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KILLER CHRISTMAS


‘What are you doing for Christmas?’ Ariadne asked.


‘I’ll be going to my sister’s,’ Geraldine replied to her colleague’s question. ‘How about you?’


‘My family’s huge and we all descend on my parents every Christmas. It’s fun, but pretty exhausting. I think my mother finds it all too much but she absolutely refuses to let any of us help her.’


‘How many brothers and sisters have you got?’


‘Four.’


‘There are five of you!’


‘You’re a mathematician? I had no idea,’ Ariadne laughed.


It occurred to Geraldine that her own sister, Celia, hadn’t invited her yet, but Geraldine stayed there for a few nights over Christmas every year and Celia hadn’t said anything to suggest this year might be different.


‘Geraldine, I’ve been meaning to call you!’ Celia gushed when Geraldine phoned her that evening. ‘How have you been?’


‘I’m fine. How are you all?’


‘Oh, we’re well. You’re busy as usual, I suppose, with your dead bodies.’


Geraldine wasn’t involved in a murder investigation right then so had booked time off, and was free to spend a couple of weeks with her sister’s family. She wondered how long Celia would like her to stay. She had seen too little of them all since her move to York, two hundred and fifty miles from Kent where Celia lived.


‘I want to talk to you about Christmas. I was wondering -’ she began.


‘Yes, about Christmas,’ Celia interrupted her. ‘I’ve been meaning to call you and talk to you about it. The thing is, we’ve decided to go away this year.’


‘Go away?’ Geraldine repeated, uncertain whether she had understood correctly. ‘Where to?’


‘We’ve booked a trip to St Lucia!’


‘St Lucia! Seriously? That sounds amazing!’ Geraldine injected as much enthusiasm into her response as she could. ‘How long are you going for?’


‘Sixteen nights over Christmas and New Year. The hotel’s out of this world, and the beaches are to die for.’


Geraldine listened in silence as Celia described the hotel where she and her family would be staying.


‘We’ll be back on the fifth of January, so we’ll have to arrange for you to come over after that. Come and stay for a couple of days if you can.’


‘That would be lovely,’ Geraldine replied, as cheerfully as she could.


For the first time in her life, she would be alone on Christmas Day.


‘Where will you be for Christmas?’ Celia asked.


‘I’ve been invited to some friends up here,’ Geraldine lied, ‘but I wanted to check what you were doing first. If you’d been around, I would have come to you, of course. At Christmas, you want to be with family if you can.’


If that comment had been slightly barbed, Celia didn’t notice.


‘Well, that’s worked out really well then,’ she said. ‘You can go to your friends. I wouldn’t want to think of you being all on your own at Christmas.’


But you still went ahead and planned your trip abroad without considering me, Geraldine thought. Aloud she said, ‘Yes, I’ll be fine. You just concentrate on having a great holiday.’


‘Well, for what it’s costing us, it had better be great!’


On Christmas Eve, Geraldine went into town and wandered around the centre which was buzzing with last minute shoppers. There was a large Christmas Fair and she walked up and down between the aisles for a while, studying the stalls selling winter hats and gloves, colourful scarves and bags, and all manner of snacks. It was too cold to stand around for long so she went into a white marquee which resembled a gigantic forensic tent. After queuing at the bar for an overpriced mug of mulled wine, she took a seat on a bench at a trestle table and sipped the hot sweet liquid, allowing herself to relax in a roomful of chattering strangers, distant and anonymous. It was company of a sort. Finishing her wine, she bought another. By the time she had drunk that, she had begun to feel cheerful and so turned to the large blonde woman sitting next to her.
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