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Chapter One









They say it’s the most wonderful time of year, for family reunions and festive cheer, good food and drink, joy and laughter… and murder. 

The middle of the afternoon is usually a time when Oxford railway station is fairly empty, except for the occasional pensioner, or mother and child, out on a day trip. When I arrived, however, the concourse was heaving with people milling about, clutching bags of gaily wrapped gifts or dragging wheeled cases behind them as they negotiated the ticket queues and checked the train timetables. Their faces were flushed, their eyes bright and expectant, and they seemed almost oblivious to the brightly coloured tinsel and gaudy decorations hanging around them, as they hurried onto the platforms to wait for their trains.

Music drifted out from the station shop, rising above the hubbub of the crowd—Bing Crosby’s rich baritone crooning: “Silver bells… Silver bells…”—and I felt a familiar tingle up my spine. They might have been over-commercialised and predictably cheesy, but I couldn’t help the rush of warmth and nostalgia that came over me whenever I heard those classic songs. I hummed along softly under my breath as I pushed my way through the crowd, emerging at last onto the platform. 

There, I paused for a moment—partly because moving from the warmth of the station into the frosty air of the open platform made me catch my breath. It had been an unusually cold December, and the local newspapers and radio stations were chattering with excitement at the rare prospect of a “white Christmas” in Oxford. While this part of England did get cold enough to have snow most winters, it tended to happen during the dark months of January or February. This year, though, it seemed that Bing Crosby’s dreams might be answered in Oxfordshire.

I also paused because another wave of sentimentality struck me. There might not be clouds of steam billowing from the train engines, no uniformed conductor, whistle to his lips, standing by the carriages, and no men in fedoras embracing elegant women in passionate farewell, but there’s still something eternally romantic about train platforms, I thought. Then I laughed to myself. I was sure most of the harassed-looking passengers wrestling with coats and bags around me were not thinking of bygone eras and wistful goodbyes.

Still… I smiled suddenly as the crowds parted and I saw him: a tall man with brooding good looks, his dark hair ruffled by the chill wind sweeping the platform, and his eyes—a startling shade of Celtic blue—narrowed against the elements. I started towards him, thinking to myself that I, at least, was living up to the cliché. I had come to the station for a romantic farewell. But not forever. Just for Christmas. 

“Gemma!”

I laughed as he swept me up in an embrace as passionate and dramatic as anything in a vintage Hollywood movie. Devlin O’Connor—detective inspector with the Oxfordshire CID, my long-lost college sweetheart and now reunited boyfriend—grinned as he released me and said:

“I thought you weren’t going to make it.”

“Sorry. The Christmas tree at the tearoom toppled over just as I was leaving. Thankfully none of the customers were standing nearby, but it still made an awful mess and I had to stop to help Cassie put it up again. She was still rehanging the ornaments when I left.” 

“Wasn’t it secured at the base?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, but obviously not strongly enough for the weight of a certain furry body climbing to the top to play with the ornaments! When everyone warned me about cats and Christmas trees, I thought they were all exaggerating. Now I’m paying for not taking them seriously. Since it went up, the tree has been knocked over five times, half the ornaments are broken or have gone missing, the lights are completely tangled, and there are pine needles everywhere…” I shook my head. “How can one cat cause so much trouble?”

“Very easily when her name is Muesli,” said Devlin, chuckling. 

I eyed him covertly. It was so nice to see Devlin laugh again, with that familiar twinkle in his blue eyes, since his habitual expression the past few weeks had been a preoccupied frown. He’d been working so hard in the run-up to Christmas—the CID had been swamped with even more cases than usual—and I had been busy myself, with the holiday season bringing a rush of catering orders and customers to the Little Stables Tearoom. The result was that we had hardly seen each other, and I’d been looking forward to finally having some time off and doing some things together over the Christmas break. 

But when I heard that Devlin’s mother had invited him to spend Christmas with her, I’d swallowed my disappointment and urged him to go. They had only just begun to rebuild their fragile relationship and this seemed like a great step forwards. Keeley O’Connor might have been wild and irresponsible, with an attitude more suited to a careless teenager than a woman in her late forties, but she was also warm and genuine, with an irrepressible charm. I’d found myself inadvertently liking her when we met during her recent visit to Oxford and I knew that, for all his outward ambivalence, Devlin needed his mother. This would be the first time in many years that he’d gone home for Christmas, and it was a chance for him to bond with Keeley again. Still, now that I was faced with the prospect of a lonely Christmas without him, I found myself wishing that I hadn’t been so unselfish.

