly, „that old woman might have arthritis and so be reluctant to shake hands with anyone.“ 

„But she also shakes hands with my father.“ 

„That’s not meant to mean anything. Not everyone shakes hands with a child as a greeting. Maybe she comes from a country where it’s not customary,“ said Jonathan, referring to the many documentaries on TV about foreign cultures. 

„All right, maybe so. But don’t you think it’s strange that I got sick after drinking their green lemonade?“ 

„Are you sure you didn’t just drink it too fast?“ said Jonathan, not wanting to get excited by Charly’s arguments. 

„Well, here’s an idea,“ Charly suggested. „At the end of April, this woman is giving a conference at our hotel, which is nothing out of the ordinary for now, but imagine, none of our hotel staff is allowed to be there then. They want to do everything themselves.“ 

„I don’t think it’s that strange either,“ Jonathan said, finding it hard to be convinced otherwise. 

„Besides, I am one hundred percent sure that she has bewitched our porter. From one day to the next, he started to stink terribly. 

Jonathan laughed out loud: „The guy should have tried water, that usually helps.“ 

„So what now? Do you believe in witches and magic?“ 

„I’m sure there were witches once,“ Jonathan said, thinking for a moment, „but have you ever seen anyone do real magic with your own eyes? Has this Moira Grace ever cast any spells in your presence? I find it hard to believe you. 

But I’ll make you a deal because I’m your friend. I’m willing to take a closer look at her shop. If there is even the slightest hint that witches are at work there, I’m ready for more.“

„All right. It’s a deal! Let’s go to Lyttleton on Monday afternoon and you’ll see for yourself what I mean.“

„Deal!“




The Moore sisters were out all weekend publicising their vacancy. Even in nearby Mt Pleasant, Redcliffs and Sumner, they distributed their handwritten notes on every notice board that even remotely offered to do so. 

Every fish & chip shop and small supermarket was just right for them, as they had to do some errands for the coming days anyway. They quickly distributed all the notes and loaded their car with countless shopping bags, so that they were now crouching expectantly in front of the telephone and hoping for numerous applicants.

Already on Sunday morning, the first applicants called. Moira Grace carefully drew up an initial list of which women would be shortlisted to present themselves to them on Monday morning. 

However, Moira Grace rejected many applicants during the phone call, because some of the women had strange ideas. Most of them only wanted to work on certain days and at regular times, they were not prepared to work overtime and some of them had rather utopian ideas about payment. 

None of the sisters would have thought that hiring a temp would prove so difficult. In the end, the bottom line was that there were four applicants left on the list, and so the sisters hoped that on Monday they would be able to choose the right one from among the women. Each woman was to be specially interviewed by Moira Grace and each was to be given the chance to do at least two to three hours of trial work to prove her motivation. In no case did they want to employ someone who shied away from a lot of work and just stood lazily in the corner. The job was to be given to a woman who was hard-working and eager and who could give good advice to the often difficult customers. She simply had to fit in with the sisters, but of course, she could not be too curious. 

Because curiosity was fatal in this business — even deadly! 

The first applicant, a certain middle-aged Mrs Huber, was also there punctually in the morning when Elvira opened the shop at nine o’clock sharp and welcomed her enthusiastically. 

„A very good morning to you,“ Elvira said and invited Mrs Huber in. 

„Gidday,“ Mrs Huber replied, unfortunately not giving the impression that she would last long with the sisters. After a few introductions and umpteen explanations, it quickly became apparent that Mrs Huber had great difficulty remembering the many pastes and tinctures or keeping them apart. The sisters could not with the best will in the world expect their customers to do that, and so they said goodbye to her after the first trial session. 

„We’ll get back to you if necessary,“ Elvira said and was visibly happy when Mrs Huber left the shop. Even as a customer, they didn’t even want to win her over. What would happen if she misapplied one of the creams … the sisters didn’t even want to imagine it. It would just be terrible. Catastrophic! 

Shortly before eleven o’clock, the next applicant shot into the shop, who didn’t even need a closer introduction, as the sisters had already decided against her in the first five minutes. Why do you ask yourself? Well, this person was yakking non-stop like a waterfall and was so hyper that the sisters gave her a mixture to take home with her to maybe calm down again. 

„It can’t be that difficult to find a temp who fits in with us,“ Gillian sighed, well aware of the rush that would come her way again around lunchtime. 

„Well, we still have two more candidates on our list,“ Moira Grace comforted her sisters, referring to the euphonious name of one of the two applicants. 

„But what is a well-sounding name worth if that person does not meet our standards either.“ 

With hardly any manners and a cheeky tone, this woman was also quickly sent home with some well-intentioned advice from Moira Grace: „If you want to make it in this world, you should work on your politeness. No offence, dear lady, but you are not the right person for us.“ 

Gillian glanced excitedly at the large grandfather clock in the shop, as the next applicant was due to appear at three o’clock, and it was already well past three. The sisters had hardly had a break since noon, as business was humming that day too. They urgently needed help, but where was this young lady? 

The sisters looked anxiously at the door whenever a person entered the shop and hoped with every new face that the last applicant for today would turn up after all. But they were let down and had to literally tear themselves apart to do justice to all the customers, as good advice was a matter of course for the sisters and their customers. 

None of their customers had ever taken a product off the shelf themselves, and so the sisters were more than astonished when a young woman intuitively reached for the right bottle when asked for help by another customer. As if in slow motion, the sisters watched this young lady with the long reddish-blonde mane and the many freckles on her face, who explained a product to the other customer as if it were a matter of course and conscientiously put it to her heart. 

The sisters had also decided at that moment: It should be her or none of them!





TRICK OR TREAT




A decision also had to be made in another place. In any case, Charly glanced excitedly at his wristwatch. Once again, he waited longer for his friend than he would have liked, but he already knew that. Jonathan could not be relied on in this respect, but that was not because of Jonathan himself, as he often had to help his father in the carpenter’s workshop, and that day was no exception. 

After a long delay, Jonathan finally arrived at the agreed meeting point, the bus station at Cathedral Square, and immediately apologised for being late.

„Excuse me, Charly, but I had to deliver some furniture with my father, so I helped him and completely lost track of time.“ 

„It’s okay, we’ll just take the next bus,“ Charly said and was no longer disappointed because he knew that Jonathan had to work hard in his father’s carpentry shop so that his father could make ends meet. „The next bus leaves in twelve minutes. In the meantime, can I interest you in a soft ice cream?“ 

„Well, of course, if you’re paying!“ 

The two boys strolled to a small stall on the forecourt of the big cathedral, which sold hot dogs and hamburgers as well as very tasty soft ice cream. 

„Two soft ice creams to go, please,“ Charly ordered and willingly paid for his friend’s ice cream. After all, he had called for the upcoming exploration, so he had to dig a little deeper into his pocket. „Here, your ice cream,“ Charly handed one of the ice cream cones to Jonathan, who greedily accepted this cool refreshment. Jonathan could rarely afford such things out of his pocket. He did get a few dollars from his father from time to time, but Jonathan saved them for something very special. His old bicycle was just a rickety pile of junk and his father simply could not afford to buy him a new one, so he wanted to fulfil this wish himself, especially since his classmates were already starting to make fun of him because he still rode to school on this bike. 

