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Chapter One









They say that showbiz is a cut-throat business and I got a front-row seat to what that means when I was invited onto Britain’s hot new talent show.

Oh, not as a contestant, mind you—I was there simply to feed the many mouths backstage. Yup, I was Catering—or rather my business, the Little Stables Tearoom, was in charge of providing freshly baked scones, Chelsea buns, teacakes, and a host of other traditional English treats to the perpetually hungry members of the show crew and production team. It was a job that many a bakery or café would have killed for, and I still couldn’t believe that I had picked up the lucrative contract. It had been the last thing I’d been expecting when a funny little man with shrewd brown eyes and an expensive suit turned up in my tearoom one morning. 

“Cor… wossat fantastic smell?” he’d said, pausing just inside the door and sniffing in an exaggerated fashion.

I smiled as I approached him, holding the tearoom menu. “That’s probably a new batch of scones coming out of the oven.”

He rubbed his hands. “Ah! I’ve come ter talk ter yer about them… Yor scones,” he said, at my blank look. “I ’ear they’re the bloody best in Oxfordshire!”

I blushed slightly. “Thanks… they are our house special.”

“You got some I can try?”

I was taken aback. I’d never had a customer march in and demand free food before. It was on the tip of my tongue to refuse, but something about his eager smile and bright-eyed anticipation made me feel petty about saying no. Besides, he was the first customer of the day; the tearoom was empty except for him and there was no one else to see, so it wasn’t as if he was setting a bad example.

“Er… well, we don’t usually offer samples but… um… sure, if you just hang on a moment…” 

I popped into the kitchen and returned a moment later with a warm scone on a plate, then watched, bemused, as the man took his time breaking apart the golden crust to examine the light, fluffy centre. He took a big bite. He chewed thoughtfully. It was ridiculous, but I found myself watching him with bated breath and breathing a sigh of relief when his face split into a wide smile.

“Absolutely delicious!” He smacked his lips. “Would be perfect wiv some jam and clotted cream…”

Cheeky sod! Is he trying to scrounge more free food? Well, he can start paying for it, like all the other customers. 

“Yes, that’s how we normally serve them,” I said, making an attempt to lead him to a table. “If you’d like to follow me, I can seat you at a table and you can order a proper serving of scones with all the trimmings. And you might also like to see the rest of the menu: we offer many other traditional British baking favourites, as well as finger sandwiches and—” 

“Wot about delivery, then? Can yer do special orders ter be delivered?”

I relaxed as I suddenly realised where he was heading. “Oh, sure, I’d be more than happy to take a catering order. We’ve catered several events for various Oxford colleges, as well as private parties, wedding breakfasts, society meetings… we even did a funeral recently.” 

“Ah… and can yer do big orders?”

“Of course. We can bake as much or as little as required.” I smiled at him. “How many scones do you need?”

“Seven hundred.”

I blinked. “I… I’m sorry? Seven hundred?”

“Yeah—and I want them served wiv jam and clotted cream, innit? I like ter do things properly,” he said, waggling his eyebrows. “Wot about sandwiches, then? Yer said sumfink about finger sandwiches. Properly cut, eh? In rectangles, wiv the crusts removed, and good ole-fashioned fillings, like fresh butter and cucumber… or egg mayonnaise… or that Coronation chicken stuff?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Good, good…” He waved a hand. “Valerie, me PA, will contact yer and work out the details. Great ter meet yer—I like doin’ business wiv pretty girls.” He gave me a wink and a leer. “It’s a bonus when they ’ave brains too.” He shoved a card into my hand, then turned and trotted out of the tearoom, leaving me staring after him. 

I was still standing there, staring into space with my mouth slightly open, when the tearoom door swung open a few minutes later and my best friend Cassie walked in. 

“Morning…” She dropped her bag behind the counter, picked up one of the waitress aprons and tied it around her waist, then paused and eyed me curiously. “What are you standing there gawping like that for?”

“Oh! I… um… this weird little man came in a few minutes ago and…” I trailed off and shook my head. “It must have been some kind of prank. He told me he wanted to order seven hundred scones.”

“Huh? Who was he?”

