
  
    [image: Dead SeriousCase #4 Professor Prometheus Plume]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 Wendy Saunders (writing as Vawn Cassidy)

        All rights reserved.

        www.vawncassidy.com

      

      

      
        
        Crawshanks Guide to the Recently Departed

        Dead Serious Case #4 Professor Prometheus Plume

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the prior written permission of the author/publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

        All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders.

      

        

      
        The Dead Serious Universe, its characters, storylines and content are all the original work of its creator Wendy Saunders writing as Vawn Cassidy.

        All copyrights pertaining to this novel and the Crawshanks Guide to the Recently Departed Universe are owned solely by Wendy Saunders.

      

        

      
        The author Wendy Saunders (writing as Vawn Cassidy) does not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarise, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, multimedia, audio, or other medium.

        The author supports the right of humans to control their artistic works. No part of this book has been created using AI-generated images or narrative, as known by the author.

      

        

      
        This work of fiction utilises the online versions of the Merriam-Webster Dictionary and The Chicago Manual of Style as primary style sources. Please be aware that there are instances where the work deviates from these sources due to their inherent limits for fiction-writing and the personal choices of the author. Region-based idioms, age- or era-appropriate slang, UK spelling and style rules, and other deviations based on specific dialects may inform some of these choices.

      

      

      
        
        Cover design by Natasha Snow @NatashaSnowDesigns

      

        

      
        Editing by Sandy Bennett

        Proofreading by Imogen Wells

        Final Line Read by Steph Harris

      

      

      
        
        Please note this book contains adult situations, graphic language and sexual content, and is intended for mature and adult audiences.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Case #5 Madame Vivienne

      

      
        The Grim Adventures of Death & Chan

      

      
        
          The Ashton-Drake Manor House Hotel

        

        
          
            The Ghosts

          

          
            The Guests

          

          
            The Murder Mystery Characters

          

          
            The Staff

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Official Store

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Vawn Cassidy

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re turning into a complete workaholic, you know. You never have any time for me anymore.”

      I look up to find Dusty pouting. Snorting softly, I turn my attention back to the corpse on the table and complete the Y incision.

      “What are you wearing, Dusty?” I drop the scalpel onto the tray beside me and reach for another tool to cut through the layers of muscle.

      “What?” She glances down at herself. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “You look like Effie Trinket from The Hunger Games. I feel as if I should be volunteering as tribute.”

      She rolls her eyes and fists her hand on her cocked hip. Her wig is an enormous mass of curls sprinkled liberally with glitter and piled high enough that her head resembles a sparkly pine cone. The eyelashes she’s batting in my direction are so long and feathery I’m worried she might trip over them in her five-inch gold platforms. Huge Christmas tree baubles that I think are meant to be earrings dangle from her ears, but it’s the actual outfit…

      Holy glitter balls, as Chan is so fond of saying, the outfit.

      It’s… well, it’s more a leotard rather than a full outfit. A very loud, glittery explosion of red, gold, and green sequins. It has long sleeves and the biggest, most ostentatious gold epaulettes at the shoulders which are edged with a sparkly fringe. The leotard is cut high on the hips, revealing ridiculously long legs encased in sheer tights decorated with crystals, and at the back is a huge rouched bustle which falls to the floor and drags behind her.

      “I don’t think that’s appropriate workplace attire,” I remark mildly.

      “It’s lucky I don’t work here, then. You work enough for both of us. You’re never home, and you barely pay any attention to me. It’s like you don’t even see me.” She sighs dramatically. “Are you getting tired of me? Am I looking old? And fat? You don’t love me anymore, do you?”

      I sigh loudly and roll my eyes. “You know full well there’s not an inch of fat on you, as if it even matters to me. In fact, there’s not an inch of flesh on you, on account of being incorporeal and all. And you also know full well I do love you.”

      “Tris, come on,” she whines.

      I pick up the rib spreader and glance up, quirking a brow. “You’re bored, aren’t you?”

      “It’s Christmas Eve, for fuck’s sake. We should be throwing a party and getting drunk with all our friends, singing karaoke while in the bathtub fully clothed, trying to sail to Australia.”

      “I sense there’s a story there. You or Chan?”

      “The point is,” she says with a huff, “that you should be halfway through a bottle of Bailey’s right now, doing bad, bad things to your sexy fella under the mistletoe, not carving up a dead body like you’re H.H. Holmes.”

      “Your knowledge of serial killers is improving.” I hum.

      “That’s only because Danny keeps insisting on watching those crime documentaries on the History Channel.”

      “Yeah.” I snort, highly amused. “Ever since he found out about one of my ancestors and his close lifelong friend who happened to be a detective in Whitechapel around the time of the Ripper murders, Danny’s become obsessed with Victorian crime. It’s kind of cute, really. For my birthday, he bought me a vintage medical instrument set which was used for autopsies in the late 1800s.”