„Well then, give me your hand that you will help me spy on this shop and its owners,“ Charly demanded as they entered the bus together and sat down on the rearmost bench. 

„Okay! Whatever! I just hope it’s not a waste of time and that it will be worth the money. After all, we’re investing a whole four dollars here just for the ride. Just imagine what we could buy for that money,“ Jonathan said and held out his hand to Charly. 

With plenty of spit, the promise was sealed and the bus set off along the long coastal road towards Lyttleton. This small town was almost unknown to the two of them, as it was quite far out and had hardly anything exciting to offer. Instead, the boys preferred the coast on the other side of the hill, where they occasionally went swimming. There, the two knew a journalist and artist whom they had only recently met at the Art Centre’s artists’ market. He painted children’s faces there for just one dollar and, with a little paint and practised brushstrokes, conjured up a smile on their faces and sometimes, to the displeasure of their parents, a hideous tattoo on their skin.

Charly only really became aware of this young man when he read a report about witches in the newspaper, which had come from this man. Since this artist, who lived quite far up the hill in Mt Pleasant, had his pool, they had already visited him privately several times and a friendship had developed over the weeks. They wanted to visit this man afterwards, if there was enough time left, as Charly had to be home punctually at seven o’clock without arousing any suspicion that he was not in bed curing his cold.

The bus stopped at the Lyttleton terminus at exactly a quarter to four. Charly and Jonathan arranged to go to the shop to look for a present for their parents so that they wouldn’t be found out right away or have the door slammed in their faces. However, they wanted to get answers to their questions. 

Charly handed Jonathan a ten-dollar note and said:  „If you pay for your gift yourself, it looks more credible. Here, take this. You can give it back to me later.“ 

Yes, Charly was willing to pay a little for this whole action, so sure did he believe that he was right: Witches were among us! But the fact that he made discoveries that were extremely puzzling to him, he still kept to himself at that time. 

The bell above the shop door sounded and Charly, together with his friend, entered this strange shop, which was almost exclusively frequented by women. 

At least that’s what Jonathan noticed first and whispered in Charly’s ear, „Are you sure we’re not completely out of place here?“ 

„Just wait and see what’s about to happen,“ Charly murmured and looked for a very specific person in the hustle and bustle. After a while, Charly was able to spot her and told Jonathan to follow him and watch what was coming. 

He mustered all his courage as he tugged at a skirt and lovingly asked hypocritically, „Excuse me, can you please help me? We are looking for a gift for my friend’s mother.“ 

Horrified, the woman turned around and looked into the same green eyes that she had tried to strictly avoid before. Panicked, Moira Grace put her hands over her mouth and another strong gag reflex set in. 

Before taking shelter behind the counter, she tapped her new temp on the shoulders and literally begged her, „Take over this customer, please, Serena.“ 

No sooner had Moira Grace uttered this sentence she ran behind the counter and then through an intermediate door into the house — to safety. 

„What’s wrong with her?“ wondered Jonathan, shaking his head in disbelief. 

„See, that’s what I meant,“ Charly whispered so that no one but Jonathan could hear. 

The next moment, Serena was already looking after the two boys. „Well, what can we help you with? Are you looking for anything in particular?“ 

Charly stammered sheepishly, „I … I … um … my friend … um … he’s looking for a present for his mother.“ 

„Yes for a present. Exactly!“ Jonathan agreed and watched as Moira Grace cautiously peered into the shop between a crack in the door and rolled her eyes.

„Can you recommend anything that his mother might like?“ 

„Well, let me see,“ Serena said and walked with the boys to the other side of the shop. „We only sell remedies for minor beauty problems here, but wait, we also have fragrant soaps and bath oils.“ 

„A soap is not exactly what we are looking for. It’s supposed to be a great gift,“ Jonathan said and already saw himself standing in his parent’s living room with a bar of soap in his hand, where his father would surely look disappointed at the strange present. 

„How much are these beautiful bottles of bath oil?“ 

„Oh, I can highly recommend the lavender bath oil,“ Serena said and opened the bottle so that both boys could smell it. 

„That smells great. How much is it?“ 

„This bottle costs fourteen dollars. But we also have larger bottles on offer.“ 

„One moment please,“ Jonathan said, wanting to consult with his friend first. „Is that all right?“ 

„All right, I’ll lay out the rest for you,“ Charly said quite clearly so that Serena heard it too. „That’s very sweet of you to help your friend out. So shall it be this bath oil?“ 

„Yes, I’d love to!“ 

Together, the three of them went to the cash register, where Elvira had been preparing to meet the two boys for minutes. 

Take a deep breath, Elvira. You just have to take a deep breath! 

„These two have chosen a bath oil for their mother. Isn’t that sweet?“

With a fake smile, Elvira said: „Of course! I’m sure your mother will be pleased … Oh, I feel all funny. It must be the heat. Can you take over the two boys please, Serena?“ Elvira also disappeared with brisk steps behind the intermediate door, and only a little later Gillian followed her, taking the precaution of avoiding the two. 

„I may excuse the sisters. They are not feeling very well. Well, a lot was going on today and the sisters aren’t the youngest anymore, you know,“ Serena said and packed the paid bath oil into a paper bag. She enclosed a few more samples.

Charly put the remaining four dollars on the counter and wondered so violently that a wrong word almost escaped his lips. Fortunately, Charly shut up just in time and refrained from asking any more questions. 

„I have two lemonades for you, my boys,“ Serena said and put the bottles with the green liquid on the counter. 

„Every child who enters this shop gets this little gift from us. Enjoy them. Goodbye!“ 

„Oh, thank you so much,“ Jonathan enjoyed the donated drinks and put them in his bag with the bath oil he had bought. „Thank you! Goodbye!“

In high spirits, Jonathan ran out of the shop and Charly followed him a few steps away. When they had turned into a side street about forty metres from the shop, Charly cautiously peered out from behind the large green hedge at the side of the road and cast a startled glance at the shop window. In that window, he could see the faces of the three sisters, who were also casting cautious glances at the road. 

„Look, quickly,“ Charly said and tugged Jonathan towards him. „Just look. Can you see the witches over there in the window?“ 

But when Jonathan risked a look himself, the faces had already disappeared. „What? What do you mean? I can’t see anything over there at all.“

„Oh, bummer,“ Charly grumbled and sat down on the pavement. „You should have seen their scared looks. Believe me, somehow they are afraid of us — of us kids.“ 

„Somehow that was strange,“ Jonathan mused and sat down next to his friend. „But the one of them was quite nice. Look, she gave us two bottles of fizzy drink.“

„I could swear that she doesn’t belong to them. She looks completely different. She certainly wasn’t one of them, but the others — they’re one hundred percent witches.“

„What makes you so sure?“

„I don’t know. Somehow I have a strange feeling about it. Maybe Darwin can help us. I’m sure he knows about these things.“ Charly glanced at his watch: „A quarter past four. So not too late to visit our friend.“

He and Jonathan ran to the bus stop because the bus was already about to leave. The bus driver stopped again and let them get on before they hurried towards the fun. 

There was a bus stop directly in front of Darwin’s house. So they didn’t have to walk up the steep mountain, otherwise, they wouldn’t have made it in time. Jonathan could still remember all too well how he had once climbed the mountain on foot and then was so out of breath that he was far too weak to win against Darwin in a swimming race. 

