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About the Book


London, 1868. As the Christmas season begins, Claudine Burroughs feels little joy in its endless social calls and extravagant events. Working at a clinic for desperate women has opened her eyes to a different world.


Then her two worlds collide. A prostitute smuggled into a grandiose Christmas party is found brutally beaten. Poet Dai Tregarron stands accused. But Dai insists he was trying to protect her from the violence of three young men. Claudine believes him, but with society closing ranks against him, how can she prove his innocence without risking everything?


A Christmas Hope is a festive tale of courage, faith, and the importance of fighting for the truth …




About the Author


Anne Perry is a New York Times bestselling author noted for her memorable characters, historical accuracy and exploration of social and ethical issues. Her two series, one featuring Thomas Pitt and one featuring William Monk, have been published in multiple languages. Anne Perry has also published a successful series based around World War One and the Reavley family, and the standalone novel The Sheen on the Silk. Anne Perry was selected by The Times as one of the twentieth century’s ‘100 Masters of Crime’. She lives in Scotland.
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Claudine Burroughs did not look forward to the party. This November of 1868 it had been bitterly cold, the kind of chill that creeps into one’s bones and makes them ache. Now it was early December and warm again. People were predicting that this mild spell would last. Here in London there might not even be any snow. Most unseasonal.


Claudine regarded her face in the glass, not because she admired it, but she must do the best with it that she could. She had never been pretty, and in middle age she had not even the bloom of earlier years. She had strength, something not always admired in a woman; and character, also not necessarily cared for; but excellent hair, thick, shining and with a natural wave. When her maid dressed it in a glamorous style it stayed exactly where she wished. It was the one aspect of her appearance in which her husband, Wallace, had expressed his pleasure. Not that that mattered to her any more. He disapproved of too much that was the core of her, like answering honestly when she was asked her political opinions of something, which were definitely more radical than most people’s. She laughed at jokes it would have been more ladylike not to understand. And she worked at Hester Monk’s clinic for sick or injured prostitutes – voluntarily, of course. She had no need of money, and they had none to offer. She had begun there for something better to fill her time than endless committees. Now she loved it for the fellowship, the variety, and above all the sense that she was doing something of genuine worth.


There was nothing more to accomplish here. She stood up and, thanking her maid, went out on to the landing and down the stairs, walking carefully so as not to trip over the hem of her rich, teal-green gown.


Wallace was standing in the hall with his coat on. He was a big man, more overweight than his skilfully cut and expensive suits allowed to show. The flicker of impatience on his heavy features told her that she had kept him waiting.


He made no remark, no compliment on her appearance, simply held her cape for her, and then nodded to the footman as he followed her out of the front door. Their carriage had drawn up to the kerb ready for them. The coachman must have known the address to which they were going because Wallace did not offer him any directions.


They did not speak on the journey. They had long ago run out of things to say to each other about life or feelings, and Claudine imagined he did not want to pretend any more than she did. There would be enough of that when they arrived. The other people present were all socially important, which was the reason for their going. Wallace was a successful investment adviser to several people of considerable importance, and she admitted that he deserved his success. Apart from being gifted, he worked very hard at cultivating all the right connections. He never failed in anything he regarded as his duty. It was the laughter, the gentleness and the imagination he could not manage. Perhaps it was beyond his ability, as well as his nature. There were rare moments when she hoped he was happier than he had ever made her.


And yet it would be graceless not to acknowledge that she had never gone without any of the physical comforts of life. She had never dreaded a letter or a knock on the door in case it was a request to pay a debt she could not meet. He had never lied to her, so far as she was aware, never drunk too much, never embarrassed her in public, and certainly never been unfaithful. She might have understood if he had, possibly even forgiven him. It would have shown a quality of passion she had never felt him to possess. Instead of admiring his rigid tidiness it infuriated her. He folded everything, even the discarded newspaper, matching the corners exactly. He put everything away where it belonged.


But that was a self-defeating argument. If he had understood passion and loneliness, the desperate hunger for warmth, then she might have loved him. She had tried.


