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  To John, always my first reader

      




  One




  




  The tall young woman jumped back and put her thumb to her mouth to stanch the bright spurt of scarlet blood. When she took

         her thumb away the puncture mark was clearly visible in the reddened flesh and had begun to throb. She glared resentfully

         at the cause of the damage. Affixed with sticky tape to the front door of the cottage was a large, garish plastic holly wreath.

         The leaves were lime green and daubed with white paint and silver glitter. The wreath had luminous puce plastic berries protruding

         on bits of wire, one of which had been driven into her thumb, and it was topped with a bird of unrecorded species inadequately

         disguised as a robin, with all the charm of a carrion crow. A banner across the centre of the wreath read: ‘Merrie Xmas’.

      




  She made a second and more cautious attempt to remove the seasonal decoration. She was not against Christmas goodwill but

         this thing went beyond the bounds of acceptability by any yardstick. She could not imagine who had put it there. The cottage

         had been empty for some weeks, awaiting her arrival. She leaned the wreath against her suitcase on the path beside her and

         felt in her pocket for the key and turned it in the lock, pushing against the door as she did so. It swung inwards and there

         was a soft shuffling sound as it caught against papers lying on the hall floor. She squeezed through, carrying suitcase and

         holly wreath, and found herself in someone else’s home which would be, for the next year at least, hers.

      




  The unretrieved morning mail littered the carpet. She picked it up and riffled through it. Three circulars, a free newspaper, a letter for the Russells, owners of Rose Cottage,

         which she would have to send on and one large white envelope addressed to ‘Miss Meredith Mitchell, Rose Cottage, Pook’s Common

         near Bamford’ and postmarked ‘Oxford’.

      




  ‘That’s me!’ she said aloud, her voice echoing in the empty hall and turned the envelope this way and that, wondering who

         knew she was expected here. She had just finished a stint as British consul in Yugoslavia and had received what all Foreign

         Service personnel know must come eventually: a home posting. It was not surprising. She had been abroad for a number of years.

         But it meant a new kind of life altogether. Now it would be her turn to struggle into London with other commuters every morning

         and spend a desk-bound day there before fighting her way home again at night. Her turn also to find suitable accommodation

         which she could afford.

      




  But here she had been lucky. The Russells, to the female half of which pairing she was related, were currently in Dubai where

         Peter had taken up a medical post. They were happy to let her have their home at a peppercorn rent and, although it would

         mean getting up at six sharp every morning to get into Bamford where there was a mainline station, she could – just about

         – commute from here. If she lived modestly, she had calculated grimly, she would be able to afford the price of a British

         Rail season ticket.

      




  If the availability, comfort and cheapness of Rose Cottage had been the chief reasons for her decision to take up the Russells’

         offer, she had to admit that secretly the name ‘Pook’s Common’ had exerted its own lure. ‘Pook’ appeared in other place names

         up and down the country and was, she assumed, the same as ‘Puck’ as in ‘puckish’ and of course, as the character in Shakespeare.

         She had looked it up in a dictionary and found that the word existed also as ‘pooka’ and that it meant a hobgoblin which generally appeared or was depicted as a horse. The chance to live for a while in a spot haunted

         by the spirit of a magical horse wasn’t to be turned down lightly.

      




  Certainly Pook’s Common, even today, had a slightly wayward and unreal air to it. It was one of those strange places with

         no obvious raison d’être, hardly worthy of bearing individual names since they contained so few buildings. Obviously of ancient origin, it had somehow

         survived into the twentieth century without either being abandoned and going under the plough or being absorbed by larger

         communities nearby. It lay on the B road between the village of Westerfield and the market town of Bamford. She had even driven

         through it several times on her previous visit to the area when she had stayed at Westerfield, and scarcely realised it was

         there. On the B road itself, Pook’s Common consisted of a signpost, a row of six pre-war council houses and a garage. The

         garage buildings were surprisingly smart and declared themselves on a brightly painted hoarding as ‘J. Fenniwick. Repairs.

         Estimates. Exhausts. Tyres. Taxis.’ The last presumably came into use when all attempts at repairs failed or the estimates

         priced them too high.

      




  But this was a false Pook’s Common, an offshoot. ‘Real’ Pook’s Common lurked down a side turning, a narrow single-track lane,

         ill-maintained (probably with the connivance of the inhabitants to discourage casual visitors), and lined on either side by

         hedgerows. When you reached it, it consisted of a smattering of cottages built of solid stone. They were all well kept up

         and had neat, tidy gardens. Little to see in these at this time of year but in spring purple and mauve aubretia would cascade

         down over the drystone walls which bordered the road, orange marigolds would sprout, self-set, all over the place, delphiniums

         would raise royal blue spikes of blossom, wisteria and clematis would burst into flower and the rose bushes come into bud.

      




  Significantly, unlike true cottagers’ gardens, none of these showed any sign of vegetable beds. No last abandoned cabbage

         stalks rotted on the ground. In spring no upturned, holed bucket would force a crown of rhubarb and in summer no runner bean

         frames would stand like Indian tepees in an alien land. In addition, one or two of the cottages and gardens were more than

         a little ‘twee’. One had a palpably false wishing well in its front lawn, another an old hand-turned mangle, painted bright

         blue and standing sadly out-of-place by the front porch. Pook’s Common had survived at a price. The price was to have become

         in part a resort of ‘second homes’ belonging to people lawfully engaged all week in town who came out here at weekends or

         during holiday breaks. To be fair, the Russells had lived here all year round before departing for Dubai. But that was because

         Peter Russell, a doctor, had worked out of the medical centre in Bamford and commuted there from Rose Cottage every day. Meredith

         would strike out even further and go up to London. It would be, she realised ruefully, a tiring business. Most people’s work

         meant they had to live somewhere a good deal handier and less isolated.

