
  
    [image: Mystery at Maplemead Castle]
  


  
    
      Mystery at Maplemead Castle

      A laugh-till-you-cry cozy mystery

    

    
      
        Kitty French

      

    

    
      
        [image: Bookouture]
      

    

  


  
    
      This book is for the brilliant, funny Kim Nash, officially the bee's knees of the book world. Thank you for everything you do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Every now and then someone tells me how lucky I am to be able to see ghosts and I bite my tongue and sit on my hands so I don’t accidentally punch them in the face. Honestly, I know it might seem interesting, fun even, from the outside looking in, but if I could trade places with a regular Joe I’d do it in a heartbeat. It’s a gift and a curse in unequal measures, but one I’m determined to make best use of by building my fledgling business empire around it.

      ‘Hey, Bittersweet.’

      I look up as Marina bounces a balled-up chewing gum wrapper off my head to get my attention.  

      ‘That’s the third time I’ve said your name.’ She folds the stick of gum in half before she puts it in her mouth. ‘What’s got you so distracted?’ 

      I shrug. ‘Just thinking about this afternoon’s meeting at Maplemead. I can’t remember the last time I went inside an actual castle.’ I avoid places steeped in history on account of the fact they’re usually also steeped in ghosts who want to hassle the hell out of me, but this is for work purposes so I’m breaking my own rules. We’re meeting later today with the American couple who recently moved lock, stock and barrel to England after buying Maplemead Castle over the Internet. I know. Who does that?

      ‘Do we need to buy caps to doff?’ Marina asks, her dark eyes dancing. She’s not one for taking things too seriously, unless someone winds her up or threatens us, in which case she morphs into a crazy woman and you don’t want to be the one she’s gunning for. It’s her Sicilian heritage. Luckily for us, she also has a Sicilian nonna, or gran to you and me, who is a stonkingly good cook. Therefore, Marina comes in most days armed with something fabulous in her vintage biscuit tin.

      ‘A quick tug of our forelocks should suffice,’ I say, pulling ineffectually at my fringe.  

      We both look up as our assistant Artie comes through the door, all long legs and wide, nervous eyes. 

      ‘Morning.’ He grins, then drops to his haunches to greet Lestat, my utterly uncivilised pug. He hasn’t been with us very long, but he already has his paws firmly under my table, his ass in my bed, and his furry flat face in Nonna’s biscuit tin too if he can find a way to get at it without being seen. He’s a ninja when it comes to food, but it’ll take a faster pug than him to come between me and my next sugar hit.

      I’m not a girl with that many vices, but sugar is definitely near the top of my addiction list.

      ‘What time are we due at the castle?’ Marina asks.

      Glenda Jackson, our part-time secretary, taps the end of her pencil against the diary that’s open on her desk. ‘You’re due at Maplemead Castle for two o’clock.’ She glances at her watch. ‘It’s going to take you approximately forty minutes to get there in pre-rush-hour traffic, so you’ll need to leave immediately after lunch.’ 

      Glenda doesn’t even look up as she imparts this information, because her fingers are flying so fast over her keyboard that it’s a wonder her hands don’t levitate. She’s worked for my family for more than a decade, and she now does a couple of hours each morning here at the agency before going back to her regular job next door with my mother and gran at Blithe Spirits. Some people would find it difficult to be the sole administrator for two businesses at once. Not Glenda Jackson. Monday to Friday she packs her curves into sexy little power suits, piles her red and gold curls on top of her head, then steers both of the Bittersweet ships whilst doing the cryptic crossword in her downtime.  

      We are an unlikely company, all round. Glenda Jackson, aka superwoman in a sexy power suit. Artie, snake-charmer, tea-drinker, trainee ghostbuster. Marina, my wisecracking, loyal right-hand girl since we were scabby-kneed kids; a gum-chewing, fiery Sicilian beauty queen.  

      And then there’s me. The short, quirky girl in jeans and Converse who sees dead people, fantasises about superheroes and prefers sugar to sex. Actually, that is a complete and utter lie. I don’t prefer sugar to sex, but I’m not getting any of one so I overindulge on the other. God, imagine if I could combine the two! For a moment I let myself imagine being boffed by Fletcher Gunn – the local hot-shot reporter who I have a love–hate relationship with – whilst eating a Curly Wurly, and it’s so frickin’ fabulous that I feel my cheeks heat up and wonder if the others can tell I’m suddenly on the brink of a saccharine orgasm. 

        ‘Stick the kettle on, Artie,’ I say, reminded of my need for caffeine as he pulls a little plastic Ziploc food bag from his pocket and deposits his weekly supply of tea bags on the tray beside the jar of coffee. He’s an oddball in all the best ways, our Artie. At first glance he seems gawky and awkward, and actually he is both of those things, but there’s so much more to him too. He has his own special way of looking at the world; pragmatic to the tenth degree and a knack for stating the obvious in a way that cracks me up.

      It strikes me suddenly that Marina has yet to produce Nonna’s special biscuit tin from her bag. I go icy-cold with fear. Please don’t let this be the day Nonna Malone has decided we don’t need her sugar fix to set us up for ghost-hunting because, as far as I’m concerned, that day will never come.  

      ‘Coffee, Marina?’ I say, hoping to jog her memory without needing to ask outright. If she doesn’t get the hint, I’ll face-plant myself in her cavernous suede hobo bag and wear it as a hat to snout out those biscuits.

      She nods, looking at me coolly. ‘I don’t know how to break this to you gently, so I’m just gonna be fast and blunt. Brace yourself. Nonna’s gone back to Sicily for a week. There are no biscuits.’

      I gulp, and stare at her in wide-eyed horror. ‘You must have known she was going,’ I whisper hoarsely. ‘You could have prepared me.’ 

      She looks at me with a helpless shrug, which might mean there was a family emergency prompting Nonna’s trip but, more likely, means she was too chicken to tell me.  

      Artie plonks his lunchbox down on my desk and opens it. ‘You can have my egg sandwich if you want,’ he offers. I appreciate the gesture of solidarity. He feels the same way about his mum’s egg sandwiches as I do about Nonna’s biscuits. 

      ‘I’m going to cry now,’ I say. ‘Because my life is practically ruined.’ I shoot Marina a dark look. ‘Glenda, cancel the appointment at Maplemead. I’m going to go to bed for a week. Wake me up when Nonna Malone comes home again.’ 

      Glenda watches me have my sugar-free meltdown with calm, doe-like eyes, then silently reaches into her desk and hands me an unopened box of shortbread. It’s quite fancy, as it goes; proper Scottish stuff dipped in white chocolate for good measure. I feel my blood sugar start to rise in anticipation and decide that perhaps I don’t need to hit the sack after all. See what I mean about Glenda Jackson? She’s Wonder Woman without the Spandex.  