“I wish you weren’t going away,” I blurted out.

“Me too, Gemma,” said Devlin with a sigh. “I know I shouldn't say this, but a part of me would much rather stay here with you.”

“Even if it means spending Christmas with my mother?” I asked with a laugh.

“It can’t be any worse than what’s in store for me.” A look of uncertainty clouded his handsome features. “Maybe spending Christmas with Mum wasn’t such a great idea…”

“No, no, you have to go, Devlin,” I said quickly. “I think it’s a fantastic chance for you and your mother to spend some quality time together, to really get to know each other again.”

Devlin pulled a face. “More likely a chance for me to make sure she doesn’t get too stoned, or arrested on Christmas Day for drink driving.” He hesitated, then added, “I don’t suppose you’d like to come and spend Christmas in the north of England?”

I shook my head regretfully. “You know I can't, Devlin. My mother would have a fit. Christmas is a big deal in our household. She always insists on following all the traditions—the mince pies, the plum pudding, holly and ivy everywhere, the Queen’s speech on Christmas Day… There were several times when I couldn’t make it home for Christmas during the years I was working in Australia and I still don’t think she’s forgiven me. Besides, we’ve got special guests coming to visit this year—cousins from America—so I definitely have to be around to help entertain them.”

A sudden rush of wind down the platform alerted us to the arrival of the next train, and Devlin put his arm protectively around me as the carriages rolled towards us.

“That's my train. I have to go,” he said with a grimace. Then he turned me around to face him and said, with mock sternness: “Now behave yourself, Miss Rose. No stumbling over any dead bodies while I'm away.”

“What do you mean? I haven't come across a body in nearly two months!” I said, grinning. “Besides, it’s not as if I go around looking for them, you know,” I added indignantly.

“I know, Gemma, but you’re just as bad as your cat in some ways. Trouble follows you everywhere. You seem to get yourself mixed up in a murder investigation every time my back is turned.”

“Aww, come on—aren’t you being a bit paranoid? I thought Christmas was a time of goodwill to all men. Everyone will be busy celebrating with their families and things should be quieter overall.”

“Don’t you believe it. Crime actually goes up this time of the year. Home burglaries and robberies, domestic abuse, sexual assault, drink driving… even just pickpockets and thieves targeting those out doing their Christmas shopping,” said Devlin, nodding at a woman walking past us, her arms laden with presents. 

“Well, you don’t have to worry about me. I’m not planning to be out and about in town much. I’ll be busy in the tearoom until we close and then I’ll just be at my parents’ place, helping around the house and entertaining the relatives. I think the most exciting thing I’ll be doing will be lighting the brandy on the Christmas pudding!” 

Devlin looked unconvinced. “And try to keep those nosy old friends of yours out of mischief too.”

I smiled. “You mean the Old Biddies? Oh, don’t worry—I’m sure they’ll be far too busy to have time for snooping this holiday season. Haven’t you heard? After their success on the talent show back in October, they’ve decided they like being in showbiz.”

“They’re not continuing that ‘granny band’ idea, are they?” said Devlin, raising his eyebrows. 

“No… at least, not in exactly the same format. They’ve decided to form a band of granny carol singers instead,” I said with a laugh. “‘The Twelve Greys of Christmas’: that’s what they’re calling themselves. They’re going around singing carols and collecting money from the public to donate to local charities.”

“I wouldn't put it past them to be able to meddle and snoop, all while singing Christmas hymns at the same time,” said Devlin darkly. “Just do me a favour and keep them away from any suspicious deaths. With so many senior officers away, Oxfordshire CID is operating with a skeleton staff this Christmas and the last thing they need is another murder investigation, especially one with four bossy old hens running the show.”

“Yes, Inspector O’Connor,” I said cheekily.

Devlin’s face softened and he lowered his head to give me a goodbye kiss. 

“I’ll miss you,” I said, my voice wobbling slightly.

He touched my cheek gently with the back of one finger, his eyes tender. “I’ll miss you too, Gemma. But I’ll be back before you know it and then we’ll do something nice together in the new year, hmm?” 

He pulled me into a long, lingering kiss. I was breathless when at last we broke apart.

“Be good,” said Devlin with a grin, giving me a little tap on the nose. Then he lifted his holdall and boarded the carriage. 