      




  The result of this was that for much of the time Pook’s Common must be pretty well abandoned, a ghost hamlet. Perhaps the

         pookas returned, when the humans departed in their Volvos and BMWs, and pranced round the false wishing well on their tiny

         hooves and tried in vain to curdle the UHT milk in sealed waxed packets.

      




  Meredith made her way down the narrow hall and opened a door at the far end. It led into the kitchen, immaculately tidy and

         basking in pale winter sunshine. It still had its original stone-flagged floor which struck cold through the soles of her

         shoes. On the scrubbed pine table, propped against a potted plant, was a note. It said, ‘I have put some food in the fridge to tide you over. M. Brissett.’ The plant was a kalanchoe and probing it with

         a finger Meredith found the compost to be bone dry and the fleshy leaves rubbery. She carried it to the sink, turned on the

         tap with an effort, filled the dish in which the pot sat and put it on the windowsill in the light. The action gave her a

         glow of virtue as if she had done someone a good turn.

      




  She next turned her attention to the fridge. It contained a vacuum pack of streaky bacon rashers, half a dozen eggs, butter

         and a jar of home-made marmalade. She opened the freezer compartment and discovered a sliced loaf which she took out and put

         to thaw on the table. Further investigation turned up a motley collection of tins and bottles in the larder probably left

         behind by the Russells and including, she was thankful to see, a jar of instant coffee and a tin of evaporated milk. Meredith

         filled the kettle at a recalcitrant tap and while it heated went in search of the gas-fired boiler which controlled the central

         heating. It was in a cubbyhole under the spiral staircase together with hand-written instructions for its use. An air vent

         had been punched in the outside wall beside it and a cold draught streamed through. No wonder the cottage was like an icebox.

         After bumping her head painfully on the stairtreads above and barking her shins on the newel post against which the boiler

         was wedged on the other side, she managed to light it. By now the kettle summoned her with a shrill shriek and she scuttled

         back, unhooked a mug from a wooden rack and made her coffee. Now at long last she was able to sit down, still well muffled

         in her anorak, and open the letter addressed to her.

      




  It turned out to be a rather pretty card with a picture of fuchsias on the front. Inside was written ‘Welcome back! Alan’.

         She should have deduced what it would be. Sherlock Holmes would have worked out the likely contents in five seconds flat from

         a mere glance at the envelope, plus a complete description of Alan Markby himself. All post in the area went through the sorting office at Oxford

         and the Russells must have told him they had let the cottage to her. An image of Alan formed itself in Meredith’s head. She

         pictured him buying the card, his tall thin figure stooped suspiciously over a rack in some shop, picking through for one

         which appealed to him. That would be one with flowers or plants on it but not one of those fanciful concoctions with a vague

         impression of a floral group in unlikely pastel shades. No, this card reflected the man who had bought it. It was specific,

         a highly professional photograph, and on the inner side of the cover in tiny print was the name of the particular strain of

         fuchsia depicted. It was called Dollar Princess. Meredith allowed herself a moment’s wild speculation as to whether some kind

         of compliment was intended, then smiled wryly at her foolishness. Dollar Princess! She couldn’t think of a more unlikely description

         of herself. She realised belatedly she had been smiling fondly at the card so frowned severely and dropped it back on the

         table.

      




  Warming her chilled fingers on the hot coffee mug, she told herself that it was to be expected, now she’d returned to this

         part of the world, that she and Alan would run into one another again. The prospect filled her with mixed feelings. Their

         previous connection had been semi-official. He was a chief inspector, CID, at Bamford station and they had met through a murder

         case. A violent death in which one had been closely involved wasn’t something easily forgotten and even just thinking about

         it, Meredith felt a sharpening of her senses and a slight prickling of the hair on the nape of her neck. She also felt the

         dull ache in her heart of recalled personal loss. Yet all this had formed the cement in her previous relationship with Alan,

         the reason for meeting, the reason for a certain kind of closeness, for asking any number of personal questions, for frank exchange of views. For, in fact, becoming pretty well acquainted. But without the underlying excuse of a murder

         enquiry, any relationship this time would be based on a blunt acceptance of mutual attraction. That was not something she

         was prepared to think about. If she must meet Alan, it would be nice if there were some excuse for it. She realised, to her

         dismay, she was therefore implicitly hoping for another crime. She shuddered – she’d had her fair share of trouble. And one

         murder in a lifetime was enough. That was not an experience to be repeated.

      




  She dismissed her thoughts of murder but allowed her mind to continue to run on Alan as she sipped her coffee. It was still

         too hot and burned the end of her tongue. She blamed the undeniable slight hopping of her heart on this. It couldn’t, she

         told herself sternly, be the idea of Alan that did it! But she had liked him, liked him a great deal more than she had let

         him see. He’d been showing signs of being far too keen and, in the circumstances, following on the horrifying sequence of

         events surrounding the deaths at Westerfield, it really hadn’t been the moment to contemplate romance. She had let him down

         tactfully, or so she hoped. She had told herself at the time that this was because she didn’t wish to hurt his feelings. If

         she were to be honest, it was also because she hadn’t really wanted to drive him away for ever.

      




  All these inconsistencies in her own reactions annoyed her. She was supposed to be good at handling problems; though other

         people’s problems always seemed easier to settle than her own. She’d left her last post as consul with the congratulations

         of all ringing pleasantly in her ears after several years hard and efficient work. Even the Foreign Office had been very nice

         about her achievements. But they hadn’t, for all that, given her the kind of posting she’d wanted! They’d assigned her a desk

         in London, a fate worse than death in her book. What a stupid expression, she immediately thought. She’d just been reflecting on an episode of violent, ugly death and it wasn’t easy to suppose something

         worse.