      Lestat barrels across the room as I pick the end of the biscuit box open and our eyes meet as he ducks under my desk, skids to a halt and puts his stubby little foot on my knee.  

      ‘Not a chance, Mutt-Face,’ I growl, as protective of the shortbread as a mamma tiger with her newborn cub. ‘Go hunt your own kill.’ 

      I feel absolutely no guilt as he slinks away across the office to his bed, shooting me daggers as he stomps around his cushions in ever-decreasing circles to get comfortable.

       ‘I’ve printed out the recent sales particulars of Maplemead Castle.’ I pause to hand the copies I made earlier around. ‘It’s worth us all taking some time to familiarise ourselves with it. There’s also a potted history attached at the back, although we’re going to need to go deeper after our initial assessment this afternoon.’ 

      ‘It’s quite a place, isn’t it? I always hoped they’d open it up to visitors but the family were very private,’ Glenda murmurs, admiring the moat and handsome facade. She isn’t wrong; it’s a beautiful sandstone brick building that has been cared for and modified over the years to keep it in service in various guises, and its many-mullioned windows glint in the sunlight behind the grand stone steps leading up to the entrance.

      Marina flips the top image of the castle over and whistles as she glances over the details. ‘Seventeen bedrooms!’  

      Aside from the numerous bedrooms, the castle has a library, a billiards room, various attics, cellars and an old dungeon. 

      ‘I vote we don’t set foot in the dungeon,’ I say. I’m not the bravest when it comes to the dark. 

      ‘Lois and Barty Letterman have been living at Maplemead for a month or so now, and in that time they’ve witnessed an array of paranormal activity; objects being moved, thrown, that sort of thing, that they attribute to ghosts,’ Glenda says, reading through the notes from the booking-in telephone conversation. ‘They’re not unduly bothered for themselves, but a film crew are due in at the beginning of next month and the leading lady has already made it clear that she won’t step foot inside the place while there’s so much as a sniff of ghosts and ghouls.’ 

      From what I can gather, the Lettermans are planning to run the castle as a business, hiring it out as a party venue and film set. Privately, I’m hoping the first movie being made at Maplemead will have a distinctly superhero vibe; I mean, it isn’t a deal-breaker that it has to star Robert Downey Jr as Iron Man, but it sure would help oil the wheels. Or would it? I’m not sure I’d get much done, mainly because I’d be stalking him and trying to cop a feel of his iron helmet. That’s not even a euphemism. I like his actual helmet; all of that wizardy gadgetry stuff makes me come over all Gwyneth Paltrow and want to be his Girl Friday. Or maybe just his girl. Anyway, you get the idea. I’m not exclusive to Iron Man though. I’m a superhero junky; I’d be just as happy to see Captain America or Spidey rock up to the portcullis at Maplemead.

      Surreptitiously scribbling on my jotter block, I clear my throat and whip quickly through the other bare-bone details we already know about Maplemead, mostly just the basic timeline of the castle that I’ve dug up from the net. There’s not very much to go on yet; we need to get over there and try to assess what’s going bump in the night before Hollywood descends and all hell breaks loose.  

      Glenda rules a neat line to close off the morning meeting in the diary and, as we slowly disperse back to our relative perches, Marina leans over my shoulder and reads my scrawl in the jotter block, then rolls her eyes. 
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      ‘Holy shit.’ 

      I turn the engine off and Marina, Artie and I all sit and stare, goggle-eyed, at the magnificent castle frontage. We’ve just driven in across the drawbridge and through the huge wooden gates set into the thick castle walls and it’s like entering a secret fairy tale. At least the public might get more of a chance to see the castle now; as Glenda said, it’s always been in private hands and cloistered from prying eyes.

      ‘I don’t think the gatekeeper liked the look of Babs,’ Artie says, stating the obvious from the disdainful way the uniformed guard had eyed Babs, our 1973 Ford transit. Perhaps it’s the fact that it’s two-tone buttercup yellow and off-white, or triple tone if you were feeling unkind enough to count the rust. Maybe it’s the fact that we were gawking at him through the windscreen like the three wise monkeys from the front bench seat, or it’s possible it had something to do with the in-your-face Ghostbusting Girls’ Agency logo that Marina lovingly hand-painted on the side. Sure, it echoes back to the glory days of Charlie’s Angels, but Babs is a seventies hippy chick so it’s entirely in keeping with her retro style. She wears her slightly rusty chrome bumpers with jaunty panache, and her juddering and backfiring is the biggest thrill my nether regions get all day, which is more of a sad reflection of me than her.  

      ‘It’s bigger than it looks on the pictures,’ I murmur, leaning forwards until my face is almost pressed flat against the glass as I peer up at the crenelated roofline above the third-floor windows.

      The facade is bedecked with several tiers of stone-mullioned windows, seven abreast set across the wide, almost mellow pink stone. It’s actually very pretty, if a castle can be considered as such. It’s certainly a far cry from the austerity of the ruined grey castles Marina and I were hawked around on rainy school trips as kids. It was difficult to listen to the teacher or tour guide when a bevy of beheaded prisoners from the 1500s were bustling around you with their heads underneath their arms indignant at their fate, or on another memorable occasion when the ghostly inmates of a lunatic asylum swamped me so badly that Marina caught me as I’d passed out.

      I developed a twenty-four-hour sickness bug on trip days after that, which I expect came as a relief all round. I was universally known at school as the latest in a long line of weirdos from Chapelwick’s resident crazy family. I was saved from being bullied only by the fact that some of them had seen Carrie, the Steven King movie where the telekinetic kid goes nutso and burns the school down with them in it. Oh, and by Marina, of course. To get to me they’d have had to come through her, and the Malone family are also well known in Chapelwick – for different reasons. Sicilian reasons. I’m sure I don’t need to elaborate. 

      ‘Do you think we just knock on the door?’ Artie says, gazing across the deep expanse of the gravel forecourt. I don’t know why I’ve instinctively parked as far away from the castle as the forecourt permits; maybe because Babs is like an out-of-place canary here when there should be only sleek ravens. A sweep of wide, shallow steps lead up onto a stone porch inset with grand double oak doors.

      Marina grins. ‘Nah. I reckon we should just sit here and wait until a knight rocks up and bangs his rod on the window or something.’

      ‘His rod?’ Laughter bubbles up in my throat. Trust Marina to be inappropriate.  

      She shrugs. ‘See if I’m wrong.’ 

      On that, one of the front doors swings back on its hinges. 

      ‘You were wrong,’ Artie says.  

      All three of us watch the small birdlike woman flutter out onto the top of the steps. She shields her eyes with her hand to peer at us and the huge jewels on her fingers catch the sunlight and bounce tiny rainbows around her, as if she is the actual rainbow queen in her own rainbow-themed Disney movie. Only this queen has switched her turquoise velvet cloak for a turquoise velvet jumpsuit and her ethereal crown has been exchanged for a white sun visor that loudly proclaims that she’s a fan of the Kansas City Chiefs. 