I stood and watched as the train left the station, disappearing slowly into the distance. Another icy blast of wind swept across the platform and I shivered, feeling suddenly bereft. Then I gave myself a mental shake and turned briskly to leave. I glanced at the large station clock as I walked back across the concourse: I’d promised my mother I’d meet her for tea in town, but there was still plenty of time. I might even have a quick look around the shops first, I thought. I’d already done most of my Christmas shopping—all except for a gift for my best friend, Cassie. Somehow, I still hadn’t found the perfect present for her and, with Christmas just four days away, time was running out. 

Immersed in my thoughts, I didn’t notice the man heading for the station exit at the same time, until we collided with each other in the doorway. I stumbled backwards, tripped on his case, and would have fallen if he hadn't caught me.

“Oops!” I said, struggling to regain my balance. “Th-thanks.”

“Not at all. It was my pleasure,” he said, his eyes sliding over me appreciatively. 

He was a good-looking man, somewhere in his mid-to-late forties, with an air of suave arrogance and a taste for the finer things in life, if his expensive clothes and monogrammed leather case were anything to go by. He smiled, his teeth brilliantly white, and I realised that his arm was still around me even though I no longer needed his support.

“Thank you,” I said again, awkwardly, as I stepped sideways to disentangle myself. “Sorry… I didn’t see you heading for the door at the same time.”

His arm tightened imperceptibly around me for a moment before he released me. I stiffened. Was it my imagination or had his hand brushed the side of my breast as he let me go?

He gave me another dazzling smile and said: “When a man has the chance to catch a beautiful woman in his arms, there’s nothing to apologise for. I’ve always thought train stations to be very romantic and it’s nice to have the fantasy come to life.” His eyes flicked over me, noting my lack of luggage, and he said, “I take it that you haven’t just arrived in Oxford?”

“No, I live here. I’ve just been to see my boyfriend off,” I said, stressing the word boyfriend.

He smiled again, unperturbed. “What kind of boyfriend leaves a gorgeous woman like you alone for Christmas?”

“He… he had to spend Christmas with his mother.” The defensive words were out before I realised, and then I felt annoyed with myself. Why was I justifying myself to a stranger? 

“Anyway, thanks again.” I gave him a curt nod and turned to go.

“Wait!” He put a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry. I seem to have offended you in some way. I didn’t mean to. Please forgive me!”

“No, I…” Now faced with his contrite expression and excessive apologies, I felt suddenly embarrassed, as if I were the one who had been rude. I mumbled, “I’ve just… um… I need to go. I’m meeting someone for tea.”

“Ah! Afternoon tea—that most delightful of English traditions! I must say, I've quite missed it.”

I eyed him assessingly. His accent was British, but overlaid with a slight drawl, like someone who had spent a great deal of time in the United States. 

“Don’t you live in England then?” I asked, curious in spite of myself.

“No. This is the first time I’ve been back in years.” He quirked an eyebrow at me. “As the song says, I’ll be home for Christmas…”

“Oh. Well… I hope you have a good stay,” I said rather inanely. Then with a quick nod of farewell—and a sense of relief—I hurried out of the station.
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Chapter Two









When I arrived back in the centre of Oxford, I found the streets even busier than the railway station. The famous university city was a top destination for tourists and local visitors alike, and the centre of town always hummed with activity, but now, with Christmas just around the corner, it was completely mobbed. 

The Michaelmas term was over—Oxford University terms were unusually short at just nine weeks—and most of the students would have already “gone down”, leaving their rooms in college and returning to their homes, but there still seemed to be a huge number of people filling the streets. They gawped at the festive shop windows and Christmas market stalls, juggled carrier bags filled with purchases, and tottered into pubs and cafes, seeking mulled wine and hot chocolate to warm their cold hands and feet. 

I paused for a moment beside Carfax Tower, the twelfth-century landmark that had the distinction of being the tallest structure in town, for no other building in central Oxford may be built taller. This crossroads also marked the unofficial “heart” of the city, the junction for Oxford’s four main streets, and I’d stood here many a time when I was a student. Now I gazed down the streets stretching into the distance, at the iconic “dreaming spires” that made up Oxford’s famous skyline, and felt a sense of nostalgia again. 

It was strange to think that this time a little over a year ago, I had only just returned to England. The eight years working overseas seemed more like a dream now, and it was almost hard to remember the horror and disapproval that had greeted my decision to abandon a high-flying corporate career and return home to open a traditional English tearoom. But now, a year on, the gamble has paid off, I thought with a smile. My little tearoom was thriving, I loved my work, Devlin and I were back together, and yes, I’d even learned to cope with living so close to my mother. 