I shrugged. “I have no idea.” Then I remembered the card he’d given me and glanced down. “Someone called Monty Gibbs…?”

Cassie gasped and snatched the card out of my hands. “We got a catering order from Monty Gibbs?”

“Who’s Monty Gibbs?”

“Gemma!” Cassie rolled her eyes. “Don’t you ever watch TV? Monty Gibbs is the creator of From Pleb to Celeb, that new talent show everyone was talking about last year.”

“Oh, a talent show…” I made a face. “You mean like Britain’s Got Talent and The X Factor?”

“Yeah, except Gibbs says his version is much better, of course,” Cassie chuckled. “Rumour has it that Monty Gibbs only wants two things in life: to get a knighthood and to be a judge on a talent show. Well, the former is out of his control but the latter… he’s been trying to get invited for years, but he’s never managed to wangle it. So, he decided to create his own show where he could play God.”

“What? You’re having me on.”

“No, I’m serious.”

“You can’t just start your own talent show.”

“You can if you’re Monty Gibbs and you’re one of the richest men in Britain. He’s living proof that you can do anything, if you have enough money.”

“Richest man? I’ve never heard of him.”

“Well, he keeps to himself most of the time. He’s not one of those ‘loud’ billionaires, you know, always turning up in the society pages or getting caught by paparazzi looking totally hammered coming out of some London nightclub. But he’s rich, all right—and pretty eccentric too, from what I hear. He lives on this big estate out in the Cotswolds, where he’s converted some old manor into a swanky modern villa and excavated a man-made lake because he wanted a home by the water and there aren’t any natural big lakes in the Cotswolds, of course.” 

Cassie rolled her eyes. “So I’m not surprised that when no one would invite him to be a judge, he just decided to create his own show. And guess what? When none of the TV networks or digital channels would run his show, he went off and set up his own online streaming service to broadcast it. Then, when the show became a huge hit, everyone started subscribing to his channel—and he ended up making double the money! Now he’s back for a second season, and apparently it’s even more popular this time round. I’ll bet the networks are all begging him to run it now and he’s probably put his fee up, the clever sod.”

“I’m beginning to see why he’s one of the richest men in Britain,” I said dryly. 

“And he wants us to cater for him!” Cassie squealed. “Gemma, you could probably shut the tearoom and go on holiday for a month after this.”

Despite having the benefit of Cassie’s explanation, I was still unprepared for the eccentricity of Monty Gibbs’s requests when his secretary rang me a few hours later.

“We’ll be engaging the services of a professional film and TV catering service, of course, to take care of the main meals and such, so you won’t have to worry about lunch and dinner. We simply want you to provide morning and afternoon tea,” said the efficient voice on the other end of the line. “You see, other talent shows have been criticised for the way they treat their contestants and crew—keeping people waiting for hours with no refreshment provided, for instance—and Mr Gibbs wants his show to be totally different. He wants to be known for his generosity in providing more than expected and for his attention to the finer details. So, for example, he would like all the tea to be brewed in porcelain teapots and served in proper china cups and saucers.”

“Er… I don’t think I have enough teacups here for all the crew,” I said, doing a quick mental count.

“That will be no problem. You simply have to let me know which fine china brand you use and I will make sure that enough matching sets are purchased and delivered to the set.”

Bloody hell. I was really beginning to understand the phrase “money was no object”. By the time Gibbs’s secretary ended the call, I was reeling—not just from the list of specific demands but from the sum she had mentioned as payment for this job. I was beginning to wonder if Cassie was right and I should shut the tearoom. I’d be pushed to capacity just keeping up with the huge orders and eccentric requests for the duration of the show. Could the tearoom kitchen support the catering order and provide normal service to customers as well? 

Still, with what Monty Gibbs was paying, there would be more than enough when this was over to give everyone a raise and go on a very, very nice holiday! The thought of holidays made my mood darken for a moment as I remembered the one I had just cancelled because my workaholic boyfriend, Detective Inspector Devlin O’Connor, had been unable to leave his job commitments. Still, I had ended up having an impromptu adventure in Vienna, I thought with a smile, and had had a better time than I’d expected—despite dealing with a grisly death and four nosy old ladies who had insisted on meddling in the murder investigation…

The door to the tearoom opened and, as if conjured by my thoughts, the very four little old ladies I’d been thinking of tottered in. Affectionately known as the “Old Biddies”, this little gang of octogenarians ruled the village of Meadowford-on-Smythe where my tearoom was situated, and—if rumours were to be believed—half of Oxfordshire too. They untied the headscarves covering their woolly white hair, wiped their sensible orthotic shoes on the doormat, and hurried towards me, their eyes gleaming.

