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Caitlin threw open the back door of her cottage, watching golden leaves tumble down from the surrounding trees. ‘Go on, Winston, out you go.’ She beckoned her black cat to step out for his morning stroll, but he took a timid step forward before retreating to the warmth inside. ‘And he gets me up at bloody seven a.m. for this,’ she grumbled, fastening her dressing gown and closing the door behind him. 

Having moved into the cottage just a week ago, Caitlin was still living out of boxes. Surveying the stack by the kitchen table, she realised that if she didn’t get things sorted soon, she might never bother unpacking at all. Since she was wide awake, she decided might as well start the day. She filled the kettle with water and stood by the kitchen sink, gazing out the lattice window at the perfect view of Grantham Castle, nestled on a hill. She’d been meaning to visit, but between setting up her new business venture ‘Spooky Walks and Kooky Talks’, teaching online and writing her non-fiction history books, she hadn’t found the time. 

As she opened her Nescafe sachet and poured the contents into her pumpkin mug, she considered about popping into the village to put up posters for her ghost walk she had planned for later in the week. But as she gazed at the castle, an idea formed at the back of her mind. 

‘What if there are ghosts in the castle?’ She stirred her coffee and sipped it staring at the fourteenth- century building, now half-cast in the early morning sunlight. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it sooner. ‘Winston, we’re going for a walk soon,’ she called to the cat. When there was no miaow or any sign of him, she walked into the living room and found him sound asleep, curled up on the sofa. ‘Brilliant! You get me up early only to fall back to sleep five minutes later.’

Holly Cottage had come into her possession after Heir Hunters, a television show, called her out of the blue and informed her that she was the sole heiress of the cottage after a great aunt on her father’s side had passed away. As she walked up the narrow staircase, with its bold but worn flowery patterned carpet, she reflected on her ancestors and imagined what they were like, their origins and personalities. Being an only child with absolutely no family to speak of since her parents had also passed, she finally found ‘home’ in Holly Cottage and planned to make it her own, with her own style and taste. Although there was nothing wrong with the décor, she favoured a 1940s feel as opposed to the 1970s. The cottage was named after her great aunt, whom she had never met and never heard of until that morning, when they called her during a lecture she was giving on the history of the Celts. Of the three bedrooms, she had chosen the back bedroom for its space and views of the hills, and she pushed open the wooden door, drenched in the early morning light, while knocking a stack of books over because she hadn’t yet put up the bookcases. 

After putting on her comfy knitted black jumper and skinny jeans, she picked up her phone and bag and headed downstairs. ‘Are you coming?’ she asked Winston, who raised his sleepy head. ‘Oh fine, but you’re going for a walk later on, okay?’ She opened the door into a chilly day and headed down her garden path to her car parked on the drive, but as she was about to press the fob to unlock it, she decided it was a nice enough day to walk instead. 

With the sun hanging low in the sky behind her, she set off down the country road to the village. She’d only been there once since moving in, and she desperately needed a few groceries, and biscuits for Winston. She took her phone from her back pocket and began filming the castle across the fields to show her friend when, out of nowhere, a car horn sounded, causing her to leap back against the fence. The speeding car came to a screeching halt. 

‘I’m terribly sorry,’ came a man’s voice from the wound-down window of a Range Rover. ‘But you really shouldn’t be looking at your phone while walking on these roads. It’s mighty dangerous.’

‘Excuse me?’ she said, wondering who on earth this strange man with stunning dark eyes and hair was to tell her she shouldn't have glanced at her phone, especially since the road had been a calm moments before he appeared out of nowhere. 'Before I looked at my phone, there was no car on these roads,' she replied, rather offended.

‘Well, I don’t have time to argue with you. I’d best be off.’ He didn’t look at her twice and sped down the road, contradicting everything he’d just told her about being careful. 

‘What a cheeky...’ She blew out her anger and carried on walking, thinking she should’ve gotten his registration number and reported him. ‘So much for a quiet walk,’ she said bitterly, and hit send on the video. Argue with him? I was doing nothing of the sort, she thought. As she reached the end of the narrow road, she turned left onto a lane lined with stone cottages and trees.

‘Morning,’ an old man shouted as he emerged from the newsagents, waving a roll of newspaper in his hands. 

‘Morning. It’s a nice day, isn’t it? Chill and crisp,’ she replied, crossing the road to enter the only shop for six miles. 

‘Oh, it would be if I wasn’t about to lose my job.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. What do you do for a living, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘I’m a third-generation gardener at the castle. Unfortunately, there’s no money to fix the place up or keep on employees. Well, the few they have left, that is.’

‘Wow, third generation. I bet you have some stories to tell.’

The man laughed. ‘If I had the patience, I’d write the books.’

‘I had no idea the place was in trouble. To be honest, I haven’t even gone there yet. I moved into Holly Cottage last week. My name is Caitlin by the way,’ she introduced herself.

‘Harry. Nice to meet you, and welcome to our little village. I knew Holly from school. Did you know the cottage was named after her?’

Caitlin’s face lit up. ‘I do know Holly. I mean,’ she waved her hand dismissively. ‘I didn’t know her personally. I’m her great-niece. I can’t tell you how brilliant it is to meet someone who knows her.’ At last, she thought, a connection to her unknown past. 

The old man’s eyes twinkled as if recalling fond memories. ‘Really? That is amazing. You should pop around for tea with me and my wife later this afternoon. I live just there,’ he pointed to the house with a large tree shedding leaves on the front lawn. ‘It’s called Mayfair. Actually, I’d better hop along, or she’ll be wondering where I am. Don’t be a stranger.’ He turned to go and waved. 

Caitlin headed into the shop. As she pushed open the door, a jingle sounded, and a young woman came out from behind the partition. 

‘Hello there, can I help you?’ she smiled. 

‘Yes.’ Caitlin reached into her bag and produced a pile of flyers. ‘I’ve organised a ghost tour around the village for this Saturday. I wondered if you could spread the word?’

‘Oh wow, a ghost tour? This sounds like something I’d do. Hand them over,’ she said, holding out her hand. She looked at the flyer and then at Caitlin. ‘Are you new around here?’

‘Yep, I live in Holly Cottage. Moved in last week.’

‘Oh, that’s great. My name is Lynn. How are you finding it here?’

‘I love it. So quiet, well except for the idiot in the Range Rover just now. Oh, I’m Caitlin by the way.’

‘Idiot in a Range Rover?’ She pondered this for less than half a second. ‘Would it happen to be black, with a handsome beast behind the wheel?’ she laughed, as though she’d a run-in with him herself and knew exactly what Caitlin was talking about.

‘Yes, do you know who he is? Because I ought to have reported him.’

‘I do, actually. He’s the Lord of the Castle. To be honest, he’s no Lord, he just took it over from his late father.’

Caitlin’s mouth fell open. ‘You’re joking?’ Now how was she going to ask his permission to add the castle to her ghost tour and talk? 

‘Are you all right, love?’ asked Lynn, looking concerned. 

‘I think I may have just met him,’ Caitlin replied, eyeing the fresh loaves on the counter. ‘Could I have one of those, please?’
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