      ‘And that must be Lady Lois Letterman,’ I murmur. ‘Time to get out and say hi, people.’ 

      Marina pulls a fresh packet of gum from her jeans pocket and unpicks the foil seal, miffed that there will be no knight banging his rod on her windows today. 

      The tiny turquoise rainbow queen starts flapping both of her arms over her head. 

      ‘I think she’s recognised us,’ I say. 

      ‘That or she’s trying to land a plane,’ Artie says, watching her wide-eyed.  

      Marina laughs and I slide the driver’s door back and jump out of Babs onto the gravel with a satisfying crunch. I raise a hand towards the turquoise jumping bean as I round the front of Babs and join the others in the warm early July sunshine.  

      ‘She looks like a manic smurf,’ Marina shoots out of the corner of her mouth as she glides effortlessly over the uneven gravel in her beloved skyscraper heels, whilst I link arms with her to stop myself from stumbling even though I’m in my regular uniform of Converse. I let her go as we reach the safety of the sweeping stone steps and I glance across and flick an encouraging wink at Artie. He grins back, a slash of sunshine over his perpetually anxious eyes.

      He’s coming out of his shell a little more every day and I’m enjoying watching him unpack his personality in front of us. I don’t think he even realises that he’s funny or that he’s smart, because no one besides his parents ever took the time to see beyond the awkward long-limbed boy in the thick glasses.   

      ‘That van is a riot!’ Lois hoots, stilling her crazy arm motions as we come to a standstill on the top step. Close up, she looks like a bit of a nut. I don’t mean she looks crazy, I mean she reminds me of an actual nut. A walnut, to be precise, in that her skin is deep-beige tan and criss-crossed over with fine wrinkles in all directions. She has been crazy-paved by too much exposure to sunlight, but nonetheless she exudes an almost child-like energy and excitement. Her skin says seventy and her behaviour says seven and, in actual fact, I know that she is mid-fifties. I know this because I researched her because, as I already said, I am a badass businesswoman. Or because Glenda Jackson gave me a file with all of the details. Thanks to the file, I also know that Lois is Oklahoma born and bred, as is her husband Barty, three years her senior.  

      ‘Melody?’ she says, looking uncertainly at Marina, who in turn nudges me forward sharply enough for me to almost stumble into Lois. I smile, wide and professional, as I thrust my hand out and, at the same time, I flick my other elbow back into Marina’s ribs in retaliation. I don’t think Lois notices our minor girl fight; she’s too busy arching her eyebrows at the fact that I’m the boss rather than the much slicker, more put-together Marina. 

      ‘I’m Melody Bittersweet,’ I announce at the same time as Artie and Marina both say, ‘She’s Melody.’ Have they never seen Spartacus? My stretched smile is hurting my face, so I plough on. ‘I’m guessing you must be Mrs Letterman?’ 

      Her bright-blue eyes twinkle with trouble. ‘Aw, call me Lolo, honey, everyone does. Or Lady Lolo, as Barty has decided to call me!’  She cackles loudly, amused by her own grandiose. ‘What gave me away? The accent? The American tan?’  

      I’m tempted to say I’ve seen her photo clipped neatly into the file Glenda prepared, but I just nod and look enthusiastic. ‘All of those things. It’s so great to meet you.’ 

      ‘What a place!’ Marina steps up beside me, all smiles, her arms spread wide to indicate the castle.  

      Lois laughs with obvious delight. ‘Isn’t it? You buy a castle on the Internet and, trust me, you have your fears that you’re gonna roll up and find a pile of rubble.’ She lowers her voice and leans in conspiratorially.  ‘I mean, who does that, right? Only crazy Americans!’ 

      We all nod and then shake our heads at the same time, confused. Is it a test? I can feel myself getting hot and flustered even though I’m only wearing a skinny pink T-shirt. I’ve deliberately erred away from my usual wardrobe of character or statement T-shirts to meet our prospective customers, because you never know who you might offend with Frankie Says Relax emblazoned across your bajongos. No one needs to know that I’m wearing my Wonder Woman knickers under my jeans. That’s strictly between me and Lestat, the only male to lay eyes on me undressed in recent times.  

      ‘This is Marina Malone and Artie Elliott,’ I say, introducing my motley crew. 

      ‘Lady Lolo. I feel as if I should curtsy!’ Marina says, holding her hand out. 

      ‘Aw, honey, there’s really no need!’ Lois flaps, but all the same she doesn’t take Marina’s hand and her wide eyes and expectant toothy smile say, ‘Go on then, English girl. Drop for me on the steps of my castle.’  

      Marina flicks me a look that says: ‘must I?’ and I respond with a bland smile that very clearly says: ‘why yes, you absolutely must.’  

      I can barely contain my snort as I watch her daintily grip the edges of her imaginary tutu between her fingers and thumbs and bend her knees outwards like a frog. Lady Lolo looks taken aback, that big, flashy smile faltering. 

      ‘Where I come from, a lady always keeps her knees together, honey,’ she sniffs and Marina shoots me a WTF glance.

      ‘I’m so interested to see inside the castle,’ I pipe up, shiny-eyed and enthusiastic. ‘I don’t know how you don’t get lost in a place this size.’ 

      ‘Oh I do, honey, all the time,’ Lolo breezes. ‘I’ve got a pretty impressive holler for a tiny thing though.’ She stops suddenly and throws her head back, then lets out a blood-curdling scream. ‘BARTY!’  

      She snaps her mouth shut and then starts to count him out with her fingers like a boxing referee, clearly amused with herself. We all watch her, slack-mouthed and transfixed, and she doesn’t get past six before a tall, mahogany-tanned guy with a shock of white hair barrels out of the door and screeches to a halt beside her, his hands on his knees as he pants for air. 

      He’s as robustly built as his wife is fragile, and dressed as if he’s about to play tennis, except his build suggests he’s more a spectator than a player. It isn’t that he’s fat; he’s just tall and rangy with a gut that demonstrates he enjoys the good life.  

      ‘Barty, will you come look at this! Our ghostbusters have arrived in the most fabulous little van,’ Lolo coos, laying her hand on her husband’s bent back and completely ignoring the fact that he looks as if he might have a heart attack any minute.   

      ‘Did you need to yell out quite like that, honey?’ 

