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A Quick Note from Lulu the Cat

My dialogue is in Scottish vernacular, laced with slang, in this book.

It fades by Book Two...

but I loved it while it lasted.

You're welcome.

 Lulu 

(Familiar. Enigma. Linguistic chameleon.)
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​Chapter 1
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My life was practically perfect in every way....

Until the spell faded.

––––––––
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I lived in a gorgeous five-bedroom house in Cheshire, my husband adored me, and my fifteen-year-old daughter was a sweet poppet.

Until memories hidden for years gradually surfaced.

My best friend’s strange expression whenever I sang my husband’s praises should have been a massive clue. 

I’d put it down to jealousy. She envies my perfect life. Stupid - as I envied hers. She ran a PR agency, frequently travelled to New York, Los Angeles and Paris, had never married, yet often radiated an after-sex smug glow.

‘Who’s the current hunk?’ I asked the last time we’d met for coffee, and she arrived late with bedhead hair, smelling of satisfaction.

‘The man who fixed my dripping tap stayed the night. Abs to die for - and large hands.’

‘Did he fix your lady pipes?’

‘Got it in one, sweetie. How’s your love life?’

‘Lovely.’

‘Cocoa and a novel in bed, followed by a peck on the cheek?’

About right - me reading romantic comedies or cosy mysteries as Howard studied the markets on his iPad. Minus the peck on the cheek.

My daughter had scolded me. ‘Mum, you’re a pushover. Dad’s an arrogant git, yet you put up with it. You’re a meek and prim woman in a historical novel. Yes dear, no dear, three bags full, dear. At home embroidering, while he beds damsels.’

‘Your father does not bed damsels.’

Cue teenage eye roll. ‘Wanna bet?’

My eyes filled with tears.

‘Sorry, Mum. Just teasing, but my best mate’s mum and dad are at it like farm animals.’

I stifled a snort. ‘How do you know?’

‘She said the noises from their bedroom are 1970s-porno-movie, but all I hear from your room is Radio Four.’

Howard always chose the TV and radio channels. ‘How do you know about 1970s porno movies?’

‘Duh - hasn’t everyone seen Emmanuelle?’

‘You naughty girl. When did you watch that?’

‘Last week - we found it in a charity shop for fifty pence.’

Despite her sass, Fleur was a cute kid without malice. If you stood us side by side, regarded me through gauze, Fleur in direct sunlight, we could be sisters - me being the greedier one. 

At five feet four, she was two inches shorter and three stones lighter than me. But at least she couldn’t borrow my size fourteen clothes - they’d swamp her tiny size eight frame. Plus, they were ‘too boring’ for her. We had blue eyes and almost-black hair - mine streaked with silver. Or grey. 

‘Darling, don’t call your father an arrogant git.’

‘Okay then - arrogant wanker. Will that do?’

In secret agreement, I adopted the stern expression I’d practised in the mirror. Fleur sounded like me when I was a teenager - ballsy. What had happened? How did I become so buttoned-up?

I had an idea why, but it was too bonkers to contemplate. To do with Gran and magic because various buried memories were surfacing, often too hazy to grasp. And my daughter had lately morphed from meek and mild to rude and wild. 

Howard, my husband, ruled the roost from the beginning of our marriage. And he so wasn’t my type. I’d been into long-haired hunks who wore jeans and dangerous expressions. 

When I initially brought short-haired Howard home in his pristine white shirt, silk tie and Savile-Row suit, Dad sighed with obvious relief. Mum looked wary, and her expression said, smarmy bugger. 

Her advice was, ‘Marry a man you fancy who makes you laugh. Don’t make my mistake and marry misery.’

‘Why do you stay with Dad, Mum?’ I’d once said.

‘Because of you, darling.’

She didn’t mean to make me feel guilty - but she did. 

It took years to realise I married Howard to please my despotic dad. Not only did I try to please him - I married him. Not actually, of course - Yucksville - but metaphorically.