“Oh Gemma, we are going to be on television!” cried Glenda Bailey, her cheeks so pink from excitement that they made the heavy rouge she applied look almost neon.

Florence Doyle nodded, a wide smile on her plump, kindly face. “That’s right, dear, and we’ll be performing before a real, live audience!”

“They said they might even feature my lace doily earrings,” said Ethel Webb proudly. 

“We are going to be the first of our kind!” declared Mabel Cooke. 

“What kind? What are you talking about?” I asked. 

“Our audition for From Pleb to Celeb, dear,” said Glenda. 

I stared at them. The Old Biddies had auditioned for the talent show? And why was it that up until that morning, I’d never even heard of FPTC—and now it was suddenly popping up everywhere?

“You went to an audition?”

Glenda nodded eagerly. “The Open Auditions were held a few weeks ago, at that lovely new concert hall in Oxford—you know, the one they’ve built near the business school and the train station. That’s where all the judging for the show is going to take place, because Mr Gibbs wanted to keep the show near his home in the Cotswolds. He loathes London, you see, and didn’t want to have to travel there every time for the shooting, which is what happened last year. Besides, he said that the other shows always feature big cities like London and Manchester and Glasgow, so it was time some of the other towns got a look-in, and as a resident of the Cotswolds, he likes to support local businesses and—”

“Yes, yes, never mind all that, Glenda—tell Gemma what the producers said!” Mabel cut in. 

“Ooh… yes, they were ever so impressed with us and invited us back to perform before the judges. We have been keeping it a secret from you, dear, as we wanted to surprise you… Well, we went to the Judges’ Auditions yesterday and they loved us! And we just heard this morning: it’s official—we’ve been chosen as one of the twenty contestants to go into the contest!”

“But… I don’t understand—what are you going to do?”

Mabel’s chest swelled importantly. “We are going to be the first granny band in England.”

I looked at her stupidly. “Granny—what?”

“Well, you see, there are girl bands and boy bands, dear,” said Glenda, as if explaining something to a child. “So… why not a granny band?” 

“We’ll be singing and dancing to old favourite songs. Isn’t it lucky that we have so much musical talent between us?” added Florence, beaming.

I winced slightly. The one time I’d heard the Old Biddies sing and dance, a man had come up to them and desperately offered them money to shut up. Still, I didn’t want to rain on their parade. 

“That… er… that sounds… great. Congratulations! So… um… you’re going to perform as this granny band?”

“Ooh yes, we even have a special name for ourselves. We’ve given it a lot of thought, you see, and we’ve come up with the perfect name: The Pussy Puffs!”

“The what?” I blinked at them. “You’re not serious. You can’t call yourselves that!”

Ethel looked at me innocently. “Why not? It’s a lovely name.”

“Yes, but it’s… um…” I groped around for a way to say it, then took the cowardly route. “Well, it’s rather silly, isn’t it?” 

“It’s not silly at all,” said Florence indignantly. “We thought it was very apt. You see, people look at elderly ladies and think that we’re just dull and frail, like a puff of air might blow us away—”

“—but in fact, we’re clever and resourceful and full of surprises, just like pussycats!” finished Glenda with a proud smile.

I took a deep breath. “Look… just trust me—‘The Pussy Puffs’ is a really bad choice.”

“Well, the producers didn’t think that,” said Mabel, bristling. “I told them it was a marvellous idea and they agreed.” She folded her arms across her chest and nodded emphatically.

I wondered wryly if they’d had much choice. As the bossiest of the Old Biddies, with her booming voice and brisk, no-nonsense manner, Mabel Cooke was a force to be reckoned with. Even the head of Oxfordshire police had been no match for her. A couple of puny TV producers would have stood no chance. 

