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Anne Perry is a New York Times bestselling author noted for her memorable characters, historical accuracy and exploration of social and ethical issues. As well as her Christmas novellas, Anne Perry has written a multitude of bestselling novels including her highly acclaimed Monk mysteries, Pitt novels and, most recently, a spy thriller series featuring Elena Standish. Anne Perry was selected by The Times as one of the twentieth century’s ‘100 Masters of Crime’.
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Praise for Anne Perry’s Christmas novellas:


‘A bite-sized mystery that could be fitted in after your Christmas lunch’ Daily Telegraph


‘If Christmas puts you in the mood for a good Agatha Christie, try Perry’ Glasgow Evening Times


‘Delightful . . . The perfect gift for a whodunit addict’ Oxford Times


‘With its powerful message of responsibility and redemption – “We need both to forgive and to be forgiven” – it conveys a moral force in keeping with the season’ Wall Street Journal


‘A Christmas cracker full of rich storytelling, classic conundrums, timeless life lessons and the gift of forgiveness’ Lancashire Evening Post


‘The tale is redolent with Victorian atmosphere, from the hypocritical snobbishness to the rigid social conventions of the time’ Tangled Web
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When Celia Hooper discovers that her dear friend Clementine is to marry widower Seth Marlowe – a man with a sinister past – she calls upon her husband, Detective John Hooper of the Thames River Police, to help her find out what really happened to Seth’s first wife several years ago. Rumour has it that she killed herself and Seth’s daughter ran away to live on the streets but no one seems to know the truth.


Then Seth accuses Celia of sending him blackmail letters and it quickly becomes clear that she is not the only one trying to stop him from marrying Clementine. With Christmas fast approaching, lines are blurred, relationships are tested and the past won’t stay buried for ever . . .




To all who, in these most difficult times, dare to believe.



Celia approached the vicar, where he stood alone for a few moments in the shadow of the rounded arch above the doorway, sheltered from the rising wind. She wanted to say something about the excellence of his sermon that he could believe, not just the usual ‘well done’, which covered anything and nothing.

‘That really was beautiful. You made me hear it again as good news,’ she said with a smile. ‘I know the message is familiar, but you made me hear it with the weight of meaning that was new. You must know that.’ She knew that he did not.

As always at church, everyone was dressed in their Sunday best, women with bonnets and touches of fur, men with hats in their hands, the wealthier of them with rich astrakhan collars to match. And, of course, gloves. Everyone wore gloves. The cold winds blowing up off the Thames seemed to go straight through the layers of even the most expensive winter clothes. But at this moment, the departing congregation were all too spellbound by the vicar to feel the cold, as was Celia.

Normally, the Reverend Arthur Roberson was not a very enthusiastic speaker. He was pleasant enough to look at, mild mannered and with an abundance of grey hair, although he was little over fifty. His voice was clear and well-modulated, and he could sing with power. Usually, his sermons were competent, but not much more. However, today he spoke with an unaccustomed passion. Music filled his voice and his face was alight with the strength of his emotions.

‘That is the message of the gospel,’ he said to her. ‘The meaning of Christmas for all mankind, indeed for all the earth. No one is excluded, from the first year of our Lord until this year of grace 1872. And always, there is repentance for any and all sins. You cannot commit an act, entertain a thought, that God does not know.’ He spread his arms wide, his eyes shining. ‘You cannot imagine any sin He has not already seen, and forgiven, if only you repent. From the small everyday sins of thoughtlessness, not caring about the grief of others, all the pain done by indifference,’ he shook his head, ‘all the way to the depths of violence or depravity that lie at the edge of nightmare, it is all reachable to God. Such is His mercy and understanding.’

A man was approaching them, speaking to no one until he stood almost at the vicar’s elbow where he could not be ignored. Seth Marlowe was a prominent member of the congregation, an outspoken leader of thought, which he expressed more often than Celia cared for. That was partly because she disliked him, which she was ashamed of, and partly because his opinions sounded to her unnecessarily rigid, unyielding, where she would have seen reason to make exceptions. One should temper the wind to the shorn lamb. What one person could disregard, another might find deeply wounding.

She knew Seth Marlowe was a man who had suffered both the death of his wife some years ago now, and the defection of his daughter, their only child. She should try harder to make an exception for him. She told herself that regularly. And another reason to make allowances for him was that he was the vicar’s brother-in-law. The vicar’s late wife had been his sister, and had also died young, leaving such wildly different men to grieve for their wives. The two women had also died very differently: Una Roberson of tuberculosis, slowly and with varying degrees of pain, but she was deeply loved, and died in her own home. The vicar still mourned for her quietly but had filled his life with carrying out his duties, ministering to the whole village with gentleness. To Celia, it sometimes looked like overindulgence or, to put it less kindly, weakness. Then she was ashamed of the thought. She did not know the secrets of other people’s feelings: guilt, abandonment, hopelessness, loneliness, or even the fear that there was no justice, no forgiveness and no love in the world.