      She looks surprised. ‘You guys, this is Lord Bartholomew Letterman the first, otherwise known as plain old Barty to the likes of you and me.’ Lois raises her hand to her mouth so she can speak confidentially to us, even though she speaks more than loud enough for her husband to plainly hear. ‘Although I have other names I call him, depending on the circumstances, if you see where I’m heading with that. If he’s in my good books I might call him my big sweet turkey cock.’ She leans towards me. ‘I won’t tell you what I call him in the bedroom, but it rhymes with King Kong with a big dong. Oh wait, that is what I call him. Don’t tell him I told you that.’ She cackles and bats her hand, even though we are all perfectly aware that he heard, because she whisper-shouted it loud enough for the gateman to know their bedroom habits, let alone us. 

      For a second we all lapse into silence and Lois and Barty just kind of look at us with their big, expectant smiles, almost as if they’re waiting for us to invite them into our castle rather than vice versa. 

      ‘Shall we?’ I nod politely towards the open doors, deliberately leaving my question open-ended for Lois or Barty to pick up the baton. It does the trick, shaking them out of their King Kong with a big dong reveries and back to the matters at hand. 

      ‘Of course! Come on in, honey.’ Lolo extends her arm expansively towards the entrance for us to go on ahead of her, and I shoot Marina and Artie a quick ‘stay with me’ look before I lead them inside the castle.  

      Oh my God. It’s an actual castle. I mean, I knew it was from the outside, but inside it’s the real deal. We’re in a wide, dark-panelled vestibule and a grand reception hall lies to the left-hand side and a formal library to the right. The floorboards creak with age and atmosphere and a suit of armour stands stoic in one corner. Marina’s heels clatter against the wood and I feel her fingers twist into the back of my T-shirt the way she does sometimes when she’s unsure.   

      Lois ushers us sideways into the grand reception hall, where all three of us take a moment to gaze around in silent wonder. It’s huge and double height and all of the mahogany-panelled walls are rich with carvings and inlaid glass-fronted display cases. Chandeliers hang from the raftered ceilings and there’s a huge, luminous oil painting in pride of place over the broad, heavily lintelled fireplace. The room has been sympathetically furnished to allow for modern comforts; two deep, wood-trimmed sofas face each other across an oversized coffee table set on an oriental rug and the wooden shutters have been pinned back from the walk-in bay windows to allow sunlight to stream through and dapple the room. I’m pretty sure that you could fit my entire flat in this room. It’s breathtaking.  

      ‘Oh goody. More badly dressed gawkers.’  

      No one takes any notice, because no one except for me can see or hear the woman staring at us moodily from beside the fireplace. I don’t reply to her, because she doesn’t realise that I know she’s there and I haven’t yet sussed how Lord and Lady Letterman feel about the whole ghost issue.

      I try to look her way casually, as if I’m just checking out the fascinating architectural details, but it’s incredibly hard not to stare because she’s a dead ringer for Sophia Loren in her heyday. She’s spectacular; all the more so because she is dressed in a cap-sleeved ivory leotard that flares at her hips with a filmy net under-layer that appears to be made from boned parachute silk. She’s svelte but curvaceous, and she obviously knew how to accentuate her assets when she was alive given the way the encrusted neckline and skinny belt of her leotard glitter with delicate, eye-catching rhinestones.

      I deduce from the nude pink ballet slippers laced around her well-turned ankles that she was a performer of some variety, and her lustrous midnight black hair is set into rippling, chin-length finger waves. From the neck up she’s a decadent, carefree flapper and then a taut, lithe performer from the shoulders down; a potent combination I’m finding hard to look away from. So much so that it takes a sharp jab in the ribs from Marina to alert me to the fact that Lois and Barty are both staring at me, expectant once again. They must have said something, but I’m totally clueless. I flick my eyes nervously at Marina and try to relay a silent SOS and, thankfully, she picks up on my help-me cue and fans her face with her hand as she blows her fringe out of her eyes. 

      ‘I think it might be too warm for coffee. Something cold, maybe?’ 

      Ah, so we’re still on the formalities.

      ‘Just water would be great, thank you,’ I murmur. ‘Or maybe you could give us a tour of the place and explain how we can help you as we go?’ 

      I’m keen to have the ghostbuster conversation out of earshot of foxy-leotard girl; I’d rather introduce myself to ghosts in a less-confrontational way if possible. You ghost, me ghosthunter is never an easy conversation to have.

       Barty bounds forward, practically rubbing his hands together, and Lois rolls her eyes. 

      ‘You might regret asking for a tour,’ she mutters. ‘I hope you’ve got your walking shoes on.’ 

      She glances at my feet, then raises her eyebrows at Marina’s skyscraper heels. Marina shrugs, thoroughly unconcerned. 

      ‘Trust me; there isn’t a thing you can do in those that I can’t do in these.’ She waggles her ankle delicately and nods towards Lois’s neon green running shoes. 

      She isn’t lying. On our last case, she used her stilettos to pick a lock and whack an attacker; they’re practically on the payroll. 

      Lois crosses to the window and furls herself delicately into an armchair. ‘I’ll wait on here for y’all, I’ve taken this tour pretty often now,’ she smiles, waving us away with a flutter of her glittering rings.  

      I notice the way the woman beside the fireplace rolls her eyes, as if this is not unusual behaviour on Lois’s part. I’m beginning to suspect that beneath that turquoise velour workout gear beats the heart of a closet couch potato. Don’t get me wrong; I’m on her team. I was always the last to be picked for netball at school, mostly because I am openly rubbish at anything that involves coordination and speed.

      ‘As you can see,’ Barty says, already walking tall and directing our attention with his big tanned hands. He turns us to look towards the library on the opposite side of the entrance hall. ‘This, folks, is the library.’ 

      Okay. So Barty likes to state the obvious. There’s probably a thousand books lining the walls, all leather-bound and clearly antique. I ignore the slow clap from the ghost ballerina in the other room and focus my attention instead on an elderly couple playing some sort of card game at a small table. Their clothes and hairstyles place them around the 1920s and they exude wealth and permanence, as if they belong here. They probably do, given that they must have died quite a few decades previously and are peacefully ignoring us and enjoying their game. Based on my research of the castle so far, I’d hazard a guess that they must be members of the Shilling family, the clan who’d been in possession of Maplemead for centuries up to the recent sale. I tune them out and try to keep my concentration on Barty. 

      ‘To be honest with y’all, Lois and I haven’t yet pulled a book out of those shelves. We’ve been kept kind of busy, you know?’  

      Artie shakes his head, gawking around. ‘My mum would go mental if she saw this. She loves history and old stuff.’ 

      ‘You should bring her over, Mr…’

      ‘I’m Artie.’ Artie sticks his hand out. ‘Artie Elliott.’ 

      He’s been known as Artie since Marina christened him with his first-ever nickname a few weeks back. I don’t miss the shimmer of pride in his voice as he announces himself now. 

      ‘Artie…’ Barty ruminates on it. ‘Kind of like King Arthur, right?’ 

      For a second Artie stares at him blankly. ‘My mom has a round table,’ he says, eventually. 