“The band was really June’s idea, Mabel—you have to give her the credit,” Ethel chided in her gentle voice. 

Mabel sniffed. “It may have been June’s idea but I developed it.” 

“Who’s June?”

“June Driscoll is an old friend of ours from bingo, dear,” Glenda explained. “Her husband died last year and she’s been finding it very hard—they were an extremely devoted couple, you see. She’s been rather at a loss ever since. I don’t think she quite knows what to do with herself—”

“Other than trying to save Bill’s group, B.E.A.S.T.,” Florence said.

“B.E.A.S.T.?”

“It stands for ‘Bushy Eyebrows Activists Stand Together’. It’s a support group set up to help people with thick eyebrows find sympathy and understanding. June’s husband, Bill, had the most enormous eyebrows, you see—”

“They were almost like furry caterpillars,” said Ethel. “I once mistook them for woolly bear caterpillars when he and June were visiting, and we were sitting out in the garden. I nearly sprayed some BugClear on his face before I realised.”

“Bill was always very sensitive about his eyebrows,” said Glenda in a hushed voice. “He felt that he was ridiculed and laughed at wherever he went, and it put him at a disadvantage in his career and community positions. So he decided to set up a support group to help others like him.”

“A support group for people with bushy eyebrows,” I said, not quite believing my ears.

Ethel nodded eagerly. “Oh, he had great ambitions for it. He hoped to promote awareness of the special needs of those with bushy eyebrows and even raise funds to provide scholarships for young men and women of certain eyebrow thickness.” She screwed up her face in an effort to remember. “I think it had to be over half an inch thick to qualify.”

I burst out laughing. “What? That’s the most ludicrous thing I’ve ever…” I trailed off as the Old Biddies frowned at me. 

“It may be a little silly, dear, but it’s important to June,” said Mabel, glowering at me. 

Glenda sighed. “She misses Bill terribly and this is her last connection with him. If she can keep the support group going, then she feels like she’s keeping him alive too, in some way. Isn’t that romantic?”

“But the support group never quite took off, even when Bill was alive,” said Florence sadly. 

“I even made my Henry become an honorary member, though his eyebrows are really quite sparse,” said Mabel. “But B.E.A.S.T. has been struggling over the years and now with Bill gone, it’s in danger of fading away completely.”

“But not if we win the grand prize in this talent show!” said Ethel. “June is sure there would be more members if only people knew about the group. She wants to print leaflets and make badges and do other… other promotions, you see, to raise awareness for B.E.A.S.T. But she needs money to do all that—that’s why she came up with the idea of a granny band! She saw the advertisements about the Open Auditions—”

“—and asked us if we would join her band!” finished Glenda, beaming. She fluffed her white hair. “I’ve always rather fancied myself as a rock chicken.”

Well, it seemed that the judges and the TV audience fancied the idea of ageing “rock chickens” too because—over the next two weeks—the Pussy Puffs sailed through the early rounds of the competition. Five contestants were eliminated in the live shows each week, so that the initial twenty were whittled down to ten semi-finalists, and to my utter astonishment, the Old Biddies and June were among them. Somehow the nation loved them, and there were even whispers that the “granny band” might be in with a chance to win the contest…


      [image: ]Which is how I found myself wandering backstage at the new Oxford Concert Hall three weeks later, looking for the contestants’ Waiting Area. It seemed a bit crazy that I had been catering for the show for over three weeks now and I still didn’t really know my way around, but so far, most of the time, I had simply dropped off the food at the Concert Hall kitchen and rushed back to the tearoom. 

Against Cassie’s advice, I’d decided to keep the Little Stables open while also catering for the show and now, three weeks later, I had to admit that it had been a mistake. Dora, Cassie, and I had been run off our feet, with crazily early mornings and exhausting late nights, trying to fulfil the orders and keep normal business running at the same time. Two days ago, after stern words from Cassie, I’d finally had to admit defeat and decided to close the tearoom for the remaining duration of the show. It had been so much more relaxed since then, that I wished I’d listened to her earlier!

