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Dramatis Personae
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THE FAMILY
TITUS STREGA-BORGIA—twelve-year-old hero
PANDORA STREGA-BORGIA—ten-year-old heroine
DAMP STREGA-BORGIA—their fourteen-month-old sister
SIGNOR LUCIANO AND SIGNORA BACI STREGA-BORGIA—parents of the above
STREGA-NONNA—great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother (cryogenically preserved) of Titus, Pandora, and Damp

THE GOOD HELP THAT WAS HARD TO FIND
MRS. FLORA MCLACHLAN—nanny to Titus, Pandora, and Damp
LATCH—butler
MARIE BAIN—cook

THE BEASTS
MULTITUDINA—rat, mother to multitudes, and Pandora’s pet
TARANTELLA—spider with attitude
SAB, FFUP, AND KNOT—mythical Schloss dungeon beasts
TOCK—crocodile inhabitant of Schloss moat

THE GANGSTERS
DON LUCIFER DI S…EMBOWELLI BORGIA—half brother of Luciano Strega-Borgia
DON CHIMERA DI CARNE BORGIA—grandfather (deceased) of Titus, Pandora, and Damp
PRONTO—Don Lucifer’s consigliere (adviser)



All resemblance to persons living or dead is unintentional, but the author wishes to acknowledge a definite similarity between herself and Tarantella.




from
      GREAT SCOTTISH HOUSES YOU CAN’T AFFORD

(June 1987)

StregaSchloss, Argyll and Bute
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This property, three miles from the little Highland town of Auchenlochtermuchty (pop. 786), commands one of the finest views of the Kyles of Mhoire Ochone. Set in 500 acres of ancient forest and flanked by the wild beauty of the Bengormless mountain range, the house itself is an architectural gem.

Built c. 1400 on the Austrian model, it boasts several turrets, a moat (the drawbridge was used as firewood during the oil crisis of 1732), and a particularly fine example of a dungeon, seldom seen in properties of this kind.

It has been owned by the clan Strega-Borgia since 1645, when it was acquired in lieu of rent by Malvolio di S’Enchantedino Borgia from Campbell Caravanserus of Lochnagargoyle. Its charming and unusual name refers to the family’s Italian heritage and the house’s Germanic style of architecture.

(Rumor has it that the ghost of Malvolio’s grandmother can still be seen in the wine cellar.)
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The Ideal Candidate

From an upstairs window peered three pairs of eyes. The six eyes watched as a plump woman negotiated the moat, apparently unaware of the murderous Tock who dozed in its depths.

“That’s the third one this week,” observed a voice.

“Fourth, if you count the one that Tock ate for breakfast,” said a second voice.

The third pair of eyes blinked. Too young to speak, their owner wondered if this one could change diapers and sing the right kind of lullaby to hush a witch baby to sleep.

Having spotted the sleeping crocodile as she crossed the moat, Mrs. McLachlan climbed the steps, sat heavily on a stone griffin guarding the front door, and gazed around. She rooted in a battered handbag and produced a crumpled newspaper advertisement and a pair of reading glasses. Wedging the glasses on the end of her nose, she re-read:


Energetic nanny/mother’s helper urgently required for Titus (12), Pandora (10), and Damp (14 months). The ideal candidate will enjoy a spot of light housework, be well versed in plumbing and veterinary science, have some understanding of cryogenics, and know instinctively how to make french fries that are crunchy on the outside and soft in the middle. Hours and salary negotiable.



“Take deep breaths, Flora,” Mrs. McLachlan commanded herself. “Relax. This is a perfectly ordinary job requiring no magical skills whatsoever. Think nanny. Think diapers. Think nursery teas, fluffy bunnies, and lullabies …” She refolded the advertisement and tucked it back into her bag. “You want to forget the past?” she continued. “Here is your chance to put it behind you. From the moment you step through this door, you will forget that you were ever a witch.”

Above her head, the lintel was decorated with several cherubs peering through an infestation of stone bats. The ugliest of these cherubs had one eye that was not carved in stone but rendered in black plastic, and this slid open, rotated slowly, and finally fixed its lens on the woman below.

Upstairs in the observatory, Titus and Pandora examined the new nanny on the closed-circuit television screen. Damp crawled across the dusty floor, occasionally finding dead daddy longlegs and popping them into her mouth.

“Let me see,” said Titus.