At least she could behave with gratitude. She would do her part this evening, she would be gracious to the Foxleys and the Crostwicks, the Halversgates and the Giffords, and everyone else it was necessary to please.


They alighted at the entrance to the Giffords’ magnificent house. Forbes and Oona Gifford were wealthy enough to entertain in the most lavish style, and seating thirty to dinner was no effort to their staff. Claudine and Wallace were welcomed into the hall, relieved of their outer clothing and shown into the first of the large reception rooms. They had timed it perfectly: not the last to arrive, which would be slightly ill-mannered, or self-important; but very far from first, which made one appear over-eager.


Oona was Forbes’ second wife, his first having died some ten years earlier. No one knew where Oona had lived before and she never mentioned it, which was an interesting omission. She was very striking to look at, almost truly beautiful. She came towards Wallace and Claudine now, her dark hair swept up luxuriantly and her gown in the slender height of fashion. Wide crinolines were suddenly out. No one with the slightest pretensions to style would be seen in one.


‘Delightful of you to come,’ Oona said with a smile. ‘Thank you so much. In spite of the clemency of the weather, Christmas will be upon us before we know it. Let us celebrate as soon as we can.’


‘Indeed,’ Wallace agreed, forcing a warmth Claudine knew he did not mean. ‘What better way to begin the season?’ He spotted Nigel Halversgate and moved towards him, recognising his wife, Charlotte, known as Tolly, only when it was too late to change course.


Oona saw what had happened and shot a look of amusement at Claudine, surprising her with its candour.


‘Beginning to gain the Christmas spirit,’ Oona said ambiguously.


‘Such a party is definitely the best place to do so,’ Claudine replied, equally ambiguously. She was thinking of the discipline of being agreeable to a number of people she did not especially care for, but she certainly would not say so aloud.


‘Goodwill to all men,’ Oona murmured under her breath. She sighed. ‘And women.’ Lifting her chin a little, she sailed forward to speak to Euphemia Crostwick, who was delicately blonde, and whose pretty face was sharp with attention, looking this way and that to be sure she missed nothing.


‘I’m sure you know Mrs Burroughs,’ Oona said, introducing them only in order to ensure they spoke to each other.


‘Of course,’ Eppy Crostwick smiled brightly. She looked up and down at Claudine’s very handsome dress, but one that would have overwhelmed her own diminutive figure and whose dramatic colouring would have bleached her skin. ‘It seems like ages since we last met,’ she added, letting the underlying meaning hang in the air.


‘Indeed.’ Claudine inclined her head, her good intentions already vanished. ‘So much has happened. But surely it is one of the pleasures of life to be busy, don’t you think?’


Eppy’s eyes widened. ‘I had no idea you were … busy. Your charities, no doubt … You must tell me all about it …’ she waved her hand delicately, ‘… some time.’


‘Of course,’ Claudine agreed. ‘I should be happy to. However, this is an evening to celebrate our own good fortune, rather than commiserate with the tragedies of others.’


Eppy gave a sigh of relief, which was only a trifle forced. ‘I’m sure you’d love to meet some of the other people here. You know Verena Foxley, of course. Such a good-looking boy, Creighton, don’t you think?’


Claudine did agree that Creighton Foxley was handsome enough, if not quite as superb as he himself imagined, but then it had not really been a question. It was an opening for Claudine, who had no children herself – another way in which she had disappointed Wallace – to argue that Eppy’s son, Cecil, was just as distinguished, in his own way. Actually Cecil was very ordinary-looking, but one did not say such things, for Cecil and Creighton were good friends. Occasionally Ernest Halversgate tagged along with them, half-disapproving most of the time, but reluctant to say so and then find himself excluded.


Claudine took a deep breath. ‘Very handsome, in a certain way,’ she agreed. ‘But there are others perhaps a little more interesting, don’t you think?’ She smiled as she said it, allowing her implication to be understood.


Eppy was satisfied. ‘I do so agree. Have you heard that Lady Lyall is to be married … again? The woman is quite …’ she searched for a word.


‘Extraordinary,’ Claudine supplied. It was the perfect cover-all word for disapproval that could never be quoted against you. Its entire meaning depended upon the expression with which you said it, the degree of uplift in the voice.