So now, with no need to rush back to Meadowford, I decided to indulge my curiosity and see what it was like backstage. In particular, I was keen to see the Old Biddies and how they were getting on. I knew that all the semi-finalists would be here today, rehearsing for the big Semi-Finals show tomorrow. In contrast to other shows, which had been accused of setting up contestants to be stressed and humiliated in order to create artificial drama for TV, Monty Gibbs had wanted his image to be kindly and magnanimous. So, before each round of performances, he had been giving his contestants the opportunity to prep their acts in situ before the big day. 

The reality, of course, was that the shrewd little businessman wasn’t just being generous—he knew that with so many nervous and competitive contestants crammed together, all desperate for their turn to rehearse on stage, there would be more than enough drama and conflict to go around. Which is exactly what had happened. And since Monty Gibbs had cleverly arranged for a separate roving camera crew to shadow the contestants, all the petty squabbles and jealous tantrums had been captured for viewers to enjoy in the televised episodes each week. It was a formula that he had come up with for the show’s first season and it had proved such a hit that he was repeating it for the second. 

Oh yeah, the man is a master of milking drama for monetary gain, even while appearing to be virtuously above such manipulative practices, I thought. Then I paused as I rounded the corner and heard the sound of shrill voices raised in anger. Hmm… it sounds like there’s some drama going on now. 

The voices were coming from one of the rooms off the main corridor—a dressing room filled with a row of chairs before mirrors framed with lightbulbs. I caught sight of two women through the open doorway. I vaguely recognised them as two of the contestants: Lara, a voluptuous redhead in her late thirties with a sultry voice and improbably big breasts, and Nicole, a quiet, intense young woman who played the piano. Lara was standing with a hand on her hip, a cocky smile on her face as she addressed the younger woman. 

“…nothing like the challenge of a married man,” she purred. “Seducing him and watching him lie to his wife, just so he can meet you for a sweaty hour in a seedy motel…” She laughed, a deep, sensual sound. “And it’s especially thrilling when they throw it all away—their wives, their kids, their safe home life—just to be with you. There’s no feeling of power like it! I once had this chap leave his wife and son on Christmas Day—can you believe it? I waited until I knew they were about to eat Christmas lunch, then I rang him and told him he had to walk out on them and come away with me immediately—or never see me again.” She gave a self-satisfied smile. “Guess what? He came. Didn’t even say goodbye to his five-year-old son. And that’s not even as bad as the guy who left his pregnant wife while she was in labour to sneak out of the hospital and meet me for lunch and a little bit… extra,” she giggled. “Just think—it was their first baby and he should have been by her side; instead he was busy shagging me!”

“You’re disgusting!” Nicole said, her face pale. “I can’t believe you’re just standing there, proud of saying those things. It’s… it’s despicable! There are loads of single men out there—why can’t you leave the married ones alone? Don’t you realise how much their families must suffer?” 

Lara tossed her head. “It’s not my problem if the wives can’t hold on to their husbands. They should blame themselves. Who told them to turn into fat frumps with nothing to offer but constant nagging and boring sex?”

“How dare you!” cried Nicole. “They’re… they’re bringing up their children and cooking and cleaning… and they’re tired and stressed… They can’t be expected to look like… like sex kittens all the time just to keep their husbands happy—”

“Well, then they shouldn’t whinge when their men run off to shag someone else.”

“You cold-hearted witch!” Nicole’s eyes smouldered as her hands clenched into fists. “It’s women like you who ruin people’s lives. You think you’re so smug now but… but someday you’ll live to regret it! Someday, someone will make you pay!” 

“Ohhh, I feel so scared now,” laughed Lara with a fake shiver.

Nicole flushed bright red and, with a shriek of fury, she launched herself at the other woman, her hands reaching for her neck.

“You… you… AAAARRGGHHH!”
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Chapter Two









The two women fell to the ground in a tangle of thrashing arms and legs. I stared in horror as they wrestled and fought, screeching like banshees. Nicole had her fingers around Lara’s neck, squeezing hard, her eyes burning with hatred, while the redhead gasped and choked, trying to claw her hands away. Then, somehow, Lara managed to twist her body and tear free of Nicole’s grasp; she grabbed the pianist’s hair and yanked hard, twisting cruelly and causing the younger woman to shriek in pain. 