“I’m looking in her handbag just now, hang on, I’ll move the field a bit.”

“Let me see,” said Titus.

“You’re supposed to be watching Damp. I did for ages in the attic, it’s your turn.… Oh gross!”

“What?”

“She’s got hairy legs.…”

“Could you stop giving me the picture in snack-sized bites? LET ME SEE.”

“She’s nervous, Titus, see for yourself. Well, that’s understandable.”

Pandora stood up and surrendered her seat to her brother. Titus pressed keys and rolled the mouse with the ease of an expert. The screen in front of him filled with a close-up of the wannabe nanny’s face.

“She’s so old,” he moaned.

“Not as old as that wrinkly on Monday. Remember? The one that called me Panettone and left lipstick kisses all over Damp?”

“Well, she was better than that scary one who went on about the importance of diet for raising children and said that if she got the job she’d make sure we ate Brussels sprouts and cabbage every other day.”

“Nightmare Nanny,” said Pandora.

“What does that make old furry-legs downstairs?” said Titus, allowing the screen saver to appear. A lurid pattern of purple bats flittering across a computer-generated landscape replaced the view of the ideal candidate downstairs.

“Come on, stinkpod,” he said, picking up his baby sister and opening the door for Pandora.

“She hasn’t, has she?” Pandora glared at Damp.

“Oh yes, you have, haven’t you, horrible? Phwoarrr …” Titus held Damp at arm’s length. “Let’s go and meet Nanny, shall we?”

“Shall we dress up?” said Pandora. “Flour in the hair? Lipstick blood? Fangs?”

“I suppose so,” said Titus, with little enthusiasm. “Rats too?”

“Perfect,” Pandora called over her shoulder as she ran downstairs holding her nose. “Although Damp’s derriere ought to be quite enough to put any nanny off.”

Titus followed downstairs, breathing through his mouth. He opened the kitchen door and sighed. Interviewing prospective nannies had been fun at first—introducing them to the pregnant rat Multitudina, meeting Strega-Nonna in her deep freeze, Tock the croc, and all the other scream-inducing creatures that were part of life at StregaSchloss—but after one had watched the nannies turn pale and begin to twitch twenty times or more, the novelty and the glee began to pall. Frankly, it was boring. Nannies were boring. Frightening them was boring. And listening to them try to ingratiate themselves with the family was MEGAboring.

Titus watched as Pandora sprinkled flour in her hair in preparation for greeting the new nanny.

“Do we have to meet her?” Titus said, opening the fridge and gazing at the woeful lack of contents within.

“If we don’t,” Pandora said in the voice used for explaining large ideas to small people with even smaller IQs, “Mum might go ahead and hire her, and then we’d end up with someone as horrible as that one who said, ‘Much as it pains me to admit, children occasionally need to be spanked soundly for their own good.’ ”

Titus slammed the fridge shut and kicked it. Hard. “I wonder if she tasted as bad as she sounded?” he said.

Pandora hauled Damp out of the compost bucket, scattered a handful of flour over the baby’s head, and smiled at her brother. “Only Tock could answer that,” she said.

Upstairs the doorbell rang.
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Latch Undone

With a sound that set his teeth on edge, Latch undid bolts, opened padlocks, and turned a vast key in a rusty lock. “You rang?” he said, stating the obvious.

Latch believed in wearing the classic butler’s costume of white shirt, black tie, and black jacket. Admiring his reflection in the hall mirror for the seventeenth time that morning, he thought how the overall effect was ruined by the sight of his own hairy knees peeking shyly from beneath a kilt of uncertain provenance.

He scratched furiously, for his butler’s kilt had been pressed into service as a dog blanket before it became the uniform of a servant. In all other respects, his job as Schloss butler was perfect, for it gave him a large salary, use of a small car, three rooms in the Schloss attic, and all in return for a pleasant manner with a door, being able to iron newspapers, balance the morning mail on a silver tray—and wear this unspeakable woolly skirt.

Scowling horribly, Latch opened the door. On the doorstep stood a woman. She was middle-aged, plump, carried a large handbag of battered plastic, and smelled of lavender.

“Good morning,” she said, dragging her gaze upward from Latch’s knees to meet his eyes. “I have an appointment with Mrs. Borgia.”