      “There is something seriously wrong with the two of you,” she says as she shakes her head slowly.

      I smile as I continue to work. “The longer you stand there distracting me, the longer this will take.”

      “But why do you have to do it now? It’s not like he’s going to get any deader.” She glances down at the decedent on the table as if it’s entirely his fault we’re short-staffed.

      “Because it’s my job, Dusty.” I sigh. “You know, it’s not as if I wouldn’t like some time with my boyfriend. But they still haven’t found anyone to replace Alan, so I’ve had to cover.” She huffs again and crosses her arms. “Why don’t you go and see Bruce?” I murmur absently as I remove the heart and turn it over in my hands, looking for signs of damage.

      She sulks. “He’s busy.”

      “Just like I am,” I point out.

      “I get that, but you’ve been working so much. You’d think they’d at least let you out of here early. It’s Christmas Eve!”

      “Believe it or not, I am aware of that fact,” I mutter. “And if I wasn’t, the fact that what waits for me upstairs once I’m done here is an office full of my coworkers, a few plates of burned sausage rolls, some cheap Buck’s Fizz, Mariah Carey on an endless loop, and—the most disturbing of all—a naughty version of Secret Santa? That would confirm it is indeed Christmas.”

      Dusty’s eyes widen. “What exactly does the naughty version of Secret Santa entail? Sounds like it’s right up my alley.”

      I grimace. “It was Hen’s idea. The problem is, other than me and her, all the others are well over sixty and heading towards seventy.”

      “Who did you get?”

      “My boss, Mr Baxter, a sixty-seven-year-old confirmed bachelor. All he does is nap and read the Angling Times. It’s not like I could buy him a box of chocolate penises.”

      Dusty cackles in delight.

      “MERRY CHRISTMAS!” two voices sing out. I don’t need to look to recognise the two accents, one American and one Scottish, but I glance at them anyway, still holding the heart carefully.

      Ian and Dave, two spirits who seem quite content haunting the mortuary, stand at the end of the table, grinning at me. Both wear Christmas party hats, but Dave now has a small party horn between his lips. He puckers his mouth and blows, letting the paper tube unfurl with a pathetic toot.

      “Merry Christmas.” I place the heart onto a set of scales and make note of the weight and dimensions.

      My attention is drawn back to them and I find myself puzzling over the pair of them, which I seem to find myself doing a lot lately. It’s not that I mind them haunting my place of work. I really like them actually, and they tend to be good company.

      Dave gives a twitch and blurts something random as he usually does. While alive, he had Tourette’s and coprolalia, which meant he not only had a noticeable tic but also uncontrollable bursts of inappropriate language. Being a spirit doesn’t seemed to have changed that.

      As a couple, they really are an enigma. Dave is a small, pale Scotsman with jet-black hair and blue eyes. He appears as he did when he died, dressed in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and wearing a pair of socks and no shoes. He’s always dripping wet, leaving a trail of muddy water wherever he goes, since he died by taking a nosedive into the Thames while under the influence of more than one too many Jägerbombs.

      As for his partner in crime, Ian is the day to Dave’s night. Tall and blonde, tanned like a surfer, and wearing grey sweats, socks, and a t-shirt. He also appears as he did when he died, covered in clumps of blue wax and shards of glass from an exploding lava lamp. A heavy cloud of weed seems to follow him around, and when he speaks it’s with a comfortable laid-back drawl.

      The fact that they continue to appear as they died should mean they’re locked in death cycles, unable to change and move on without solving their unfinished business. But, more than six months on from their respective deaths, I’m still no closer to figuring this mystery out.

      They seriously don’t seem to have any unfinished business. They’re both ridiculously well-adjusted, considering the circumstances. But now, seeing them both in party hats, I wonder if they can actually change some aspects of how they appear. In fact, I’m beginning to suspect it’s something else entirely that’s keeping them here. But what that is, I have no clue.

      I blow out a breath and turn back to the dead guy on the table—who really should be getting my full attention, not the two dead guys at the end of the table who have found a sprig of mistletoe from somewhere and are now kissing.

      “Aww, you guys are so cute,” Dusty coos at them. “Who says being dead’s a drag?”

      Ian pulls back and grins across at her, lifting a hand to high-five her while his other arm stays wrapped around a blushing Dave.

      I shake my head. It’s been well over a year since I started seeing spirits and there are days when I still don’t understand any of it. I turn back to my job at hand while the three ghosts cluttering up my workspace continue to chatter.

      “Oh my god!” a new voice exclaims loudly.

      “What now?” I look up to find a man standing to the side of Ian and Dave and staring down at the body on the table… his body on the table.

      “Great.” This is just what I need, another ghost. I’m never going to get out of here tonight. Danny’s going to be spending Christmas Eve on his own at this rate.

      The man who has just appeared looks to be in his mid to late thirties. I glance over at my notes to check his name and date of birth. Okay, he’s thirty-nine.