“Stop!” I cried, rushing into the room. To my surprise, it was bigger than I’d thought, and a man and woman were tucked in the far corner: he had a video camera clamped on one eye and she hovered next to him, clutching a clipboard.

“Can you get them both in the frame?” she was asking.

“Yeah… but I think a close-up would be better…” he mumbled, approaching the fighting women.

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Aren’t you going to stop them?” I demanded. “They could hurt each other!”

“Ooh, that’s an idea, Jeff,” said the woman with the clipboard. “If either of them end up going to hospital, make sure you ride in the ambulance with them—”

“What?” I started to say something else, then thought better of it. Instead, I whirled and rushed over to Lara and Nicole. “Stop it! Stop it, the two of you!” 

I pulled them apart and they faced each other like hissing, spitting cats, their chests heaving, their hair wild. I was relieved to see, though, that neither seemed to have serious injuries other than a few scratches and bruises. 

“Keep rolling!” the woman with the clipboard hissed to the cameraman.

However, her voice seemed to bring Nicole to her senses. The pianist looked around and a mortified expression crossed her face as she saw the cameraman. She put a dazed hand up to her forehead, groping at her hair, which had come loose from its tight bun.

“I… I don’t know what came over me…” she mumbled. “I… um… I need to go and get ready for my act…” Stumbling backwards, she turned and ran out of the room.

Lara was shaken as well, but she recovered quicker than Nicole and, when she noticed the camera on her, she brightened and leaned forwards surreptitiously, so that her open top displayed more of her cleavage. 

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“Fine, fine,” she said airily, tossing her hair. “Maybe that will teach that uptight little cow not to pick on me in the future.” She blew a kiss at the camera, then sashayed out of the room. 

“And… CUT!” said the woman with the clipboard. She frowned at me. “What did you think you were doing, barging in like that? That was some great footage there and you ruined it.”

“They could have hurt each other! How could you just stand there and watch?”

She shrugged. “My instructions from the boss are clear: we don’t intervene with anything the contestants are doing—we just film them.” She wagged a finger at me. “What we had there was great TV! And you had to go and ruin it with your Little Miss Policewoman act.”

“I—” I couldn’t believe that she was making me feel defensive for what I’d done. “That’s crazy! You can’t let people hurt each other just for the sake of ‘great TV’!”

“Welcome to the real world—or rather, the reality TV world,” said the woman with a harsh laugh. She glanced at her watch, then said to the cameraman: “I need a quick ciggie break. Then we’d better go and cover that magician chap.”

“Right-o,” said the cameraman, lowering his machine and reaching in his own pockets for a packet of cigarettes. 

Without another glance at me, they left the room and disappeared down the corridor. I stood fuming for a moment, then stomped off in the direction of the Waiting Area. There, I found the air thick with tension as the various contestants camped out in different parts of the room practised their acts feverishly. Slowly, I began to make my way through them, looking for a group of little old ladies. I dodged around a teenage boy practising hip hop dance moves and skirted a woman energetically manipulating a puppet, only to bump into a collie walking backwards, balanced on its hind legs. 

“Oi—watch it!” his owner snarled. “He was almost at the end of that sequence! Now you’ve broken the flow. Do you realise how difficult it is to reverse chain the choreography?”

“Sorry!” I said, facing a thin woman with cold blue eyes. “I’m really sorry.”

This must be Trish and Skip, the “dog dancing” duo, I realised. I remembered seeing this woman and her dog in one of the many show trailers being broadcast on TV and shared across social media. The producers had attempted to do one of those “warm, fuzzy” interviews of pup and owner, but Trish Bingham had been dour and unresponsive. She had struck me then as an odd, hostile woman and I had to admit, meeting her in person didn’t do much to change that impression. 

She scowled at me. “It’s taken me months to teach Skip the sequence—I don’t need you messing it up for us at the last minute.”

“I’m sorry—it was an accident. I just didn’t see him,” I said, starting to feel annoyed now. How many times did I have to apologise? 

Then my heart softened as I looked down at the collie, who wagged his plumed tail and opened his mouth in a wide doggie grin. I crouched down to pat him, thinking that Trish was lucky: her handsome canine partner more than made up for her lack of charm.