Rose Marlowe, on the other hand – at least according to her husband, Seth – had left home, abandoning him and their only child, and run off to God only knew where. Her father believed she was living on the streets. Rose had eventually died, almost definitely by her own hand, leaving Seth haunted by a different kind of grief, and a source of anger that never left him.

Now, Seth Marlowe was very clearly wanting to speak to the vicar and was not going to wait much longer.

Celia reminded herself that she had never walked Seth Marlowe’s path of betrayal and grief. She knew she should be kinder. Not only to try to understand, but to acknowledge that she didn’t understand: also, to exercise less judgement and show more kindness. But she could not like him, and she liked herself the less because of that.

‘Good morning, Mr Marlowe,’ Celia said, forcing a smile. ‘Wasn’t it an outstanding sermon? I’m sure everyone benefited from it, and will go away the richer.’

‘I hope they will also go away better. After all, a good sermon is a great deal more than comforting, Miss . . .’ he corrected himself, ‘. . . Mrs Hooper. It is the true meaning of Christmas, which is too often overlooked in festivities.’ He turned to the vicar, excluding Celia in a gesture. ‘Arthur, if I might have a word with you? I have something to tell you of importance.’

‘Of course,’ the vicar replied. He always listened to anyone, no matter what they had to say.

Celia wondered if he ever lost patience and told them to deal with whatever troubles faced them themselves.

‘I wish you to be the first to know,’ Marlowe said with a freezing glance at Celia, but she did not move.

He had chosen a public place to interrupt. She was not going to be dismissed by him.

Marlowe gave something close to a smile. ‘I am going to be married to Clementine Appleby. As soon as it can be arranged in all decency.’

He went on talking, but Celia froze. Clementine was perhaps Celia’s closest friend in this village by the Thames, a stone’s throw away from London itself. Clementine was a little over thirty, old for a woman marrying for the first time, and from her own bitter experience of loneliness and exclusion, Celia understood Clementine well. Celia was just over forty, and less than a year ago married a man with whom she was deeply in love. It was a happiness she wished for everyone, especially Clementine, who, like herself, had no close family. But to be marrying Seth Marlowe? That bitter, cruel man. She couldn’t!

Marlowe was staring at her now, his eyes critical. ‘Are you not happy for me, Mrs Hooper? And for your friend Clementine? She will have a social position beyond yours, since your husband is a . . . dock labourer, or something of the sort . . .’

‘He is a senior officer in the Thames River Police,’ she snapped. She wanted to add that she had married for love, not social position, but that would be petty, and imply something of Clementine that she did not for a moment believe. Yet it could hardly be for love that she was marrying Marlowe.

Marlowe stared at her with a smirk.

Celia drew in her breath to say something kinder, but Roberson spoke before her.

‘God is not a respecter of persons, Seth. Many of the greatest spirits come in the humblest form. You should not forget that. I think Clementine is one of them. You are very fortunate, and I trust you will care for her, and make her happiness your greatest aim.’ There was a pinched look in his face, a hollowness. Did he feel as shocked as Celia did, even afraid?

‘I should like to discuss arrangements with you,’ Marlowe said to the vicar. ‘Privately, if you please.’ He shot another cold look at Celia. ‘I do not wish Mrs Hooper to participate. She is a bad influence on Clementine. She has . . . I do not wish to be unkind . . . unsuitable ideas about quite a lot of things.’ He raised his voice slightly to be heard by others. ‘And has been mentioned in the newspapers.’ He gave a sour smile. ‘Not the society pages, but court reports on crime. I will say no more, but I hope you understand, Arthur, that part of my duty towards the woman who will be my wife is to protect her from undesirable influences, and from scandal.’

Celia felt as if she had been struck in the face. She was almost robbed of breath. She knew exactly what Marlowe was referring to, of course.

