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To the Spirit of Christmas. Every last glass of it.




Prologue

‘There is nothing more magical than the glow of candlelight in the rosy cheeks of small children as they gather round the tree...’

Oh bollocks. How can candlelight glow in cheeks? Holly pressed delete, pulled her cardigan further around her goose-bumped arms and tried again.

‘Who cannot fail to be entranced by the fragrance of pine needles and the light that sparkles. . .?’ Holly faltered, sighed deeply, and drummed her fingers on her desk. Nope. Swivelling in her chair, she ran her fingers down the spines of a small pile of CDs on the shelf behind her, selected one from near the bottom and slipped it into the machine. Popping another mini mince pie into her mouth, she closed her eyes and let the agonisingly sweet sound that came through the headphones wash over her until she felt herself begin to glow with warmth and tingle with excitement.


Once in Royal David’s city. . . warbled the chorister and, opening her eyes and flexing her fingers with determined resolve, she began to tap the keyboard.

‘As the warm scent of cinnamon and pine needles fills the air this month, get ready for the joyous season with berry-red accessories, sparkling decorations. . .’ Oh, I like it, I like it. Holly began to type faster, ‘. . .and exquisite. . .exquisite?’ She paused.  What on earth could she think of that would be exquisite? She closed her eyes again.

... and his shelter was a stable . . .

‘. . . exquisitely wrapped presents under the tree. Here are the top-ten tips to see you to your best Christmas ever.’

‘Ah ha!’ Pulling out a flattened cardboard party hat from the bottom drawer of her desk, she squeezed it in an attempt to return it to somewhere near its original shape and plopped it onto her dark curly hair, pulling the elastic down under her chin. The muse had finally landed.

Half an hour later she was still over a hundred words short. What had she missed? She’d managed a ludicrously excessive list of ideas for things to do with ribbon from VV Rouleaux, several novel ideas for tasteful Christmas lights, and even a round-up of the best shop-bought mince pies. She glanced at her watch. Crikey, she’d have to crack on. What else would make Christmas delicious and perfect?

‘Hi, you look cute. How’s it going?’ Denise from the art department stuck her head around the partition. ‘Aren’t you on your way yet?’

Holly moaned. ‘God, I know, but I haven’t finished this yet and it was due this morning. Come on, Den. I need ideas. Christmas? Picture perfect?’

The young woman in the doorway leant again the partition and ran her finger over her lips in thought. ‘Oh, I don’t know. You’re the word woman. Novelty knickers? Actually I’d rather go as far away as possible. You know, some lovely cottage somewhere in the country. Log fires? Chestnuts roasting? All that crap.’

Holly looked at her carefully, a thought beginning to take shape in her mind. ‘I do believe you’ve done it! Just a couple more calls to make and I’m off!’

Denise shrugged and turned to go. ‘Glad to have helped. Have fun and see you afterwards.’

Holly absently waved to her as she continued to type, florid prose pouring from her fingertips, hyperbole increasing with every hackneyed adjective. She knew that the cottage she was describing for ‘that perfect Christmas’ - a rather neglected little place tucked away behind the church in the village where she had grown up - wasn’t quite as idyllic as she was suggesting, but frankly she’d run out of time. A quick search on Google for a chocolate-box cottage picture to go with the text, then ten minutes later she clicked on ‘save’, made a mental note for when she got back to tell her stepmother to turn down anyone trying to book the place, stood up, and gently eased off the hat from her head, pleased to be shot of the elastic chin strap, which was beginning to dig in and hurt.

Her feature on ‘Your Best Christmas Ever’ was going to be a triumph. Switching off her desk fan with theatrical finality, she picked up her bag, grabbed her sunglasses, and headed out of the glass doors at reception into the blistering August heat.




Chapter 1

September

It’s never too early to start planning for Christmas. If you prepare your ‘to-do’ lists well in advance, and take them with you everywhere you go, you’ll beat the rush and leave the competition standing!

 



‘Sorry, sorry. So sorry.’ Sweating slightly, Beth stepped from the heat of the September sunshine into the gloom of the village hall. The rest of the committee was already there, of course, on stacking chairs ranged round the splintery trestle table, papers fanned efficiently in front of them. The wooden floor felt slightly gritty under her sandals (probably due to badminton on Wednesday nights) as she made her way over to take the only chair left vacant.

‘Well, you’re here, that’s the main thing.’ Irene smiled briskly, formidable in her chairwomanship, with only a hint of disapproval. ‘And just in time for coffee.’

Right on cue, a clinking, over-laden tray nudged cautiously around the swing door from the kitchen, followed by the tiny, tweed-clad figure of Mrs Godfrey. Beth forced herself not to watch the old lady wobble slowly towards them, her snowy hair, as always, so tightly permed that it looked as if she had a cauliflower strapped to her head.

Just three months ago, at Beth’s very first VEG (Village Entertainments Group) meeting, she had instinctively leapt up to offer the minute octogenarian a helping hand - not a  mistake she would make again. Not after the ticking off she’d received. It didn’t seem to matter that half the coffee ended up in the saucers, or that the heavy-duty crockery, with its distinctive blue rim, was dwindling faster than dew on the village common on a midsummer morning. Mrs Godfrey had apparently been making teas and coffees for the committee since the late 1950s, and was not going to relinquish her role any time soon, thank you very much. She regarded Beth now with sulky suspicion - although according to Jacob that was the way she behaved towards anyone who had moved into Milton St David in the last forty years.