How embarrassing. Usually, he always won. 

When they arrived at the house, they knocked on the glass entrance door, but even after knocking again, the door was not opened. 

„He’s probably already in the pool,“ Charly said, and so the two of them crept around the house to the right until they came to the garden door. Through a small gap, they could make out Darwin next to the pool on a lounger with headphones over his ears. 

Jonathan rattled the door and was about to climb over it when Charly reached into his trousers and pulled out a small silver key on a rubber band and said, „Wait, I have a key for the garden gate.“ With a twist, the gate was open and the two friends carefully crept up to the pool.

Jonathan whispered, „Why don’t I have a key to the garden door, anyway?“

„I don’t know! Maybe you should clean the pool more often, like I do. Whenever I have time, I help Darwin with it.“

„Hm, that’s a good point, of course,“ Jonathan said and later wanted to ask Darwin if he too could get a key, even though he could only sacrifice a little time to keep the pool clean. His father kept him far too busy and the visits with Charly were far too rare. But anyway, now they were here. 

They quickly took off their clothes and put them in a pile. Behind them, they put the shopping bag so that nothing happened to the bath oil. Quietly, they walked towards the diving board and dropped into the water directly in front of Darwin’s lounger. With a loud splash, they dived into the cool water and splashed a good load onto their sleeping friend, who jumped up in surprise and looked around in fright. 

There was no one to be seen, but the water in the pool sloshed up and down treacherously. Darwin knelt at the edge of the pool and looked into the deep water. There, two lads were lying on the bottom of the pool and laughing. 

Without further ado, he jumped into the water and dived down to them.

At about the same time, Moira Grace and Serena dipped their tea bags into the hot water and added some sugar. Elvira placed her home-made ginger biscuits on the large kitchen table and Gillian closed the shop door after a very eventful long day. Relaxed, they wanted to enjoy their tea and of course learn more about Serena, who had bailed them out several times today. Lovingly, Elvira handed over the small plate on which the biscuits were lying and Serena decently took only one of them in her left hand.

„I am so grateful that we have found each other,“ Moira Grace said, sipping from her herbal tea. „For a long time, we have been looking for a suitable person to assist us in the shop. So I would be very happy if you would accept our offer.“ 

„As luck would have it, I had heard this morning that you were looking for a temp,“ Serena said, reaching for a second biscuit. „Although I look after an elderly lady in the evening hours, I would already have time during the day to take on another job.“

„Are you already under the bonnet or do you even have children?“, Elvira took a burning interest, as she naturally wanted to avoid welcoming any more children into her shop. 

„No, I am still single and have no children of my own. My current boyfriend has two boys, but they attend boarding school and are rarely at home.“

„Could you imagine working for us? Let’s say from twelve to four o’clock. Mondays to Fridays,“ Moira Grace asked, hoping for a simple yes. 

„I would still like to discuss this with my boyfriend, but I don’t think he has any objections. Therefore, I would already say yes. But I will call you again this evening if that’s all right with you?“

„I’d love to, I’m looking forward to it. Would twelve dollars an hour be enough for you? We would be happy to pay you fourteen dollars an hour after some training. I’m surprised anyway how quickly you were able to adapt to the customers and how well you know our products. Do you use products from us yourself?“

„First of all, the pay is not that important to me, but your offer sounds fair. I take great pleasure in serving customers and yes, I have also bought products from you. But I can rarely afford them myself because I’m still studying,“ Serena reported, writing down the hourly rate on a piece of paper that Gillian had handed her. 

„Well, then you should not hesitate to work for us. Then we will give you a reasonable discount. Let’s say thirty percent on the entire range.“ 

Moira Grace was determined to get Serena to accept in any case and presented her with twenty-five dollars for the two trial hours she had already done, as well as a packet of ginger biscuits, which she seemed to enjoy as she had already eaten four of them during the short conversation. 

„Oh, thank you very much, your biscuits are delicious. You should think about offering them in your shop too. I’m sure you would delight many people with them,“ Serena said and gladly accepted the money and the small gift. „Now I have to go or I’ll be late for the elderly lady I’m still looking after,“ Serena said as she saw the hands on the kitchen clock.

„Of course, we don’t want to keep you any longer,“ Moira Grace said and accompanied Serena to the door. „Please remember to let us know today if you would like to join us. Then we can cancel the other applicants.“

„I will do that, for sure. Goodbye! See you tomorrow!“

Charly was also urging them to leave, as it was now well past six o’clock. But for now, he wanted to get a few more questions answered by Darwin. Darwin suggested that he would drive them home later, so there was still enough time for Charly’s questions. 

The boys made a quick call to their parents that Darwin would bring them home, so they stayed for dinner and kept the young man a little company, whose girlfriend would not be home until about eight o’clock. Dinner was quickly prepared and Jonathan set the small table on the veranda, expecting a bonus from asking Darwin for his own key to the garden gate. 

Such favours were quite common and the two had often dined at Darwin’s and talked about many things. The journalist and artist had a great deal of general knowledge and always said: 

„You never stop learning! The world has so many secrets that even I love discovering new things.“ 

He was a keen observer and his special passion was the large library in the city. He often spent many hours there looking for anything and poring over thick books. „What exactly do you want to know from me, Charly?“ asked Darwin as he served the boys pasta on their plates and filled his glass with fresh water. 

„This may sound strange, but do you think there are still witches today?“ asked Charly, looking inquisitively at Darwin. 

„Of course, it depends on what you mean by a witch. Are we talking about women who deal with magic and healing, or rather about the fairytale figure who flits across the rooftops at night with her broom?“

„Is there a difference?“

„But of course there is. But if I were to tell you everything I know about witches, we’d be sitting out here forever. But to answer your question already. Yes, there are witches. They have always existed and they still exist. We can talk about it at the weekend, I don’t have any big plans then.“

„Oh yes, that would be great,“ cheered Charly, delighted to have found another ally in Darwin. „Could we maybe camp in your garden then?“, Jonathan wanted to know, who was also already burning to learn more about witches. Yes, he too seemed to have finally caught fire and would of course continue to support his friend Charly. However, it was foreseeable that this would require the impulse of Darwin, who did not treat this topic ridiculously at all, because Jonathan questioned everything and everyone. 

„That’s fine. But you’ll have to bring your tent. I have to mend mine first, as it got quite battered at the last camping trip.“

„I could help you with that if you want,“ Jonathan offered to help and spooned the rest of the sauce from the plate. 

„Gladly, I won’t say no to that.“

Jonathan offered his hand to Darwin to seal this promise, cleared his throat and then asked in quiet words: „Why does Charly have a key to your garden gate and I don’t?“

„Good question, why actually … Charly is here very often and then cleans the pool for me. I think that’s a fine thing since I don’t have much time for it myself. But wait, we can change that in no time,“ Darwin said unexpectedly and went briefly into the house to look for another key for the garden gate in the study. After a few minutes, he returned to the veranda, where the boys were already clearing the dishes from the table and putting the chairs together. 

„Here you have your very own key, but don’t lose it,“ Darwin said, placing the key in the expectant hands of its recipient. 

„Thank you, Darwin! I will treasure it like a treasure.“

„Come on, let’s do the dishes quickly so I can take you home.“ But it was more than natural that they would not leave without having done this work. In no time, the dishes and glasses were washed and the kitchen cleaned. Afterwards, Darwin took the two boys home in the car.

