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      Introduction


      

      It's Christmas, so treat yourself to a blast from my writing past. A Wife in a Million was the first short story I ever had

         published. I wrote it in response to a request from my editor, who was compiling an anthology of women's crime writing called

         Reader, I Murdered Him. As with much of my work, it was inspired by what I saw in the world around me. The story was written

         in the wake of the terrible economic circumstances of the Thatcher years, when the north of England suffered catastrophic

         decline. People were angry and desperate, and I wanted to capture the sense of frustration felt by so many. But as always,

         it was focusing on the characters, their lives and their relationships that made the story come alive for me. A few years

         later, the same editor decided to put together a sequel – Reader, I Murdered Him Too – and that seemed like a good excuse

         to revisit my original detective, Maggie Staniforth. The trigger for this story was a Native American proverb – but I can't

         say more, because I don't want to give any secrets away. Like a Christmas present, you'll just have to unwrap it yourself!

         Season’s greetings to you all.

      


      

      Val McDermid, 2012


   

      

      A Traditional Christmas


      

      Last night, I dreamed I went to Amberley. Snow had fallen, deep and crisp and even, garlanding the trees like tinsel sparkling

         in the sunlight as we swept through the tall iron gates and up the drive. Diana was driving, her gloved hands assured on the

         wheel in spite of the hazards of an imperfectly cleared surface. We rounded the coppice, and there was the house, perfect

         as a photograph, the sun seeming to breathe life into the golden Cotswold stone. Amberley House, one of the little jobs Vanbrugh

         knocked off once he’d learned the trade with Blenheim Palace.

      


      

      Diana stopped in front of the portico and blared the horn. She turned to me, eyes twinkling, smile bewitching as ever. ‘Christmas

         begins here,’ she said. As if on cue, the front door opened and Edmund stood framed in the doorway, flanked by his and Diana’s

         mother, and his wife Jane, all smiling as gaily as daytrippers.

      


      

      I woke then, rigid with shock, pop-eyed in the dark. It was one of those dreams so vivid that when you wake, you can’t quite

         believe it has just happened. But I knew it was a dream. A nightmare, rather. For Edmund, sixth Baron Amberley of Anglezarke,

         had been dead for three months. I should know. I found the body.

      


      

      Beside me, Diana was still asleep. I wanted to burrow into her side, seeking comfort from the horrors of memory, but I couldn’t

         bring myself to be so selfish. A proper night’s sleep was still a luxury for her and the next couple of weeks weren’t exactly

         going to be restful. I slipped out of bed and went through to the kitchen to make a cup of camomile tea.

      


      

      I huddled over the gas fire and forced myself to think back to Christmas. It was the fourth year that Diana and I had made

         the trip back to her ancestral home to celebrate. As our first Christmas together had approached, I’d worried about what we

         were going to do. In relationships like ours, there isn’t a standard formula. The only thing I was sure about was that I wanted

         us to spend it together. I knew that meant visiting my parents was out. As long as they never have to confront the physical

         evidence of my lesbianism, they can handle it. Bringing any woman home to their tenement flat in Glasgow for Christmas would

         be uncomfortable. Bringing the daughter of a baron would be impossible.
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