Once the tray was safely deposited on the table, Beth wrenched her full attention back to matters arising. The agenda was always more of a starting point than anything to be too strictly adhered to and this time, item three - the mooted Safari Supper - had provided a springboard for a debate about the merits of various TV chefs.

Beth knocked back the tepid brew from her half-empty cup, and glanced round the table. To her right, the Ancients - stalwart, creaky widows, for the most part, who inhabited some of the prettiest and most significant houses in the village. Immaculately coiffed at all times, they dressed in serviceable tweed winter and summer alike but, despite appearances, were the real powerhouses in the community, and because they had lived there for years, could provide precedents for almost every decision the committee ever came to - and inclined to revisionism that would make Stalin blush.

To Beth’s left, the incoming professional mummies - she’d dubbed them the Village Fates - a terrifying and highly competitive bunch. Glossily groomed and expensively highlighted, this lot had abandoned careers ‘outside the home’ and were now channelling all their considerable ability and energy into their domestic lives, their pretentiously named children and, their real goal, making the little village of Milton St David  desirable and chic, in an interior-decorating-magazine kind of way.

Not for the first time, Beth found herself positioned between the two factions, and leant back in her chair to make the most of it. Like Switzerland, she remained resolutely neutral. Neither side seemed to want to claim her and, so far, being the new girl on the block she had only been entrusted with washing-up and selling raffle tickets, despite Jacob’s gentle urging that she ‘get stuck in’ to village life. Although she was of an age with the Fates, the fact that she had a ‘proper job’ with a doctorate to boot, no children and no desire to listen to them drone on and on about nanny misery and the pros and cons of three-wheel buggies meant she had nothing in common with them. She was so busy preparing for the imminent arrival of a new year’s influx of students in college that time for ‘a quick tennis four and a bite of lunch’ was mercifully out of the question. Her marriage seven months ago to Jacob, moreover, meant that they bracketed her with the older set along with him. Didn’t they know sixty was the new forty?

The Fate that had befallen Beth today was Tamara Sinclair - all leggy and alluringly tousled. She turned to Beth, sniffing, looking rather like an Afghan hound. ‘Mmmm. Nice perfume. Very spicy.’

Beth felt herself flush. Rumbled! The aroma from the morning’s cookery orgy must be clinging to her clothes. ‘Er, yes,’ she improvised, ‘that’s it. Jo Malone. I absolutely adore it, don’t you? It’s the nutmeg and ginger fragrance.’ Tamara had a definite look of respect, and Beth turned away smiling. And a dash of suet thrown in, she laughed to herself.

‘Order!’ Irene tapped her cup with a spoon and looked down at the sheet in front of her with ill-concealed disdain. ‘Well, that’s the, er, Safari Supper taken care of. We’ve never done anything like it before, of course, but it might just work. We’ll see, shall we? If we put a little mention in the newsletter,  perhaps you can write that, Alison, to explain exactly what’s involved? Personally, I think it’s better to stay with the tried and tested. Our whist drives are always very popular.’

The Fates sat back, exchanging amused glances but triumphant that their idea had been accepted, albeit slightly railroaded by the Ancients. Irene cleared her throat and plunged on. ‘And now what about the Mistletoe Meet? I think it should be resurrected after four years’ absence. How about you?’

Silence.

Irene gazed round the room but all eyes were averted. Beth looked around. Now this was interesting. Normally the Ancients and the Fates were jockeying for position to seize control of functions.

‘It used to be such fun and it would be good to have something to bring the village together at Christmas again. Who’s willing to take the plunge?’ Her eyes swept the group, who studiously avoided them. ‘Beth, perhaps you’d like to take on the mantle this year?’ There were some suppressed gasps around the room from the Ancients, but Irene’s voice was warm and coaxing. ‘It would be just the thing for you. Help you get to know people. And you’d have plenty of assistants. Wouldn’t she, everyone?’ Vehement nods and smiles all round. ‘So I’ll put you down for that, then. I’ll just run through the details with you later. I think we’ve got the lists from previous years. I’ll look them out so you can get cracking.’

Hang on - this was beginning to sound serious. What the hell were they talking about? ‘Sorry, what are we talking about here? I mean, mistletoe - it’s got to be something at Christmas, right?’

Irene used a tone of voice that she probably reserved for the feeble-minded. ‘It’s a village tradition, dear, which has slightly fallen by the wayside. But perhaps Jacob wouldn’t mention it under the circumstances. It’s on Christmas Eve. It’s always on  Christmas Eve. Has been for the last hundred and forty-odd years. I know it sounds like a hunting thing - gosh, awfully non-PC these days - but the reason it’s called that is lost in the past. It’s just a lovely party and a chance for everyone to get together. One of our proudest village traditions and it’s always a wonderful occasion - isn’t it, ladies?’

This was sounding a bit too much like coercion, and it wasn’t as if Beth didn’t have enough to do. Christmas was, without doubt, a hectic time of year at work. The entire History of Art department would be frantically marking, interviewing and advising and she would barely have time to get Jacob a present let alone organise anything like a party. ‘Well, perhaps I could lend a hand. But I don’t know really. It’s a terribly busy time for me at the university...’

Irene smiled pityingly. ‘It’s a busy time of year for all of us, dear, and you working wives must find it hard to fit everything in, but we thought it might help you settle in to the village.’

Beth faltered. God what a fuss they were making. Honestly, organising a Christmas party couldn’t be rocket science, could it? Drinks, a few sausage rolls, party hats. It couldn’t be harder than a do for her college tutees. It might even be fun - and wouldn’t Jacob be incredulous? He’d teased her unmercifully about the bottle of warm Chardonnay and bowl of peanuts she’d thrown together for their friends when they’d announced their engagement, saying clearly her talents lay in Renaissance art and she’d better not give up her day job. What would he make of this? Oh go on, it would be a laugh. She was aware of every eye on her. ‘Mmm, maybe.’