Latch stared with a momentary lapse of manners. The woman’s rolling R’s sounded like the deep purr of a fireside cat and the lilt in her voice spoke of midges, peat bogs, sheep’s wool ensnared in barbed wire, and the underfoot resilience of heather. Latch was briefly transported back in time to his youth and then instantly hurled back into the present.

“Are you going to keep gawking at me like a sheep or are you going to let me in, laddie?”

Latch cleared his throat, shuddered slightly, and said, “If modom would be good enough to furnish me with her name?”

“Heavens, laddie, what a pompous little person you are. My name’s Flora Morag Fionn Mhairi ben McLachlan-Morangie-Fiddach. Mrs. McLachlan to youse. Now will you let me in?” And pushing past Latch, Mrs. McLachlan strode into the great hall of StregaSchloss.

The morning sun highlighted the fact that the house had been sadly neglected. Cobwebs drooped across the ceiling, the crystal chandelier didn’t twinkle, and crumpled envelopes filled the empty marble fireplace. Breathing in the combined perfumes of beeswax and old dog with an undertone of log fire and full diaper, Mrs. McLachlan came to a halt at a large hall table, which was strewn with bills, letters, glossy catalogs, an assortment of leashes, ropes, and chains, and some exceedingly large dog collars.

Latch closed the front door, marched past Mrs. McLachlan, and threw open a door into the darkest and most depressing room in StregaSchloss. “The discouraging room, modom. If you’ll just take a seat, I’ll inform Signora Strega-Borgia of your arrival.”

Latch bowed Mrs. McLachlan into the cramped waiting room and closed the door on her. “A McLachlan-Morangie-Fiddach!” he muttered. She’d probably brought her own kilt.

As the butler’s footsteps receded down the corridor, Mrs. McLachlan peered at the only seat in the discouraging room. This was a sofa that looked about as unwelcoming as it was possible to be without barbed wire, large signs saying KEEP OFF, and packs of patrolling Dobermans. Mrs. McLachlan waited. A clock somewhere distant chimed the hour. Far away, a phone rang several times and stopped.

Mrs. McLachlan prodded a sofa cushion and sighed. Despite her recent promise to herself, this was one of those times where just one little magical tweak would make life so much easier. With a furtive glance around herself to make absolutely sure that no one could see what she was about to do, she opened her handbag. From deep inside it, she removed a small plastic case. She undid a hidden clip and a tiny screen popped up, revealing a keyboard underneath. Hastily looking over her shoulder, she pinned her tongue between her teeth to aid concentration and typed in S.P.R.I.N.G.S., pressed a key named TRASH, re-typed G.O.O.S.E.F.E.A.T.H.E.R., then pressed a key named REPLACE. She pointed the whole thing at the sofa and undid her tongue from her teeth.

There was a noise like that of someone being punched in the stomach with a vast marshmallow. A sort of whufffff. The sofa instantly looked like it had only just limped through three rounds with a heavyweight boxing champion. The sofa slumped, it bulged, it oozed saggily. Had it not been a sofa, it might have coughed and spat out a few broken teeth. Now it looked as if you could sit on it without it putting up a fight.

Mrs. McLachlan smiled. She replaced her case in her handbag and sat heavily on the sofa. The sofa surrendered. A clock somewhere chimed quarter past the hour.
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Hiring Flora

“Hold still,” commanded Titus.

“I’m trying to,” said Pandora, “but Damp wants to hold the lipstick.… No! Damp! Spit it out! Look at her, Titus, she looks like she fell from a great height and used her lips as a brake. Oh, Damp, don’t dribble.…”

“What a disgusting baby,” said Titus lovingly. “I think she’s perfect for a bit of nanny-baiting, aren’t you, Damp?” He stood back to admire the effect.

Damp’s bottom lip quivered ominously.

“And now she’s crying … told you she’d be perfect,” Titus said, turning to grin at his mirrored reflection.

Pandora shifted Damp onto her other hip and gave the baby a half-eaten cookie. Stopped in mid-wail by the appearance of food, Damp gazed up at her big sister, then risked a look at Titus.

“You look hideous,” Pandora said approvingly.

Titus smirked, then hastily readjusted a set of glow-in-the-dark fangs, patted his slicked-down hair and pulled the collar of his cloak tight around his throat. “This ought to do the trick,” he said.