And so the early part of the evening progressed: a series of encounters with people she had met on scores of other such occasions, in a world Claudine used to be part of, but since her work in the clinic and her introduction to a different reality, felt to be more alien than ever. Did she look as strange and lost as she felt? The thought occurred to her for a moment that perhaps everyone did, in their own way, as if each of them were trapped in their own little bubble, jostling and bumping with others, but never breaking through.


No, that was complete nonsense. There was Tolly Halversgate, elegant in the extreme of fashion, wearing a shade of purple-pink no one else would get away with. She was imparting some confidence to an elderly woman Claudine knew had a title of some sort, but she could not remember what. Countess or Marchioness of somewhere. Tolly was a great royalist, always looking upwards.


Lambert Foxley was talking business with a couple of hearty men at least ten years older than he. Both of them nodded to emphasise a point.


A couple of girls laughed just a shade too loudly, attracting the disapproval of their mothers, and the interest of several young men.


It was all colour, noise, the glitter of lights from chandeliers, and lots of laughter.


Instead of mingling with them again, as Wallace would have expected of her, Claudine turned away and walked through a garden room. At the far side she opened the french doors on to the terrace and stepped out. It was extraordinarily pleasant: a wide, paved area extending all the way to the wall bordering the street. There were flowerbeds – bare now, of course, but no doubt in the spring full of daffodils or hyacinths. There were also stone tubs at different heights, giving a most agreeable variety, and several ornamental holly bushes. The terrace was overlooked by the windows of at least two of the neighbouring houses.


It was only when she had appreciated all this that Claudine realised with a jolt that she was not alone. Half in the shadows between the lighted windows and the soft glow from the lamps in the street beyond, there was a man standing watching her. For an instant she was frightened. Then, when she realised he could only have come from the party, since there was no other way in, she was merely annoyed.


‘Good evening, sir,’ she said coldly. ‘I apologise if I am interrupting you. I did not see you in the shadows.’


‘I didn’t greatly wish to be seen,’ he replied. His voice was very deep and a little slurred, and yet there was a music in it, a lilt even in those few words. ‘Then I should have to make polite, inane conversation,’ he added.


She was not in the mood to be polite, or inane. Her eyes were becoming accustomed to the half-light now and she could see him more clearly. He was of average height, which meant only an inch or two taller than she. It was hard to tell his age. His heavy hair was dense black, with not a touch of grey, even at the temples, but his face was ravaged by some inner wasting. His dark eyes were ringed with what looked like bruises, and his cheeks were blotched and sunken. His features were strong, his mouth generous, but already either disease or drink had marred him.


‘That is what parties are for,’ she said, still coolly. ‘Polite conversation. What were you expecting?’


‘Just one person who can see the stars,’ he replied, apparently not stung by her tone. ‘And you never know where you’ll find them.’


She recognised the music in his voice now. He was a Welshman, probably long left the valleys, but never quite forgotten them. Surprising herself, she answered him honestly.


‘No, you don’t, but more probably among those who are searching than those who would get a crick in their necks if they looked upwards.’ Then she wished she had not said it. It sounded more judgemental than she had intended.


He laughed. It was a sound of pure pleasure.


‘Well spoken, Mrs … never mind it doesn’t matter. You should have a better name than you probably do. I shall call you Olwen …’


She was about to object, then she realised that she liked the name better than her own.


She wanted to ask him why he had chosen it, and perhaps what it meant, but that would have betrayed far too much interest.


‘Indeed,’ she said quietly. ‘And what shall I call you?’


‘Dai Tregarron,’ he replied. ‘I would say “at your service”, but I do little of use. Poet, philosopher and deep drinker of life … and of a good deal of fine whisky, when I can find it. And I should add, a lover of beauty, whether it be music, sunset spilling its blood across the sky, or a beautiful woman. I am regarded as something of a blasphemer by society, and they enjoy the frisson of horror they indulge in when mentioning my name. I disagree, violently. To me the one true blasphemy is ingratitude, calling God’s great, rich world a thing of no value. It is of infinite value, so precious it breaks your heart, so fleeting that eternity is merely a beginning.’ His bold stare demanded she answer.