‘Oh, but everyone would help - wouldn’t you, ladies?’

Vigorous, even frantic nodding again.

‘Oh all right them. If I must.’

She was vaguely aware of a warm feeling sweeping through the room.

‘Right, well that’s that decided.’ Irene crossed something off  her list. ‘I’ll pop by later on today with the details, Beth. Thank you very much. I’m sure you’ll make a fine job of it.’

Beth looked sceptical. ‘Well, I wouldn’t bet on it . . .’

But the committee were off nattering again, although this time they seemed to be in perfect accord: ‘You can never start too early for Christmas,’ Mrs Godfrey muttered darkly, and the Ancients and Fates together nodded their heads sagely in agreement. Beth lapsed into silence the better to overhear the new stereo of conversations on the subject of the festivities. ‘. . . goose fat’s the only thing . . .’, ‘. . . thought we’d try guinea fowl for a change . . .’, ‘. . . sprouts are no good any more, with no frost in December . . .’. Goody. Tips. Beth covertly made a couple of scribbled notes on her pad.

‘Now, about Burns Night . . .’

The rest of the meeting passed in a blur for Beth. So much for Jacob’s assertion that she’d have to be patient and wait for people to get used to her after they married. It looked as if she’d be Madame Chair by next week. She glanced at her watch - he said he’d be home early that afternoon. Maybe they could take the dogs out together before getting back to her desk and her symposium notes - that way she wouldn’t have to handle them herself - and she could tell him all about it. As the meeting came to a close, Beth, keen to get away, was buttonholed by Stephanie Jackman, eager to bore on about her little Inigo (and her tribulations with finding just the right nursery for him). Extricating herself and hoping she’d made the right noises, Beth made for the door, not before bestowing on Mrs Godfrey her most genuine smile - and was curiously touched when the old lady squeezed her arm in such a warm way. She strode out of the hall and, safely out of earshot, murmured, ‘Milton St David - I’ve arrived!’

As she walked up the drive, five brisk minutes later, Beth’s steps slowed. Jacob’s car wasn’t there and she could hear the dogs barking and hurling themselves at the kitchen door from  here. Oh God! She’d have to take them out - there was no putting it off. If she waited until Jacob arrived, they’d probably have eaten her alive. When they heard her put her key in the door, they would go completely crazy and that would be it. Maybe she could hide for a few minutes in the garden. Beth tiptoed along the path that ran by the side of the house, crouching as she passed the kitchen window, so they wouldn’t see her. She was almost there when her mobile rang and the dogs went into a redoubled frenzy at the noise.

‘Hello?’

‘Bloody hell, Beth. I thought hunting was illegal - sounds as if you’re in the middle of a pack of blood hounds.’

‘Oh don’t, Sal!’ Beth made her way down the garden, blocking her free ear in an effort to hear over the howling. ‘It’s the demon doggies - just the usual two, but they make like a crowd. I managed to escape earlier, although I had to bribe them with doggy chocs to get them in from the garden - Jacob doesn’t understand why they’re getting so fat - and I ended up late for my meeting and all covered in dog hair.’

‘I thought that was compulsory attire in Mingbury St Bollocks,’ said Sal sarcastically. ‘Anyway, what meeting? Term hasn’t started yet, has it?’

‘Er, no. It was a sort of a “village get things done” kind of meeting.’ Beth could almost hear Sally’s eyes light up and pulled a face in anticipation of her next question.

‘What, you mean a pressure group or a political thing?’

Sitting down heavily on the wooden swing under the apple tree Jacob had made years ago for his daughter, Beth had a nasty feeling her old friend wasn’t going to let this go, and she tried to change the subject. ‘Nothing really, just a local thing. So what are you up to?’ she hastened. ‘How are rehearsals? Is that Camden High Street I hear in the background?’

A peal of gloating laughter from the other end of the phone. ‘You’ve done it, haven’t you? You’ve gone and joined the WI.  Well, your old gentleman will be pleased. They’ll teach you to make Victoria sponge and apple pie. You’ll be a proper wifey before you know it...’

‘You’re just jealous! It was actually a meeting about local issues,’ Beth exaggerated, suddenly embarrassed about letting down the townie sisterhood. ‘A kind of action group with a bit of welfare on the side, you know, rural bus services and so on. Anyway, there’s this traditional village do on Christmas Eve, and it’s been going on for hundreds of years - bit of a get-together for the locals - and I volunteered to organise it this year. And what are you doing for Christmas, my hard-bitten urban-decayed old mate, while we rosy-cheeked bumpkins are frolicking at the Mistletoe Meet? Want to join us for a bit of country Christmas? All feet up in front of the fire and chilling? It’ll be a blast.’

For once Sally sounded impressed, for a while at least. ‘Ooh, that sounds rather nice actually. Rather picturesque and wholesome. I’d be there like a shot, but sadly I’m doing panto in Bolton and when I’m not I’ll be snuggling up with my bloke. I can just see you as Lady Bountiful, handing out alms to the peasants while your doting, doddery old hubby looks on proudly—’

‘Oh bog off ! You just wish it was you.’ Beth laughed. ‘He’ll be home soon to ravish me - again - I expect. With age comes experience, so I can’t waste my time talking to you. I’ll have to go and wrestle with the hounds of hell before I slip into my négligé. Wish me luck!’