      




  But the FO might have shown its gratitude by offering her some task other than a dreary trek up to London and back every weekday.

         It wasn’t because she hadn’t done well, they’d assured her. They had even heard about her last emergency, a case involving

         a visiting British tourist, a local girl and a jealous boyfriend.

      




  It had all taken place a couple of weeks before the end of her tour and led to her going out in a blaze of glory. Normally

         she was happy to let yobbos fend for themselves. Unfortunately this one had been aged barely seventeen, technically under-age,

         and she’d felt obliged to help him out. She’d first persuaded the Croatian police to waive their resolve to lock him in the

         cells. She’d promised he would pay compensation to the girl’s battered boyfriend and to the bar where the fracas had taken

         place for broken furniture. That had meant organising the arrival of the said money from England from her protégé’s long-suffering

         mother. Toby Smythe, the vice consul, had been all for letting him be locked up, pointing out gloomily that she was making

         herself responsible for someone totally unreliable. Meredith stuck to her guns. She collected her boy from the hospital which

         had taped up his broken nose, and even persuaded the grumbling Toby to give him a bed overnight on the floor of his flat.

         The next morning she had personally escorted the errant youth to the airport. He had not shown himself particularly grateful

         for any of her efforts on his behalf as he’d shambled along beside her. His natural intelligibility worsened by his broken

         nose, he had indistinctly articulated a desire for the revenge of which he felt he was being robbed while shouting abuse at

         other travellers.

      




  Meredith, clinging to the consul’s dictum of ‘my countryman right or wrong’ steered him firmly into the café area with a view to buying him some breakfast which might at least stop the flow of profanities. But there they had been

         cornered by relatives of the aggrieved boyfriend who, it afterwards turned out, had tracked them from the hospital. Her initial

         reaction had been dismay especially when lagerman beside her, overjoyed at finding himself back in a familiar situation, had

         immediately seized an abandoned beerglass. It had been a very hairy moment. Meredith found herself standing between two brawny

         six foot bauxite miners from the Banat and her gleeful British subject, brandishing his glass cheerfully.

      




  It certainly was the moment for some nimble footwork and wits. Meredith dived into the middle of the group, thanking her lucky

         stars she spoke a basic Serbo-Croat and was five foot ten herself. She pressed English cigarettes she kept handy for emergencies

         into the massive paws of the miners, detached her boy from his beerglass, delivered herself of a pithy speech and manoeuvred

         him, as he protested at being rescued, through the gates of the departure lounge. There, safe, he had gestured graphically

         at the two miners beyond the glass partition. He hugged Meredith and informed her she was ‘all right’ and clumped his way

         off, a noticeable cordon sanitaire of clear space creating itself between him and fellow-passengers. She had taken comfort

         in the thought that he wouldn’t be allowed back in, especially as the two miners were still in the main hall watching suspiciously

         and had been joined by a pair of hefty airport policemen summoned by the woman in the cafeteria. Meredith took refuge in a

         time-honoured process for mending fences. She bought them all a drink. They bought her a drink. They bought one another drinks.

         By the time she left, slightly unsteadily, they had all been on the best of terms.

      




  Bolstered by the memory of this success, Meredith turned her attention back to Alan’s card which now appeared merely a gesture

         of friendship, like lagerman’s hug. Yes, kind of Alan and thoughtful but really nothing more. For a brief moment Meredith toyed with the possibility

         that he might also have fixed the abominable plastic holly wreath on the door. But she knew he would never be guilty of such

         a crass lapse of taste. She took another look at her martyred thumb. It had stopped throbbing but it was sore and still red

         and angry. She wouldn’t be surprised if she developed verdigris poisoning from that wire. An inauspicious beginning to Christmas.

         Perhaps the creature on the holly wreath was a bird of ill omen.

      




  As if prompted by the idea, Meredith was suddenly transfixed by a new sound. It was so quiet here that any noise struck the

         ear like a thunderclap. But this was a distinct, sinister crunch of slow heavy footsteps purposefully approaching the back

         door. She tensed, and a trickle of nerves ran down her spine. She had been so certain Pook’s Common was deserted. And if it

         was – apart from whoever was approaching her door – she was in all the more vulnerable a position. She jumped to her feet

         and, taking a leaf from lagerman’s book, grabbed a meat mallet from a row of kitchen utensils hanging on the wall.

      




  A chesty wheeze was audible, followed by a scrabbling. Then a key was inserted noisily in the lock. Meredith felt a small

         wave of relief wash over her and put down the meat hammer. She still didn’t know who the visitor was, but the caller had a

         key and presumably therefore some bona fide reason for entry.

      




  The door opened with a rattle and revealed a stocky female form. Meredith forced back an impulse to giggle, largely at her

         own foolishness, and at the contrast between the figure standing before her, and the one she had constructed in her panicked

         imagination. The visitor advanced, ample contours encased in a beige quilted raincoat. A knitted green bobble cap perched

         atop her tight grey curls and a pair of suede winter boots with zips protected her feet.

      




  ‘’Ullo,’ she said agreeably. ‘I thought you’d turned up. Mrs Russell, she wrote me you was coming this week. Get here before

         Christmas, she said, and that you’d want me coming in to clean for you like I done for her.’ She was nodding emphatically

         as she spoke, in constant agreement with herself, and the bobble pom-pom rolled back and forth, loose on its wool moorings.

         ‘I seen the car when I come out of Miss Needham’s, the lady what’s opposite,’ she added in final explanation.

      




  ‘Mrs Brissett?’ asked Meredith.




  ‘That’s right, dear. And you’re Miss Mitchell. I put some things in the fridge. Did you find ’em? Oh yes, so you did, there’s

         the bread. You’ll have to go into Bamford if you want to stock up with a bit more because we haven’t got no shop round here.