       ‘A round dining table,’ Barty says, nodding with a slow smile of appreciation. 

      ‘You’re a sharp one, Artie Elliott. I can see we’re going to get on. You’re the boss, right?’ 

      He turns away and starts to walk away down the hall and Artie turns his big, troubled eyes towards me. Artie isn’t the boss of anything. He was bullied out of school, is smother-mothered at home and he’s fourth out of four in the pecking order at the agency. There’s me, Marina is my wing woman, and Glenda Jackson is Glenda Jackson. Quite frankly, she might be the actual boss. If she tells me so, I’m not going to argue. The only thing Artie is conceivably the boss of is Lestat and making coffee, not necessarily in that order. 

      ‘Er, Mr Letterman,’ he pipes up as we file along the panelled, narrowing corridor.  

      ‘Hmm?’ Barty turns, but his attention is immediately snagged by a carved stone inlaid into the wall behind my head.  

       ‘See this? It was laid here by the first Lord Shilling, the dude who originally had the castle built.’

      We all dutifully inspect the stone and then Marina leans in and peers closely at it. 

      ‘Randy sods back then, weren’t they?’ 

      Artie tips his head to the side as he studies it and then looks away quick smart from the image of the lord taking his lady in no uncertain terms from behind. Poor Artie. Only a week or two back he was subjected to the sight of an octogenarian vagina. It’s been a baptism of fire and, to his credit, he’s taken to it like a duck to water.

      He clears his throat before he speaks up. ‘I’m not the boss, actually, Lord Letterman. Melody is.’ 

      Artie nods towards me and Marina and she, in turn, jerks her thumbs in my direction as if Barty really should have known better.

      ‘You guys sure have some cool names.’ Barty smiles genially. He glances towards me for a split second, dismisses me and focuses his attention on Marina. This is something that has happened lots of times over the years, mainly because Marina is jaw-droppingly gorgeous and I’m more of an acquired taste.

      Don’t get me wrong, I have my charms. I inherited my dad’s round, dark eyes, the exact shade of early morning espresso brewed in a backstreet Italian coffee house. I know this because my mother tells me every so often. Rome was one of the few trips she got to experience with my dad and, back then, she marvelled at how the deep chestnut-brown brew was a perfect Dulux match with his eyes. When I was a child my gran used to call me her perfect pocket peach, because I’m pint-sized and I have a classic peaches and cream complexion, not to mention that a certain rock pool-eyed reporter recently told me that the need to have wild sex with me is keeping him awake at night.

      So yeah, I’m not without my charms or low on self-confidence, but Marina… she’s a visual feast. Tall and foxy, all curves and teeth and Sicilian drama. She knows how to work it too. Never seen in public without her heels and her fire engine red lippy, Marina doesn’t buy jeans unless it looks as if someone applied them with a spray gun.

      ‘And you are?’ 

      Marina watches him shrewdly. ‘Marina Malone. As in the ocean.’ 

      ‘A beautiful tropical reef,’ Barty schmoozes. 

      She nods, laughs lightly, in a way the uninitiated might take as friendly. ‘Just when you thought it was safe to go into the water.’ She sweetens the unmistakable Jaws tagline with a perfect smile, but her warning is clear.

      ‘Then you must be Melody.’ Barty turns to me, adding, ‘As in a song.’

      He breaks into a few bars of ‘Unchained Melody’ and I fix my smile because I’ve only heard that joke about a million times in my life already. After a few tumbleweed seconds he dries up and shrugs, then turns to push open a broad, heavy door to his left. 

      ‘Get a load of this.’ He inclines his head for us to go inside, so I lead the way. Holy frickin’ moly. I feel as if I am Hermione Granger walking into an enchanted Hogwarts ball. Our collective jaws hit the floor as we come to a standstill and gaze, awestruck, around the vast ballroom. Now, I’m not a girl given to soppy movies or romance novels, that’s Marina’s bag but, oh my God, where are all the princes? I can’t dance to save my life, but right this second I want a dashing hero in full military dress and sash to appear and formally request my next dance. I could waltz. How hard can it be? 

      It really is the prettiest of rooms. The walls are the same pale blue as fragile song-thrush eggshells with frescos of waist-height summer flowers detailed in a pastel palate of pinks, yellow, mint and lavender. It feels as if we have walked into a wild meadow so lush and perfect that I can almost smell the honeysuckle, so unexpected that I can almost hear bird song. 

      It reminds me of a movie that Marina made me endure once, one where animated bluebirds land on the heroine and do all of her cleaning for her while she prances around and warbles a happy song. See what I mean about Marina? She’s nails and then she’s cotton candy.  

      ‘I feel like Cinder-fuckin’-rella,’ she mutters under her breath, thankfully loud enough for only me to hear. 

      ‘We’re thinking of throwing a welcome party, try out the space for size,’ Barty says. 

       I badly want to come to that party. 

      ‘Fancy dress?’ Marina asks, hopefully.

      Barty begins to explain some of the room’s fascinating history, including how the beautiful frescoes were commissioned as a wedding gift from Lord Alistair Shilling for his bride Eleanor, but my attention is pulled instantly away from him and towards the extraordinary man who has just materialised through the wall at the far end of the room.   

      He strides towards us like a matador, and I’m surprised that no one else can hear the staccato click of his heels as they hit the well-polished parquet. He’s scowling, a full, dark simmer of an expression that gives him a monobrow and sends a shiver down my spine. You know those black and white yesteryear posters for strong men at the circus? The ones with a stocky, handsome man with greased back hair, a twiddly moustache and a stripy vest? He looks as if he just stepped out of one of those because he’s furious that someone stole his dumbbell. He’s closer now, and I have to admit he’s quite a looker. Brooding and charismatic, he marches right on up to Barty and halts, banging his heel hard against the floor for emphasis even though no one can hear him. His trousers are skin-tight, leggings almost and, okay I admit it, his extremely defined package caught my eye. Don’t judge me. I’m in a dry spell and the man is clearly hung like an elephant. 

      ‘I wish you to leave! You and that awful little woman, go now and leave us alone!’

      He is properly squared up to Barty, fists clenched, while Barty is completely oblivious and giving us too much information about the restoration of the no-less-than-four whopping ballroom chandeliers. Artie is, at least, attempting to interject pertinent questions while Marina half-heartedly nods whilst probably imagining herself disco dancing dressed as Rizzo from Grease.  

      The ghost must know that Barty cannot hear his rage, yet still he continues, waving his fist sometimes. It’s difficult to follow the fast, angry flow of his words as English is clearly not his first language; going on the scant visual and audio clues, I’d say he was probably Mediterranean? Italian, Spanish, Portuguese?