The sound of baying was almost deafening when Beth swung open the front door and picked up the fresh wave of Christmas catalogues, all still addressed to her predecessor. She paused only to drop them and her bag in the hallway beneath Jacob’s hanging jackets in various shades of mottled green and brown. The fragrance of the ginger and nutmeg that Tamara had noticed at the meeting permeated the air. She hadn’t had  time to clear away her cooking properly before going out, but she’d have to now, before Jacob came home. How to tackle it?

She sidled towards the kitchen. ‘Good boys,’ she could hear the quaver in her voice, and picked up the leads. ‘Walkies.’ She flattened herself against the wall and reached out to flick open the door. This must be how the SAS feel on a raid. Flash and Jig-Jag stormed past, a torrent of black fur and wildly thrashing tails, and she hurled herself into the kitchen and slammed the door behind her before they had time to realise she’d trapped them in the hall. At least they were out of the way for a bit.

In the larder, covered in clingfilm, sat three large ceramic bowls, her morning’s work, each containing a subtly different mix of Christmas mincemeat. Compare and contrast. One contained unblanched almonds and fresh orange zest. Another glacé cherries in with the dried fruit. The third was, as far as Beth could surmise, more adventurous with chopped walnuts and finely minced dates. In fact, since she’d started collecting mincemeat recipes she’d realised that, really, you could go on for ever. But Beth, acutely aware she was a virgin to this Christmas-planning thing, had decided to approach the challenge of the festivities in a way she could understand: as if it was an academic thesis, and she was determined to go on experimenting until she found the very best.

Even by the standards of any of the published guides to running a successful Christmas, Beth realised she was starting a bit early. But the Christmas cards were in the supermarkets already and, for someone who’d always stayed with friends since her mother died, a mere fifteen weeks to C-Day didn’t feel like a very long time. She ladled the mixes into the jars she’d sterilised, slapped little paper discs on top, folded more clingfilm over the top of each, then stashed them in a corner and arranged packets of cereal as camouflage. She wasn’t sure she wanted Jacob’s teasing about her over-zealousness when he  found them. There - she’d sample them baked into pies in a week or so. Once she’d got the hang of pastry.

In the hallway, the dogs were whining with renewed urgency. Urgh! Suppose they needed a wee! Beth opened a window in the kitchen to let the spicy air out and sidled back into the hallway, where the dogs surged back at her, breathing wet canine approval and anticipation all over her linen skirt.

After a few tentative gestures, she managed to slip their leads on and grabbed the keys before they had a chance to haul her out of the front door. Damn! She’d forgotten the whistle again - although she never remembered which sequence of peeps meant what. Her shoulder yanking in its socket, she tried to keep up with them, belatedly realising she hadn’t changed her shoes either. These lovely little beaded sandals were not the thing for racing through the long meadow grass down by the river.

Down the lane past the old church the dogs dragged her. The meadow, which ran alongside the pretty little river, was about the only place in the village that Beth could let them roam free and burn off their energy. Now, once she was out of sight of any houses, she gave up even pretending she was in charge of the dogs. But already there, thigh deep in the long sweet grass, was the last person Beth wanted to see in her present predicament. Jenny Williams looked in her element, her six dogs racing off obediently to retrieve the tennis balls and dummies she threw for them in long, elegant, accurate arcs. Any infraction on the part of her dogs earnt an instant slap or an alarming growl. It was perfectly clear who was top dog here. Flash and Jig-Jag gave voice as soon as they saw their pals and Jenny glanced round - too late for Beth to make an escape.

Jenny was very much of Jacob’s vintage. That would have been fine, except that it also meant that she had been a contemporary of Becca’s. And Jacob’s first wife still cast a long shadow in these parts. Quite an achievement for someone who  had been dead and buried in the churchyard for the last four years.

A brief, not unfriendly nod from Jenny, then back to her dogs - first things first. Beth’s lack of control loomed even larger by comparison. To let her two off the lead or not? Would they ever come back? Could she face the humiliation if they didn’t?

Jenny was characteristically direct. ‘Well, are you going to let them off or aren’t you?’

Beth decided to come clean. Although she barely knew Jenny, she was predisposed to like her, formidable though she was, for two reasons. The first: because she was the only woman in the village as tall as Beth. The second: because she was the only person in the whole village never to have called her Becca, either by mistake or by design. ‘Yes, I think so, but I forgot my whistle. I’m not sure if I dare risk it.’

Jenny tutted. ‘Wouldn’t make much difference if you had it. You have to know what you’re doing, y’know.’

Ouch! ‘Is it that obvious?’

A sideways glance. Was that the hint of a smile on Jenny’s fine aristocratic face? ‘Yes, perfectly. But the dogs have to know too. And those two are thoroughly spoilt and ill-disciplined. They need some good basic training. You too probably.’

Yes, it definitely was a smile. Beth was encouraged. ‘Do you think we could ever learn?’

Jenny whistled her dogs in and gathered up her clobber, then coolly assessed Beth. ‘Certainly. Provided you don’t mind putting in some hours.’

Silence. Did she dare to ask? ‘Well, would you . . .?’

‘Of course I would. I’d be delighted, in fact. But you’ll have to fit in with me.’

Beth was nodding fervently. Jenny went on. ‘Right. You could start by wearing some jeans and a pair of waterproof shoes or boots. And wear a jacket with pockets. I’ll be free  tomorrow. A bit earlier, please.’ She passed through the gate ahead of the dogs, surging round her long legs then opened the boot of her muddy Volvo, which was a signal for the dogs to sit quietly and wait for their names to be called before they leapt neatly in, one by one. ‘Bring your whistle next time too.’