But there was more to it than that; somehow, Gran was involved. When I tried to recall faint memories of a bolder me, they disappeared like snowflakes on a warm pavement. 

I’d once worshipped The Rolling Stones, Pink Floyd and Bob Dylan. How did I become a Michael Bublé fan?

Memories veiled by magic finally emerged in their spooky entirety.
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​Chapter 2
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Howard, Fleur and I were in the dining room eating Howard’s favourite meal - rack of lamb - he insisted on those little white chef-hat things even when just the three of us. Once when I forgot to buy redcurrant jelly, he insisted I put dinner in the oven while I fetched the missing condiment from the corner shop. When I returned, he complained the meat had dried, refused to eat it and stormed from the house.

Fleur wanted to be a vegetarian, but it wasn’t worth Howard’s wrath. We’d compromised by signing a waiver that she only had veggie meals for school lunch, and Howard had no idea. 

Whenever he was absent for the evening, not often enough, Fleur and I pretended to be the Gilmore Girls, ordered takeaway, and watched fun TV rather than Howard’s ‘worthy’ documentaries and news programmes. 

Until the drama about to unfold, I’d been a meek stay-at-home housewife.

––––––––
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Howard picked up his red wine balloon, half filled with Shiraz, held it toward the overhead chandelier, and said, ‘This glass is smeared.’

‘We’re not in the bloody Ritz,’ Fleur mumbled under her breath as I gently kicked her under the table. We were more mates than mother and daughter, although I pretended to be Strict Mum whenever Howard was around, much to Fleur’s amusement.

Children shouldn’t be reared in a fearful atmosphere - as I’d been whenever Mum wasn’t there to offset Dad’s ire. Howard was uptight and strict but nowhere near as scary as my dad. 

Fleur had said what I’d longed to say whenever Howard played Victorian Dad at the dinner table. I gave her a subtle wink as I awaited the eruption.

Eyes blazing, Howard banged the table as the silverware and glasses rattled. ‘What did you say, young lady?’

‘Nothing.’

‘The truth, or I’ll dock your privileges.’

‘What privileges?’

Oh, God - she’s pushing it. I gently kicked her again and pleaded with my eyes to say sorry.

‘That fancy-schmancy private school for a kick-off,’ barked Howard.

Fleur attended Miss Framley’s Academy for Young Ladies but was desperate for the local comprehensive after watching Grange Hill.

‘Duh. I hate it - I want to go to a state school - they’re all raging snobs at the academy.’

Whoops! Howard loathed ingratitude. Especially for stuff we didn’t want. 

He banged the table with his fist again as I jumped six inches from my mock-Chippendale chair, and he yelled, ‘How dare you? I’ll send you to boarding school.’

‘I’ll run away.’

‘You ungrateful witch. Get to your room, and I’ll deal with you soon. You’re off to boarding school, and that’s it - you deserve a good spanking.’

I finally snapped as the suppressed memories came at me like a runaway truck. ‘Don’t speak to our daughter like that - if you lay a hand on her, I’ll kill you. And she’ll go to boarding school over my dead body.’

‘Our daughter - our daughter? I only married you to save your reputation, you little slut.’

He knows? I shouldn’t have said the following with Fleur in the room, but the words slipped from my mouth, ‘You knew Fleur wasn’t yours from the beginning?’

‘Well, duh,’ said the object of our discussion. ‘Even I guessed it - you’re so lame sometimes, Mum. Ooh, maybe I’m the daughter of a handsome vampire. Wouldn’t that be cool?’ 

She’d recently read the Twilight books, had gone from swot to Goth, and her style was a weird combo of colourful 1970s clothes teamed with Goth hair, makeup and shoes. The effect was surprisingly effective.

I tried to give Fleur my angry look, but relief flooded me.

Fleur was my biological daughter - not Howard’s - I’d married him to escape a tricky situation. 

