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William intends to spend Christmas alone with his cat. But with so many empty rooms at the grand Haseley House, William has no excuse when his large and eccentric family invite themselves to stay.


As Christmas Day approaches, William’s son, daughter and sister arrive, bringing with them partners, children, nannies, friends and hidden agendas . . .


Surely with a house so large, William and Scratch can keep to themselves. But a quiet Christmas is not to be. Soon William is caught up in his family’s dramatic rivalries, and he uncovers some dubious intentions. He knows it wouldn’t be Christmas without a bit of mayhem, but this particular family Christmas is going to change everybody’s lives . . .
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Prologue


Haseley House is pretty ghastly really – one of those mansions where the architect seems to have been terrified of omitting any style of any period, and so bunged it all in somewhere. Coming upon it suddenly, as one does, after the discreet little cottages of Haseley village, it represents a major onslaught on the sensibilities.


And yet, it’s a house to stir the imagination. One can picture archers crouching behind the battlements, knights errant scaling the rusticated walls to rescue fair ladies from that ridiculous turret at the corner. And who knows what Agatha Christie murders have been committed behind those stained-glass windows, or Wodehousian romances played out to the sound of nightingales on the ivy-draped terrace?


The place has remained largely undiscovered by those who take an interest in such things. You won’t find Haseley written up in the chronicles of the Victorian Society, or see glossy pictures of its beautiful and charismatic owners in Cotswold Life. William Shirburn, the present owner, is neither beautiful nor charismatic. He lives alone with his cat, a plump tabby as self-centred as himself, and neither of them are the least interested in inviting a load of journalists to tramp through their house.


William has rather let the place go since his children grew up and left home –not that he couldn’t afford repairs. Due to an inherent laziness about spending money, his family has accumulated considerable wealth over the years. If William bothered to investigate his various bank accounts or sell some of his numerous shares, he could probably afford to convert Haseley into a luxury mansion, complete with a swimming pool where the overgrown tennis court now stands and a sauna in the cellar. The pantry would make a good gym.


But William isn’t a swimming-pool-and-sauna sort of person. His daughter Julia never liked the house anyway, and his son Stephen is busy with a demanding wife and young child. The tourists bypass Haseley with a shudder on their way to Bourton-on-the-Water, and it will probably end up as flatlets or a home for the elderly.




Chapter One


‘Are you sure you’ve got everything?’ Hilary Watlington looked doubtfully at the tiny rucksack her son was in the process of slinging on his back.


‘Of course I’m not sure, Mum! Now, if I knew what I’d forgotten, that would be good. Then I could go and pack it now, instead of finding I needed it half way up a mountain.’


‘Knickers, socks, hankies. . .’ persisted Hilary.


‘They are pants, Mum, that men wear! How often do I have to tell you?’ The fact that Daniel had risen to her standing tease showed that she wasn’t the only one feeling tense.


He glared at her, hating her for being left behind, just as she was hating him for going.


She fought the querulousness that welled up inside her. Rational, liberal-minded parenthood battled with her demon – the over-protective widowed mother – and lost.


‘I still don’t see why you want to drive up in the dark.’


‘I did explain,’ said Daniel, setting the rucksack down again on the hall floor with exaggerated patience. ‘If we can get to Glencoe tonight, we’ll be able to start climbing first thing tomorrow morning.’


‘But there are so many drunks about in the evening at Christmas. . .’


‘Rolling out of the numerous pubs on the M1? I don’t think many firms choose Leicester Forest East for the office party!’ He knit his thick eyebrows together in heavy sarcasm, reminding her of a ruffled owl. Ben had looked just the same when he was cross. It was funny to think that Daniel was approaching the age Ben had been when she’d first met him – almost as if she could replay her life. . . Oh, how could he do this to her? Subject her to the terrible possibility of it happening to her again?


‘I suppose your friends will be sensible,’ she heard herself saying. ‘They won’t play amusing medical student-type pranks like pushing each other off mountains, will they?’


‘We might push Ellison off. He’s become seriously boring since he met that nurse in ENT. She’s religious, so it’s not as if he’s even getting a shag out of it. She tried to stop him coming with us, you know.’