Well, most of the time anyway, I thought as my phone rang and I answered it to find my mother’s well-modulated tones on the other end of the line.

“Hello, darling. Would you like your flannel underwear in white or red? The red ones come with a reindeer pattern and the white ones come with snowmen.”

“I don’t want flannel underwear at all, Mother,” I said in alarm.

“Or they do them in a nice blue as well, with a pattern of penguins,” my mother continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Dorothy Clarke got some for her daughter, Suzanne—you remember Suzanne, darling? She works in the University Alumni office. Dorothy says they’re marvellous. The flannel underwear, I mean, not the Alumni office. So soft and warm, and they don’t chafe your privates.”

“Mother. I said I don’t want any flannel underwear,” I said, feeling my blood pressure start to rise. 

“Dorothy says they even prevent urinary tract infections. Fancy that! Suzanne suffered terribly with UTIs, you know, even though she was always drinking gallons of cranberry juice, but she had this dreadful burning sensation every time she—”

“Eeuuww! Mother!” I protested. “I’m sure Suzanne wouldn’t appreciate us discussing her genital health. And I really don’t want any flannel underwear. I’ll never wear it, and then it’ll be a complete waste of money—” 

“Oh, nonsense, darling. Of course you’ll wear it. I know! I can get you a pair in each colour, then you can mix and match. Although I suppose you really ought to separate the white ones for the white wash and…”

Her voice faded as I held the phone away from my ear for a moment and took a deep, steadying breath. Grrrrr. Why did my mother always have the ability to make me feel like I was thirteen again, sulky and impotent with frustrated rage? 

“…anyway, I was also ringing you to tell you that I might be slightly late for tea,” my mother was saying when I put the phone back to my ear. “I was supposed to meet Annabel in Home Furnishings to have a look at some chenille throws, but she’s been delayed in Gift Wrap & Delivery, and she says—”

“What? Who’s Annabel?”

“Don’t say ‘what’, darling; say ‘pardon’. Didn’t I tell you that Annabel was joining us for tea? Annabel Floyd. Well, she was a Morecombe before she was married; you know, Sir Hugh Morecombe? She’s his daughter. The Morecombes are one of the oldest families in the area. They have an estate—Thurlby Hall—just outside Meadowford-on-Smythe—”

“Oh… yes, I think I’ve passed it a few times when I was cycling to and from work. Or at least, the road leading to the estate.”

“Yes, it’s a vast property. The house is set well back, in the middle of parklands. Lovely old manor house, with the most magnificent entrance hall. Well, Annabel and I are both on the committee of the Sinterklaas Foundation. She’s in charge of organising this year’s Christmas event for the children; it’s going to be a tea party at Thurlby Hall and—oh! There’s Annabel now. I hope she can see me waving… Why don’t you go on ahead and get us a table first? I hear that afternoon tea at The Randolph has become very popular and it must be even busier now with all the Christmas crowds—Oh dear! Annabel hasn’t seen me waving and she’s going the wrong way!”

“Can’t you just call out to her?”

“Call out to her?”

“Yes, shout her name. Get her attention.”

“Are you suggesting that I yell like a fishwife?” My mother sounded shocked. “A lady never raises her voice in public. I must dash, darling—I need to catch her before she gets in the lift. Toodle-oo!”

The line went dead. I stared at the phone a minute, then sighed and started up Cornmarket Street towards The Randolph Hotel. I hadn’t gone far, though, when something in a shop window caught my eye: a luxury artist’s set featuring tubes of oil paints in a huge selection of colours, a wooden mixing palette with thumb hole, metal palette knives, kneaded putty rubber, oil rags, and a range of hog-bristle brushes in different sizes, all contained in a beautiful varnished beechwood box with clasps and handles. I stared at it in delight. It would make the perfect Christmas present for Cassie!

Eagerly, I went into the shop, but when I was told the price, I gulped slightly. It was no wonder artists were always “struggling” if their supplies were so expensive! Still, business at the tearoom had been booming lately and I could afford to splash out a bit—especially on my best friend who had been such an amazing support the last year. I handed over my credit card and left the shop a few minutes later with the artist’s set beautifully wrapped and placed in a Christmas gift bag.