The phone rang in the sisters’ house. 

Elvira picked up the phone. „Hello, you’re talking to Elvira Moore. What can I do for you?“

„Good evening, this is Serena. I wanted to let you know that my boyfriend doesn’t mind me working for you and so I would like to start working for you as early as tomorrow.“

„My sister will be pleased,“ Elvira announced loudly, so that Moira Grace, who was sitting in her rocking chair and studying old recipes, also heard the call. 

„Oh, is this that nice person from this afternoon?“ asked Moira Grace, slamming the book shut. 

„Yes, it’s Serena. She’s going to work for us from tomorrow. Isn’t that wonderful?“

Elvira said a quick goodbye to Serena. „I’ll see you tomorrow at twelve sharp. Goodbye.“ 

„That’s a wrap! From now on, our days will be more relaxed again, especially as we are in the midst of all the preparations for our witch convention,“ Gillian said, letting Moira Grace taste a new soup with a spoon. 

„Excellent! We should serve these to our guests during the reception. Our allies will be delighted with it,“ Moira Grace marvelled, licking the spoon. „By the way, where are we with the potion for our diabolical plan on Halloween?“ 

„The basic recipe is in place,“ said Gillian, „but we need a few more volunteers to make sure we get the success we want with it.“

„Oh, we should have taken the chance and instilled this one in the two boys from this afternoon,“ Moira Grace was bitter about the missed opportunity. 

„You don’t have to be angry, dear sister. It’s already been done,“ Elvira laughed and pointed to the bottled lemonade. 

„Do you mean you’ve already replaced our sherbet?“ an already better-humoured and laughing Moira Grace wanted to know. „But yes. The last sherbet only caused stomach aches and only lasted for a few days. So I thoroughly revised the recipe again,“ Elvira triumphed and was already looking forward to the result. „But one of the two boys was the brat from the hotel manager,“ Moira Grace said worriedly, „he certainly won’t be drinking any more fizzy drinks from us. When I visited his father at the hotel, he was already complaining about nausea, and somehow I don’t like that little brat.“

„Anyway, they took the two bottles with them. His friend will certainly want to taste them, as he seemed very curious to me. Anyway, Serena gave them the bottles, I don’t think this boy suspects anything.“

And so it should indeed happen.

The next morning, Jonathan took the two bottles of lemonade with him on the way to school, as he had taken the bag from the shop home with him. Charly had forgotten to warn his friend once again about this swill that had caused him such hellish pain in the last week. 

But the two did not have the same route to school and so what had to come happened! 

Peter Meyer, a nasty contemporary who enjoyed bullying his classmates at school, especially those who were physically inferior to him, started a heated argument on the way to school. Jonathan was also one of his victims from time to time, and he no longer even put up a fight, so tired was he of these mindless power struggles, which did not exactly testify to Peter’s intelligence. 

The bulky and thick-looking Peter pushed Jonathan when they got on the bus and did not let go of him even when the bus driver warned him that he would no longer take him along if he made trouble. But this threat was just smoke and mirrors in Peter’s ears and so the initial pushing quickly turned into pushing, kicking and even hitting. When the bottles in Jonathan’s rucksack started to jingle, Peter’s ears perked up: „Oh, what have we got in the rucksack, Johnny Boy? Booze?“ By which was meant alcohol. 

Secretly, Jonathan wished he had brought alcohol with him because then he could have filled Peter up with it on the spot and taught him a lesson. Peter was not long in coming and tore Jonathan’s backpack off his body. He frantically rummaged through it and found the two green bottles inside. 

„What is this? Some kind of secret mixture?“ Peter scoffed and opened the first bottle. 

Despite a further threat from the bus driver to please refrain from consuming drinks during the journey, Peter already started and drank the first bottle. 

„Hmm, not bad, not bad,“ Peter said and reached for the second bottle. 

„If you drink those now, too, I’ll throw you off the bus right now,“ the bus driver scolded, looking angrily in the rear-view mirror. 

„You don’t do that anyway,“ Peter replied and put the second bottle to his lips. 

The bus stopped and more people got on, including Charly, who immediately looked out for his friend and was probably the only one to realise the seriousness of the situation. „No, don’t drink that!“, Charly yelled with all his strength and volume. 

But it was too late. 

Peter quickly finished this bottle too, and as he put it down, an agonised belch sounded from deep inside him that everyone on the bus could hear. All the passengers looked at Peter and for seconds it was quiet as a mouse. Then another loud rumble and burp. 

Every minute, loud belches shot out of his open throat and he embarrassedly covered his mouth with his hands. This was no longer fun. Every burp hurt him and the bus driver wanted to throw him off the bus. But since they had already arrived at the school, it was much too late for this educational measure anyway. The children got off the bus and hurried to their classes. Only Jonathan and Charly hesitated and watched fat Peter as he staggered across the schoolyard belching and finally sank to the ground completely exhausted.




As agreed, Serena appeared punctually shortly before noon the next day and was already hopefully expected by Elvira and Gillian. Serena had kept her word and was looking forward to this new job, as she could make good use of the money. Soon she wanted to move in with her boyfriend, so the additional income came just in time. 

As the sisters were expecting another big rush today, they used the quiet lunch hour to explain to Serena in detail all the products currently in stock and what she should pay special attention to. The Moore sisters currently sold about sixty different care and miracle products, so they had compiled a few notes for Serena so that she would quickly become familiar with all their specialities and thus be able to better advise the often desperate clientele. Listening attentively to the descriptions and instructions, Serena was to serve the first customer of the afternoon alone. 

However, the sisters would support her if necessary. As expected, the small shop filled up quite quickly, so that there were usually three or four customers there at the same time looking for the right remedy. 

Often, especially the female clients reported about their very delicate and intimate problems, for which they hoped for help from the sisters. So they sometimes had to take a little more time to satisfy all their wishes. But there was no problem that the sisters could not solve. If a certain product was not in stock, the sisters usually made it immediately or brewed it overnight so that no customer had to wait long for it. After all, it was necessary to get rid of numerous epidemic-like blemishes such as warts, boils or even spots and psoriasis. 

In the meantime, Serena was able to respond to every customer request and immediately found the right thing in the shop or presented the request to the sisters so that they could take care of the difficult cases. After about two hours, Serena had already become well acquainted and newly acquired customers in particular would not have thought that she had only found the trio of sisters yesterday. By now, they were a well-rehearsed team and Moira Grace was glad to have found a responsible and hard-working employee in Serena. 

„If she continues to do so well, we can certainly entrust Serena with a key to the pantry, besides she has to go through our witch’s kitchen after all,“ Moira Grace said to her sister Elvira, who also always put enough samples in the customers’ bags to create a constant desire for more. 

„Let’s put her to work for us for a week,“ said Gillian, who couldn’t keep up with wrapping the products the customers bought as nice souvenirs, „if Serena learns hard we can let her have the shop for an hour, our decision to hire a temp has already paid off.“

It was mainly thanks to the numerous tourists who visited the harbour town of Lyttleton who, among other things, ensured that the Moore sisters were now known on every continent. All over the world, countless customers appreciate their organic cosmetic products and tinctures. 