      He’s wearing a maroon Adidas tracksuit, the hoodie of which is stretched over his ample paunch, and on his feet are neatly laced white trainers. But his personal style is not what draws my attention. His thick, brown, bushy hair is standing on end, poofed out like a toilet brush and it’s smoking.

      Spidery red lines fan out on his neck, and the palms of his hands are marred with electrical burns, the same ones that are evident on his corpse. His cause of death was pretty obvious the moment they wheeled him in, but I still have to perform a post-mortem to determine the exact cause.

      “Er… Terrance Connell?” I say, recalling his name from the notes.

      “Terry,” he corrects absently, his eyes still firmly rooted on his body.

      “Terry.” I nod. “Well, this is Ian, Dave, and Dusty.” I point to each of them in turn.

      His eyes widen as he stares at the two ghosts, one dripping wet and the other covered in flecks of glass, but when his gaze tracks over to Dusty, he does a double take. Then again, it’s not every day you see a six-foot-tall drag queen dressed like a Christmas tree in the middle of a mortuary.

      “Oh my god,” he says again. His gaze dips to the burns on his hands before returning to his corpse. “Am I dead?”

      “I’m afraid so,” I say as gently as I can given that I currently have just put my hands back in the guy’s chest cavity.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Removing my hands from his body, I grip the edge of the table.

      “I was doing some re-wiring in the kitchen,” he mutters.

      “Are you an electrician?” Dusty asks.

      “No, but I watched a YouTube video. I just thought, you know, how hard can it be?” He purses his lips thoughtfully. “In retrospect, I probably should have shut off the mains first.”

      “Titbadger,” Dave blurts.

      Terry frowns. “Excuse me?”

      “Not you,” Dave replies.

      “Dude,” Ian interjects. “You’re like Frankenstein, you know?” He holds out his arms stiffly in front of himself and mimes getting electrocuted. “IT’S ALIVE! IT’S ALIVE!” He throws his arms up and laughs maniacally.

      “Honey, you need to lay off the bong.” Dusty tuts. “It’s the other way around. Technically, he’s dead.”

      “You know, if we’re being technical, Frankenstein was the creator, not the monster,” I murmur and, without thinking, pick up the heart from the scales.

      “OH MY GOD!” Terry exclaims for the third time. “Is that my… is that…” His eyes roll back in his head and he falls backward in a dead faint.

      “Clean up aisle seven,” Dusty calls out.

      I wince. “Oops.”

      “Don’t worry, Tristan, we’ve got this.” Dave waves a hand in my direction. “You get that side, Ian.”

      They edge around the unconscious man on the floor until they’re standing on either side of him. But as they reach out to grab his arms and haul him to his feet, several sparks shower from his hands and suddenly two blazing arcs of electricity hit Ian and Dave with a loud crackle. I watch open-mouthed as they are catapulted backwards through the air, Ian disappearing through one wall and Dave through the other, while a smoking Terry lies still on the floor.

      Suddenly the door clatters open and Hen pokes her head in, wearing a paper hat from a cracker and clutching a half-empty plastic champagne flute.

      “Tris,” she begins, then pauses, sniffing the air. “Can you smell burning?”

      “Mm-mm.” I shake my head.

      She shrugs and glances down at the table to the clearly incomplete post-mortem. “Aren’t you done yet, hun? Hurry up, or all the vol-au-vents will be gone and I’m dying to do the Secret Santa. I’m pretty sure I’ve managed to sleuth out who’s got who.”

      “It’s really not that hard. There’s only like five of us.”

      “Still, I got Judy and I cannot wait to see her face when she sees what I bought her.” She laughs gleefully.

      “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

      “Hurry up.” She makes a shooing gesture with her hand and disappears, leaving the door to clatter closed in her wake.

      There’s a loud moan from the floor and as Dusty and I look over, we see Terry stagger to his feet, his hands crackling with residual electricity from accidentally throwing Dave and Ian through the wall. They’re probably halfway to Canada judging from their velocity.

      “What happened?” He groans and lifts his hands to his head. Dusty ducks, but another small arc of electricity hits the ceiling and the light explodes, plunging the room into darkness.

      “Sorry,” Terry’s disembodied voice echoes.

      Fuck. My. Life.
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        * * *

      

      In honour of the occasion, Mr Baxter’s desk has been covered in a paper tablecloth decorated with sprigs of holly. A small spread of party food is laid out, still in its plastic Tesco packaging.

      I grimace as my eyes fall on the vol-au-vents. I’ve never been able to identify what the things actually consist of, but these particular little round puff pastries seem to be filled with some kind of greyish-looking paste. Deciding not to risk salmonella over the only two days I have off to spend with Danny, I opt for the slightly safer-looking cubes of cheese and pineapple skewered onto the end of cocktail sticks.