         Tomorrow being Friday Bamford will be fair crowded, what with Christmas almost on us an all. The money people spend on Christmas!

         Mind you, it’s nice to see all the pretty things, that’s what I think.’

      




  A small puzzle solved itself. ‘Was it you who, who so kindly put a Christmas decoration on the front door?’




  ‘Oh, you seen it then?’ said Mrs Brissett, relieved. ‘I thought someone had pinched it. As I say, I like to see things Christmassy

         and, knowing you was coming from abroad, I thought it would be nice. I don’t know if they does things like that abroad. I

         don’t like to think of Dr and Mrs Russell out there in the desert and not a Christmas tree for miles, just camels and such.

         Where’s it gorn?’

      




  ‘It fell down,’ lied Meredith. ‘I don’t think the sticky tape was strong enough. I’ll put it back when I find a tack, or perhaps

         I ought not to knock nails in Dr Russell’s door. I am only renting, after all.’

      




  ‘Pity it fell down,’ said Mrs Brissett regretfully. ‘I got it off a stall in the market last week, ever so cheap. Better fix

         it up indoors somewhere. I’ll bring some more things. I got loads at home, paper chains and a nice big Chinese lantern and up in my loft there’s a big plastic Father Christmas stands oh, two feet high, sort of holding

         his tummy and laughing. I could bring it over and put it in your front window.’

      




  ‘I really shouldn’t like to deprive you, Mrs Brissett!’ said Meredith hastily.




  ‘It’s no trouble. Make this place look cheery, especially you being on your own. Spending Christmas alone, are you?’




  ‘Probably. I don’t mind, really.’




  ‘I shouldn’t like it. Got my grandchildren coming over.’




  ‘I must settle with you for the food in the fridge,’ said Meredith, putting a stop to a conversation which threatened to end

         with an open invitation to drop in at the Brissetts over the Christmas period. She reached out her hand to her shoulderbag

         lying on the table.

      




  ‘No need now, dear. I’ll be in tomorrow. I clean here on Tuesday and Friday and I clean at Miss Needham’s on Monday and Thursday.

         I just thought I’d pop in and see if you’d got the heating going.’

      




  ‘Yes, thanks.’ It seemed she had at least one neighbour, then: the Miss Needham who shared Mrs Brissett’s services.




  ‘It don’t take long to warm through,’ pursued Mrs Brissett. These old walls is near on two foot thick and keep in the heat

         wonderful. And there’s a gas fire in the living room besides. Put that on, I should. Oh, and I made up a bed but I should

         stick a hot water bottle in that, if I was you.’

      




  ‘Thank you,’ said Meredith again, breaking firmly into the stream of instructions.




  ‘All right then,’ Mrs Brissett prepared to leave at last. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. Half past eight I come along and generally

         go at twelvish. Got me own key, as you see.’

      




  ‘Fine, thanks. I’m on leave – holiday – until after Christmas so I shall be here, although tomorrow I’ll probably go into Bamford and stock up with provisions.’

      




  ‘Go early,’ advised Mrs Brissett. ‘If you wants to park your car. Market day, remember!’ She departed, closing the door noisily

         behind her. A regular, slowly fading squeak, indicated she had cycled here, it would seem likely from Westerfield.

      




  Meredith sighed deeply in relief. But Mrs Brissett was right in one thing and the cottage was already noticeably warmer. Meredith

         unzipped her anorak and set out to inspect the rest of it. Downstairs there was only the living room, besides the kitchen,

         and a tiny cloakroom. She climbed the spiral stair and found herself on a minute landing. Bathroom, very cramped, to her right

         and two bedrooms corresponding to the two rooms below. Mrs Brissett had kindly made up the bed in the larger room above the

         living room. It contained a double bed, obviously the Russells’ own. Meredith wrinkled her nose in doubt at the thought of

         sleeping in someone’s marital couch. She walked across to it and sat down on the edge. It was a pretty room with roof beams

         and a funny little dormer window. A late Victorian wash basin and ewer, just for show, stood on a stand in one corner. A clothes

         closet had been built in under the eaves. Meredith spread her hand over the flower-sprigged duvet.

      




  She was glad that Peter had been able to build a new life for himself. But she understood the still newlywed Russells quitting

         Pook’s Common for Dubai as they had. Sometimes, to start anew, you have to go away and begin among strangers.

      




  Meredith was pleased for the Russells. They needed one another, lent one another support. But what suited them wouldn’t necessarily

         suit her. She was used to being alone, fending for herself. She didn’t need a permanent relationship.

      




  But, she thought ruefully, there were undeniable attractions in a temporary one. The bed looked extremely comfortable and she found herself thinking about Alan Markby again and wondering whether to phone to let him know

         she had arrived and thank him for the card. Christmas was a time for being with friends, not alone. After all, she reasoned

         obstinately, temporary didn’t have to become permanent and Alan was not the sort of thick-skulled egotist who imagined the

         slightest sign of friendship on the part of a woman signalled a burning passion. If she was going to be some time in Pook’s

         Common, she needed to set about creating a social life for herself. To do that she’d have to build on the slender foundations

         laid down in her previous visit, and she’d have to look towards Bamford. In Pook’s Common itself there didn’t appear to be

         much going on.

      




  ‘This place,’ she observed aloud, ‘is dead.’




  Her return had been the subject of some conversation elsewhere, that previous Sunday afternoon.




  ‘You can’t spend Christmas on your own, Alan!’ said his sister reproachfully. ‘Christmas is a family time.’