My daughter mouthed at me, ‘Is it true?’ 

Ah, so she’d only guessed to get at Howard - there’d been no love lost between them lately - more all-out war. 

‘Yes,’ I mouthed back as she punched the air, obviously devastated.

She looked like she’d won a million pounds and bagged the hottest boy on the planet.

Howard’s eyes blazed as he yelled, ‘Fleur - get to your room.’

‘You’re not my proper dad, so bugger off.’ 

She stormed out, slammed the door and stomped up the marble staircase in her Doc Martens - defiance as Howard insisted on slippers in the house. 

‘That’s it - she’s definitely off to boarding school. There’s an excellent one in North Wales, surrounded by high walls.’

‘You’re not upset she knows you’re not her dad?’ Most men would be. I’d married a monster - or an unfeeling robot.

‘No - I’m glad the lie is in the open. And unless Fleur goes to boarding school, you can get out and take her with you.’

I wasn’t expecting that, but a surge of power shot through me as if I were twenty-five before life turned awry.

And before I knew of my family’s magic.

Howard wanted me to leave so he could be blameless. Our prenup said I’d get almost nothing if I left him.

So I’d play him at his own game.

Appease him for now, and get Fleur to do the same. It was nearly the summer holidays, so Fleur and I would agree to boarding school in September and renege on the deal later. Meanwhile, I’d take her to visit Gran on the Isle of Whye - she’d got me into this mess with her meddling magic, and she’d hopefully get me out of it. 
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​Chapter 3
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From ages seventeen to twenty-four, I lived a wild life in London - out gallivanting five nights a week before falling into bed at 4 pm, my alarm set for 7.30 am to be up and dressed before work on a cosmetics counter in Harrods.

At twenty-five, I developed glandular fever and could barely get out of bed. Mum collected me from my shared flat in Fulham in her red Renault Five and drove me to Cheshire and my old bedroom. Recovering but still exhausted, I watched my precious Bewitched in bed on a mini-DVD player.

When Dad delivered my lunch one day - beaten-up eggs and buttered toast soldiers, he said, ‘That series is the work of the devil.’ He was on Darrin’s side - wives shouldn’t be witches.

By late September, a few months later, I’d barely improved, so Mum sent me to Gran’s for a while.

She lived in Staffley, a small coastal village on the remote Isle of Whye, Scotland. ‘The sea air will do you good,’ said Mum.

––––––––

[image: ]


I loved my paternal grandmother, but her husband had been a religious despot and a bully. Perhaps it explained why Dad was a nightmare, as the bullied often become bullies. Grandad’s philosophy had been, ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child.’ He was a strict member of the Free Religion Church (nothing ‘free’ about it). 

When Dad grew up, he was only allowed to read the Bible on Sundays - no novels or comics. 

During their marriage, Grandad forbade Gran from hanging out washing on Sundays lest the locals came at her with pitchforks. And if she wore trousers, woe betide her - they were for men only. ‘Ye’ll burn in hell if ye wear trews, woman.’

Gran seemed (understandably) relieved when her husband died because, at the wake, she was happier than I’d ever seen her. I was twenty-four at the time. 

Days after the funeral, she donated most of her skirts to the charity shop in Portlea (Whye’s capital) and bought several pairs of stretch trousers from Marks and Spencer in Inverness.

‘Did you go on the bus?’ I said over the phone. 

‘Yes. But I treated myself to a night in the Marriott Hotel as I couldn’t face two three-hour bus rides in one day.’

The Isle of Whye is on Scotland’s west coast, Inverness on the east, separated by a hundred miles of spectacular wild scenery rich with lochs, glens, mountains, Highland cattle, black-faced sheep, goats, deer and swooping eagles. ‘How was the hotel?’ I said.

‘Luxurious. I had champagne with dinner to celebrate your grandad’s death - I mean life. I wanted to toast a life well lived.’