      Chewing ferociously and trying to swallow the rather rubbery cheese and limp pineapple, I take a swig of my Buck’s Fizz, wishing fervently that it was a cup of tea nestled in my hand while I was curled up on the sofa with Danny watching Die Hard, which Danny and Chan both swear is a Christmas movie.

      Honestly, I’d much rather be wearing a bloodied vest and crawling through air vents in bare feet than standing here trying to choke down a suspect-looking Scotch egg while, you guessed it, Mariah belts out a tinny version of what she wants for Christmas from Hen’s iPhone. I swear to god, she has that song on repeat just to wind me up. Is it too much to ask for a bit of Elton? Or Slade? Hell, I’d even take Justin Bieber’s Mistletoe over this endless torture. One more round of Mariah and I will seriously consider attaching myself to a fire hose and flinging myself off the top of Nakatomi Plaza, John McClane-style. Or, in this case, the top of  the Hackney Public Mortuary.

      Who am I kidding? I’d never leap off a building while it explodes. Danny, though, he’d make a great action hero—all those sexy muscles and chest hair wrapped up in a ripped-up vest. I give a happy hum as my mind wanders.

      “It’s Secret Santa time!” Hen announces gleefully in a loud voice, startling me out of my little Danny/Bruce hybrid fantasy. Her eyes are bright as she bounces up and down, an Asda carrier bag with a large red gift bow stapled to it hanging from one fist.

      Just how much Buck’s Fizz has she consumed? I know she started a hell of a lot earlier than I did and as much as I really want to go home to my boyfriend, I resign myself to staying and trying to corral her into a taxi so she gets home safely.

      I watch, my stomach churning, as she hands out presents to each of us. Mr Baxter goes first, opening up his present to find a small novelty book of fart jokes. It was pretty much the least sexual thing I could find and still have it possibly come under the naughty stipulation.

      Hen is practically vibrating out of her skin as she turns to Judy, prompting her to open her present. She does and I grimace. It’s a huge—and I mean huge—glitter bath bomb in the shape of a giant, erect penis.

      “Oh, uh, very nice.” Judy blinks and clears her throat. “I, uh… do like a good soak in the bath.”

      Hen, unable to help herself, cackles and clutches her own present.

      Judy sighs. “Oh for goodness’ sake, Henrietta. Why don’t you open yours?”

      Hen gives another tipsy giggle and strips the paper from her gift. “Oh yes! Thank you, Santa!” She whoops and ogles the large calendar of naked men gripping power tools and fire hoses.

      Ted, our orderly who transports the bodies on trolleys and sees that they are stored correctly, then tears into his gift, giving a bark of laughter at the box of chocolate boobs. Clearly not in the least bit embarrassed, he opens the box and stuffs at least three into his mouth at once. “First time I’ve been able to fit three titties in my mouth at the same time,” he mumbles around the chocolate.

      Judy rolls her eyes.

      “Your turn, Tris!” Hen beams. “I wanna see what you got.”

      “Oh, um.” I swallow, my cheeks already burning with embarrassment and I haven’t even got the wrapping paper off yet. I gingerly open the gift up to find a small, rectangular package containing a thong made of candy. “Uh… thanks.” I flush again.

      Knowing full well Hen didn’t buy that as she was responsible for the bath bomb dick, I cringe at the thought of one of the others maybe buying it for me. I make a mental note to later murder Hen for suggesting naughty Secret Santa and everyone else for going along with it. What happened to a regular Secret Santa? I’d much rather have a cheap Lynx Africa set from Sainsbury’s than edible underwear.

      “I wonder who bought that for you?” Dusty smirks beside me. “I’ll bet it was Mr Baxter. Still waters run deep and all that.”

      We both glance over to find my boss laughing heartily to himself as he reads the fart joke book.

      Dusty narrows her eyes. “Really deep.”

      “Hen?” I look over at my little red-haired pixie of a friend. “Swap with me?”

      I mean the calendar is a bit clichéd but rather sexy naked men than knickers designed by Willy Wonka.

      “No way.” Hen frowns and cradles the calendar closer to her chest as if I’m going to steal it from her. The thought does cross my mind. “At least you have a hot boyfriend to chew those things off you. I’ve got nothing but a fridge full of Prosecco, my faithful dildo Mr Johnson, and this.” She holds up the calendar and jiggles it.

      “TMI, Hen.”

      “Tristan,” Judy beckons me over, still clutching the glittery cock. “May I have a word?”

      “Sure.” I head over to her as she sets her bath bomb on the desk beside the cocktail sausages. “What’s up?”

      “I’m glad I finally have a chance to speak with you. We’ve been so busy lately.” I nod as she continues, “I know that being so short-staffed after Alan left has fallen largely on your shoulders, and we’re grateful for how much you’ve done.”

      “It’s okay.” I shrug. “Someone has to do it.”

      “You’ve always been a hard worker, Tristan.” Judy studies me. “How long have we worked together now?”

      “Uh, seven years?” I reply, wondering where she’s going with this. Maybe she’s also overindulged with the Buck’s Fizz and is feeling all soppy and nostalgic.