It was a case about a year ago in which she had met John Hooper, who was an investigating policeman in the biggest horror and tragedy in her life, the kidnapping and murder of her beloved cousin, Katherine. Katherine’s husband, Harry Exeter, had been accused of killing his wife and also a woman prepared to give testimony against him. During that time, Celia had fallen in love with Hooper. When Exeter had found out about Hooper’s earlier life as a seaman, and how he had led the crew against a captain who had miscalculated the ship’s position and had very nearly driven the vessel on to a reef, which would have torn the hull open and resulted in the drowning of every man on board, he used that to force Celia to give him an alibi. It didn’t matter to him that Hooper had saved all the crew’s lives, and to some extent the captain’s reputation. The only thing Exeter wanted was to walk free of two murders. If she lied, then Hooper’s secret would be kept. On the other hand, if she spoke what she knew, then Exeter would hang, but he would make damned sure that Hooper did too. Because what Hooper had done to save lives had been a form of mutiny, which was a capital crime. Even if he, by some miracle, escaped the noose, he would certainly lose his job with the River Police. Celia had done the only thing she could: she had lied on the witness stand.

Details of the case had been printed in the worst of the newspapers. They had made a very big thing of the fact that her obvious love for Hooper had driven her to commit perjury. The papers had omitted to say that she had been pardoned by the judge and never charged with anything.

Standing outside the church now, staring at Marlowe as if mesmerised, her face burning, Celia felt all the misery and fear of that time overwhelming her. She had never told Arthur Roberson about it – not that this omission disturbed her. It was the humiliation of having been exposed to the public as a woman so in love with a man who had made no advances towards her that she would do such a thing for him. It had sounded so desperate . . . and pathetic.

Both men were staring at her now.

It was Roberson who spoke first. ‘I am surprised that you read such newspapers, Seth. Muckraking. I had thought better of you. If you had chosen The Times, it would have told you that Exeter was found guilty, and of the superb work of the River Police in investigating the case, and the terrible death of Katherine Exeter—’

‘You never would face the truth about people, Arthur,’ Marlowe returned. ‘You put women on a pedestal. Foolish. When they fall off, as they inevitably will, then they break more than their own reputations; they break other people’s hearts, and too often their spirits.’

Roberson was speechless for a moment, overwhelmed by too many emotions.

‘Nevertheless,’ Marlowe went on, ‘you will not involve Mrs Hooper in any of my affairs. Is that clear?’ He did not wait for an answer. He turned on his heel and strode away.

Celia took a deep breath. ‘I don’t think he understood your message about forgiveness, Arthur.’ She fought back tears and even managed a slight smile, before turning away and beginning to walk home.

She was halfway up the slight incline of the road towards her house and looking forward to the warmth of it, the sweet familiarity, when she heard footsteps behind her. She was in no mood for conversation, and the wind coming up off the river was knife edged, finding every piece of her uncovered skin. She stopped and turned round just as Clementine Appleby reached her. Her eyes were shining and her fair skin was made pink by the wind. Perhaps she was not beautiful, and she definitely was on the wrong side of thirty, but she had a warmth that set her apart. Celia liked her quick humour and her joy in unexpected things: ducklings with little warm, flat feet: wreaths of mist on the river in the early morning light; crisp pancakes with lemon juice; the choice of a pink blouse when one might have expected the predictability of white.

‘I tried to catch you,’ Clementine said, breathing in deeply. ‘Celia, I’m so happy! I can’t tell you everything just yet, but I simply had to tell you this. You always understand; you are just about the best friend I have ever had. I wish I could tell my mother.’ For a moment her eyes misted over, then she controlled herself and blinked rapidly. She hardly ever mentioned any family, and Celia realised it was not a subject she could speak of. She had no brothers or sisters, and her mother had apparently died some time ago. Celia choked down her own feelings and forced herself to smile.

‘Would you like to come home for a cup of tea?’ she offered. ‘The wind is cruel on this rise; I suppose it’s the price we pay for the view.’ She gazed beyond Clementine to the wide stretch of the water shining in the icy light, dotted with ships, barges, ferries and occasionally pleasure boats, even in this season.

‘May I? That would be lovely, but won’t your husband be expecting his Sunday lunch?’ Clementine asked hesitantly. She was always loath to intrude.

‘Not yet,’ Celia promised her. ‘He’s on duty.’

‘It’s hard work in the River Police, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ Celia said it with pride. She was learning all the time what patience his work required: hardship and long hours in the water, in all weathers, and knowledge of winds and tides and of all manner of men, ships, cargoes, weapons, and the tragedies to be dealt with. She was in awe of his quiet strength, of spirit even more than of body.

Clementine took a quick breath. ‘Celia, I am to be married!’ Now the words burst from her, too big to be retained any more or alluded to obliquely.