‘Perhaps’ ventured Hilary ruefully, ‘she was worried about someone she cared for climbing mountains in the middle of winter.’


‘Bollocks! She’s just afraid we’ll knock his brains back into his head.’


He relented suddenly. ‘Are you really going to be OK? I hate leaving you all alone in London for Christmas!’


‘Who says I’ll be alone?’ Hilary made a face at him. ‘I might have planned to have men in, for all you know.’


‘Men?’ Daniel raised one of the bushy eyebrows in a gesture of intense scepticism.


‘There’s that nice gang of builders over the road. I’m sure they wouldn’t like me to be lonely.’


‘They’ll be at home with their wives and girlfriends – and kids,’ said Daniel cuttingly.


‘Well I’m looking forward to having the house to myself, as a matter of fact. I’m going to play my music, and watch girls’ programmes on TV, and live on Chinese takeaways and tiramisu.’


‘They say old people should eat chocolate,’ said Daniel, dodging out of her reach. ‘Keeps up the iron intake.’


‘Go on, if you’re going, go!’ Hilary picked up his rucksack and thrust it into his hands. ‘You’ll be late picking up the others.’


But he hesitated, a confession to make. ‘Er . . . I’ve told Gran you’ll be on your own.’


‘Oh no, Daniel! She’ll involve me in something – you know what Margery’s like.’


‘Well, actually, she said something about going down to Haseley. She’s got this architect friend she thinks ought to look at the house.’


‘But I thought William always went over to Stephen and Ratso’s . . .’


‘Poor old sod! I suppose they think Christmas dinner once a year will persuade him to leave all his money to that awful child.’ Daniel grimaced. ‘Well, Gran’s quite capable of inviting someone to stay with her brother without telling him. You’d better go too – make it a house party.’


‘Haseley, in the middle of winter? No thanks!’ Hilary shuddered. ‘I shall be perfectly all right here – I like to have all my things round me. Quite honestly, at my age one prefers the comfort of one’s own home.’


‘At your age? Honestly, Mum! What are you – forty-five?’ Daniel scowled. ‘Perhaps I’d better book you on a Saga trip to Eastbourne!’


‘That would be nice! Come on,’ she opened the door, ‘let’s see if that old rust-bucket of yours will start.’


‘Melanie is a Classic Car! The man at the garage couldn’t believe I still had one of these old Rileys on the road.’


‘Just so long as it stays there!’ She watched him stow his bag in the boot, suppressing the feeling that surely this child of hers wasn’t old enough to drive, never mind own a car. And then suddenly, in the shadow of the boot lid cast by the street light, it was Ben leaning over their old Morris.


He shut the lid, Daniel again – yet now she saw the twenty-year-old man, not the boy.


He turned to hug her. ‘Take care, Mum. I’m only going for a week. I’ll be back before you know it.’


‘Take care of yourself.’ She squeezed him crossly. ‘I don’t suppose they teach you any First Aid at medical school?’


‘Of course not! But if any of us develops a rare genetic disorder, we’ll be well away! I’m going. Don’t stand out here in the cold.’


‘I’m not,’ said Hilary, and went back into the house and turned all the lights on.


Scratch the Cat was a little bored. He had been asleep all day in an excellent new place he’d found, on an old coat of William’s that had long ago dropped from its peg into a dark corner near the back stairs. The hot-water pipes from the kitchen boiler emerged to dispose most of their heat here, before beginning their long and largely fruitless journey to the upper regions of Haseley House. It was the sort of hidden place a cat could suddenly leap out from, just as people like Mrs Arncott, William’s daily help, were walking down the passage with a heavy tray. Scratch had done that this morning with gratifying results, and he was waiting till she had forgotten about it before taking the opportunity to try it again.


The dark December evening didn’t tempt Scratch to take more than a sniff through his catflap in the back door. He was past the age of seeking entertainment down in the village, and anyway, since a rather undignified operation insisted on by Mrs Arncott soon after he had chosen to come and live at Haseley, he didn’t really feel the urge. He wandered into the drawing room to see what William was doing. Scratch didn’t hold to the theory of the cat who walked by himself. He liked company – human company – and as they lived alone in this huge house, William was the one to provide it.