Many of these customers knew about the positive effects and showered the Moore sisters with letters of thanks and compliments. And no one would have even thought that strange powers or magic were involved — that real witches were at work here, with lots of magic and cunning. 

All their products showed the origin in the form of labels and stamps, and so, of course, did their self-bottled lemonades, which served as refreshments for the children — the dear children of the customers. 

What happened, however, if an unauthorised child tried this potion, now had to be clarified by the senior physician at the children’s hospital, who inspected the bottles emptied by Peter Meyer more closely and pondered for a long time what could have happened to him.

Groaning and racked by pain, Peter lay in the internal medicine ward, as the senior physician assumed that there was a spasm of the diaphragm or even a muscle irritation in the gastrointestinal tract. Never before had he been able to observe such a phenomenon and for hours he had been puzzling and at his wits’ end. Even the class teacher did not know what to do when she brought Peter to the clinic first thing in the morning and was very worried about her pupil. 

Everything she could find out before the trip fit onto a small notepad, which she quickly dug out of her pocket before heading back to school. 

„A classmate told me that Peter had taken those bottles from him. He drank them very quickly,“ the teacher said to the senior doctor and looked questioningly into Peter’s pain-stricken face. 

But the latter could not even answer because of more painful burps and hoped that the doctor would find a solution as quickly as possible. 

„Well, the bottles are from the shop Trick or Treat in Lyttleton,“ the senior doctor noted from the label stuck on them. „I can’t imagine there’s anything wrong with the fizzy drink. My wife is a regular customer there, and my son has also drunk lemonade there. Could you maybe go to Lyttleton and get me a full bottle there, if it’s not inconvenient for you?“

„I have to go back to my students. But I can call there and get someone to cover for me for another lesson,“ the teacher said and called the headmistress on her mobile phone at the same time. „Good, that’s settled! I will get you a lemonade bottle from the shop, as I too am interested in the cause of this terrible burping attack. We have to help this boy after all.“




In the shop, the sisters were taking a short break, as the first rush was over and Serena was already managing perfectly well on her own. The sisters retreated to their kitchen and baked fresh ginger biscuits. However, they did not want to be disturbed and were testing Serena along the way. 

Serena was serving a young couple who asked for bath oil to rekindle their extinguished passion. 

„It’s been far too long since we’ve had anything special,“ the young man said, looking somewhat sheepishly at the dark wooden floor, which was arranged like a chessboard. „But I know from a friend that he bought a bath oil from you that works wonders. Do you know which one it is?“ 

„I can only advise you to use this one,“ Serena recommended and let the two of them sniff the bottle. As soon as the bottle was opened, a wonderful scent of jasmine and ylang-ylang came out of the bottle. 

„That smells wonderful. I think it’s this oil. Yes, we’ll take that.“

The teacher hurried to the shop, which she didn’t have to look for too long in Lyttleton, as the first passer-by in question was able to point her in the right direction. After all, everyone in Lyttleton knew about the little shop called Trick or Treat. 

Excitedly she asked, „Are these lemonade bottles from your range?“

„Sure, they’re ours,“ Serena said after a searching look at the label. 

„Is there something wrong with the bottles or do they just want the deposit money back on them?“

„Finish serving these gentlemen first,“ the teacher said and put the two bottles down on the counter. Then she strolled curiously through the shop. 

„Alright, this bath oil it shall be,“ Serena resumed the sales pitch with the couple. „Is there anything else I can do for you?“

„For the time being, no. But we will come back if we are successful with the bath oil,“ the woman smiled relaxedly and dragged her partner to the cash register. 

„Oh, you’ll have it, guaranteed!“ Serena collected the amount, seeing the little sign stuck to the cash register: Always remember samples! Serena carefully put the bath oil into the paper bag and added a handful of sample packets, which lay ready in a basket under the cash register, labelled with the word: Customer Catcher! But she was familiar with such attention from drugstores and pharmacies, so she thought nothing more of it, even if the name was more than appropriate. Customer care and good advertising were and are the be-all and end-all of any well-run business. 

Thanks to the many contacts of their colleagues, the Moore sisters were real experts in this field and did not miss any chance to inspire and win new customers for their shop and of course also for their products. 

However, less enthusiastic was the teacher, who now spoke alone with Serena about her concern that one of her students might have caught something when he consumed the fizzy drink from this shop. No doubt Peter had caught something, but Serena didn’t know and couldn’t give any clarifying advice. 

„These lemonades are made by the sisters especially for our regular clientele with children, as a little treat.“ 

„But no one has ever complained about it,“ agreed Elvira, who didn’t want to leave Serena alone in this conversation and interrupted her break to do so. Dressed in an apron and wet with flour dust, she joined Serena and examined the bottles she had brought with her. In her mind, she could already see what had happened and reacted extremely angrily at first. 

„After all, the bottles were not meant for this boy,“ Elvira explained, depositing the empty bottles in a box for the empties. „It was greed, after all, that was this boy’s undoing. I’m sure he drank them ice cold and much too quickly.“

„Yes, that’s what his classmates told me.“

„What are the names of these classmates of the sick boy?“

„Well, that would be Charly Cutter and Jonathan Visser. They have often been teased by Peter Meyer. He is considered a bully in our school.“

„Oh, then it must have hit the right guy.“

„But how can you say that? This boy is in the hospital and burps incessantly so that he writhes in pain.“

„Well, I didn’t mean it that bitterly. Of course, we will help you with this problem. Wait a moment.“ 

While Serena had some products explained to the teacher so that she could perhaps purchase one or the other, Elvira disappeared for a few minutes and then returned with a small jar. 

„Here, this should give the boy some quick relief. You need to smear this ointment on his stomach and let it work. After about half an hour, the spook should be over,“ Elvira explained and handed the jar to the teacher, who had indeed found something else for herself. In addition to the creams and miracle cures she had just bought, the teacher also bought a bottle of green lemonade because she wanted to take it to the head doctor.

For some reason, the teacher wasn’t in a hurry any more, paid for her goods and of course — like every customer — was happy about the numerous free sample packs she got packed into her bag. She did not want to say anything wrong about this shop. After all, she had finally found a cream there that made the ugly age spots on her hands disappear. 

As if by magic and within seconds. 

She could hardly wait to apply this cream all over her body. It would make her look years younger and maybe she would still have a chance to end up with the substitute headmaster she had adored for years. But before the teacher wanted to go home, the dutiful woman first drove to the hospital and handed in the lemonade bottle for further examination. 

While the senior physician immediately set about analysing the liquid in the in-house laboratory and examining it for possible prohibited or disease-promoting ingredients and substances, the teacher visited her seventh-grade pupil. 

In the meantime, Peter Meyer had had to be tied to the bed and given strong sedatives, so that although he had fallen asleep, his abdominal wall was still twitching every minute. Since there was no one else in the room, the teacher sat down on a chair next to the bed and took out the small jar that Elvira had given her for treatment. 

She pulled up Peter’s jumper and took up the entire mass with her fingers. Carefully, she touched the pulsating abdominal wall and spread the cooling cream all over Peter’s upper body. Afterwards, she pulled the duvet up to Peter’s chin and waited tensely beside his bed while she counted the samples she had received from the shop and sorted them according to effects and applications. 