  ‘You don’t say,’ Alan Markby said bleakly. His gaze moved towards a newspaper-covered heap on the sofa which represented his

         brother-in-law. The newspaper rose and fell gently and regularly. Markby returned his gaze to his sister, curled up in her

         armchair with feet tucked beneath her, and smiled. Laura wore a bright scarlet sweater and black cord pants and her long blonde

         hair hung curling on her shoulders. She was short-sighted and large spectacles perched on her nose but only made her look

         endearing.

      




  ‘You look less like a legal-eagle,’ he said, ‘than an owl.’




  ‘I am more family-minded than business-minded just at the moment, I have to confess. There’s always so much to do at Christmas.’

         There was a snort from beneath the newspapers. Laura contemplated her sleeping spouse. ‘You are coming to us for Christmas

         Day at least, aren’t you Alan? You cannot, really cannot, spend it all on your own talking to plants. Paul’s cooking the meal

         so it will be good. He’s got a recipe for some sort of chestnut stuffing for the turkey and he’s spent ages decorating the

         cake.’

      




  Markby looked doubtful. ‘Well, you know, Laura, some of my colleagues are married men with families so it seems only fair

         to let them have Christmas Day and work myself. Morton and his wife have got a new baby. As I understand it, the baby has

         something called “six months’ colic” and his wife is suffering post-natal depression but I dare say he’d like Christmas at

         home even so—’




  ‘You don’t have to go in – so long as they have your telephone number and can reach you. You’re a senior CID man, not Mr Plod.

         You don’t propose to sit on the desk and take details of lost kittens? Of course you don’t. Unless someone robs a bank or

         murders their lover, you’re superfluous.’

      




  ‘What makes you think violent crime doesn’t take place at Christmas, Laura? It’s one of the busiest times of the year as regards

         violence in the family circle. How many clients come to you wanting a divorce in the New Year saying that Christmas was the

         last straw?’

      




  She was not to be put off. ‘I expect you here midmorning on Christmas Day. A place will be set for you. The children are counting

         on your being here.’

      




  Markby shuffled about in his chair. ‘To tell you the truth, Laura – now don’t go making more of this than it means – but I’ve

         a friend who will be staying near Bamford and I rather thought—’




  Behind her outsize glasses, his sister’s eyes gleamed as if she had just spotted a loophole in a contract. ‘Meredith Mitchell!

         You kept saying you didn’t know whether she was coming or not, you lying dog. You’ve fixed up to spend Christmas with her!’

      




  ‘No I haven’t. I think she’ll be here. I was going to ring – no! She’s not due until the end of the week!’ This last came out as a shout because Laura’s eyes had turned to the telephone and her mouth opened. From beneath the newspaper

         came a gurgle and the top sheet twitched. ‘I feel,’ Markby went on quickly, ‘I ought to see what Meredith is doing over Christmas.

         She doesn’t have any family here and she might be alone and so I thought I ought—’

      




  ‘Absolutely no problem, Alan. You can bring her here.’




  ‘Here . . .?’ His heart sank and he stared at his sister dolefully.




  ‘For goodness sake! It can’t be that bad! Paul is a professional cookery writer and his food is guaranteed to be edible which

         is more than can be said of mine. A family Christmas, she’ll love it.’

      




  ‘It’s just that I – she might have other plans.’




  ‘How? No, bring her here. I insist.’




  He stared at her miserably. ‘I hardly know how to ask her, Laura. She’s really only a – a slight acquaintance. I ought not

         to have called her a friend, to be honest. It’s a long time since we saw one another last and a lot of water’s flowed under

         the bridge in between. She might think it a bit pushy of me. She might not want to come and not know how to refuse.’ He paused.

         ‘It would put her and me, frankly, on the spot a bit. Perhaps she doesn’t want to see too much of me. Why on earth should

         she? Actually asking a person to join a family party . . . it might look as if I were trying to stake a claim of some sort. Which

         I’m not!’ he concluded hastily.

      




  His sister’s reply was crisp. ‘Honestly, Alan, I never knew anyone make so much fuss over nothing! You’re being inconsistent.

         It’s a simple invitation. You said yourself you think you ought to see if she’s fixed up for Christmas. If she isn’t and she’d

         like to be, she’ll be delighted at being asked. If she really doesn’t want to see you, she’ll refuse. I’m sure,’ said Laura

         tartly, ‘she’s perfectly capable of speaking her mind!’

      




  ‘Yes,’ he said in a depressed voice.

      




  The newspaper heaved and rustled again, this time more vigorously. Paul’s head appeared, bleary-eyed. ‘Wassatime? Football

         . . . telly . . . cuppa tea . . .’

      




  ‘You’ll enjoy a family Christmas,’ said Laura in final judgement. She pressed the remote control and the television screen

         flickered. ‘We’ll all watch The Wizard of Oz together and play games. We’ll have charades, Matthew and Emma are big enough to join in this year. We’ll light a real fire

         and bake chestnuts on the fender, provided you and Paul go out in the yard and saw up plenty of logs. It will be such fun.’

      




  The telephone rang for Meredith the evening of her arrival as she was washing up after her bacon and egg supper. The sound

         of his voice at the other end was not unexpected but she took time to compose her voice before replying.

      




  ‘Yes, yes, I did have a good trip, thanks . . . well, I am a bit tired. It was a long drive.’




  His voice at the other end was cautious. He was asking if she would like to come out for a meal the following evening. He

         was asking in that careless way which was meant to indicate that it wouldn’t matter if she couldn’t make it, but couldn’t

         disguise that he hoped she would.

      




  His evident nervousness increased her own self-possession. She was back in charge of the situation, where she was used to

         being. ‘A pub?’ she said cheerfully. ‘No, I don’t mind eating in a pub. You’ll pick me up at seven? Yes, I’m looking forward

         to seeing you, too. Oh, and Alan!’ She pulled back the receiver she was about to put down. ‘Thanks for the card.’