Odd. ‘You think Grandad lived well?’

‘No - but I intend to from now on.’

I snorted. ‘Did you go alone?’

‘No - with Effie. She paid for the hotel, and I got the meals.’ 

‘Good.’ That pair giggled almost incessantly when together. Grandad hadn’t approved of Effie - too much fun.

‘How are the trousers?’ 

‘I’ve never been comfier - I hated those scratchy tartan skirts.’

Although Gran liked warmth and comfort, her health regime was harsh - probably why she looked years younger than her age. 

––––––––
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‘But I’m ill,’ I protested when I arrived to convalesce, and Gran interpreted it as plenty of fresh air and exercise. ‘My doctor said to keep walks to a minimum.’

‘Nonsense - don’t listen to ninnies. My childhood toughened me. From the age of three, I was up early collecting eggs, milking cows and lambing. It was like that for most crofter’s bairns.’

‘Gran, you were brought up in Liverpool. You’re talking about Effie’s and Grandad’s childhoods.’

‘True. But my mother rose at six for her cleaning job in Liverpool’s Liver Building. And we didn’t have a fridge, indoor toilet or central heating.’

Despite my avid protests, Gran dragged me from bed at 8 am every day, forced me into a cold shower, fed me a large bowl of salty porridge - that’ll stick to your ribs - then dragged her wonderful Wolfhound (Wilbur) and me on a five-mile walk. Then home for a few hours to read a novel (me) and gnaw on a bone (Wilbur) while Gran did yoga, followed by a light lunch of scrambled eggs - all three of us.

Then Gran would have an afternoon snooze while Wilbur took me for another walk. But I suspected Gran often entertained her boyfriend rather than slept. He was a crofter who wore a sleeveless vest year-round - including snowy January days - as he rounded up sheep with his collie dog - a smelly but friendly animal. Whenever I stroked her, my hands stank afterwards.

My suspicions were confirmed when Wilbur and I arrived home one afternoon to see a battered old green Land Rover drive away - a man in a muddy white vest at the wheel.

‘Have you had a visitor, Gran?’ I said cheekily.

‘Why?’

‘Your cardi’s askew.’

‘I dressed too fast this morning.’

‘It was fine at lunch.’

Slightly flushed, Gran said, ‘You read too many Agatha Christie novels. How about a slice of homemade shortbread before I prepare the Cullen skink and clootie dumpling?’

‘Yummy.’ 

––––––––
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My health improved quickly under Gran’s strict regime, and as we ate a delicious lunch in late October, (thank God for stretch jeans), I said, ‘I might return to London soon, Gran.’

‘Stay a little longer - build up your strength.’

‘But I miss certain things.’

She wiggled her eyebrows. ‘Boyfriends?’

‘Yes.’

‘Men exist in Scotland, you know.’

‘True.’ So far, I hadn’t fancied anyone from the sparse offerings. There were no night clubs on Whye, and I hadn’t spotted one kilted Adonis tramping through the heather in all his hormone-popping glory. Where was Braveheart’s Mel Gibson when you wanted him?

‘I want a night out with a handsome hunk,’ I thought.

‘Handsome hunk, hey?’ said Gran.

My face burned as I realised I’d said it out loud. Or had I? Strange.

‘Go to the bookshop,’ she continued.

‘Why?’

‘You might fancy the lad who’s working there.’

Recalling the man in Portlea’s Highland Books, I pulled a face. ‘He’s about fifty, bald, and wears socks with sandals.’ And a liberal dose of sweat mingled with Brut aftershave. 

Gran laughed. ‘You’re thinking of Portlea. I mean Moondip.’

‘Moondip?’

‘A hidden secret. What day is it?’

I’d lost track of time and pulled my diary from my handbag. After a quick scan, I said, ‘Thursday.’

‘Good. Spellbound Books is open this afternoon.’