The minutes passed and the pulsation of the young body became increasingly weaker until, as expected, it finally stopped completely and Peter was released from this curse. Unwittingly, the teacher thus became a helper, an extended arm of the witches whose spells they could control with their strength of will. She, too, had long since succumbed to the spell and magic emanating from the three sisters. No one could escape these!





THE WITCHES REJOICE




Even Jonathan could no longer resist this fascination and willingly offered his friend Charly the help he needed. He suspected that they were challenging something very powerful and so the two arranged to meet Darwin, who appreciated the change. 

Already the incident with Peter Meyer made their interest rise and they hoped to find answers to their many questions in the municipal library. Peter had already been discharged from the hospital one day after the attack, as the phenomenon had disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. The analysis of the lemonade had not yielded any findings either, and so the senior doctor dismissed it as muscle tension to soothe his conscience above all. 

The green fizzy drink was brewed from a lot of herbs and essences and with woodruff as a flavour carrier, but the doctor could not recognise anything strange in it either, even if he could not clearly identify all the ingredients. In the end, he had drunk a hearty gulp of the lemonade in a self-experiment and nothing noticeable happened. So he put this incident on file and turned his attention back to the current problems, such as the increased occurrence of large warts among children from the region. 

Peter, however, was a completely different boy after his release, and so the sherbet had reached a destination in a roundabout way, anyway. This boy no longer wanted to be who he had been days ago. To the delight of all his classmates and also the teachers, Peter became very quiet and avoided any further confrontation. He no longer sought confrontation, but instead willingly offered his help and friendship, even if it took a long time to convince his classmates otherwise, that they were no longer threatened with beatings if they came up against him.

Darwin was already waiting for the boys in front of the municipal library, perhaps to find further explanations in the books. Although he had a profound knowledge of the history of witches and how they were often burned at the stake in the Middle Ages without any guilt, he could also call countless secrets his own. Step by step, he wanted to let Charly and Jonathan in on things that were sometimes better left unsaid. 

But their great thirst for knowledge wanted to be quenched, even if Darwin saw it more scientifically. People often attributed far too many magical powers to the so-called witches, which only had their origins in the exaggerated depiction of the Middle Ages and the ignorance of the time. This then became the material for numerous fairy tales and myths and in most people’s minds, even today after many hundreds of years, the typical cliché of a witch was still present, which on the one hand fascinated, but on the other hand, also met with rejection. 

For example, if you randomly asked a passer-by in the street, he or she would describe a person in colourful or often gloomy pictures, just like the ones you always saw in the books. These women were mostly old as stone and had a crooked back and a long nose, which was not infrequently adorned with boils. They lived apart from the people and were blamed for the mischief of a town or a whole region when a scapegoat was needed to calm down the angry mop. 

But Darwin tried to prevent this stereotype from arising in the boys in the first place and tried to refute it, as they too had naturally grown up with the common fairy tales and their ideas about a witch. 

Even from an early age, a child was finally given this image of a true witch, so it took a lot of educating, and so Darwin first had to clear up all the prejudices that Jonathan in particular brought forth when they had some books on witches and witchcraft in front of them. They retreated to a cosy corner to inspect the selected books and notebooks more closely. There was a lot of junk among them that didn’t get them any further. Charly had placed far too much emphasis on pictorial representations in his selection and had also taken one or two fairy tale books from the shelves. Darwin sorted these books out at the same time and put them aside. But Jonathan’s choice was not necessarily a satisfying one either, as he had gone more for the darker books. 

He believed that witches were in league with the devil to achieve any goal through black magic. Well, after a rough selection, they were left with four very informative books that they wanted to absorb. Over the weekend, they wanted to gather all the information they could and perhaps uncover the secret they suspected the Moore sisters held. They put the other books back and went to the lower floor of the library, where Darwin could borrow the books via his reading card. A whole four weeks these works would now be available to them free of charge, and Charly calculated that this would be enough time until the Moore sisters would besiege his fathers’ hotel with their guests. 

For whatever purpose.

Before they were going to spend the whole weekend on their research, they bought enough food and drinks, as well as enough paper and pens. While Charly was putting the goods on the conveyor belt of the cash register, Darwin had the idea of just going to the shop in Lyttleton himself, as he wanted to get his picture of the Moore sisters. 

With the best will in the world, he could not imagine that witches were up to mischief not so far away from him. As an attentive observer of his region, shouldn’t he have noticed this long ago? But what? How did one recognise that it was a witch when one was face to face with her? 

Perhaps there was some kind of test, similar to that used for vampires, which could be used to convict witches. But Darwin thought this was utter nonsense since he not only questioned the existence of these creatures but knew exactly how this terrible myth had come about.

Jonathan, however, was convinced that it was possible to test evil witches in the flesh, and Charly agreed with him, as he had noticed the Moore sisters behaving strangely in his presence several times. 

Didn’t witches like children and could they be so clearly convicted? Why did Moira Grace always choke when she confronted Charly and why had she never reached out her bare hand to him? All these questions so preoccupied the three of them that after shopping at the supermarket, they decided to drive straight to Lyttleton to go to Trick or Treat. 

But first, they had to put all the bags in the boot and fill up the car, which used a lot of fuel because of its age. As soon as these things were done, they drove together to Lyttleton and Charly showed Darwin the way, as he had not been to this small town for a long time. 

They parked the car in front of the shop and briefly agreed that they would only let Darwin speak. Instead, the boys concentrated on the Moore sisters’ reactions and would watch for anything noticeable. Just before five o’clock, they entered the shop, which was already deserted. Since Serena had already gone home an hour ago, the sisters had no choice but to serve their last customers for the day themselves. 

„Hello, is anyone here?“ called Darwin, with the two boys in tow. 

„One moment, please,“ it sounded from the next room, and Darwin first looked at a few of the lovingly packaged products. 

After a few minutes, Elvira entered the shop area and said, „You’re in luck! We’re already closing at five. Can I help you?“

„Oh yes,“ Darwin said and walked towards Elvira. „I’m looking for something to help me relax and fall asleep in the evening. A tea, perhaps.“ 

„No, I have something much better for you,“ Elvira said, always keeping an eye on the two boys who were whispering behind Darwin’s back. „I will prepare an ointment for you, which you will then apply to your forehead. You’ll see, a deep relaxation will set in in no time.“ 

„Fine, I’d love to try that,“ Darwin agreed and looked at a few more products while Elvira prepared the desired ointment from a variety of ingredients in the herb corner. 

In addition to two teas, Darwin decided on one of the fragrant bath oils that he liked to use in a hot bath. He was a little appalled by the horrendous prices, but he was sure he had bought himself something good, which should remain the exception rather than the rule.

The desired ointment was ready mixed and put into a pretty jar. Then Elvira stuck the obligatory label on it and came back to the checkout. 

„What are these biscuits?“, Darwin wanted to know and pointed to a small plate next to the cash register on which there were biscuits to try. 

„Oh, these are ginger biscuits from our production,“ Elvira was pleased to see the prospective new customer. „Would you and your children like to try some?“

„With pleasure,“ Darwin replied and Elvira handed him the plate. Gingerly, Darwin reached for a biscuit and bit off a small piece. 

Jonathan, ravenous as he was, also wanted to reach for a biscuit, but Charly slapped him on the hand just as he was about to reach for one. Jonathan dropped the biscuit again and got a little annoyed at his oh-so-cautious friend. 