Leaving the unfriendly woman calling her dog to Heel once more, I continued across the room, carefully skirting around a tense-looking woman with a pair of identical twin girls, and also a young man in a black cape, nervously trying to shuffle some playing cards. By the time I finally spotted the Old Biddies, I felt like I was walking on eggshells and I was relieved to find that they, at least, didn’t seem to be unduly stressed. They were chatting to an elderly lady wearing large horn-rimmed glasses, whom I recognised as their friend, June Driscoll.

“Gemma, dear—how nice to see you!” said Glenda as I joined them. She smoothed down her outfit. “What do you think of our new costumes? How do we look?”

“Er…” I stared at them, torn between honesty and politeness. “Um… you look… er… very eye-catching.”

They looked hideous. For some reason, the Old Biddies had decided to take to the stage in replicas of Elvis Presley’s white jumpsuit, complete with flared hems, huge upturned collars, and hundreds of fake precious stones stitched to the fabric.

“Do you think there are enough rhinestones?” asked Florence. “We wanted to make sure that we really sparkle on stage.”

“Oh, don’t worry—you’ll definitely sparkle,” I said, thinking that any more embellishments and the judges were likely to be blinded. 

“I stitched on some extra stones myself,” said June proudly.  

“I still think some lace doily on the sleeves and collar would have looked nicer,” muttered Ethel with a sulky look. 

“No, no, we discussed this, remember? We’re saving lace doily for our last costume for the Finals,” said Mabel. “We need to have something that will really wow the audience.”

“Er… do you think you’ll make it through to the Finals?” I asked, surprised.

“We must!” said June. “I can’t go home without the prize money—it’s the only hope for keeping B.E.A.S.T. alive!”

“It is going to be very hard competing against the twins though,” said Glenda, with a doubtful look across the room at the two little girls. “They do dance beautifully and look so adorable. My great-nephew Mike told me that the bookmakers have Molly and Polly down as the favourites to win the competition. They always have the highest number of public votes, by a wide margin.”

June looked indignant. “They might be cute but we have public appeal too! People love to see feisty old grannies. We might have slightly fewer votes but I’m sure we’re not far behind. Surely, we must be in second place in the polls?”

“No, actually, that… er… lady, Lara, is in second place,” said Glenda, stumbling slightly over the word “lady”. 

“Lara?” June screwed her face up. “That horrid woman? How on earth can people be voting for her?”

“Well, she is very sexy, dear, and she does have a wonderful voice. Her rendition of ‘Feeling Good’ in the last round got a standing ovation from the audience.”

“She’s an awful person! Did you hear her making fun of poor Mr Ziegler last week? She was jeering at him as he was warming up for his routine and saying the most nasty things.”

“Who’s Mr Ziegler?” I asked.

“He’s the Yodelling Plumber, dear,” Florence explained. She cocked her head. “Listen, he’s on stage rehearsing now—can you hear him?”

I realised suddenly that the strange ululating sound I’d been hearing in the background was a man’s voice warbling up and down, accompanied by the occasional whoosh of water that sounded like a toilet flushing.

“He’s ever so clever.” Ethel beamed. “He yodels while fixing leaks and blockages, and he’s made a contraption of pipes and drains that he can take on stage with him, to provide water sound effects.”

“Yes, although he does leave terrible puddles on the stage,” said Mabel, sniffing disapprovingly. “The last time we had to rehearse after him, we nearly slipped in all the soapy water.”

“Wow… he’s doing pretty well to make it so far into the competition. I mean, yodelling is a bit of an acquired taste, isn’t it? Once the novelty wears off, I wouldn’t have thought most people would like it that much,” I said, wincing slightly as the yo-yoing voice began to get a bit loud and repetitive. 

“The judges like him,” said June. “That’s why he made it through the last round, even though he didn’t have a lot of public votes.” Her face turned serious. “Hmm… that’s something to remember. The focus is always on the public votes but one must never underestimate the influence of the judges. Still, Ziegler isn’t the competition we have to worry about. It’s Lara and the twins…” she continued, pursing her lips and scanning the rest of the room. Then her gaze lit on Trish and Skip, and her eyes narrowed. “And that lady with the dog—they’re very popular with the audience… They could be a serious threat.”