With a casual wave, Jenny pulled away, leaving Beth quietly delighted and getting horribly tangled up in the leads while the dogs sniffed happily around. To her delight, Jacob’s car was parked outside when the dogs dragged her home. They hastened in through the front door to see him.

He must have arrived soon after she’d left because he’d had time to make a cup of tea for himself, but as usual he’d forgotten to take it upstairs and it was stone cold already, abandoned by a stack of papers on the kitchen table. There was a bunch of flowers beside them. He hadn’t put them in water so she quickly dumped them in the sink and turned on the cold tap. She scrutinised - lilies. At least she hadn’t had to train him out of chrysanths and pinks - that had all been taken care of under the previous regime. The dogs rushed upstairs while she made him another cup and she could hear his delighted voice as he greeted them and asked them, in turn, about their day. At the top of the stairs, she paused in the gloom and watched through the door of his study, delaying the pleasure of the moment when he would spot her and come striding out. He was crouching by the door, his hair dishevelled and his glasses swinging on a cord round his neck as he fondled Jig-Jag’s silky black ears. The collar of his striped shirt was awry, and Beth felt a wave of almost protective tenderness sweep over her.

‘Fresh tea, darling?’

He glanced up happily, eyes creasing at the corners, then sprang to his feet and covered the corridor in just a few long-legged paces. ‘Sweetheart!’ He took the steaming mug from her hands and placed it on the small table then folded her into his arms and held her close. Beth allowed herself to be  engulfed - there weren’t many men who could make her feel protected but, tall as she was, Jacob still topped her by half a head. She’d been able to bring her high heels out of storage once he’d appeared on the scene - not that she’d had much use for them since moving out to Milton after their marriage only seven months ago now. Milton didn’t do high heels. It was all Tods and Le Chameau.

Whatever had distracted Jacob from his tea was completely put aside now, his attention solely on her with the intensity that had so fascinated her from the start, and he urged her downstairs so they could exchange news. Sitting down at the table, he pulled her onto his lap and nibbled at her neck just where it was most sensitive and expected her to concentrate as he reported, between kisses, the latest from his department, Modern History, where the faculty was also bracing itself for the new intake of students. She looked at his long sinewy hands, still tanned from their delayed honeymoon in Italy, as he stroked her thigh. She could feel herself becoming aroused. Thank goodness she had already exercised the dogs.

Half an hour later she was lying in his arms on the bed, their bodies bathed in the afternoon sunshine, satiated and relaxed. ‘Now come on,’ he urged, stroking the side of her breast with his hand, ‘I want to know about your day.’

She rolled towards him and hooked one of her legs over his. ‘Panning out quite well so far thanks.’

He laughed and patted her bottom. ‘Now what’s the latest from the trenches of the VEG? Were rock buns thrown? Have the young upstarts overthrown the oligarchy?’

It was so typical of Jacob to remember that she had a meeting that day. She fixed him with a teasing look, keen to impart her news from the front. ‘I have made progress! My onslaught on the established hierarchy of Milton continues unopposed. And today I definitely got the vote of confidence when Irene almost begged me to take on the Mistletoe Meet. How about  that, Jay? She said it would be a good way of getting to—’

But Jacob was not reacting as he should. Beth had been anticipating gasps of admiration but, instead, he pulled away from her, a frown creasing his forehead. ‘Is everything all right, darling?’ she said, unsure of what was going on here. ‘You look a bit gobsmacked.’

‘Er, no, no.’ He shook his head, though the frown hadn’t quite disappeared. ‘I’m sure you’ll do it beautifully. It’s just - well, I wouldn’t have thought it was quite your thing, a party for the village worthies. It’s an awful lot of bother at a busy time of year. I’m sure Irene would understand if you changed your mind.’

Beth felt affronted. Was this a slight on her organisational skills? She was about to retort, but paused for a moment and bit her tongue. He’d have to eat his words when he realised her skill with pineapple chunks on cocktail sticks. She pretended to reflect on his suggestion, then - ever so delicately - changed the subject.

The rest of the day was spent poring over her notes for the new term’s lectures. She was already making inroads into Uccello and the Birth of Perspective but she’d need to get to the library to check something out. Jacob came out of his study at about six and after pouring himself and her a glass of Merlot, took the phone into the sitting room to make his weekly fatherly calls to Noel and Holly.

Beth discreetly left him to it and started preparing the roast chicken. Becoming a stepmother of adults meant she didn’t have to get too involved, but secretly she had to confess that the way in which Jacob spoke to Holly drove her mad. The girl was petulant and spoilt at the best of times, but listening to her father’s efforts to placate her as she milked the Daddy’s-girl act was enough to turn Beth’s stomach.

Over supper he filled her in on their news - Noel was in love, and Holly in debt, despite her ‘marvellous new job on a  top magazine’ - and later she joined him in bed where he was reading, glasses perched on the end of his high-bridged nose. ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you,’ she said as she tucked her feet under his legs to warm them, ‘Jenny Williams invited me out to exercise the dogs with her tomorrow. With any luck she can show me what to do with that flaming whistle.’

Jacob closed his book and reached out to pull her close so she could nestle in against his square shoulder. ‘Jenny! I haven’t seen her for ages. She’s one of a kind, she really is. An amazing woman. I didn’t realise you knew her so well.’