Elvira put the plate back on the counter and that’s when Charly suddenly saw his chance to prove his theory. He only wanted to lightly touch the hand of the woman he already thought was a cunning witch. But when he touched the fingertips of her left hand, he got a slight shock and quickly withdrew his hand. „What was that?“ asked Jonathan, starting to laugh as Charly looked in horror at his tingling hands. 

„That was just a static discharge, nothing more, my boy, nothing to worry about. It happens sometimes,“ Elvira tried to reassure the boy and looked at him slightly tensely. 

„Can you please pack me a pound of the biscuits?“ Darwin could no longer resist this fragrant and tasty delicacy. „They are exquisite. Do you stock them consistently?“ 

„We are currently testing how well they are received by our customers. If we get a lot of people excited about them, we will certainly offer them regularly,“ Elvira said and packed the desired quantity in a paper bag. „The best thing is to store the biscuits at home in a biscuit tin. Put a fresh apple in it too, that way the biscuits will stay fresh for a long time. That’s $38.50 all together.“

Darwin paid with a fifty-dollar note and took the change. 

Elvira packed everything in a bag and of course also gave Darwin a handful of sample packs — knowing full well that he would try them out. 

Charly and Jonathan were already leaving the shop when Elvira asked if they didn’t fancy some refreshments. But Charly shook his head and went out the door with his friend. 

„I’ll give you two more lemonades for your children. Thank you very much for your purchase and come again soon. Goodbye!“

„Yes, goodbye,“ Darwin said and left the shop, which was closed immediately after their visit. The lights were extinguished and from outside the shop now looked extremely dark and mysterious. It was exactly five o’clock. Just in time for teatime!

While Charly and Jonathan set up their small two-man tent in Darwin’s garden, he was already busy preparing dinner. Well fortified, they then wanted to scour the books for clues and interesting facts to see if there was a way to convict and identify witches in some way. 

When the tent was pitched and the sleeping bags were ready, the boys came into the house because they were already very hungry. For minutes they could smell the cooked speciality that Darwin had once again prepared with many exotic spices and coconut milk. The smell of turmeric and coriander wafted through the house. 

Jonathan set the table in the dining room and Charly prepared another milkshake in the kitchen, which they wanted to drink with the spicy meal. Charly put lots of bananas and mangoes, as well as fresh milk and a little honey, into the blender, and in no time at all a tasty drink was prepared that went very well with Darwin’s stir-fry. 

Darwin was well respected by the boys for his legendary and quickly prepared dishes, as he seemed to be able to conjure up a real feast for the palate from just a few ingredients in no time at all. And the boys were happy to help him. Sometimes Charly and Jonathan were even allowed to cook alone with him, but then something usually went wrong. Whether it was the too-hard noodles that they took out of the pot far too early because they didn’t make a bite test or the oversalted potatoes. 

Fortunately, Darwin had cooked alone that evening. Even while they were loading the second portion onto their plates, they looked anxiously into the books and wrote down some things that seemed important to them. Later they wanted to watch a documentary on TV that Darwin had recorded on video some time ago. Some time ago, a three-part documentary about the origin of the witch myth was shown on TV, and Darwin hoped that the boys would also see it scientifically and no longer indulge in their fantasy images. When the three of them had eaten another Hokey Pokey ice cream and spruced up the kitchen again, they adjourned to the cosy living room, where they devoured the documentary on Darwin’s huge screen, as well as plenty of popcorn. 

They often paused the video to take notes, and after the third part, a hectic discussion broke out about what was true about all the hocus-pocus. Darwin saw in all this just another myth that numerous authors had produced, and which always provided material for new and even absurd stories: old women would automatically become a witch in the forest if they were cut off from civilisation there, where they lived with their black cat and were interested in naturopathy. 

Charly, on the other hand, did not want to be dissuaded from the fact that there were still true witches today who kept their true identity secret with a lot of magic. Only hesitantly did Jonathan also accept the opinion, as he probably no longer had as much childlike imagination as Charly at the age of twelve. Therefore, Darwin also had a hard time arguing his scientific point of view and finally bowed to Charly’s idea that in Lyttleton three sisters even cast evil magic. 

For his sake, a ten-year-old should keep his faith in such fantasies while he was still a child. In the next few years, he would discard such imaginative powers and go through life with his eyes wide open. Somehow Darwin even found pleasure in supporting Charly in his assumptions, because who should be greatly harmed? He also saw the story with Peter Meyer with mixed feelings, as he had never heard anything comparable before. 

Who knows, maybe there was something to this.

Many hours later, it was well past eleven o’clock, Jonathan and Charly retired to their tent and were still debating loudly. Darwin, on the other hand, was so agitated that he hoped to relax in a hot bath and at the same time try out the newly acquired bath oil. To do this, he ran the bath, put a generous amount of the jasmine-scented bath oil into the water and placed a few of the delicious ginger biscuits on the edge of the tub. When the tub was well filled, Darwin undressed and slowly let himself slide into the warm bath water. 

Before that, however, he prepared one of the lemonade bottles and a sample pack for a face mask. He couldn’t understand why the boys had refused the soda, apart from the incident with Peter Meyer. 

Darwin found the tasty woodruff soda very refreshing and occasionally sipped the bottle while soaping his body and applying the face mask. 

About half an hour later, Darwin was still lying in the bathtub and reviewing the week. This had already become a kind of ritual with which Darwin ushered in the weekend and then devoted himself to his many leisure activities.

Meanwhile, outside in the tent. 

Charly and Jonathan were still discussing how they could best provide evidence so that it would be taken seriously, since it had not escaped Charly’s notice that Darwin, as an adult, saw the matter somewhat differently — more realistically and without any fantasy. 

For Darwin, the three sisters were at most a little bizarre, but by no means witches. Darwin also warned against trying to pigeonhole people too quickly, as false allegations could sometimes trigger an avalanche. Years ago, Darwin himself had been the victim of such a smear campaign, but he revealed this to very few people, as he had almost lost his faith in honesty and loyalty. 

Anyway, Charly tried to persuade his friend Jonathan that they wanted to spy in the hotel when the sisters were holding their conference there. Since this promised lots of fun, Jonathan finally agreed after a while, until they suddenly noticed a loud hissing noise above their tent. „What was that?“, Charly flinched fearfully and waved the torch around. 

„I don’t know! Darwin is probably sneaking around our tent,“ Jonathan whispered, „he’s just trying to scare us. 

Charly quietly and very slowly unzipped the tent and then crawled out, closely followed by Jonathan. Cautiously, they looked to the left and the right, but could not discover anything. Through the dim light of the pool lighting, they could see quite well over the entire property. 

Suddenly that hissing sound again. 

Louder and louder this sound seemed to be coming towards them, and so they stopped fearfully and rooted to the spot in front of the tent entrance until they saw a couple of speeding shadows scurrying across the meadow. 

At first, the two scaredy-cats thought it was a flock of birds, but since when did birds laugh when they flew over houses? A strange pointed laugh was heard and in a flash three figures shot over the treetops towards the coastal road. 

The boys cried out loudly and could not believe their eyes. What they saw there in the air were undoubtedly witches on their brooms, laughing and flying over the roofs of the houses at a crazy speed. The boys shrieked in panic and ran to the back door of the house, straight into the bathroom, where Darwin was still lying in the tub. But as he had just put his head under the water to rinse the shampoo out of his hair, he hadn’t heard the boys’ screams. 