William, however, had not yet woken from his own nap. He sat there with head slumped and mouth open, assaulting sensitive ears with unpleasantly penetrating snores. Scratch was not immune from snoring himself on occasion, but there is something very irritating about a person being blatantly dead to the world when you are awake and ready for action. He sat on his haunches and wondered how to remedy the situation. Direct measures seemed the best. Scratch drew back, and sprang into his master’s lap.


‘Bugger you!’ William shot into the air. Scratch tried and failed to cling on, wounding William in the process, and ending up paws akimbo on the floor. The two of them glowered at one another, mutually aggrieved.


William had been having a pleasant dream. He couldn’t remember much about it, but it certainly hadn’t been Christmas there, and he resented being so painfully jolted back to grim reality.


‘What the hell’s wrong with you, you flea-ridden mangy old monster?’ he said to the cat, who was attempting to recover his dignity by pretending to wash. ‘If you think I’m going to feed you now that you’ve shredded my bloody leg to pieces. . .’


On the whole, William was pretty content with life. He and his house suited each other – both a little creaky in the joints, more than a little eccentric, with the air of self-assurance that goes with having been around a long time and intending to be around a good bit longer. He didn’t in the least mind living alone. Mrs Arncott came in every morning, making sure he hadn’t fallen down dead, and keeping him supplied with anchovy paste and tinned stew and gossip from the village. They had a satisfactory relationship based on mutual nagging, which kept their minds lively and added interest and amusement to the day.


Often in the holidays he was treated to the additional enlivening company of her two boys, Grime and Brine, since Kath, as she never failed to point out, was a Single Parent. The exploits of Mr Arncott, who had flown the coop as soon as he realised his sons were turning out in his own image, were relayed in daily episodes of ever-increasing luridness. Only that morning William had been entertained by the full details of his latest bimbo, a babe of the first order according to the boys, but a bottle-blonde slut with a skirt up to her knickers according to their mother.


There was only one cloud on William’s horizon – the awful prospect of the Festive Season. William really wasn’t into Christmas. All that jingly tinselly presenty stuff that his daughter Julia was so good at made him feel queasy. He had no interest in watching the bright eyes of little children as they opened their gifts from Santa. In William’s experience, if children were enjoying themselves it meant that he wasn’t.


Not that, left to himself, he couldn’t have had a good time. He would have drunk a bit, and shared turkey with the cat, watched Die Hard and James Bond, and fried up plum pudding for breakfast. But, unfortunately for William, someone, probably in Brussels, has decreed that elderly people are not allowed to rest in peace at Yuletide, but have to be dragged from their own homes and forced to pretend to enjoy themselves in somebody else’s. Poor William was condemned to his son and daughter-in-law’s uncomfortable house in Oxford.


Stephen was a Classics Fellow, who’d lived for years a bachelor, donnish life in his College, bothering no one at Christmas, since he preferred to work through the holiday. But then the College librarian turned thirty and decided it was time she acquired a husband and child before it was too late. To his family’s horror, her eye fell on Stephen, and before anyone knew it, she was walking up the aisle in cement-coloured satin with a bunch of wilting lilies and a smug smile. She then set her mind to conception, and the baby followed within a year.


None of this would have mattered to William, who would have ignored his son married as happily as he had done when single, but Lesley had chosen to take on the role of Dutiful Daughter-in-law. She could not seem to be persuaded of William’s total lack of interest in his grandson, and inflicted them on each other at all too frequent intervals. Christmas was compulsory. Three horrendous days loomed before him, to be spent in the company of Stephen and Ratso and the unspeakable Tobias, before he was to be allowed to return to Haseley House.


However, they weren’t coming to collect him till Saturday, and sufficient unto Saturday was the evil thereof. Today was only Thursday, and William settled down to make the most of his last days of freedom.


He flicked on the telly. It was the easiest way of finding out what time it was, since no one remembered to wind the clock on the mantelpiece. Somewhere about Countdown, he estimated. He enjoyed that, though he was secretly even more enthralled by the wonderful programme that followed, in which the lower orders of America aired their personal problems with such a spellbinding lack of inhibition.