Swinging the bag happily, I continued towards the hotel, smiling to myself as I imagined how Cassie’s face would look when she opened her gift. I arrived at the front of The Randolph to find a small crowd gathered outside the entrance. It seemed like several new guests had all arrived at once; they were milling about in slight confusion as the porters attempted to sort out the luggage for check-in, and I paused by the group, waiting politely for them to go into the hotel first.

Then I felt something tug violently at my hand. 

I gasped and whirled around, just as the gift bag was wrenched out of my grasp. A boy, his face hidden by a hood, pushed past me and began to run away with Cassie’s present.

“Hey!” I cried, shocked and angry. “Stop! That’s mine!”

I started to run after him but a man who had just come out of the hotel entrance was faster. He also had much longer legs and, in a couple of strides, he had grabbed the thief by the back of his hoodie. The boy dropped the gift bag and wriggled free, disappearing around the corner. I rushed up to the man just as he stooped to retrieve the gift bag.

“Thank you,” I panted, taking the bag from him. “That was so—” I broke off as he turned around and I saw who it was. “You!”

The handsome man from the train station grinned at me. “So… we meet again. Fate certainly seems to be throwing us together, eh?” 

“Er… yes,” I said awkwardly, torn between dismay at running into him again and gratitude for his retrieval of the stolen present. “Thanks so much for rescuing this.” I indicated the gift bag. “It would have cost a fortune to replace.”

He gave a suggestive smile. “Well… you could thank me properly by having a drink with me.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. The man just didn’t give up! “I’m sorry, I’m actually meeting someone for tea—”

“So you said, but have they arrived yet?”

“N-no…”

“Well then, you can have a drink with me in the meantime,” he said smoothly, putting a proprietary hand under my elbow and steering me back towards the hotel entrance. He added quickly, as I started to protest, “Surely it’s not too much to ask, after I’ve come to your aid… twice?”

I bit my lip. There was no way to refuse without sounding rude and ungracious. I declined a drink in the Morse Bar, however, which seemed more intimate, and instead suggested that we go into the Lancaster Room for tea. That way, my mother’s arrival would hopefully cut our tête-à-tête short. 

As luck would have it, a family was leaving just as we entered and we were shown to their vacated table by the window.

“I’m Ned, by the way,” said the man as we settled into deep armchairs facing each other across the table. He quirked an eyebrow at me. “I hope you’re not going to make me sit here drinking tea with a nameless lady?”

“Gemma,” I said reluctantly. 

Something about his overly confident, flirtatious manner made me unwilling to give any more information about myself than was necessary. It was as if the more he pushed, the more I wanted to resist. When a waitress came to take our order, I was quick to forestall him ordering the standard full afternoon tea, which would give him an excuse to linger.

“Just a pot of tea, please,” I said firmly.

“Darjeeling? English Breakfast? We have a full menu of varieties to choose from,” said the waitress. 

I glanced at Ned. He looked amused, as if he knew what I was doing, and said blandly, “Whatever the lady prefers.”

I asked for Earl Grey, my favourite, and then settled back in my armchair, looking around the room admiringly. There was probably no place as grand as The Randolph Hotel to have afternoon tea in Oxford. One of the city’s iconic landmarks, the nineteenth-century institution, with its neo-Gothic architecture and lavishly elegant interiors, oozed Olde Worlde glamour and sophistication. Countless presidents and prime ministers have enjoyed its beautiful suites, and the famous Lancaster Room has been serving fine teas, homemade scones, delectable pastries, and finger sandwiches since it opened its doors in 1866.

I watched with keen interest as a waitress served a full afternoon tea to a nearby table, delivering a three-tiered cake stand bulging with delicious treats with great ceremony. Dainty cakes and glossy fruit tarts were nestled alongside colourful macaroons and rich trifles on the top, followed by freshly baked scones in the middle, and crustless finger sandwiches on the bottom. My companion raised an eyebrow and said:

“You seem to be eyeing that cake stand very intently. Are you regretting just ordering a pot of tea? We can ask for the menu again—”

“Oh no,” I said quickly, flushing. “I… it was more of a professional interest, really.”

“Professional interest?”

I hesitated, then gave a rueful smile. “I own a tearoom, so it’s sort of an occupational hazard. I can’t help observing and making notes whenever I’m out somewhere having afternoon tea. I suppose I’m always comparing and trying to improve or get inspiration—”

“Ah, you own a place like this?” He gestured around the room.