‘Wild words, Mr Tregarron,’ she said, without the disapproval she had intended.


‘I’m a wild man,’ he said with a grin. ‘Did you let them tame you, Olwen, put the fires out so you are never burned by them? Then you sit in the dark and the cold and wonder why you were born.’


‘You’re drunk,’ she said, trying to ignore the truth in his observation.


‘Surely I am,’ he replied. ‘Most of the time. Sober, I’m terrified. The world is too big, and I’m too small and too alone. Drunk I can see only what I choose to. Can’t walk a straight line – but what’s so good about straight lines? Nature abhors a straight line. Haven’t you noticed that?’


‘The horizon is a straight line, at sea,’ she answered, wondering why she was even bothering with this ridiculous conversation.


‘Ah!’ He held up his hand to stop her. ‘Olwen – Olwen – the world is round. Did they not tell you that? And there are flowers in the grass where you have passed, you’re just so busy looking ahead at your straight horizon that you didn’t see them.’


Now she had to escape while she could still find her way back. She wanted to think of some appropriate riposte but nothing came to her mind. She mumbled something about duty and turned away.


Inside, it was all exactly as she had left it: the laughter, the half-heard music, the glittering lights and the swirls of colours, all the faces she knew, and the others that were so alike she might as well have known them.


Almost at once Wallace found her. His expression was sharp with irritation.


‘Where have you been?’ he demanded. ‘I have some most important people for you to meet. I wish you would pay attention. We are not here simply for fun, Claudine.’


‘Just as well,’ she said quietly.


‘I beg your pardon?’ It was a demand that she repeat herself, if she dared.


‘I said that is just as well,’ she answered defiantly. ‘One should not go to a party simply for fun, especially at Christmas.’


‘Sarcasm is very unbecoming to a woman,’ he told her, taking her arm with an unnecessarily firm grip and leading her forward to meet the people he considered so important.


A long and joyless hour later, Claudine glanced towards the door to the terrace just in time to see Creighton Foxley stagger in. His handsome face was white and his clothes torn, dusty and stained with blood.


Claudine froze, wondering for an instant if she had taken more wine than she thought, and the tedium had affected her wits. Then she realised the buzz of talk was fading in the room. One by one everybody was turning to stare at Creighton.


One of the young women screamed.


Lambert Foxley made his way through the crowd towards his son. He was a lean and elegant man, a trifle austere-looking with his perfect, silver-winged hair.


‘Good God, Creighton, what the devil’s the matter with you?’ he said angrily. ‘You look as if you’ve been brawling. Are you drunk, sir?’ Then, before Creighton answered he realised the shock in the young man’s face, and that he was gasping for breath, keeping control of himself only with difficulty.


‘What’s happened?’ he said more gently. ‘Are you hurt?’


‘No!’ Creighton shook his head violently. ‘No … not … not much. But I think she’s dead …’


Lambert Foxley looked as if he had been struck. ‘What? What are you talking about? You are drunk!’ But it was a faint protest, made without conviction. He was beginning to understand at last that something terrible had happened.


Now Verena Foxley was fighting her way through the bystanders, her head high, her elegant face marred with fear. She looked first at her husband, then at her son.


‘Creighton! Oh my heaven! Are you injured? Lambert, call a doctor!’ She turned angrily towards Foxley.


‘He’s all right,’ he said sharply. ‘Someone else is hurt … a woman …’


Martin Crostwick emerged from the crowd. He was small, neat and seemingly in control of things.


‘Come now, Creighton, tell us who is hurt and where. Take a deep breath and tell us what happened, man!’


The words were given in a tone of command and, in spite of his father’s clear resentment, Creighton turned to Crostwick.


‘This woman,’ he began, his voice harsh with emotion. ‘I don’t know who she is or how she got in here, but she and that … oaf Tregarron were quarrelling over something. He struck her, and she fell back, then came forward at him, fists flying. He struck her again. We … we tried to stop him, but he was drunk out of his wits, and very strong. He was … completely beyond control. We tried to pull him off her, but I think … I think she’s dead.’
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