He waited patiently through an advert break, only to recoil in horror. What was this? Carol-singing? Some pop singer and a bunch of tone-deaf primary-school children dressed in Santa Claus outfits, instead of his proper programmes!


‘Pah!’ said William, who thought Scrooge had been much maligned. ‘Bloody Christmas!’


‘I am not going to mind being alone!’ said Hilary to the mirror on the hallstand. She said it out loud, and her voice echoed in a strange way, as if Daniel’s absence had caused an unusual space in the house. ‘It’s only for a week. Lots of people spend Christmas on their own.’ It was the first sign, wasn’t it – talking to oneself? She was beginning to get eccentric already, and Daniel had only been out of the house five minutes.


Never mind, no one could hear her. There was no one to care what she did. She could sing, or take all her clothes off and dance on the table if she wanted to, or break down. She never had broken down when Ben died. It had always seemed best to postpone the moment until a more convenient time: after the funeral, or when she hadn’t to discuss mortgage arrears with the building-society manager, or look sane and capable enough to be given a job. Somehow she had never got round to giving way, and after three years it seemed a bit late.


The woman in the mirror looked perfectly capable of spending Christmas alone. She stared resolutely back at Hilary, calm, efficient, neat dark curls just hinting at grey. She had the air of a prep-school mistress perhaps, kindly but detached.


‘Christ! When did I become matronly?’ Hilary glared at the figure, who frowned as if about to give her a hundred lines.


She went down into the kitchen, craving the comforting warmth of the Rayburn. Ben’s cousin Julia had been horrified when they first showed her this room, shortly after they had moved in. ‘Oh dear, a basement kitchen! Never mind, you’ll just have to make everything as light as possible. White paint everywhere, with perhaps a hint of blue in the curtains, and you should get away with it. . .’ Instead Hilary had installed dark wooden furniture, with thick plum-coloured curtains and cushions and deep William Morris wallpaper. It was a room to shut the world out of, an underground burrow. Ben had teased her about its womb-like atmosphere, saying she must be compensating for having lost her mother at an early age.


Tonight it suddenly seemed oppressive. She was aware of the weight of the whole house heavy on top of her – layers and layers of empty rooms above her head. She hurried back upstairs, needing at least one floor beneath her to regain some control of the house.


But up here she felt too exposed. She and Ben had deliberately made the living room as large and light as possible by knocking the two ground floor rooms into one, with big windows at each end. Now the space looked ridiculously vast, and the dark panels of uncovered glass dangerously expansive.


People had tried to persuade her to move after Ben died. There had been an awful family meeting, when Ben’s cousins had decided to ‘rally round’ and arrived en masse one morning, bearing alcohol and goodwill. Still in the coma of bereavement, she had let them in, hoping for some sort of comfort. Instead they rearranged her life as if she had no part in it.


‘Darling, you simply must get out of this house!’ Julia had looked about her with a shudder. ‘Every single thing must remind you. . . Oh, it’s ghastly! Tony’ll find you somewhere cheap near us in Wimbledon . . . not that I mean. . .’ catching her husband’s eye, ‘. . .but what a pity about the life assurance! If only you’d come to us, Tony would have got you a really good deal.’


Tony winked at Hilary, whether in confirmation or reparation for Julia’s tactlessness, she wasn’t sure.


‘Mind you, I suppose there isn’t anything cheap in Wimbledon – not our end, anyway,’ Julia abandoned her scheme regretfully. ‘What you must do, Hilary, is sell up here – this would fetch a bit, wouldn’t it, Tony? You are just about in Fulham, after all. You can pay off the loan on the printing business, and buy a lovely little house in the country! It would be wonderful for Daniel. You could grow things, and make your own wine, and we’d all come and visit you.’


‘A lot of this stuff could go,’ said Lesley, then new to the family and revelling in this opportunity to validate her position. ‘Stephen and I will help you clear things out if it’s too painful.’


If Hilary had had any idea of ridding herself of her last memories of Ben, the thought of Lesley going through their things would have put it to flight for ever. Daniel, with all the outraged fire of seventeen, threatened to rush down to Oxford, when he heard, and turn out Lesley’s cupboards. Hilary had laughed in spite of herself and, in a way, the incident had given her the jolt she needed.