      I wonder if his beautiful lady is the bombshell from beside the fireplace in the lounge. They sure would have made a striking couple in their heyday. I’m getting a performers’ vibe from them both and I’m left in no doubt at all when a second, taller, equally furious man bursts through the wall; his scarlet red coat with brass buttons and black and white striped trousers leave me in no doubt as to his profession. This guy is every inch the ringmaster, right down to his mirror-polished shoes and his equally shiny brass-handled whip.  

      ‘You’ve gone too far this time, Dynamo!’ he bellows and then he cracks his whip down as hard as he can on the floor with a terrifying snap. His eyes flash bright with fury and then he opens his mouth and shouts again. 

      ‘Goliath! KILL!’
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      ‘Goliath! KILL!’ 

      I swing frantically around at the ringmaster’s bellowed instruction and my feet start to run as an involuntary yell bubbles up in my throat. 

      ‘LION!’ I shout, already making for the open ballroom door. ‘Run!’

      I don’t stop running until I’ve belted through the castle’s narrow passageways and made it safely back outside into the sunshine. I can barely breathe and my heart is banging so hard against my ribs that I’m almost certain I’m going to die. Marina and Artie barrel out a few steps behind me and she lays her hand flat on my back as I bend double, winded. 

      ‘I’ve never seen you like that before,’ she says, perplexed. ‘You know there wasn’t a real live lion in there, right?’ 

      ‘He looked bloody real to me,’ I manage, wiping damp beads of sweat from my brow. The rational side of my brain knows it was a ghost lion and couldn’t have actually harmed me but, you know what? He was still one heck of a shock, because I don’t see ghosts as wishy-washy phantoms. I see them as living flesh and blood or fur and teeth and claws and, five minutes ago, my eyes were telling me there was a high likelihood of being mauled to death by a bloody great big beast of a lion.

      I’ve been to the zoo plenty and I’ve watched lions prowl the plains of Africa with David Attenborough but, sweet baby Jesus, that’s nothing like unexpectedly coming across one in an almost-empty ballroom. You know how intense a nightmare feels even though you know it can’t really hurt you? That’s how I feel about Goliath.  

      ‘Melody?’ Marina’s giving me a look like she thinks I’m crazy, which I don’t often get from her – everyone else, maybe, but not her.

      I try to slow my breathing. Now I’m outside, I’m clearly not in mortal danger. And I wasn’t before. And I won’t be when I meet the lion again. I have to get my act together – make like my gran would if she found herself in this situation. Or my mother. They’re both pretty kickass and, given that they can see ghosts too, they’re the closest thing I’ve got when it comes to role models.

      ‘I really wish I didn’t have to go back in there,’ I say, hating the obvious shake still in my voice.  

      ‘You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,’ Marina soothes, instantly on my side. 

      ‘Maybe the ghosts will come out here and talk to you instead if you ask them politely?’ Artie suggests, trying admirably to salvage the case from the jaws of collapse. 

      From what I’ve seen of the ghosts inhabiting Maplemead Castle so far, I highly doubt they’re going to stroll out on the steps and accept their fate. There’s a hot-tempered Italian trapeze artist, a beautiful, silk leotard-clad acrobat and a haughty ringmaster with a killer pussycat for a pet. Clearly circus performers when they were alive, death doesn’t seem to have robbed them of their love of performing for an audience, even one they don’t think can see them.

      I sit down on the top step and take a few deep, calming breaths. It’s peaceful out here; there is an air of calm and serene grandeur.

      ‘Water, honey?’ Lois appears behind me with a glass of iced water and I accept it with a small, apologetic smile. I’m over my attack of the vapours now and am starting to feel ever so slightly foolish. What kind of a badass businesswoman am I if I run around like a five-year-old girl shouting LION? I must have looked like a complete wacko. I gulp the water down gratefully and then get to my feet and wipe my clammy hands surreptitiously on the backside of my jeans. 

      ‘Lois, I’m so sorry,’ I say. ‘I never normally behave like that, I promise you.’ 

      ‘She really doesn’t.’ Marina jumps to back me up. ‘She’s usually the coolest cat on the block.’

      I shudder at the mention of cats, and Artie nods then shakes his head, unsure of the correct head gesture to offer support. 

      ‘Am I going crazy, or did you just say “lion”?’ Lois frowns.

      I shudder and nod. ‘So far I’ve spotted five human ghosts and then, er, the lion. It just caught me off guard for a second, that’s all. From what I can see, they’re members of some kind of circus.’ 

      Lois genuflects. ‘You saw five ghosts in there already? Oh my gaaard! Barty, get out here!’  

      How can she be more disconcerted by the human ghosts than the lion? Barty appears in the doorway a few seconds later, winding up a telephone conversation. 

      ‘Interesting,’ he says, still looking thoughtfully at the receiver in his hand as he clicks to end the call. ‘That was a TV company. Have you guys ever heard of anyone called Leo Dark?’ 

      Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse. Artie winces and looks at Marina, who lets out a low-frequency growl.

      I shrug, non-committal. ‘We’ve come across each other, yeah.’ I cringe at my own euphemism, because we have come across each other in the past, usually in the back of his car.

      Leo and I have a complicated history, but if you wanted to sum it up, you might say that we were friends, then lovers, and then he dumped me when he thought he was going to be the nation’s favourite ghosthunter on morning TV.

      I guess you might call us frenemies these days. I’m mostly over him but, every now and then, there’s that old sizzle and it confuses the hell out of me. Marina, however, cannot stand the sight of him; even the mention of his name is enough to send her a tiny bit feral. It’s that loyalty gene again; he pushes her kill buttons. 

      ‘Say no. Whatever Leo Dark wants, say no,’ she says. 

      ‘He’s coming over to see us tomorrow with his producer,’ Barty says. ‘They mentioned a weekly feature on TV. Imagine that!’ 

      Lois’s ecstatic face tells me straight up that she’s a media whore. This is not going to end well. Leo is going to swashbuckle his way in here tomorrow and bewitch the Lettermans with his glossy black waves and promises of stardom that he cannot keep. There’s nothing for it; I need to get this job back on track and show them that I’m their woman.  

      ‘Can you just excuse me for one tiny minute?’ I say. ‘I left my phone in the van and I’m expecting a call. Be right back.’ 

      Marina shoots me a quizzical look, because she knows full well that my phone is dead on my desk back in the office. I smile brightly and ignore her completely, then turn and make a quick dash across the gravel towards Babs.  Throwing myself inside, I lie across the seat out of sight and whack the glovebox hard. It pops open obligingly; Babs is a good-time girl, she appreciates a firm hand. I reach inside and pull out my beloved magic-8 ball, clutching it to my chest for a second with my eyes screwed tight.  

      ‘Should I go back inside the castle right now, even though there’s a ghost lion in there who almost made me pee my pants ten minutes ago?’ I whisper, knowing the answer in my heart already. I turn the ball over once and peer into the window to receive its wisdom. 