‘I don’t really.’ Beth played with the edge of the navy cotton quilt cover. ‘I see her out with the dogs of course, just to say hello to. But she’s so nice and straightforward. What you see is what you get. And she clearly knows what she’s doing . . .’ She chatted on about the dogs’ recalcitrant behaviour for a while. ‘Oh they were embarrassing!’ She paused. Dare she ask? ‘Did, er, did Jenny get on well with Becca?’

There was silence, interrupted only by Jacob’s gentle breathing as he slept. Beth smiled. Perhaps it was better he hadn’t heard her ask.

Next morning, after Jacob had left for the faculty, Beth was ready for action. In jeans, walking boots and an old T-shirt, and the whistle hanging round her neck, she was just about to attach the dogs’ leads when the phone rang. The barking was interrupted only by excited whining and she strained to hear what the caller wanted.

‘Hello? Sorry, you’re calling about what?. . . The cottage? Oh really? To rent? How odd. I didn’t think it was in a fit state.’ She hadn’t the time to argue the point now. ‘Oh, OK then. Hang on, I’ll get a pen.’ She rooted around on the hall stand. ‘I’ll have to contact the owner and she’s away a lot of the time. When did you want it? Christmas? Well, yes, you can never get started too early, can you? I’ll just take your details and someone will get back to you . . . And you are?’




Chapter 2

Same day and only 100 shopping days to go

Don’t feel tied by tradition! A change of venue at Christmas time can be refreshing for everyone.

 



‘Carol. C-A-R-O-L. Could you ask the owner to call me?’ Carol gave out her number. ‘That would be great. I’ll look forward to getting the booking form.’ Keen now to finish the conversation with the nice-sounding woman at the other end of the phone, Carol started to sift through the papers in front of her, happy that she had completed at least one of her assigned tasks for the day. She needed to get on. She was already late getting to her desk this morning and the hordes would be descending any minute. She hadn’t even had time to fire up her emails.

‘Great. I’ll wait to hear from you. Bye.’ Result. That was Christmas ticked off in her head.

As she put down the phone, she could see her assistant’s pixyish face peeking in through the glass panel in her office door. No chance of picking your nose or adjusting your thong with that peephole there, as anyone who passed seemed to make it their business to peer in. Carol had flirted briefly with the idea of covering it up with a little sample of Osborne & Little fabric that a PR had sent in - very tasteful of course - and which was now piled up on the sofa in the corner with lots of other equally tasteful little samples. But that might make it look as though she was doing something covert behind it, and she couldn’t be seen to be doing that - not when, only weeks before, having taken the editor’s job to steer this particularly  adrift ship back on course, she’d had a welcome meeting with the staff on the theme of the open-door policy.

‘Drop in any time - your input and ideas are invaluable,’ she’d heard herself chirp merrily to a sea of distinctly judge-mental faces in front of her. ‘We must all pull together. It’s not my magazine, it’s ours.’

Though now, as she indicated for Jemima to come in, and began to cast an eye over the pile of post, she couldn’t escape the feeling that it was entirely her ship. She was admiral, captain and first mate too, so low was morale around the office and so pitiful the lack of inspiration. In the two months since she’d been hauled in at very short notice (OK, charmed away) from the very safe and successful Style magazine, she’d already had six staff hand in their resignation. It wasn’t surprising as the number of pages continued to decrease in direct relation to the drop in circulation, and, as Jemima stood now in front of her desk, Carol prayed once again that she wasn’t going to do the same. This cool, gamine girl with unfeasibly narrow hips, and dressed today in a floral fifties-style skirt and tight black cardigan, was not only super-efficient for one so young but also frighteningly bright. And she would no doubt be hungry to work on some glossier, sexier and infinitely more successful title.

‘You look pretty, Jemima,’ Carol said encouragingly. ‘Anything urgent before the meeting?’

‘L’Oreal want to know if you can make the conditioner launch.’

‘Can you persuade Beatrice to do that one? I reckon I could do conditioners as my specialist subject on Mastermind.’ She smiled weakly to be met with a blank appraisal through dark, narrow Prada specs. ‘Anything else?’

‘I’ve pencilled in the focus meeting for the fifteenth here on the fourteenth floor, and booked the room provisionally, you’ve the DIY Homes Christmas press event at twelve and Ian has  requested a meeting with you at five.’ She snapped shut her book.

Bugger, thought Carol. Bugger because she’d forgotten the press launch. Double bugger because a meeting with Ian would mean she wouldn’t get away early and triple bugger, it would inevitably mean having to account for her performance so far, when she really had very little to say.

She sighed. ‘Tell everyone to give me ten minutes, then we’ll start the staff meeting.’ She turned to her computer to download her messages, dismissing Jemima with her back. The girl’s superior manner was beginning to bug her.

Oh crikey. Would she have time to get her head around everything before five? Ian Cameron had a reputation for being the toughest of the company’s publishing directors: utterly ruthless ambition and determination veiled in an utterly charming, public-school demeanour and expensive double-breasted suit. Amazing what you could disguise if you said it in that plummy, apologetic way posh men have, thought Carol as she watched the emails cascade onto her screen. When he’d called her into his office on the sixteenth floor back in July, he’d delivered the charm in spadefuls, telling her how she really was the only woman for the job, and how sorry he was that he’d had to pull her away from the amazing work she was doing on Style, but that Woman’s Monthly needed her skills and she was really the  only safe pair of hands.