      




  The receiver clicked softly back into its cradle. Meredith beamed into middle distance and congratulated herself. That hadn’t

         been difficult, had it? She’d been friendly, casual, hadn’t gushed, twittered or giggled. He was a mature man and wanted a

         correspondingly mature relationship. Ditto herself. Her brow crinkled. She sounded like an ad in the personal columns of a magazine. Who really

         wanted mature relationships anyway? She did, she told herself again firmly.

      




  She pushed herself resolutely away from the telephone console and went back into the living room. Dimly lit by the gas fire

         and one lamp, its chintz cheerfulness in the mellow glow from the fire looked warm and comfortable like a nest. Whatever went

         on outside, one could feel safe in here.

      




  The noise of a car engine leaping into life fell on her ear. With idle curiosity Meredith went to the window and tweaked the

         curtain aside to peer out. Across the road stood a cottage very like this one. Its front door stood open letting out a stream

         of yellow light which outlined the dark silhouette of a woman standing in the porch. She was waving goodbye to a visitor about

         to drive away in a large car. It looked like a Granada. The car roared off into the night, headlights sweeping the lane ahead.

         The woman turned back into the cottage and closed the door. Darkness fell over the road outside, almost total darkness which

         made Meredith realise for the first time how little in the way of street lighting existed in Pook’s Common. In this stretch

         of lane there was just one faint glimmer from a lamp-post at the corner. As for the woman’s appearance, of that she had made

         out little, just a tall, athletic figure. She thought, ‘Miss Needham’ and was a little surprised. For some reason – quite

         illogical – she had imagined Miss Needham to be an elderly spinster of genteel appearance and retiring habit, not someone

         much younger and in the receipt of visits by drivers of large cars. But perhaps Miss Needham was thinking the same about her,

         she thought wryly.

      




  Meredith turned from the window, switched out the fire, checked the front and back doors and went up to bed, falling effortlessly

         asleep in the wide double bed.

      




  Across the road, the light went out in Miss Needham’s dormer windows, too.

      




  In the Brissetts’ council house Mrs Brissett awoke and dug her spouse in the ribs. ‘Don’t you forget to go up in the loft

         and bring them decorations down for Miss Mitchell, Fred.’

      




  Laura Danby lay awake and wondered whether, if there would be an extra guest at Christmas, she ought to order a larger turkey.




  Alan Markby, several miles away in Bamford, rolled over in his own over-large double bed. He wondered whether, when he went

         to collect Meredith tomorrow and take her out as arranged, he would find she had changed, or she would think he had, and what

         on earth they would find to talk about. And how he would broach the invitation issued to her by Laura. And what she would

         say. He fell asleep, torn between all these worries and the simple glow of pleasure which arose from the thought that he was

         going to see her at all.

      




  Two




  




  Bamford on a Friday morning before Christmas was everything Mrs Brissett had warned it would be. Meredith counted herself

         lucky to catch a space in the car park behind the supermarket as some other shopper pulled out. A glance through the plate

         glass doors of the supermarket itself sent her heart plummeting to her boots. A solid struggling mass of shoppers pushing

         unwieldy trolleys stacked high with goods, dragging along wailing children, bad-tempered, hot and tired, milled about in a

         frenzy.

      




  Meredith turned her back on it. She’d go there last, when she had done all her other errands. With luck, the press might have

         thinned out. She walked down to the open market itself. But here the crowd was almost as bad. Stalls brandished stacks of

         holly and decorations of the kind beloved of Mrs Brissett. Unwholesome pink and yellow candies were sold from trays. Cut-price

         toys in boxes and cellophane wrapping spilled out of cardboard boxes. Vegetables seemed to have reached a record price. Meredith

         bought two pounds of satsumas and retired defeated. But she couldn’t live on satsumas and the last of the bacon rashers until

         after Christmas. She pushed her way down the High Street, swinging her shopping bag against the legs of others and being clobbered

         in return. A young woman ran a pushchair into the back of her legs painfully and, when Meredith turned round, treated her

         to a furious glare which clearly said she had no business to be in the way. The High Street was bedecked with strings of coloured light bulbs and skeletal Christmas trees which would spring to life at dusk. Christmas carols blared tinnily from

         a loudspeaker system overhead and from every shop window, or so it seemed, the public was reminded that only four more shopping

         days remained until Christmas.

      




  Meredith came to a halt by the florists and stared mistrustfully into the window. It was likely, more than likely, that Alan

         Markby might buy her some kind of Christmas present. He might even hand it over tonight when he called to take her out for

         a meal. It would be embarrassing to be given a gift if one hadn’t bought one in return. Buying aftershave or deodorant seemed

         much too intimate. A plant, however? He was a very keen gardener. Meredith pushed open the door and went in.

      




  Inside resembled an untidy greenhouse. In anticipation of bumper Christmas sales, new stock had been crowded on to every available

         surface and spilled across the floor. The atmosphere was damp and suggested decay. There was a smell of wet peat compost and

         commercial plantfoods. A young woman in a pink overall emerged from the back, looking harassed.

      




  ‘I want a potted plant,’ Meredith explained. ‘Something which blooms at Christmas. Perhaps something a bit unusual?’ Her eye

         fell on a group of poinsettias. They seemed a bit obvious with their red leaves.

      




  ‘How much do you want to pay?’ asked the girl in practical tones.




  ‘I don’t know. How much are they?’




  Some of them, it turned out, were very expensive. In fact, most of them were. She came out with a Christmas cactus.




  As she forced her way back along the pavement, laden with shopping bag and plant wrapped in paper, Meredith suddenly realised

         she was being hailed.

      




  ‘Excuse me!’ called a voice determinedly. ‘Have you got a minute?’ A tall spindly youth in a grubby ex-army greatcoat, blue jeans and a woolly hat, pushed his way in front of her. He was unshaven, not particularly well washed

         and appeared severely undernourished, but the voice was educated. ‘Would you like to sign our petition?’ he demanded aggressively.