“Exit one nanny,” Pandora agreed. “Hold Small-and-Smelly till I sort out my veil.” She passed the baby over and began to drape her head and shoulders in tattered muslin. Damp made a grab for Titus’s fangs.

“Move over, would you?” Pandora nudged her brother. “Stop hogging the mirror.”

The three children gazed at their joint reflections. From the mirror, three small vampires gazed back.

“Ready?” Titus wrapped Damp securely in his cloak and opened the kitchen door.

“Got you!” Pandora plucked something off the kitchen table and instantly stuffed it down the front of her dress.

“Is that what I think it is?” groaned Titus. “Oh, Pandora, you’re so gross.”

“Yup,” said Pandora, gliding out of the kitchen in a swirl of muslin. “Let’s hope the new nanny thinks so too.”

Latch stood statue-still inside the door of the discouraging room, watching in disgust as his employer, Signora Strega-Borgia, fell under the spell of Mrs. McLachlan (“Call me Flora, dear”).

Signora Strega-Borgia was enchanted. At long last, here was a normal person. A person whose day would be full of nursery teas, changing diapers, singing lullabies, and reading stories about happy families of fluffy bunnies. Stories in which Mother Rabbit wasn’t a struggling student witch, and Father Rabbit hadn’t hopped out of the burrow vowing never to return.…

Three weeks ago, her husband, Signor Strega-Borgia, had stormed out of their family home in a temper and since then StregaSchloss had been shrouded in a veil of gloom. Despite the fact that their school was shut for the summer, the children rapidly turned mutinous, the staff grew surly, and everyone spoke only in monosyllabic grunts. Dust and cobwebs began to accumulate, giving the whole Schloss an air of neglect. It was as if a fog had descended on the house—everything was colored in shades of gray, and every day was a Monday.

Signora Strega-Borgia choked back a sob and peered hopefully at the woman in front of her. And there, now, in tweeds and sensible shoes, sat an unlikely savior. Here was Nanny McLachlan, who brought with her a blast of bracing Highland air, a gale that might sweep away dust and cobwebs, put a gleam back in the children’s eyes, and paint the color back into all their lives. Or at the very least she would be able to rustle up a pan of fries that didn’t cause the children to make gagging noises.…

The sound of labored breathing through the keyhole interrupted Signora Strega-Borgia’s reverie. “Latch, could you let the children in? I think it’s time they met their new nanny.”

Latch opened the door with a tug, and Titus, Pandora, and Damp fell into the discouraging room, thwarted in their attempts to eavesdrop.

“Get off me,” roared Pandora, “you’re tearing my veil!”

“My fangs are caught in your stupid veil, let go of my cloak!”

Squashed under her warring siblings, Damp began to wail.

“Poor wee mite,” said a voice, “will she come to me? There, pet, what’s this all over your face, och, what a mess you’re in.” Mrs. McLachlan scooped Damp onto her lap, cradled her gently against her pillowy chest, and stroked her baby-fluffed head. Damp felt warm and safe. She plugged her lipstick-smeared mouth with a well-sucked thumb, burrowed deeper into that chest, and fell fast asleep.

Blast, thought Latch, she’s got the job.

“I’ve never seen Damp ever do that before,” said Signora Strega-Borgia in a reverential voice. “Thank you, Mrs. McLachlan. Now, Titus, Pandora, disentangle yourselves and meet your new nanny. This, my darlings, is Mrs. McLachlan.”

“Hi,” said Pandora in a tone of colossal disinterest.

“Bride of Dracula?” said Mrs. McLachlan. “It’s a bonny costume, dear, but did you know you’ve got a baby rat dangling from your bodice?”

“For heaven’s sake, Pan!” roared Signora Strega-Borgia, losing her cool. “Did you let Multitudina out with her brood again? How many times do I have to tell you that I take a very dim view of free-range rodents.…”

“Mum! Don’t start,” moaned Pandora.

“Count Dracula,” interrupted Mrs. McLachlan, “you have retrieved your teeth, I trust? Your fangs are back in the fold? Will we see you for a bite to eat later on?”

“Very funny,” muttered Titus, glaring at his shoes and avoiding eye contact with this intruder.

“Titus …,” warned his mother.