Of course, Carol had found out as soon as anyone had that  Woman’s Monthly’s previous editor had been fired unceremoniously one Friday lunchtime only a few weeks earlier. Bad news seemed to travel through the air con in this tower block. She also knew that Woman’s Monthly had been for a good while the lame duck in the group compared to the golden goose that was Style. Well, it was a wonder really that any magazine could survive with a name that sounded like a coy euphemism for periods, but in its heyday, before the onset of up-market  lifestyle magazines for women over thirty and proud of it, it had had a loyal and large following of well-heeled women seeking sensible advice about fashion, home improvements and recipes, with the odd feature thrown in. And not a multiple orgasm in sight. The majority of readers took it on subscription - not an impulse buy - but, reflected Carol, how times have changed. Only days before she’d left Style, she’d spent two hours trying to secure a notoriously difficult but achingly beautiful actress to grace the front cover of the November issue because she’d heard Vogue had scooped a Hollywood darling. Reader loyalty? Oh life had been so much simpler then.

Ten minutes to the second it seemed there was a light tap on the door and Jemima Pixie-face stuck her head around it again.

‘Ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be. Bring it on!’

Behind Jemima, notepad clenched to her infinitesimal breasts, followed the motley staff of Women’s Monthly. First was Melanie, breezing through the door with the air of someone who has tolerated, survived and seen off many occupants of the editor’s chair. Fashion editor supreme, it seemed she had held her position like a sinecure since Mrs Beeton had had a recipe column. A familiar face at press events and launches, she surrounded herself with the coterie of her fashion department like a royal entourage, hogging young and enthusiastic assistants to herself until they had the courage to disentangle themselves from her didactic grasp.

God, thought Carol, watching Melanie seat herself centre stage in front of her desk, arranging her wide-cut and impeccable linen trousers, she must be the only fashion editor in London who doesn’t wear jeans. There’s no hope of progress with her around. But what choice did Carol have? She wasn’t going to attract the fashion editor of Tatler with sod-all page budget and a readership that would be causing a parish magazine to lose sleep.

The others trickled in behind Melanie; editors and sub-editors, assistants and work-experience girls - an array of younger faces all in strappy tops and jeans in the warmth of the September morning. They took up their positions around the office, some perched on tables, others leaning up against the crammed bookshelf, confident perhaps that the meeting wouldn’t take long. Carol busied herself with her emails for a second as they settled, aware that they were watching her, and tried to look businesslike as she tapped out an enthusiastic reply to her old mate, Kate, who’d asked her to meet her for a drink after work next week. That, she reckoned, would be something to look forward to. She pasted on her brightest smile and turned to her audience.

‘Hi, everyone, hope you’ve all had a restful weekend and are feeling full of enthusiasm.’ Their expressions said nothing. ‘Couple of things first—’ The door opened suddenly and in slipped one of the sub-editors, a waif-like girl with shoulder-length curly hair caught up in a clip and such an air of ‘sod you’ attitude in her stubborn chin that Carol didn’t know whether to be cowed or amused by her audacity. She tried to scour her memory for the girl’s name - Holly. That was it. Yes, she remembered now it was some Christmassy name like hers (God bless her mother). Carol watched her settle herself against the wall by the door and continue chewing her gum without a murmur of apology for her lateness.

They all looked back at Carol expectantly.

‘Right, now we are all here, a couple of things first. I thought the last issue looked great,’ she looked down at the paper in front of her to cover her lie, ‘and it’s really standing out on the news-stands - especially with the free hairbrush. I’m sure it will sell like hot cakes. Hope you all agree. ’ She didn’t wait for assent or otherwise, and moved swiftly on.

‘So, the Christmas and New Year issues.’ She felt brisk and in control now, glad she’d worn the pale blue linen suit.  It was a strategic choice that always paid off when she had to look scarier than she felt. ‘How’re things coming along? Beauty?’ She homed in on the expectant face of Beatrice, new to the job of beauty editor in a meteoric rise to the top that had nothing to do with the fact that no one else wanted the job.

‘Er . . .’ Beatrice looked down at her pad. ‘We’ve got some lovely shots for the “Your Party Eyes” feature. I think they’ve turned out very well. . .considering.’ She cast a sidelong look at Melanie, who picked an imaginary thread from her trousers and smoothed them down.

‘Quite.’ Carol had heard from Jemima that there had been a contretemps between the two of them at the photoshoot and she felt quite sympathetic towards the plump beauty editor. ‘It made much more sense to combine the two shoots. Great way of keeping down costs. What have you got lined up for the Jan issue?’

‘Your Party Lips?’ Beatrice’s face was hopeful. Melanie’s mocking.

‘Mmmm. That should be great and perhaps we can do something else too? Let’s talk later. Moving on. Emma - features. How’s the celebrity interview shaping up?’ And on it went, a tour around each department head and each up-date less and less inspiring. The ‘My Struggle with Depression’ interview with an erstwhile soap star was hardly going to have the punters fighting over the latest issue, now was it? And ‘Top Ten Best Artificial Trees’ made Carol want to suppress a sob of despair. She turned hopefully to the food editor, a much older woman than all the rest with fair hair cut into a sensible bob and a face creased from years of smoking. Felicity Long was a veteran of the magazine business and Carol was hopeful that she would come up with something a little more exciting.

‘I thought we’d do low-calorie canapés in minutes,’ Felicity explained in her gravelly voice, pushing her half-moons up her  nose. ‘You know how fattening party nibbles can be - plus Your Ten Day Countdown. The readers always love that one - we do it every year. You know, when to peel the sprouts or stuff the bird, with perhaps a panel of time-saving tips. Do you think they’ll like that?’ She smiled her very open, innocent smile, as if all this was new to her. But even Carol’s mother had a Felicity Long cookbook from the 1970s. This woman had probably been stuffing turkeys and giving foolproof tips on perfect mince-pie pastry since Jesus’s first birthday party.