      




  She saw now that he held a clipboard. ‘What’s it about?’ she asked with suspicion.




  ‘To ban hunting on council-owned land.’ He held out the clipboard impatiently as if she quibbled over a minor detail.




  The crowd swirled round them and she found herself struggling to make sense of what he said. ‘Hunting what?’




  ‘Foxes. Or anything else. But foxes mostly. Because of the local hunt.’




  ‘I didn’t know they had one.’ Someone cannoned into her shoulder and she nearly dropped the cactus. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘I haven’t

         got a hand free and I don’t know what it’s about . . .’

      




  ‘The Bamford Hunt,’ he said truculently. ‘All you’ve got to do is sign here!’ He pushed the clipboard at her. It had a stub

         of pencil attached to it by a string and the paper list was grubby, most signatures illegible. ‘If we can keep them off council

         land it will make it nearly impossible for them. They’re wrong, bloodsports are wrong. It’s immoral. Everyone ought to be

         up in arms about it.’ He thrust his whiskery countenance impatiently at her. Clearly he felt time wasted explaining his cause

         was time lost gathering signatures.

      




  ‘I don’t know anything about the Bamford Hunt,’ Meredith said, suddenly finding him unattractive and pushy, his manner hectoring,

         and disliking both the way he assumed she would agree with him and the arrogance he displayed in failing to give any reason

         why she should do as he asked.

      




  ‘Here, take a pamphlet!’ He shoved one at her, ill-printed. ‘Sign the petition, every signature helps. It’s wrong. Fox-hunting

         is wrong.’

      




  ‘You may be right or not,’ she said crossly. ‘I’ve never thought about it. And I certainly don’t mean to sign anything before

         I have. So I won’t if you don’t mind. I’ll read your pamphlet,’ she added in a spirit of Christmas goodwill.

      




  ‘Don’t you care about wildlife?’ he demanded furiously. ‘Don’t you care how barbaric it is? Don’t you think animals matter?

         You ought to. You should. Everyone ought to sign!’ He fixed her with a glittering eye. In it judgement was writ large. Nothing

         now would have induced Meredith to sign his petition, whatever it had been for. She didn’t like him. It was as simple as that.

      




  ‘Yes, I like animals but I don’t like being told what to think before I’ve had a chance to make up my own mind!’ Meredith

         thrust her way unceremoniously past him.

      




  He scowled at her and then lurched away to trap some other person with his clipboard and pamphlets. As luck would have it,

         a strapping young woman was coming towards them. She had a head of flowing auburn hair and carried herself in a self-possessed

         manner touching on the arrogant. She wore no makeup but had classic features, a straight nose, full lips and fine eyes. She

         wore a well-used wax jacket over tight breeches and riding top boots. In jargon she would have understood, she was a thoroughbred.

         Bloodstock with sire and dam in the Form Book.

      




  ‘He wouldn’t . . .’ thought Meredith dismayed at his temerity. ‘He couldn’t . . .’




  But he did. The anti-bloodsports campaigner threw himself in the Amazon’s path, brandishing his clipboard. Meredith could

         not hear what was being said but she could more or less guess at it. The stable yard fraternity is seldom short of the picturesque

         word. The auburn-haired equestrienne delivered herself of a pithy speech, gave the young man, now scarlet beneath his whiskers,

         no chance to reply, put out a hand and thrust him physically aside with such force that he staggered back and bounced off the door of Woolworth’s behind him, and strode

         on.

      




  ‘I could have told you that would happen,’ said Meredith unsympathetically to him.




  He gave her a dirty look and then threw an even dirtier one after the young woman. ‘Toffy-nosed bitch!’ he said. Then added

         in a mumble as if to himself, ‘Just wait . . . just wait till you try it on Boxing Day. . ..’ He shambled off.

      




  As for Meredith, she forgot about him once she had ventured at last into the supermarket. From now on, it was every man for

         himself. She began by saying ‘excuse me’ politely and trying to manoeuvre her trolley round people. But it quickly became

         apparent she was wasting her time. The trolley also had a mind of its own and a tendency to advance crablike, sideways. The

         sheer volume of goods offered for sale added to her sense of disorientation and frustration. She had, after all, just spent

         some years in a country where shortages were common and varieties of goods few. Diplomatic staff such as herself depended

         heavily on goods brought in specially by their embassies for their use or on block orders from firms which existed to supply

         the needs of expatriates. Now to see three or four brands of tinned meat and half a dozen of coffee, all stacked up in profusion,

         was bewildering. She found it vaguely shocking to hear mothers ask small children what they wanted and casually add the often

         quite arbitrary choice of the child to the pile of goods already in the trolley. Within five minutes, Meredith was not only

         as hot, bothered and bad-tempered as the rest, she was angry too at people who did not seem to appreciate what they had. She

         stood fuming in the check-out queue in a cloud of righteous indignation, fuelled by the discovery that she had forgotten the

         washing-up liquid.

      




  ‘Drat it!’ she said aloud.




  ‘Forgotten something?’ asked a male voice behind her.

      




  She glanced round guiltily. The voice was that of a bespectacled man of indeterminate age and appearance wearing a parka coat

         and standing behind her in the queue. He held a wire basket with a modest stack of provisions. He smiled pleasantly at her.

         ‘I’ll hold your spot in the queue if you want to go back and get it.’

      




  Meredith looked back at the heaving throng on the shop floor. ‘No, thanks. I don’t think I could face it. Thank you all the

         same.’ On impulse she added, ‘There’s so much to buy – they don’t realise how lucky they are!’