      It is decidedly so. 

      ‘I know,’ I say, sighing heavily. ‘You’re right, as always.’ I push the ball back into the glovebox and slam it shut, pull up my metaphorical big girl pants and slither back out on to the gravel, running my hands over my hair to smooth it as I jog back up the steps.

      ‘Sorry about that. All sorted.’ I rub my hands together in a way I hope suggests that I’m chomping at the bit to get on with the job. ‘Let’s get back inside and finish that tour, shall we, Barty? We’d only just got started.’ 

      The Lettermans exchange glances as he clears his throat then looks at his watch. ‘Actually, honey, I’ve got a tennis lesson in a few minutes. I guess I should run…’ He tails off and looks to Lois to take over the conversation.  

      ‘We’re just not sure this is gonna work out, darlin’,’ she says, in a kind but steely way.  

      I’m stricken. This is only our second job and I’ve blown it within fifteen minutes of getting here. I feel the weight of failure press down heavily on my shoulders and I’m one hundred percent furious with myself for acting like a batshit crazy fool instead of the level-headed, cool, calm lady-boss I want the world to think I am.  

      ‘Wait, please. It was just the lion…’ I mutter and then clear my throat and turn my voice up from mumble to clear. ‘I’ll go back in now and I won’t turn a hair. I see ghosts all of the time. This isn’t my first rodeo, Lois; I can get this done quickly and thoroughly.’ 

      ‘I’ve known Melody for over twenty years and I’ve never seen her react badly to a ghost before,’ Marina says, stoic beside me. ‘She’s usually as cool as a cucumber.’ She stops and then starts again on the same breath. ‘No, cooler than that. She’s ice.’ 

      Artie half raises his hand as if he’s in the classroom and doesn’t actually want the teacher to see him. ‘I haven’t worked for Melody for very long, but I think the same. She’s an icy cucumber.’ 

      Marina flicks sharp eyes towards him and he shrugs and grimaces helplessly. He’s doing his best. 

      Barty moves alongside Lois and slings his arm casually over her narrow shoulders and suddenly they don’t seem quite as fabulously friendly and welcoming. In fact, I think they’re subtly barricading the door. I decide to make a tactical withdrawal. 

      ‘Well, it was terrific to meet you both.’ I glance up at the castle facade. ‘It sure is a fascinating old place.’ I shoot them a warm, sincere smile. ‘Why don’t we head back to the office and research what we’ve found so far and maybe I could give you a call in a day or two? No obligation, of course.’ 

       I watch them consider my words. I’ve deliberately left them without any polite option but to agree and let us leave, and they have the good manners to nod and make positive noises as I lead Marina and Artie down the steps and across the gravel to Babs. 

      We pile in and all three of us raise a hand of farewell as Barty and Lois wave us off with fixed, cold smiles.  

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I start as soon as we’re safely back over the moat and on regular roads again. ‘I totally blew that.’ 

      ‘You didn’t,’ Marina lies. ‘It could have happened to anyone.’ 

      We all know that’s not true. The buck stops with me, and I acted like a startled goat. A goat who’d just spotted a lion and didn’t fancy being its dinner. There is only one thing keeping the flame of hope alive in my head right now. 

      ‘You know, Leo’s nan had this really evil cat when he was a kid, some huge thing that would most probably be illegal these days,’ I say, flinging a right at the lights back towards Chapelwick. ‘It took a chunk out of his leg. Left him with a scar he still bears and a pathological fear of cats. Even kittens make him sweat.’ 

      Marina and Artie digest the implications of this nugget of information and start to nod in slow unison and a tiny smile curves my lips as I start to hum ‘In the Jungle’ under my breath.

      As we come to a halt outside Artie’s mum’s house, he reaches for his lunchbox from behind the bench seat and climbs down onto the pavement. 

      ‘Does your mum really have a round dining table?’ Marina asks as he opens the latch on the garden gate. 

      He grins and shakes his head and she laughs softly as we belch off back towards the main road in a cloud of exhaust fumes.  

      [image: ]

      It’s closing-up time when I get home and I’m hot, bothered and miserable. Not especially in the mood for my own company, I bypass the stairs up to my front door and head into the apartment my mother shares with my gran at the front of the building. We’re a pretty fortunate bunch to have had this place in our family for generations; it’s big enough for me to live separately from them but still stay close, which is a good thing most of the time. My mother feeds my addiction to sugar; she’s my pancake dealer. They’re crazy, but they’re my crazies, and they see the dead people too, which makes them comforting for me to be around. Blithe Spirits is just about the only place I can truly relax and let my guard down, the only place where I’m not set apart from everyone else by my ability. Or my disability, as it feels like sometimes.  

      I push their ever-unlocked door open and step inside Mum’s farmhouse-style kitchen and the familiar scents and sounds are like a soft blanket around my shoulders. Lestat is snoozing in the pillowy bed my mother insists she found in a jumble shop despite the fact that I know full well she bought it for him from an online pampered pooch store.

      She looks up from reading the newspaper as I come in, sliding her glasses down her long nose and rolling her shoulders.  

      ‘I see Fletcher Gunn is at it again,’ she grumbles, tapping the article with the arm of her glasses.  

      I look over her shoulder at the paper, my mouth suddenly dry. ‘What’s that?’ 

      She sweeps her bone-straight silver hair to one side of her neck and sniffs with disdain. ‘Casting aspersions on our industry, as usual. He’s obviously picked up on that Maplemead Castle story you’re involved with.’ Oh crappola. ‘They mentioned it on the local radio news this morning too.’ 

      ‘They did?’ My heart sinks even further into my Converse.  I’d foolishly been hoping to keep the story on the down-low, but it seems that Barty and Lois have wasted no time in courting the publicity machine in order to boost the castle’s profile. I skim-read Fletch’s article; it’s a pretty standard story about the castle having changed hands over the net, accompanied by a smiley photo of the new lord and lady toasting their new home with frothing champagne flutes on the grand front steps of Maplemead.

      Fletch goes on to detail their ambitious business plans to rent the place out as a film location and how ‘their first prospective Hollywood A-lister is refusing to come near the place because she’s read the place is notorious for its ghosts’. I can almost hear his scathing laugh as I read his derision-loaded words.

      
        Word on the street is that the movie is slated to be the blockbuster horror of the next summer. Rumours of the location being haunted will no doubt be welcomed by the production company and the local whackos, regardless of the fact that they are completely baseless and even more fictitious than the movie itself.

      

      In other words, it’s a load of baloney and bunkum made up to create interest. I’ve no doubt that that is exactly what Fletch thinks; if he cannot see something with his own eyes, then he doesn’t believe it exists. It’s a fundamental difference between us and not one we could ever agree to disagree on and try to get along. Needless to say, my mum and gran can’t abide him; he never misses a chance to take pot-shots at us and our industry in the press.  Take just now: by local whackos, I know he is referring to us and Leo.