The shelves in Gran’s living room were chock-full of novels, and I couldn’t imagine ‘the lad’ she’d mentioned being worth the trip.

‘Why go when you’ve got masses of books here?’ I said.

‘For fun. Besides, you have yet to visit Moondip.’

‘I don’t have wheels.’ Gran only let me use her car to shop in Portlea’s ScotSave supermarket - a grim corrugated building.

She pulled a car key from her cardigan pocket and threw it toward me. ‘Now you do. Go and explore Moondip.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Turn right at the end of our path, drive through Staffley, then turn left just past the phone box. After about half a mile, turn left by the old walled cemetery and follow the hand-written map in the car’s glove box.’

‘I’ve got a Whye map with me.’ 

‘Commercial maps often omit Moondip, as does that new-fangled GPS Effie told me about,’ she said.

Gran didn’t have internet access. And my mobile phone network was intermittent on Whye - unless I was in Portlea. Or stood on the small hillock behind Gran’s whitewashed stone cottage. Besides, my phone was basic and could just about text and telephone.

I followed Gran’s instructions in her ancient Helios-blue Golf GTI, but a heavy mist descended just after the cemetery when a disembodied voice said, ‘Blink thrice and say, Moondip, where are you?’ 

Spooky, much?

Feeling stupid, although nobody was around apart from a lone sheep, I blinked three times and said as instructed, and the mist cleared as the sun popped from behind a cloud. Probably a trick of the weather, as there are often four seasons in an hour on Whye. 

Following Gran’s map, I continued over a stone humpback bridge, and from a high vantage point, I saw a fairy-tale village nestled in a glen beside a sun-silvered loch. A hill dotted with bracken and pine trees rose above it like a Hollywood backdrop for a Highland movie. The only eyesore was a tumbledown hotel at the lochside.

I waited for an orchestra to play something dramatic, but the only noise I heard was blood whooshing through my ears.

On Whye, most houses are white-painted stone, apart from a few colourful buildings at Portlea Harbour, including a pink hotel and a blue fish restaurant called the Hungry Haddock. But as I approached Moondip, I marvelled at the green, pink and blue cottages surrounding a high street and nosed the car toward the latter.

A sign said, ‘Park wherever you want, for as long as you want.’ Rather a pleasant change as Portlea was policed by a grim-faced traffic warden who took no prisoners. 

As there were plenty of spaces and no restrictions, I easily parallel-parked Gran’s Golf on Moondip High Street. I’d wanted to stay home with Gran and read a steamy romance by the open fire, but as I exited the car, an aura of calm mingled with excitement descended.

The flagged pavement teemed with smiley-faced shoppers who weaved in and out of the quaint Victorian-style shops with their leaded multi-paned windows. All the usual suspects were there - grocer, greengrocer, baker, butcher, newsagent - even a candlestick maker. 

Heading for Spellbound Books, which Gran had said was down a side street, Enchanted Toys stopped me - its colourful exterior boasted pink and blue tartan, and each large square contained a fairy-tale character. I spent ages admiring the exterior before venturing into its Aladdin’s cave - a large space chock full of toys, its ceiling painted to resemble the sky on a sunny day. Several young children accompanied by their mums (and one dad) were happily perusing, and a few turned and said hello to me.

‘Hello,’ I replied happily. It was a Disney movie. 

I surveyed the shelves and admired the fairy, mermaid, angel, selkie and witch dolls. And the toy broomsticks. 

‘Mummy, can I have a broomstick?’ a cute little girl with blonde hair and rosebud lips said.

‘Not until you’re older and have flying lessons.’

A mum with a fab sense of humour.

I purchased a nine-inch doll with a sparkly dress, a halo and a wand. When you pressed her tummy, she said, ‘I am your fairy Godmother, and you have three wishes. Use them wisely.’

When I exited Enchanted Toys, the delightful vanilla aroma from Celestial Cakes lured me like a siren into its stunning interior decorated with murals of summer garden parties. 