I laughed as I looked at the snowy white tablecloths and gleaming silver cutlery, the oil paintings on the walls, the baby grand piano in the corner. “No, no, not like this at all! Nothing this posh. It’s a much more homely place—a small, old-fashioned, country English tearoom, in a building that used to be a Tudor inn.”

“Sounds delightful! Where is it?”

“In Meadowford-on-Smythe. That’s a village just outside Oxford—”

“Yes, I know Meadowford. Lovely high street. So… you own a tearoom there, eh? Well, well…” He smiled, looking like the cat who had got the proverbial cream.

His expression made me uncomfortable and I wished that I hadn’t let him know about my tearoom. Now there was no way to stop him coming to find me! Looking over his shoulder, I was relieved to see a stout middle-aged woman in a waitress’s uniform heading towards us, carrying a tea service on a tray. Good. Perhaps once he had drunk his tea, he would leave. Groping for some conversation to fill the silence, I said politely:

“So… are you visiting family for Christmas?”

He leaned back in his chair as the waitress came around the table to pour his tea. The knowing smile was still hovering at the corners of his mouth. “Yes, I suppose you could say that. I’m actually—”

He twitched and cursed as the waitress fumbled suddenly with the teapot and hot liquid sloshed out of the cup, splashing his hands. 

“Hey! Watch what you’re doing, you ham-fisted cow!” he snarled at the woman.

“I’m… I’m so sorry, sir!” she cried, flushing and bending to mop the table frantically. “I’m terribly sorry…”

I looked at the man next to me with a frown. My father always said that you could tell the character of a man by the way he treated the staff, and it seemed that my companion was showing his true colours. Having run a tearoom for over a year now, I knew that accidents happened, no matter how careful you tried to be, and his reaction seemed unnecessarily aggressive. I tried to catch the eye of the waitress to give her a sympathetic smile but she kept her face averted, hunched over with embarrassment, as she cleaned up the spill and hurried away.

“Really, you’d think the service would be better in a place like this,” grumbled Ned. Then he turned back to me, his face smoothed into a pleasant expression once again, and said: “Anyway… where was I? Oh yes, the family Christmas. Well, it’ll probably be a dead bore, to tell you the truth. You could help to liven things up, though, by agreeing to have dinner with me?”

I stared at him incredulously. Aside from the fact that he had to be at least fifteen years older than me, hadn’t I made it obvious that I wasn’t interested in him romantically? I’d never met anyone so thick-skinned or so persistent.

“I’m sorry… I… er… I’m very busy,” I said stiffly. I wished I could simply tell him that I wouldn’t have dinner with him, even if I had all the time in the world. But somehow, the strictures of politeness that I’d been brought up with kept me tongue-tied.

“Aww, come on! Your boyfriend isn’t around, so why not? How about tonight? We could—” He was interrupted by his phone ringing. He answered it and I saw his face change.

“I told you not to call me on this number,” he hissed. He glanced at me, then turned slightly away, saying in an undertone, “No, I don’t have it yet. These things take time and I can’t—what? London? Don’t be ridiculous, I just arrived in Oxford… No! No, don’t do that… All right. I’ll come down. Where? Fine. I’ll see you later.”

He hung up and met my eyes with a bland smile. “Well, it looks like I will have to postpone the pleasure of taking you out for dinner. In fact, I’m going to have to leave now…” He glanced at the expensive Tag Heuer watch on his wrist, then rose from his chair. “But perhaps when I get back from London—”

I took a deep breath. Being polite was getting me nowhere. It was time to be blunt. I said coolly, “No. I don’t think so. I’m sorry.”

He raised his eyebrows, then he grinned, not remotely bothered by my rebuff. “Ah… the boyfriend is a lucky man. Well, perhaps I’ll pop into your tearoom, then, if I’m still here in the new year. Surely you can’t refuse me a scone and a cup of tea?”

I watched him leave and hoped fervently that he would be returning to the States by the time the new year rolled around. 
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Chapter Three









The sound of my mother's voice brought me out of my reverie and I looked up to see her entering the tea room, followed by a slender, elegant woman who I guessed to be Annabel Floyd. They were both weighed down with several shopping bags. The maitre d’ gestured in my direction and my mother hurried across the room, descending on me in a cloud of Givenchy perfume. 