      ‘He’ll never change,’ I say tonelessly, because I don’t want to talk to my mother about Fletch. She’s got a sixth sense for sniffing out stuff I don’t want her to know and I definitely don’t want her to know that Fletcher Gunn sometimes makes me go weak at the knees. It’s difficult; he gets under my skin by calling me a whacko in print and then, when he’s in front of me, he gets under my skin with his clever words and his hot eyes. It’s unsettling.

      Lestat makes a grumble-grunt as he sits up, his eyes trained on the door. A moment later it opens, and in wafts my gran, or Dicey Bittersweet, as she’s known to the world in general. Lestat has a crush on my gran. It’s probably because she eats like a bird, passing most of her food to him under the table in order to leave room for her never-ending supply of champagne.  

      ‘Cup of tea?’ I ask, crossing the room to kiss her perfectly rouged cheek. She glances at her Swarovski-encrusted watch and narrows her eyes. 

      ‘It’s after five, darling. Let’s have a glass of bubbly instead.’ 

      The time is actually irrelevant; it’s all theatre. She drinks champagne from a teacup before five in the afternoon and then in a crystal glass afterwards. You’d think it might addle her brain or weaken her heart, yet it seems only to increase her joie de vivre and couldn’t-care-less attitude.

      To be completely fair to her, she doesn’t actually drink a great deal and she never touches anything other than champagne. It’s just part of her glamorous persona to sip fizz as sparkly as her personality. She really ought to have been born French. She’s a force of nature almost entirely sustained by champagne, daytime American soaps and the occasional prawn. 

      I go to decline, but then why would I? I’ve had a crapshoot of a day, and an evening of repeats on TV with a flatulent pug lies ahead of me.  

      ‘Have either of you ever come across any unusual animal ghosts?’ I ask as I pour us all a glass of fizz from the refrigerator. It’s a big double-door American job, with one shelf almost entirely taken up with corked green bottles. The rest is filled with all sorts of weird and wonderful ingredients, because my mother is what you might call an experimental cook. Don’t get me wrong, she’s often spectacularly good, but it’s always fraught with that edge of danger, because she doesn’t take criticism very well.  

      Mum takes her glass from me and screws her nose up as she considers my question. ‘Believe it or not, I dealt with a ghost tortoise once. He’d been passed around in the same family for over a century and when he finally died no one realised for a good two years.’ 

      It’s a sad story, but not what I’m looking for. ‘Neither of you have ever met a lion, then?’ 

      They both look startled. ‘A lion?’ Mum says. 

      I nod. ‘As in fully grown male, angry and roaming around Maplemead Castle this afternoon.’ 

      ‘That’s highly unusual,’ Gran says, frowning. ‘What’s a lion doing getting stuck in a castle?’  

      ‘By the looks of the human ghosts I saw today, I’d say there must have been a circus there of some kind. The lion appeared to be with the ringmaster.’ 

      ‘Fascinating,’ Mum says, keen-eyed as she always is when it comes to learning something new. ‘What did they have to say for themselves?’ 

      I hang my head. ‘I didn’t get as far as speaking to them.’ 

      Lestat shuffles underneath the legs of the table and plonks his backside down on my foot, a very belated hello.

      Gran pats my hand. ‘What’s the matter, darling?’ 

      My mother leans back on her chair, snags a cupcake from the work surface and pushes it into my fingers.  

      ‘Is it a man?’ She makes a bad job of keeping the note of hope in her voice. She’s desperate for me to find my Prince Charming.

      I shake my head, my pride in my boots. ‘I made a right bloody fool of myself today.’ 

      ‘Oh, Melody, we all do that sometimes.’ Gran squeezes my fingers. ‘Look at me crashing around on TV a few weeks ago in that suit of armour.’ 

      On the scale of making a fool of yourself, that was actually quite impressive. A misguided attempt to help me win our first case that went spectacularly wrong, this is actually the first time Gran has expressed anything other than righteous indignation about the fact that her meddling almost cost Leo his TV job and landed me with so much huge humble pie to eat that I almost threw up on my own shoes. He still holds it over me. 

      ‘Not like this,’ I sniff. ‘Barty Letterman was giving us a guided tour of the castle and the lion appeared out of nowhere and scared the pants off me. He just looked so…’ I pause and make shapes with my hands to demonstrate the size of him, finishing off by clawing the air and a silent little roar. ‘He looked real.’ 

      They both watch me through narrowed eyes. 

      ‘Did you run?’   

      I lay my forehead on the table at my mother’s quiet question. ‘Yes. As if the building was on fire. Whilst yelling “lion” at the top of my voice and waving my arms as if I was having a fit.’ 

       They lapse into thoughtful silence, so I carry on mumbling into the pine table top until my mother speaks with unexpected authority. 

      ‘Enough. Lift your head up this instant, Melody Bittersweet.’    

      I’m surprised enough to do as I’m told.  

      ‘I don’t need to remind you about my reservations when you decided to open the agency,’ she says.

      She’s right. She was vehemently set against it. 

      ‘But you went right ahead and did it anyway, because you have Bittersweet backbone, Melody. Haven’t I…’ She pauses and looks at Gran. ‘Haven’t we taught you more tenacity than this? Since when did a Bittersweet woman roll over and give up at the first sign of trouble?’ 

      Her words seep slowly into my brain. All three of us around this table have lived our lives outside the lines because of our gift and it’s made us independent and strong. I might not have my gran’s devil-may-care attitude down pat yet and I’ll probably never achieve my mother’s Zen-like calmness, but I’m Melody goddamn Bittersweet and I don’t give up on something that matters this easily. 

      ‘So you reacted in a way that you aren’t especially pleased with. You can’t change that, but you can put it behind you and come back fighting.’ 

      ‘They sort of fired me,’ I say. 

      ‘Pah,’ my gran puffs. ‘They just don’t know you well enough yet, darling.’ She takes a glug of fizz. ‘To know a Bittersweet woman is to love her. It’s our gift and our curse, Melody.’ 

      I laugh a little bit, despite my mood. Gran has the supreme confidence of a twenty-one-year-old beauty queen and I love her for it. 

      My mother presses on. ‘Being defeatist will get you nowhere except defeated.’

      I split the last of the champagne between our three glasses and lift mine in a silent, resolute toast. They clink theirs against mine and I nod. Message received. Hauling Lestat out from beneath the table, I kiss my mother and Gran farewell and head on up the stairs to my flat. 

      En route, I text Marina and Artie.

      
        Bring your A-games in the morning, people. We’re going back to Maplemead and, tomorrow, we play to win.
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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