Charly immediately spotted the empty fizzy drink bottle and was horrified that Darwin had drunk it despite all the warnings. But where was he? Excited, Charly rushed to the bathtub and couldn’t see anything because of all the bath foam. 

„Oh no,“ cried Charly, asking his friend to help him, „surely he didn’t drown in the tub.“

A few air bubbles rose. 

Charly courageously fumbled for Darwin’s head and yanked him by the hair to the surface of the water. Now a scream could be heard from the boys and they already feared the worst.

„What is wrong with you two?“ asked Darwin, wiping the foam from his eyes. 

„We … we … thought,“ Charly stammered out, „something might have happened to you.“

„Have you ever seen your face?“ asked Jonathan still horrified at the sight. „It’s green!“

„Green?“

„Yeah, like the fizzy drink. Why did you drink that soda?“

„Oh that one, it was quite tasty,“ Darwin tried to reassure the boys. 

„And why are you green in the face now?“

„Well, not because of the lemonade, anyway. I put on a face mask,“ Darwin said, wiping his face with a sponge. „See, it was just a mask, that’s all.“

„That’s all? Don’t make me laugh! Imagine, we just saw the three witches flying over your roof. The sisters from Lyttleton are on their way with their brooms.“

„Oh, such nonsense!“ Darwin wanted to dismiss this account as children’s nonsense and cleaned his face, „Don’t tell me you saw those witches too, Jonathan?“

„To be honest, yes, I too have seen their shadows flying over your house,“ Jonathan replied, handing Darwin a large bath towel. 

„I’m scared Darwin, honestly, there was something.“

„Well, come on. Can’t you even be shown a documentary about witches without your imagination running away with you? Where does it end?“

„Well, anyway, I don’t want to sleep outside any longer,“ Charly said and sat down on the damp bathroom tiles. „Who knows if they won’t come back again.“

„That’s all right. You could have asked if you could stay in the guest room without telling me this story,“ Darwin said and finished drying himself. 

Darwin prepared the guest room for the two of them so that they could finally sleep there. After all, they wanted to use the weekend to study the books they had borrowed, but they also wanted to have fun. Quickly, the big bed was freshly made and the boys disappeared under the fluffy blanket. 

Charly and Jonathan were still quite excited about their discovery, so Darwin boiled up hot milk with honey in the kitchen and gave the boys each a big cup to drink. After another hour, they finally fell asleep, exhausted, and Darwin went to sleep and enjoyed the short night with all kinds of sweet dreams.




So the weeks went by and everyone prepared in their way for what was to come. For some, it was just an adventure that promised a great time, but for the Moore sisters, it was much more. Their reputation was at stake. They wanted to be good hosts and therefore double and triple-checked all preparations with absolute precision. They could not and would not afford any mishaps, and that did not only apply to the Moore sisters. 

Charly had heard from his father that Moira Grace and her sister Elvira inspected the entire hotel yesterday and scrutinised everything. Only one week lay ahead of them until the big witch convention was to take place. As Ludmilla from Masterton was responsible for the preparation of the daily menus, she also arrived a few days earlier to take care of everything else on site and to relieve the sisters of some responsibility and work. This was very convenient for the sisters as they were getting more and more nervous and excited as the big day approached. 

Although they had thought everything through and organised it well in the last few weeks, minor problems occasionally upset them. For example, not all the large doors of the banquet hall could be locked, and so Mr Cutter also had to take care of such things, which he thought were completely excessive. The participants of the conference would be alone in the hotel anyway, so why should the doors be lockable? But that was not the only thing that upset Mr Cutter, and so he gave away a lot of important and useful information quite incidentally when, in the evening, at dinner with Charly, he went on about the sisters and their nitpicking, which was not really his He always tried to remain polite and cooperative, even if he sometimes secretly regretted having agreed to this booking. Charly, on the other hand, was rather relaxed about this weekend. With the numerous pieces of information that his father supplied rather casually, he wanted to provide both Jonathan and Darwin so that in an emergency several people would know that he and Jonathan would also be at the hotel at least on the evening of the big meeting in the ballroom to spy on the witches at close quarters. 

Under no circumstances, however, was his father allowed to find out about it, because that would probably have gotten him grounded for decades. Through the many books and reports that the boys had devoured over the past weekends, their enthusiasm grew more and more, and even Darwin’s pitiful attempts to dissuade them had been of no use. 

Quite the opposite. After much persuasion, Darwin offered his video camera to support the boys in their discovery tour. Later, after viewing the footage, Darwin simply wanted to delete the tape and let the whole thing rest. But at least this way he didn’t look like a killjoy in front of the boys and just wanted to be surprised by what Charly and Jonathan would bring to light.




Ludmilla had already been busy for days preparing the food for the many guests and procuring the last ingredients needed. Without further ado, the Brodel kitchen in Lyttleton was turned into a makeshift kitchen where the many soups and sauces could be pre-cooked and then stored in large buckets. This would save a lot of time and work on the following weekend, and it would not be necessary to assign so many helpers, who could instead devote themselves entirely to the conference. Whenever Ludmilla had filled three or four large containers, she and Gillian drove to the hotel to take them to the cold store that was ready for them. They usually left late in the evening so that no one asked many questions, since the hotel staff was still working there. But hardly any cook or maid took much notice of the two women they thought were suppliers. And so all the preparations were completed by late Thursday evening. 

A few evenings before, Ludmilla and the Moore sisters were already talking about the success of the Witch Congress and also about the actual reason for their meeting. This year, for the first time in a long time, all the stars were in a favourable constellation for their secret plan that they wanted to seduce the children of New Zealand with a very special tempting delicacy. Should this plan succeed, they would then extend their plans to the entire population of the earth in the run-up to Christmas. Everywhere where witches were at home, the children were to be taught a lesson. It was not only in New Zealand that witches had lost their reputation and acceptance, and they no longer wanted to accept that.

In the meantime, Serena had become a great help, whom the sisters no longer wanted to give away. After only a few days, she knew all the products and their effects by heart, and her idea to add biscuits to the range again had also met with great enthusiasm from the ever-growing regular clientele. 

She was to run the shop completely on her own for the first time on the coming Friday, as the sisters had their hands full with running the conference. 

Therefore, Moira Grace also handed her the shop key with a clear conscience, so that Serena could open it on her own and close it again after eight hours of work. For this day, Serena was even to receive double pay, and so she agreed without hesitation. 

Without hesitation, Jonathan also agreed that they would sneak into the hotel right after school on Friday. Charly had found out that the big party would probably start at about eight o’clock in the ballroom. For the time being, a menu was planned, as well as discussion groups of twenty to thirty participants each in the smaller meeting rooms. 

As these were difficult to enter without being seen straight away, it was obvious that the friends preferred to concentrate on the banqueting hall, which also offered plenty of good hiding places and, above all, escape possibilities with its numerous doors and lifting platform. 

Darwin, on the other hand, preferred to stay at home, as entering the rented premises could be construed as trespassing, despite all the childish intentions. It would be easier for Charly and Jonathan if they were caught. Charly could then simply claim that he urgently needed to fetch something for his father, even if this would have consequences. But they had to accept that. 

Better than being bewitched or even cursed by the witches!
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