      




  He smiled. ‘Some are. Some can’t afford it. To see a shop window full of goods when you haven’t the money to buy isn’t much

         fun.’

      




  Meredith frowned, considering this. For some reason she felt she owed him a serious answer. He was only a man in a queue but

         something in his voice suggested that what she had said struck a chord in him. He cared about this.

      




  ‘People aren’t as poor now as they were years ago,’ she said. ‘I know some aren’t well off, but a hundred years ago they starved

         on the streets.’

      




  ‘Some still live on the streets. Not here in Bamford admittedly. But in big cities. . .. Been up to London recently?’




  ‘No, not yet,’ said Meredith gloomily, thinking of the FO desk which awaited her. ‘After Christmas I shall be travelling up

         every day.’

      




  ‘Take a look in shop doorways early in the mornings. Count the sleeping bags.’ The queue shuffled forward a little. ‘Perhaps

         they aren’t starving,’ the man went on, ‘but they feel failures.’ He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. They

         seemed to have a tendency to slide down it. ‘There’s so much, as you say, and everyone else seems to them to be doing well

         enough to enjoy it all. Fifty years ago it wasn’t a disgrace to be poor – it was a shared misfortune with thousands of others. Now the poor are made to feel ashamed, that it’s

         their own fault, some shortcoming which they have. Many of the youngsters feel resentful, that society is kicking them out.

         You can’t blame them.’

      




  ‘No, I suppose not,’ Meredith said slowly.




  He gave an embarrassed smile. ‘I didn’t mean to lecture you. The subject is by way of a special interest of mine.’




  ‘That’s all right.’ She was moved to offer, ‘You’ve only a basket of a few items, you might as well go in front of me. I’ve

         got a trolley-full.’

      




  ‘Oh, that’s all right. I’m not in a hurry. You carry on.’




  ‘Next person please!’ requested the check-out girl snappily and Meredith was forced to move up and hastily unload her goods

         on to the conveyor belt.

      




  Her shopping paid for, Meredith pushed the grumbling trolley out to her car. There were ominous dark clouds gathering overhead

         now and a chill wind. She packed everything away and returned her wire chariot to the ‘trolley park’ shivering in the air

         which struck so cold after the oppressive warmth of the supermarket. Meredith backed out slowly to avoid other shoppers making

         for their cars with their overladen squeaky trolleys and set off out of town.

      




  She was surprised at how relieved she felt when she reached Pook’s Common. It felt like quite a haven of peace in comparison

         to Bamford. Rose Cottage did not have a garage, but it had a parking space formed by sacrificing most of the front garden.

         She got out and shivered in an icy blast which struck right through her anorak. The dark clouds had become more compact and

         although it was still only late morning, it was as dark as a gathering twilight. Meredith rubbed reddened fingers together

         and went round to the boot to unload her wares. As she did there was a screech of brakes and another car drew up outside the cottage opposite, causing her to glance up. The driver’s door slammed and to her surprise

         a figure she recognised got out.

      




  It was the red-head she’d seen in town. She looked across the road, saw Meredith, smiled and came striding athletically towards

         her.

      




  ‘Hullo,’ she said. ‘I’m Harriet Needham. I live over there in Ivy Cottage.’




  ‘Meredith Mitchell,’ Meredith said, disentangling herself from a welter of plastic carrier bags.




  ‘Been into Bamford, have you?’ asked Miss Needham sympathetically. ‘Bloody awful, isn’t it?’




  ‘Pretty dreadful. I had to stock up for the holiday break.’




  ‘You’ve taken the cottage on from the Russells, haven’t you?’ Harriet tossed back her mane of red hair. ‘Come over and have

         a drink sometime.’

      




  ‘Thanks, that’s kind of you. I will.’




  ‘Why don’t you come over now and have coffee? It’s going to bucket down with rain later.’ Harriet squinted up at the dark

         sky with businesslike appraisal. ‘Mud!’ she muttered, Meredith realised not to her but in response to a thought triggered

         by the weather and important to the speaker.

      




  ‘Thanks, I will. I’ve to unload all this first of all.’




  ‘Sure, fine. I’ve got my lot to unpack as well. I’ll leave the front door open. Just come in when you’re ready and yell.’

         Harriet strode back to her own side of the road.

      




  Meredith went into the cottage, arms full of bags. A faint clatter from the kitchen indicated Mrs Brissett was just finishing

         up. There was a smell of wax polish in the air mixed with lavender from the downstairs cloakroom. The living room door stood

         ajar and Meredith, staggering past on her way to the kitchen, stopped abruptly, transfixed. ‘Oh, dear . . .’ she said faintly,

         unable for the moment to come up with any stronger remark although Miss Needham could probably have obliged. ‘Oh my goodness, whatever am I going to do about this?’

      




  Mrs Brissett popped out of the kitchen door. ‘You leave them groceries, Miss Mitchell. I’ll put them all away.’




  ‘Thank you . . . and thank you for . . . for. . ..’ Meredith faltered.




  ‘Knew you’d like it!’ said Mrs Brissett.




  Harriet’s door stood open as she had promised. An inviting smell of coffee wafted into Meredith’s nostrils. She called, ‘I’m

         here!’

      




  ‘In the kitchen!’




  She followed Harriet’s voice. Ivy Cottage had originally had much the same ground plan as Rose Cottage. But someone had built

         on a large extension to the rear and this housed the kitchen, which as Meredith was to discover, was large, modern and furbished

         it seemed with every kind of modern gadget. The former kitchen had been made into a small dining room almost entirely filled

         with an early Victorian table and set of six chairs which were undeniably the real thing. There was a buffet across the top

         of which was ranged a set of blue and white plates of equally antique origin and in the middle of the table stood a Georgian

         silver chafing dish. It looked as though Harriet liked to entertain.
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