      She nods. “I always understood your need to throw yourself into the job, Tris. It gave you something to focus on when your dad began to decline, so we never said anything. We trusted you to know what you needed. But that was before. We’ve seen how happy you are with Danny this past year. He lights you up inside, and it’s truly been a joy to see you opening up.”

      Oh god, I hope she didn’t buy me the edible underwear.

      “It hasn’t escaped my notice that, even before our staffing problems, you hadn’t taken any time off since summer, and that was only because you were ill and Danny had that dreadful accident and broke his leg.”

      “Oh.” What else can I say?

      “You have so much holiday accrued, yet you never use it,” she says sternly, although her eyes remain kind.

      “To be fair, I haven’t exactly had a chance to lately,” I reply.

      She nods. “Which is why Mr Baxter and I have made an executive decision.”

      “Uh, sorry?”

      “We’ve booked you off effective after this party and arranged for temporary cover. We don’t want to see you back in this building until the eighth of January. That will give you a full two weeks off.”

      “Are you serious?” I stare at her wide-eyed.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Tristan, but–”

      I cut her off by flinging my arms around her and hugging her.

      “Oh,” she says in surprise, patting my back.

      I pull back and look at her, blinking as my eyes start to sting a little. “A whole two weeks off?”

      “I thought you’d argue it,” Judy says.

      “Honestly? I’m too tired,” I admit. “Life’s been… a lot lately.” I wipe at the wetness trying to escape the corner of my eye. “Danny has some leave booked for the next couple of weeks because his doesn’t roll over. If he doesn’t use it, he loses it. I really wanted to spend it with him.”

      “Then I’m glad.” She reaches for my hand and squeezes. “Take this time and enjoy yourself, you deserve it.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper and she nods.

      “It’s been a long day. Why don’t you head home?”

      I look over at Hen, who is leaning over Mr Baxter’s shoulder and laughing at something he’s reading to her. She really must be heading towards drunk to find those jokes funny.

      “Don’t worry about Henrietta. When my husband comes to pick me up, we’ll drive her home.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Go on.” She smiles and gives me a little push. “Get going, and Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas, Judy.” I grin and head toward the door.
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      I pull open the top drawer and, juggling the pile of clean and folded laundry in one arm, I carefully arrange all of Tristan’s boxer briefs and socks. Satisfied they’re neat and tidy, I move onto the next drawer and tuck in his t-shirts. If it were left up to Tris, he’d simply pile up his clothes on the chair in the corner of the room and spend twice as long looking for something to wear each morning.

      Once I have all of Tristan’s clothes put away, I pick up the second pile of clean laundry and work my way through my chest of drawers, putting my own clothes away tidily. The last one I get to is my underwear drawer and as I tuck everything in its place, I reach to the back of the drawer and pull out a small, black box.

      Closing the drawer, I stand there for a moment, staring at the tiny box sitting in the palm of my hand. My heart thumps, knocking hard against my ribs with a mixture of nerves and excitement. I swallow hard and draw in a breath. I’m about to open the box to stare at the contents for what feels like the hundredth time when it’s suddenly whipped out of my hand.

      I blink slowly as my brain tries to catch up to my eyes. The tiny box is hovering midair about three feet away from me. The lid flips open and for several long, drawn-out moments, it just floats as if something is staring at it. Something… or, more specifically, someone.

      “Dusty?” I say into the stillness of the room although I couldn’t hear her even if she did respond. At least, I hope it’s Dusty and not some random ghost wandering through our flat, which has been known to happen with alarming frequency over the past six months.

      “Is that you, Dusty?” I ask again. Stupid, I know—again, couldn’t hear her if I tried. I cross the room and sit on the end of the bed. Tris and I finally replaced and gave back the heart-shaped monstrosity that Brandy loaned us when we first moved in. It had been surprisingly comfortable for something that looked as if it belonged in a Niagara Falls hotel honeymoon suite sometime in the 1980s.

      “You’ve probably already guessed,” I continue, motioning toward the open ring box still hovering in the air, “but I’m going to ask Tris to marry me.”

      I suck in a sharp breath and laugh. “Wow.” I pat my chest to calm my erratic heartbeat. “That’s the first time I’ve said it out loud.”

      I watch as the ring box floats through the air toward me and as I lift up my hand, it settles back in my palm. A moment later, I feel the mattress dip as if someone has sat down beside me.

      “I never thought I’d have this,” I murmur, staring at the platinum band nestled between two tiny felt cushions. “When I left Yorkshire, I was running away,” I admit quietly. “There’s no point in trying to sugarcoat it. I was running from the mess with my family, from basically imploding my own career, from everything that happened to Sam. I was angry and sad… and disappointed. I was so relieved when the Met gave me a job that all I could concentrate on for those first six months was trying to rebuild my career because that’s all I had left.” My thumb grazes over the smooth metal of the ring. “I didn’t expect Tristan to come crashing into my life and making it so complicated, and insane, and… wonderful.” A warmth spreads through my body as it always does when I think of him, and I can feel my smile tugging at my lips. “He’s the love of my life.”