Celia looked at her friend’s shining eyes, the smile she could not control. She knew something of the dreams that were hidden behind her protective cheerfulness, and much of it not long ago had been true of herself as well. Celia had married long after she had given up hope of ever having the safety, the dignity, the acceptance of marriage. Perhaps most of all, the belonging. Love was another thing, a dream in itself. Celia had found them all and was savouring the strangeness, the excitement. She was still new to this. Of course, there were things hard to get used to: the lack of privacy at times, the need to bend, to change quite often, to keep opinions to herself. But it was wonderful.

Instinctively, she put her arms around Clementine and hugged her, feeling her relax and return the embrace. ‘Wonderful!’ she said heartily, stepping back a little. ‘I think I am nearly as happy for you as you are yourself. You have been so discreet; I really did not know.’ Secretly, in her heart, she wished it were the vicar Clementine was going to wed. He was so terribly lonely and, in spite of the difference in their ages, she would be the perfect wife for him. The whole congregation would rejoice! But she must not let Clementine know that. Her smile must look real, surprised and happy.

Clementine looked back at her, ignoring the freezing wind. ‘Seth Marlowe,’ she said. ‘He’s such a good man; I just hope I can make him happy, after all the grief he’s been through.’

Celia was cold to the bone, as if all the layers of protective clothing had been torn from her, leaving her skin naked to the knives of the wind.

Clementine waited.

Celia’s mind raced. She must be kind. She must not hurt this girl. Damn Seth Marlowe! ‘I had no idea.’ That was stupid, she told herself. Say something good about him.

‘Don’t you think I will make him happy?’ Clementine asked. ‘You don’t think I can keep up to his high standards?’ There was a shadow across her face, in her eyes.

Celia did not know what to say, and she knew Clementine had seen it already.

‘I am not of his social class,’ Clementine added. ‘I know that. But I can learn. I can, Celia, I can learn.’

‘What on earth makes you think that?’ Celia was shocked. Then, like a wave of memory came scores of little things that Clementine had said about her background, her lack of education, her lack of status. Celia had considered it so unimportant as to who she was, and had never followed through with questions. ‘Clementine?’

Clementine’s face was red with embarrassment, so different from the pleasure she had shown moments ago.

‘Clementine? What did your father do? What was his work?’ She knew that was the standard by which people were apt to judge, however little it had to do with a person’s real worth.

‘I don’t know,’ Clementine said in little more than a whisper. She looked down at the pavement, avoiding Celia’s eyes.

‘You don’t . . .’ Celia began, then the truth struck her almost like a physical blow. ‘You don’t know who he was!’ She gripped Clementine’s arms tightly, almost as if she were holding her up.

‘No.’ The word was little more than a sigh.

‘And your mother raised you?’ Celia asked.

‘Yes.’ Clementine held her head high, her eyes defiant. ‘She gave me everything she could, she loved me, taught me, protected me . . .’ The wind pulled a little of her hair loose, and she ignored it.

‘You don’t need to tell me that,’ Celia replied with certainty. ‘I can see it in everything you are, you say and you do. I am far more concerned that Seth Marlowe is not good enough for you.’ This she meant as a bitter truth. If he hurt Clementine, that would be a sin for which God might forgive him, but Celia would not.

‘He is a very good man,’ Clementine protested. ‘When you get to know him better, you will understand that. There is a purity in him that I must try hard to live up to. You will help me, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will,’ Celia promised. It was the only possible answer to give. ‘Every step of the way,’ she added. ‘Now we have to plan what your wedding dress will be like.’

‘Not expensive, but graceful,’ Clementine said with gravity, then a sudden, shy smile.

‘We will all help,’ Celia promised. ‘Everyone will be happy for you. Every woman in the congregation.’

‘Do you think so?’

‘Yes! Except, of course, those who are envious.’ If she was going to lie, she should go all the way.

Clementine smiled and the sparkle came back into her eyes. ‘I knew you’d be happy for me. You don’t mind if I go home now, do you? I just wanted to tell you . . .’

‘Of course not!’ Celia replied instantly. She meant it. She needed to be alone to absorb this news.


Celia ate a light lunch alone at the small table in the kitchen. She would cook a hot dinner to share with Hooper when he returned, probably well after dark. He would be tired after a long day on the river, and no doubt cold, although he did not seem to feel it as much as she did. Or perhaps he was inured to physical hardship by the years he had spent at sea, earlier in his life. She had no idea how anybody would choose such a hard and dangerous occupation, except from the necessity to provide for himself, and perhaps for others. She shuddered to think that maybe that had been what it was: an escape from the bitterest poverty to the alternative dangers of the sea.
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