Slowly, as if he was wading through molasses wearing tennis rackets on his feet, Titus dragged himself across the carpet and extended a nail-bitten hand to shake. Mrs. McLachlan’s hand felt warm and soft, a definite improvement on the clammy-fish, nervous-nanny handshakes that Titus had been forced to endure of late. He risked a quick look. Mrs. McLachlan’s eyes met his and immediately crinkled up in a many-wrinkled smile. Titus shut his eyes like a clam and inwardly vowed never to grow old. He retrieved his hand and used it to readjust his slipping fangs.

“When could you start, Mrs. McLachlan?” asked Signora Strega-Borgia.

“I already have, dear,” said Mrs. McLachlan, patting the slumbering Damp.

“But your clothes? Personal effects?”

“Och, don’t you worry about me, dear. I have everything I need in my bag.”

Something smells decidedly fishy, thought Latch, nobody travels that light.

“That’s it, is it?” demanded Pandora. “You’re not even going to pretend to ask us if we like her?”

“You might have asked, you know,” added Titus reproachfully. “I mean, I know we don’t pay her or anything, but we do count, don’t we?”

“We’re the ones that’ll have to spend all our time with her while you vanish off to Broomstick Craft at the Institute of Advanced Spelling or whatever,” spat Pandora, fixing her mother with a look that could burn toast.

Signora Strega-Borgia groaned. Titus and Pandora had become decidedly prickly since their father had left, and though Signora Strega-Borgia was becoming accustomed to their verbal spats, she found it deeply embarrassing to engage in all-out warfare in front of strangers, even if the strangers did invite one to call them Flora. “Latch, would you show Nanny to the nursery while I have a word with the children? Do excuse us for a moment, Mrs. McLachlan.”

“Call me Flora, dear.”

Trailing in their mother’s wake, Titus and Pandora followed her along the corridor and out into the light of the kitchen garden. Birds sang, bees droned, and a distant lawnmower stuttered, coughed, and stalled. The brightness of the sunlight made Titus screw up his eyes and scowl fiercely. She’s going to tell us that Times Are Hard, thought Titus. Again. And how We All Have to Make Allowances. Again.

Pandora glared at the bald baby rat she’d unpicked from her dress. Bet your mother doesn’t drag you out into the garden for A Word with the Children, thought Pandora, bet she just bites your ear and tells you to get on with chewing electrical cables.

“Do you have to be quite so obnoxious?” hissed Signora Strega-Borgia. When no answer came, she dug deep in her pockets and produced a pair of pruning shears. Picking on an innocent bay tree, she continued, “Every single nanny.” SNIP! “Not a smile, not even an attempt to be civil.” SNIP! “You’ve made it perfectly plain …” SNIP! “…  that you’d rather they all just dropped dead.” SNIP! “What’s so awful about this one?” SNIP!

“She’s … old?” said Titus.

“So’s Strega-Nonna,” said Signora Strega-Borgia, attacking the bay with renewed venom.

“But she’s in the freezer and she’s part of the family,” said Titus, desperately trying to think of more reasons not to hire Mrs. McLachlan, “and besides, Mrs. McLachlan’s boring. She won’t know anything about computers, and she’ll think magic is some kind of oven cleaner.”

“Precisely,” snapped Signora Strega-Borgia, waving her shears for emphasis. “The last thing this family needs is Nanny Magic or Nanny Modem. What we need is an ordinary, straightforward, bedtime-at-nine and brush-your-teeth-a-hundred-times kind of nanny. And that is what we’re about to get.”

“I don’t want a nanny,” said Pandora in a very small voice. The baby rat squeaked. Large, salty wet things were dripping on its bald head. “I don’t want you to have to go out to work. I don’t want you and Dad to get divorced. I want everything to be like it was before.…”

Titus stared fixedly into the middle distance. Pandora had given voice to his deepest fear—she’d even said the D-word. His nose prickled and his vision blurred. No one had mentioned divorce before.… He silently willed his sister to stop. Whatever she was saying, he didn’t want to hear it.

“Oh my poor Pan,” said Signora Strega-Borgia drawing her daughter close and reaching for Titus’s hand. “I know this is a horrible time for you both—you’re missing your father dreadfully.…”

Pandora looked up into her mother’s face. In a voice devoid of any hope whatsoever, she said, “But do you miss Dad?”

Titus froze. Pandora had done it again. Somehow she’d reached into his head and plucked out the very question he didn’t dare think about, far less say. His breath turned to ice in his lungs.

Signora Strega-Borgia’s face crumpled, her eyes spilling tears and her
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