      There’s a slight pressure on my shoulder, followed by a curious tingling, as if someone has laid a hand there.

      “I’ve had this for a while. I’m pretty sure I knew right from the beginning he was it for me, but I finally went and bought a ring. Do you think that was stupid?” I don’t know why I’m asking her like she’s going to answer. “Some people find it—what’s the word—heteronormative? What does that even mean? For me, it’s a symbol of love and a commitment. A promise. It doesn’t matter if a couple is gay, straight, bi, or any other combination. It’s an act of devotion, one that doesn’t belong to any specific pairing.” I shake my head. “I hope he feels the same way. It’s been tough trying to find the perfect moment to ask him, but it’s Christmas Eve. That’s romantic, right?”

      I glance across in what I hope is Dusty’s direction.

      “Do you think he’ll say yes?” I ask.

      There’s a ripple across my hair followed by more of the same tingling sensation, as if she’s stroking my hair comfortingly. I’m choosing to interpret that gesture as of course he’ll say yes, silly man, rather than oh, you poor, disillusioned romantic fool, he’s going to say no.

      Blowing out a decisive breath, I shut the box with a resolute click and stand, shoving it into my jeans pocket.

      “I suppose I should get to the kitchen. Tris should be home soon and that turkey is not going to stuff itself.”

      The bedroom door opens as I approach it. “Thanks, Dusty.” I nod but pause at the last moment. “You’re not going to tell him, are you?”

      There’s a quick ruffling of my hair and again I’m choosing to interpret the action as no, I’m not going to say anything, rather than I am literally going to let the cat out of the bag the moment he walks through the door.

      With a smile on my lips, I flick off the bedroom light and head into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of the front door catches my attention and I look up in time to see Tris appear in the kitchen doorway. My heart starts up a rather complicated tap dance and my cheeks warm as I smile at him.

      “Hey, baby, how was your day?”

      “Exhausting.” He smiles tiredly as he unwinds his scarf from his neck, and I have to admit he does look knackered. He’s been working too many hours lately. I wish he could’ve had more time off over Christmas because even though I selfishly want to spend it with him, he also looks like he really needs the break.

      He’s pale with dark shadows under his eyes. But those beautiful green eyes light up when they see me and an amused smile plays over his lips.

      I’m standing at the kitchen table with my sleeves rolled up to my elbows. The kitchen is somewhat of a disaster area with packets and pots and dishes scattered everywhere, and I currently have my hand shoved up the turkey’s bum.

      “NO! You fucking twat! I’m surrounded by fucking idiots! You’re supposed to be stuffing the turkey, not giving it a fucking prostate exam!” Gordon Ramsey’s dulcet tones blare out from my laptop, which is open on the counter behind me.

      Tristan chuckles as he unbuttons his coat and slides it off. “We’re not making McDonalds our Christmas dinner tradition, then?”

      “I wouldn’t rule it out one hundred percent, but I think I’ve got a good idea of where we went wrong last year,” I reply.

      Laughing lightly, he disappears back out of the kitchen to hang his coat up and kick off his boots. When he reappears, he scoops a tea towel off the counter and leans up to wipe a chunk of sage and onion stuffing off my cheek before plucking another clump from my hair. He leans in and kisses my lips softly.

      “Hi.” He smiles against my mouth.

      “Hi.” I smile back.

      “For fuck’s sake, you’re a pair of fucking morons! Call that a cranberry reduction? It looks like fucking jam! Am I supposed to spread it on my fucking toast?” Gordon’s voice roars again.

      Rolling his eyes and shaking his head with amusement, Tris leans around me and shuts the lid of the laptop, cutting Gordon off mid-tirade, and flicks the kettle on.

      “Cup of tea?” he asks.

      “I’ll get it.”

      “You look like you’re a bit busy.” His eyes glitter merrily as he glances down at the turkey.

      “No, it’s fine. I think Bernard could do with a bit of a rest.”

      “Bernard?” He gives a puzzled smile until he sees the wrapping which has Bernard Matthews Turkeys EXTRA LARGE printed across it. “Do we really need an extra large? We’ll be eating leftovers until February. If it doesn’t get cremated first.”

      My shoulders jiggle as I laugh silently. “Well we do have Sam coming over, and Harrison. Plus Chan and Aidan.”

      He nods. “True.”

      There isn’t a day that goes by we don’t have Chan, Sam, Harrison, or anyone else dropping by. Madam Viv pops in occasionally, and Maddie and her wife, Sonia. Chan usually has Aidan with him. It’s like living in an episode of Friends, except most of our friends are usually cranky, badly behaved, or trailing dead people or death deities in their wake.