Carol sighed. Nothing original at all. Perhaps there was nothing new to say about Christmas anyway. ‘And you, Holly? How’s Your Best Christmas Ever feature going? I liked your first draft.’

The girl who’d come in late looked up from her fingernails on which she’d been doodling with her pen. ‘Uh? Oh sorry. Yeah. Well, I’ve got some pictures in and Brigitta,’ indicating the art director in case Carol wasn’t sure, ‘says we can do the rest with graphics.’

Carol didn’t doubt it. Their German art director, resplendent in bicycle shorts, floral smocked top and pigtails, was so in love with her graphics that the actual text in most features seemed to disappear altogether, squeezed out by what she called ‘ennovatif unt exciting design’.

‘We’ll see how it looks, shall we?’ she said cautiously then turned back to the room in general, taking in the slumped shoulders, the fidgeting and the distant expressions. Time to move on in.

‘I’d like to make a few changes.’ She could feel a stirring as people shifted anxiously. She waded on. ‘Something’s missing and,’ she held up her hand, ‘don’t get me wrong, I know I said the last issue looked fine, but we really have a bit of a mountain to climb here.’ She watched as some of them cast their eyes down to the floor, or whispered to each other, raising their eyebrows. ‘I really think we could beef things up a bit.  Georgie,’ she turned to the managing editor, ‘found anything we can put on the cover as a freebie?’

Georgie looked flustered. ‘Well, I’m holding out for a teabag.’ There were suppressed snorts from around her.

‘A teabag?’ Carol enquired slowly.

‘Well yes. Green tea. Very restorative for the morning after the night before. I thought that might be great for Christmas-time. You know . . .’

‘Mmm.’ Carol rubbed her temples, wishing she’d brought in a bottle of mineral water. ‘I think we need something a little more irresistible.’

‘A bauble?’ Holly’s voice came out quietly into the silence.

‘Sorry?’

‘You know, a decoration.’ She glanced around the room, poutingly but suddenly a bit unsure now she was in the limelight. ‘There are some really pretty ones - angels and stuff - and they’re dead cheap to buy I expect.’

‘Holly, great idea,’ Carol enthused. At last! Some inspiration. ‘Georgie, can you look into that? Something tasteful but a bit modern and fun? Now, sex.’

The snorts from around the room were louder this time. ‘We don’t really cover that sort of thing,’ said Emma, the features editor, nervously. ‘We generally cover more practical stuff - homes, things to make, practical hints and tips.’

‘Exactly.’ Carol slammed her hand down on the desk. ‘That’s what people need hints and tips on. Emma, let’s do something in the New Year issue about making your man happy this Christmas. The magazine comes out early December so that will be perfect timing. Can you call in some how-to sex guides? See if we can get an expert to give us some pearls of wisdom.’ She watched the girl making notes frantically on her pad. ‘And what about some sex toys?’

This time she had the whole room’s rapt attention. Even Melanie had forgotten to purse her mouth. ‘Yep - this will be  the article to leave out for your man to see. Let’s call it What’s Going To Ring His Bells This Christmas? You know the kind of stuff: knickers to get him going. The best vibrators you’ll want in your stocking - our three top choices. And we’d better test them - I’ll be wanting volunteers! Get to it!’ A few moments later and the meeting disbanded, everyone chatting animatedly to each other as they left the room. Carol turned back to her emails, a small smile on her face.

Jemima stuck her head around the door. ‘Your mum’s on the line again. Shall I put her through?’

Carol grimaced and nodded. ‘Hi, Mum. Everything OK?’

‘Now why shouldn’t it be?’ Despite living in Croydon all her adult life, Mary Macgorrigan still hadn’t shaken off County Donegal. ‘That wee son of yours was a bit snuffly about going in this mornin’, but I promised him we’d bake shortbread when he got home. And that nice chappy rang again about delivering the tumble drier. I told him four thirty was pointless cos I’d be taking Tim to violin then so he’s going to work a bit later and come when we’ve got home.’

‘I bet you charmed the pants off him, Mum!’ Carol scanned a page proof that Sheena, chief sub-editor, had slipped under her nose.

‘Now less of that sort of dirt, my girl!’

‘Sheena, that pull-out quote.’ Carol put her hand over the receiver. ‘ I thought we’d settled on the other one? Sorry, Mum, what’s dirty?’

‘I can hear you’re busy, dear. I’ll leave you to it. Only I’m meeting Adele this evening for our little get-together. What time will you be getting in, love?’

‘Hang on, Sheena. Oh God, Mum, I’ve got a meeting I forgot all about. It’s with the big cheese. Top gorgonzola.’ She could hear the sigh down the line. ‘I’m sure it won’t take long. Would you mind awfully just holding on until I get back? You can take Adele to supper at that new gastropub - my treat?’

‘Now, if it’s not one thing it’s another. You’ll have to check your diary a bit more often, won’t you? Just don’t be too late.’ There was a pause. ‘And come back safely.’

[image: 001]

Holly pretended to yawn and leant back in her swivel chair to check that the coast was clear. Open-plan offices may be ideal for generating team spirit - she shuddered at the thought - but they were a sod when you wanted to conduct a little private business. At least Sheena was out somewhere or other. God only knew where. The prissy chief sub had, of course, explained exactly where in tiresome detail before lunch, but Holly had done her usual thing, just nodding occasionally with her head on one side, while thinking about something else completely. Frowning slightly was a good technique too, and tapping a pencil against the teeth really worked. But not all at once. You had to kind of alternate them, or it looked like you were taking the piss.
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