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For Lily, Xander, Steve,
 Nell and King
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Maclinkey Castle was so remote that Esme had to be delivered by postal van along with the week’s letters and parcels. As she hopped out, grabbed her case and thanked the postman, Esme shook out her brightly-sequinned skirt. She straightened her cowgirl hat on top of her unruly curls and turned her sparkling eyes up to the turrets of the castle.

‘Oh my juggling uncles. That is enormous!’ she declared, searching the high walls for a way in. She was quite used to climbing, having grown up in the circus, but she wasn’t really sure that somersaulting over the wall was the best way to introduce herself to her cousins.

Esme was about to pick up her suitcase when a drawbridge banged down in front of her and a mass of creatures tumbled out, head over heels. Wide-eyed with astonishment, Esme was almost run over by the most extraordinary collection of wildlife that she had ever seen. Clusters of guinea pigs surfed on crocodiles’ backs, monkeys steered swans with reins, mice swooped down from the castle walls, perched between the wings of seagulls.
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As the animals engulfed her in a welcoming embrace of licks, nudges, squawks and squeaks, a cuddly-looking lady appeared and flung her arms around Esme, sweeping her off her feet.
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‘Come along inside, dear,’ said Mrs Larder as she shooed a few birds and a monkey out of her way and stepped over a small bear. Esme grabbed her case and followed her over the drawbridge and into the castle hall. They ducked down a narrow set of stairs that opened out into a large room where a feast of the most delicious food imaginable was laid out on an enormous wooden table.

‘Have a seat by the fire, ducks. I will fetch the boys,’ Mrs Larder said, picking up an old-fashioned megaphone. Then, climbing onto a box, she stuck her head out of the window. ‘Teeeeeeeeeeeea Tiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiime!’ she yelled.

[image: images]

Mrs Larder was the castle housekeeper. She had been looking after Esme’s cousins since they were babies. Their father – Aubrey Maclinkey – Esme’s Uncle Mac, travelled the world rescuing endangered and mistreated animals and sending them back to Maclinkey Castle for safety. This had caused their mother, Esme’s Aunt Angelica, to lose her temper. She had had enough of tipping porcupines out of her bed and clearing perching anteaters from the loo seat, and had moved to New York. She wrote to her boys often and loved them dearly from afar.

As two boys came racing through the doorway, a third tumbled head-first through a window. Esme giggled and smiled warmly.
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‘Esme, these are your cousins. Magnus, Cosmo and Gus, this is Esme,’ introduced Mrs Larder. Esme was a bit preoccupied, however, staring longingly at the shining bowls of melted chocolate, the plates of scones piled high with cream and jam, the mountains of doughnuts and the tall glass filled to the brim with multi-coloured sweets which threatened to cascade onto the floor.

‘Hi, Esme,’ said Magnus, patting a passing warthog and scooping up a turtle to examine at the table. The turtle looked up at him lovingly.

‘I’m Gus. Can we eat? Can we eat? Can we eat?’ chanted the smallest one.

‘Oh, you’re Esme,’ said Cosmo, looking at Esme suspiciously. Then he turned and addressed Mrs Larder. ‘Can we have a bad-mannered tea party because Esme is here?’
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