      “Take a seat, love, and I’ll make you a cuppa. You look knackered.”

      “Oh,” he lets out a little groan as he sits down. “I am. I had a decedent in today who’d managed to electrocute himself. It was a pretty straightforward post-mortem, or it should have been until he showed up and accidentally electrocuted the other two ghosts standing in the room. The electrical charge threw them both straight through the walls. They still hadn’t reappeared by the time I left. Judging by the velocity they hit the wall at, they could be halfway to Timbuktu. The guy then went on to blow every single light bulb in the room, so I had to stop his post-mortem and try and track down Simon in maintenance to fix it so I could finish up. He turned up with a ladder and a flashlight but managed to catch the edge of the trolley, catapulting the organs I’d already removed and my instruments halfway across the room.”

      “Oh my god.” I pinch my lips, trying not to laugh.

      “Thankfully, I’d already thoroughly documented and bagged them, but honestly, you couldn’t write this shit.”

      “Oh, baby.” I chuckle and drop a kiss on his head. “Has this happened before?”

      “What? Someone’s kidneys being launched across the mortuary like they’d been shot out of a Nerf gun?” He stares at me. “Surprisingly not.”

      I bark out a laugh and grin as I turn to the sink to wash my hands. “No, I mean the guy with the…” I jiggle my hands as a mediocre explanation.

      Tris shakes his head. “It was like that scene in Return of the Jedi when Emperor Palpatine tries to electrocute Luke Skywalker.” He blows out a breath and frowns. “But in answer to your question, no. I’ve never seen a spirit do something like that before. Just when I think I’m getting the hang of all this stuff, something pops up to remind me I know nothing at all.”

      “I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit,” I say as I make him a cup of tea. “It’s only been just over a year since you started being able to see dead people. You’re doing amazingly well. Most people would have gone crazy by now.”

      “I feel like I’m heading in that direction.” He gives a tired laugh. “It’s just so exhausting. I wish there was an off button. At this point, I’d even take a pause button.”

      “You’re just tired, love. You’ve been working a ridiculous amount of hours, and you just need a break. Then you’ll probably feel better about everything.”

      “Speaking of which!” He gives me a bright smile and stands as I set his cuppa on the table beside him. “I have some really good news.” He loops his arms around my neck.

      “Yeah?” I slide my hands around his waist and pull him in tighter.

      “I must have been looking suitably pathetic for the last few days because Judy and Mr Baxter called in cover from another mortuary and they’ve given me the next two weeks off.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” He grins, nuzzling his nose against mine. “Just you and me for a whole two weeks.”

      I can’t help leaning in and kissing him softly.

      He lets out a contented sigh and tilts his head so our mouths slide together perfectly. His hands play with the hair at the nape of my neck as his lips part and his tongue meets mine. I’ve missed this, I think as we kiss. It’s slow and languorous, like we have all the time in the world, and we do. Well, two weeks at least, but I’ll take it. I can’t think of anything better than being curled up together watching trashy TV and bemoaning the post-Christmas overeating malaise.

      Finally, we pull back. I peck a last light kiss to his swollen lips and smile.

      “Drink your tea, love,” I murmur. “I’ll just finish up with Bernard and then we can order in for dinner if you want.”

      His eyes drop to the turkey and he chuckles. Settling himself in the chair, he lifts his mug and takes a sip, humming in appreciation.

      “You know I always feel bad about making some poor delivery driver from Uber Eats come out this late in the freezing cold to deliver dinner,” he says as he slides his phone from his pocket and starts scrolling through the takeaway app.

      “It is literally their job,” I remind Tris.

      “Still, it’s getting really cold out there.”

      “This?” I snort. “This is nothing. You should try a winter up North.”

      “No, thank you.” He huffs a little laugh. “Chinese? Pizza?”

      “What do you want?” I ask as I pick up a clementine and start peeling it.

      “I don’t know. I feel like my brain is incapable of making any decisions until I’ve had eight hours of uninterrupted sleep followed by a lazy day of wandering around the flat in my pyjamas.”

      “Do you still want to go and see your dad tomorrow?” I ask. “Or, if you’re still tired, we could go on Boxing Day?”

      “No.” He shakes his head, frowning as he sips his tea. “I’d rather see Dad tomorrow. I know he doesn’t really understand it’s Christmas, but…”

      “It’s okay, I get it,” I reply. “We can go tomorrow.”

      “Pizza.” Tris flips through the app. “KFC?” He glances at the stuffed turkey. “Maybe not.”

      “Indian?” I offer.

      “I don’t think I can handle a curry right now. I’ll be up all night with heartburn.”

      “How about this?” I pluck the phone from his hand. “You go take a shower and get into your comfiest pjs. I’ll order a McDonald’s in honour of last year’s Christmas dinner fiasco and we can watch a Christmas movie while we break open the Quality Street and pick out all the good chocolates.”

      Tris looks up at me. “Sounds perfect.”