I bought two magic muffins topped with pink and white unicorns. ‘Are they magic?’ I asked.

‘You’ll see when you taste them, but make sure it’s not before you drive anywhere,’ said the rosy-cheeked assistant.

‘They must be potent,’ I joked. 

As she popped them into a pink paper bag sprinkled with silver stars, a tall, dark and gorgeous young man strode in, and my heart stopped.

He glanced at me and winked a dazzling jade-green eye framed by thick black lashes.

Oh, my.

‘Two of your pick-me-up buns, please,’ he said to the assistant.

She raised her brows. ‘Late night again?’

‘Must have fun before uni.’

He seemed about twenty-eight - old for a student but as my pulse raced with lust, I said, ‘What are you studying?’ 

‘Already studied - Esoteric Science - I’ll lecture on it at Dracclar University.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Transylvania.’

He looked vampire-like with dark shoulder-length hair, a widow’s peak, sculpted features, and full sensual lips, which I wanted to kiss until they bled. 

Where did that come from?

‘Oh.’ I wasn’t usually tongue-tied around handsome men, but this hunk was off the scale - twelve out of ten.

‘Must go,’ he said. ‘Or there’ll be a queue outside the bookshop.’

As he strode away, I admired his tight buns and long legs clad in snug black Levi’s. 

Oh. My. God. This dark Adonis was the man Gran had meant - I owed her a hug.

‘You fancy him,’ said the bakery assistant.

Face aflame, I said, ‘Is it obvious?’

‘Rather.’

Embarrassed to visit the bookshop lest the hunk thought me a stalker, I drove home to Gran.

As I entered the cosy living room, fragrant with woodsmoke, Gran looked up from her knitting - an out-of-character pursuit. ‘Did you see him?’ 

‘Yes - but not in the bookshop.’

‘Where then?’

‘Celestial Cakes.’ I waved the bag.

‘Did you get magic muffins?’

‘Yes. How do you know?’

‘I willed it - they’re my favourite. Pop the kettle on, and we’ll enjoy them with a cuppa. Remember to warm the pot.’

Gran didn’t allow tea bags. So, I made a brew with tea leaves, put a hand-knitted cosy over the sizable brown earthenware pot, set the tray with thistle-pattern crockery, plated the muffins and added linen napkins. Then I carried the heavy load to the living room, imagining me and the hunk kissing. 

‘Sit back when you eat the muffin,’ said Gran, teeth poised over hers, which made her sound underwater. 

‘Why?’

‘You’ll see.’

As I bit the muffin, I had a religious experience. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted, and I groaned in ecstasy at the buttery and crumbly delight - so good I turned dizzy. 

I tried to chat with Gran, but my mouth wanted more of the divine concoction, obviously made by a goddess. Mum’s Victoria sponge, albeit lovely, couldn’t compete.

As I munched and groaned, my stalker worries slipped away. I wanted to hop into Gran’s car, drive to Spellbound Books, rip the hunk’s clothes off and ravish him as Charles Dickens and Jane Austen witnessed my ecstasy. 

After I licked the plate, I said, ‘What are you thinking, Gran?’

She chuckled naughtily. ‘About Athol.’

‘Athol?’

‘The crofter who visits for rumpy-pumpy in the afternoons - the man with the smelly dog. He’s who I’m knitting this willie warmer for.’

I spat out a mouthful of tea. ‘He wears a sleeveless vest outdoors, rain or snow, yet he needs his you-know-what protected?’

‘Just a little joke.’

‘You hussy - I said your cardigan was buttoned up wrong.’

She held up her hands. ‘Arrest me for the crime of love in the afternoon.’

I giggled. ‘Gran - may I borrow your car again?’

‘Ah, you want to return to Moondip as you were too embarrassed to visit Spellbound Books after you made your carnal desires clear. However, it’s closed now.’
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