“Darling! Have you been waiting long? The lifts were taking an age so we decided to take the stairs instead, but when we got to the top, we discovered that they had moved the display to the basement! How dreadfully annoying! So we had to make our way down again. And then they didn’t have the ramekins in the colour I wanted… but oh, there was a marvellous promotion for Le Creuset casserole pots just next to the display, so it was fortunate, really, that we had to go down to the basement as otherwise we might never have seen them. Thirty percent off—imagine! I purchased a twenty-four-centimetre pot in Marseille blue, and Annabel got the one in cerise, and then I found some mini ramekins…”

I glanced sympathetically at Annabel as my mother rambled on, wondering if the other woman was worn out from a morning of following my mother around the department store. She certainly looked pale and weary, and seemed slightly unsteady on her feet, stumbling as she reached the table. I sprang up and caught her arm, steadying her.

“Th-thank you,” she said, flushing. “I’m sorry… so clumsy of me.”

She was leaning against me and, for a moment, I caught a whiff of a strange fragrance. It was sweet and slightly sickly, almost like… alcohol. I glanced at the woman in surprise. Was she drunk? Then she moved away from me, sinking gratefully into a chair, and I wondered if I had imagined it. Still, as I resumed my seat, I couldn’t help noticing that Annabel’s hands trembled slightly as she picked up the tea menu. 

I eyed her curiously: she was younger than I expected—I had imagined she would be my mother’s contemporary, but she looked somewhere in her late forties. And although she was dressed in the same subdued, elegant style as the usual members of my mother’s cashmere-and-twinset brigade, she seemed very different. It wasn’t just the fact that she was ten to fifteen years their junior—there was a nervous air about her and a strained, uncertain look in her eyes, which was nothing like the usual self-assurance and complacent superiority (born from years of henpecked husbands and long-suffering children!) seen in my mother’s friends.

Then I chided myself for my overactive imagination. Annabel was probably just tired from all the Christmas preparations and festivities, and as for the alcoholic breath… well, perhaps she had simply had a boozy lunch earlier. She wouldn’t be the first person to do that, especially over the holiday season, and as long as she wasn’t drinking and driving, it was hardly my place to judge. I turned my attention to my mother, who had finally finished rambling about her purchases and now seemed to be discussing the tea party that she and Annabel were organising. 

“…so I told Annabel not to worry. I was sure you’d be able to help her—”

“Sorry, help with what, Mother?”

“With the nibbles for the tea party, darling! The caterers have left Annabel in a terrible lurch and now we have no food for the children and other guests.”

“It’s a dreadful inconvenience,” Annabel agreed. She had a soft, breathless voice that sounded perpetually apologetic. “I’ve been ringing around trying to find someone else but it’s such short notice—only the day after tomorrow, you see. I suppose I could try to serve something else but we’ve already sent out the invitations, so everyone will be expecting a traditional afternoon tea, with cakes and scones and finger sandwiches and all the trimmings.” She sighed. “I’d hate to disappoint them. Besides, I really want this event to be a success. It’s the first time we’re holding something like this and I’m hoping that it might become an annual feature.”

“Er… it’s a Christmas tea party, is that right?” I asked, trying not to show that I hadn’t really been paying attention to my mother previously. 

Annabel nodded. “Yes. I don’t know if you’re familiar with the Sinterklaas Foundation but it’s a charity that helps children from underprivileged families. Many of their parents often can’t afford the usual luxuries that we take for granted at Christmas. Even something as simple as a Christmas gift for every child can be a strain on a family with limited income. Last year we raised funds to buy presents for every child and went around distributing them for Christmas Day. But this year, I thought—why not go the whole hog and invite them for a proper Christmas party? Of course, with children involved, I decided a tea party would be more suitable than a dinner party, and we could have all the Christmas treats, like mince pies and plum pudding, crackers and games, and provide stockings with gifts for every child… It will be a chance for them to experience the kind of Christmas that many of us take for granted.”

“That sounds wonderful,” I said, touched by her generous spirit. 

“Yes, so when the caterers let me down… and then your mother told me that you run a tearoom known for the best scones in Oxfordshire… well, I was absolutely delighted.”

I gave an embarrassed laugh. “Thanks. Yes, our scones are our signature dish and they are very popular. I have to confess, though, I can’t take any credit for them. I don't do any of the baking myself. There’s a wonderful woman who lives in the village, who does all the baking for my tearoom.”

“So you can help?” Annabel looked at me hopefully.