      Just then Jacob Marley sashays into the kitchen imperiously. Wiggling his chunky body, he jumps up and scrambles onto Tris’ lap. He rubs his head against Tristan’s chest, purring as Tris strokes his head. The little demon gives a loud meow and then makes a dive for the turkey, knocking Tris’ hand and making him spill his tea in his lap. Tris grabs Jacob Marley and manages to catch him before he can sink his teeth and claws into Bernard.

      “And there I was thinking you missed me because I’ve been working so much.” He sighs, then stands up, sets his half-empty cup of tea on the table, and tucks the cat under his arm.

      I watch as Tris unceremoniously expels the cat from the kitchen and shuts the door in his face, much to Jacob Marley’s displeasure based on the indignant yowls coming from the other side that are accompanied by a clawing sound against the wood.

      “There goes the damage deposit,” Tris groans.

      I chuckle and Tris’ eyes narrow as he watches me take the peeled clementine and shove the whole thing inside the stuffing packed into the turkey’s body cavity.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What?” I look down at the turkey and realise he’s referring to the fruit. “Oh,” I reply. “It’s…” My heart gives a sad little clutch. “My mum used to do this with the turkey every year. I thought… I don’t know, I thought I’d…”

      He watches me silently as I trail off. He wraps his arms around me from the side as I stand facing the table and resting his chin against my arm, he looks up at me.

      “You can talk to me about your parents, you know,” he says softly. “I know it’s painful for you, how it was with them in the end, but I bet there are loads of good memories mixed in there somewhere.”

      “It’s hard to find the words sometimes,” I mutter. “There were good times, lots of them. I suppose, after everything that happened, I just forgot that for a while. But now, remembering them just makes me sad.”

      “I know.” He rubs my back. “It’s okay to feel sad, or angry, or whatever it is you’re feeling. I think the trick is to not shut out the feelings but work your way through them.”

      “I just…” I let out a long, disappointed sigh. “I haven’t spoken to them in nearly two years, and none of them have bothered to even try and get in contact. It’s like I don’t matter to them anymore, like I ceased to exist the moment I walked out that door for the last time.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.” Tris shrugs. “I don’t know your family so I couldn’t say for certain. Maybe they’re arseholes, maybe they’ll never get past you being gay or wanting a different life to all of them, or maybe they miss you and just don’t know how to reach out.”

      “I know I should probably try again. After I left, I didn’t contact them either.” I shake my head. “The things that were said.” I swallow tightly, feeling the hard ball of pain burning in the back of my throat. “It still hurts. I always knew my dad wouldn’t take it well, that there was a chance he’d never accept me for it. But I never thought my mum would…”

      “Take his side?” Tris offers.

      I shake my head. “Not stand up for me. But it wasn’t just her. Not one single person in that room stood up for me.”

      My stomach sinks when I recall the way my brothers looked at me, not saying a word. Granted, my youngest sister hadn’t been there, but my older sister hadn’t exactly stood up for me either.

      “Still.” I shake my head and brush off the painful memories. “It’s over and done with. What’s done can’t be undone. I can’t force them to accept me.”

      “You know, it’s okay to admit you miss them,” Tris says. “Even after what happened.”

      I stare at him silently.

      “I do miss them,” I confess, after several long moments.

      “If you ever do decide to get in contact with them, I’ll be here with you every step of the way. You know that, right?”

      I nod slowly. “I do know that, but honestly? I don’t know if I have it in me to put myself in that situation again.”

      “Well, it’s your choice. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want and there’s no time limit if you change your mind later on either.” He lifts his hand and strokes my jaw. “I know it’s not the same as having your family, but you’ve got me.”

      “It’s not the same,” I tell him. “It’s better. The day I left was one of the most painful days of my life, but I would go through that day a thousand times over if it meant ending up here with you. Because you, and this life we’re building together, is all I want.”

      His mouth curves into a soft smile.

      “You’re the dream I never knew I had,” I mutter.

      “You’re the dream I never knew I had too.” He rises up on his toes and kisses me deeply. When he releases my lips, he lets out a sigh and presses his forehead to mine. “You are a good man,” he tells me fervently. “The best I’ve ever known, and you’re just perfect the way you are.”

      “I’m not perfect.” I shake my head.

      “I didn’t say you are perfect,” he clarifies. “I said you’re perfect exactly the way you are, flaws and all.” He cups my cheeks in his hands and brushes another kiss to my mouth that I feel from my toes to my scalp. “I love you.”

      My heart gives another hard knock. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing those words from him.

      “I love you too,” I respond, my voice sounding rough to my own ears.

      He pulls back and sends me a cheeky smile, lightening the heavy atmosphere. “Right. I’m going to have that shower and get my comfy pjs on because I believe there is a Big Mac and a festive McFlurry in my near future.”

      He sends me a wink and blows me a kiss before turning and opening the door a fraction. Checking to make sure the coast is clear, he then
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