I looked at her in wonder. The words sounded so incongruous coming from her lips. With her soft, fluffy white hair, wrinkled face and petite frame, June Driscoll looked the stereotype of the sweet old lady. But there was a steely determination in her eyes and a shrewd calculation in her approach to the competition that reminded me of a ruthless military commander planning his battle strategy. 

“What about that fellow, Gaz?” asked Mabel.

June frowned. “Oh yes, I’d forgotten about him.”

I followed her gaze to the other side of the room where I saw Nicole—looking less dishevelled now—sitting in a chair, staring down at her hands. A young man was hovering beside her, trying to engage her in conversation. He had longish, almost shaggy blond hair and was dressed in a faded hoodie and ripped jeans, but somehow, the overall effect managed to be good-looking rather than unkempt. He radiated confidence and I could feel the strength of his charisma, even from this distance. 

I saw Nicole say something to him sharply and turn her back to him. It couldn’t have been a more blatant (and literal) cold shoulder, but he simply shrugged and laughed, then slouched away, his hands in his jeans pockets and an easy grin on his face. 

“Gaz is the comedian who does impressions, isn’t he?” I asked. “I remember catching one of the previous episodes and seeing a bit of his act. He’s very funny.”

“Yes, but he does use the most dreadful language,” said Ethel, putting her hands to her cheeks in a scandalised gesture. “Those… those horrible curse words—”

“Yes, someone ought to wash that boy’s mouth out with soap,” declared Mabel. 

“Well, the audience don’t seem to mind,” said Florence. 

“Yes,” June agreed. “They seem to love him. Hmm… yes, Gaz is a strong contender. We’ll have to watch him.” She paused thoughtfully. “If the twins are in the lead to take the top spot, then that only leaves one other chance for us.”

“I don’t understand—are you saying only two semi-finalists get through?” I asked.

“Oh yes, dear. After we perform before the judges and audience again tomorrow night, only two acts will be selected to go through to the Finals,” Glenda explained.

“And one of them has got to be us!” said June, shaking her fist.

I said nothing, but I didn’t share her conviction. A granny band might have been able to beat Gaz’s funny impressions and Trish’s canine dancing routine, but somehow I didn’t think they’d be any match for Lara. Sadly, “young and sexy” trumped “old and quirky” every time. 

A young man with a walkie-talkie appeared suddenly next to us. “Pussy Puffs! You’re on next!”

“Ooh!” squealed Glenda. “I haven’t retouched my lipstick yet!”

I wished them luck and watched as they tottered off towards the wings. I was half tempted to go out and watch them from the auditorium but decided to save it for the real performance tomorrow night. As one of the perks of the job, I’d been given front-row tickets for the Semi-Finals and I was looking forward to a fun evening with Cassie and my other close friend, Seth Browning. 

Carefully giving Trish and Skip a wide berth, I made my way across the large Waiting Area again. As I neared the back door, however, I stopped short as a grey tabby with white paws jumped down from a pile of props and trotted up to me. She looked exactly like my cat, Muesli, down to the black eyeliner around her wide green eyes and the little pink nose.

“Miaow…?” she said. 

“Muesli! What are you doing here?” I demanded, shocked. I was sure I had left her safely locked up at home. I bent to scoop her up, but she darted away from me, pausing just out of reach to give me another cheeky: “Miaow?”

I hesitated. Was it Muesli? This cat sounded slightly different. But she looked so much like my little feline… 

The grey tabby leapt onto a wooden trolley next to us, which held a large, round container shaped a bit like a witch’s cauldron. There was a lid on the container, so I couldn’t see what was inside, but something was leaking from under the edge of the lid, almost like frothy liquid that was boiling over and flowing out. Except that it wasn’t liquid—it looked more like a strange white mist or even smoke. 

The cat approached the container and reached up to sniff the white smoke. I stretched a hand out too, curious. The smoke was unfurling in snowy, white plumes, surrounding the cauldron in a halo, and yet there was no heat emanating from the container and no smell of burning. What on earth was it?

I reached out to lift the lid, then froze as a voice behind me cried:

“Hey, be careful—don’t touch that!”
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