I smiled at her. “I’d love to. I’ll have to double-check with Dora—can you let me know the number of guests you’re expecting?—but I think we should be able to manage it.” I thought for a moment, then added, “Do you need anything that is Christmas-related? We have been offering some seasonal items on the menu, like mince pies, but we haven’t made any plum pudding—”

“Oh, homemade mince pies would be wonderful! And don’t worry about the Christmas pudding. I’ll take care of that,” said Annabel. “In any case, I wonder if these more ‘traditional’ treats appeal more to the grown-ups than the children. They probably just want candy canes and chocolate! Oh, speaking of which—perhaps you could do a chocolate mousse? I think the children might prefer that to a traditional plum pudding.”

“Yes, that should be easy enough. I know Dora has a special chocolate mousse recipe and she could probably give it a festive twist.” I smiled. “I’m sure she’d enjoy the challenge.”

Several minutes later, we were tucking into a lavish afternoon tea similar to the one I had seen on the neighbouring table. I was particularly interested to taste the scones, served with little pots of strawberry preserve, lemon curd, and clotted cream. They were light, fluffy, and delicious, but I was pleased to conclude that those served in my own tearoom were definitely better. The tea menu was impressive, though, each variety served loose-leaf in a white china pot and carefully poured through individual strainers. 

As the waitress went around the table, pouring each of us a cup, Annabel smiled at me and said: 

“I can’t tell you what a load it is off my mind. One does try to be organised but no matter how one plans, things always seem to go wrong at the last moment. And it has been one thing after another this week. First the central heating went on the blink, then the caterers let me down, then my housekeeper told me that she had to give notice and leave immediately. She’s been with us for years; I don’t know how I’m going to replace her. It’s the absolute worst time to be without a housekeeper! We have additional staff who come to do the cleaning and garden maintenance, of course, but I’ve always relied on Mrs Simms to manage the household, oversee the kitchen and pantry supplies, prepare the meals, and help with the entertaining. Especially now at Christmas, when we have this tea party, and then guests coming to stay—”

“Surely she can’t leave so suddenly?” asked my mother, looking rather disapproving.

“Well, she had been talking for some time of leaving and finding a position closer to her elderly mother, who lives in Yorkshire. But I had been hoping that it might not be for another year at least. Then her mother had a stroke last week and it seems that she will need full-time nursing while she makes a recovery. So Mrs Simms decided that she might as well make the permanent move now. She’s keen to spend Christmas with her mother and I felt obliged to let her go. She’s leaving later today, in fact.” Annabel sighed. “I don’t know how I’m going to manage.”

“What about an employment agency?” my mother suggested. “They should be able to help you find someone.”

“Oh, I rang them almost immediately. The problem is, this is a difficult time of year… Most people want Christmas off to spend with their families. The few that were available seemed frightfully young. Girls in their twenties. I was really hoping to get someone older—you know, who might be more mature and reliable.” Annabel sighed again. “Anyway, the woman promised to ring me as soon as she has any new applicants.”

“I’d be happy to give you a hand with things at the tea party,” I offered. “I’ll have to come and deliver the food anyway. I can stay behind afterwards and help with the clearing up.”

“Oh, that’s very kind—thank you,” said Annabel. 

“I’ll just have to ask Cassie to take Muesli home with her…” I mused.

“Muesli?”

“My cat,” I explained. “She normally comes to the tearoom each day and then goes home with me in the evenings. But if I’m going to be at your tea party all afternoon and evening, then I’ll need to ask my friend to drop her back at my place or keep her overnight.”

“Why don’t you take Muesli to Thurlby Hall with you, darling?” suggested my mother. She turned to Annabel and added proudly, “Muesli is a certified therapy cat, you know. She would be so good with the children.”

“Really? That would be fantastic!” cried Annabel, her face lighting up. “I’m sure the children would love to have a cat to cuddle and play with.” She gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Come to that, I’d love you to bring her just for myself. I absolutely adore cats. I wish I could have one but my husband detests them.”

“Er… the thing is, Muesli can be very naughty,” I said. “She’s very confident and inquisitive and is always getting into places she shouldn’t—”

“Oh, I’m sure she’ll be fine,” said Annabel, waving a hand. “Please don’t worry about it. The place will be a mess anyway with all the children running about. I’m sure she’d be a wonderful addition to the party.”

“Well… if you’re sure,” I said doubtfully. 

“Yes, absolutely! You must bring Muesli,” Annabel insisted. She smiled in anticipation. “I’m so looking forward to meeting her.” 
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