Certainly she had no intention of losing her home as well as her husband. So much of Ben was in this house – not only the things they had bought together, which would have moved with her, but their positions in each room – little corners of familiarity. She was surprised to realise how much they mattered to her.


She drew the curtains quickly, turned on the stereo and poured herself a drink, then wondered if she should be keeping a clear head. She alone was responsible for dealing with anything that might happen now. Would she be capable of seeing off Jehovah’s Witnesses, or mending a fuse, or saving the neighbours from a fire, if her faculties were numbed by alcohol? And with music on, one couldn’t be sure what other sounds it was disguising. A host of burglars might be tramping through those supposedly empty rooms above her.


She really had meant it when she’d told Daniel that she didn’t mind spending Christmas alone, that evening, weeks ago it seemed, when he’d first mentioned the climbing scheme. Since Ben’s death they had always gone to friends or a small hotel, making a rather over-conscious effort not to let the season get them down, but she still found Christmas one of her worst times. The idea of ignoring it altogether had seemed infinitely appealing.


‘You’ll have to go to someone’s for Christmas Day,’ Daniel had warned her. ‘It’s all very well saying it’s sentimental rubbish, but when there’s sod all on telly and you see everyone else in the street playing happy families round the Christmas tree . . . well, you’ll miss Dad like buggery, for a start.’


‘As if I didn’t already!’ Hilary had made a face.


‘Phone Julia and Tony. They’d adore to have you!’ He imitated Julia at her most gushing. ‘It’ll be the real thing – you know how Julia loves all that Christmas crap. You can see it through in an alcoholic haze. Good prezzies, too, I shouldn’t wonder.’


‘Oh yes, and have Tony taking me into corners and asking me how I am all the time, and Julia telling poor little Posy not to bother Auntie Hilary, as if I was an uncertain-tempered cat, and everyone avoiding the subject of husbands and feeling guilty if they laugh by mistake . . .’


‘OK, OK!’ Daniel had grinned. ‘Trash the Wimbledon idea. But I still think you’ll want to go somewhere, when it comes to it.’


‘Nonsense. I shall just put my head down and let the whole thing pass me by. It’ll be heaven.’


Well, here she was, just as she had wanted it – alone for Christmas.


‘Sod it!’ she admitted out loud. ‘I’m lonely already.’




Chapter Two


William was getting his tea, an operation as full of ritual and longstanding custom as any ceremony in Japan. He had put the kettle on some time ago – the proper kettle, not that stupid electric thing – and now it was spluttering on the old gas stove with just the right kind of hiss that told him it was time to open the toffee tin with the bent spoon he kept for the purpose and get out a teabag.


His daughter-in-law had once spent some time explaining to William that if he didn’t fill the kettle completely, it wouldn’t take so long to boil. William, as always, had listened with polite interest to her discourse on freshly drawn water, energy conservation and the prevention of limescale build-up, and continued to do as he always had, quite failing to see the point of making extra trips to the sink, when a good full kettle might last him several days.


Not that he was totally behind the times. William had recently discovered round tea bags, and he paused a moment to admire the satisfying way the bag aligned so perfectly with the round base of his mug, before taking it out again. Nothing would persuade him that a decent cup of tea could ever permeate a paper wrapping, and he carefully split the bag open and shook out the contents into the mug. He tipped the kettle slowly, watching the water dance into his cup and splurge tea all the way up the sides but just stay within bounds, in a way that he always found immensely satisfying.


Scratch the Cat watched the proceedings keenly. Although he had already been fed, he had a strong suspicion that William would be dining on something more interesting than cat food, and he didn’t want to risk missing out just because he wasn’t really hungry.


William cut himself one and a half slices of bread, and spread the half slice with Marmite and the full slice with butter and jam, topping both bits with a layer of strong cheddar cheese. This done, he began the rather precarious journey across the hall. Mrs Arncott had suggested that if he ate his tea in the kitchen it would mean fewer crumbs for her to clear off the sitting room carpet in the mornings, and less chance of him tripping over the hall rug and breaking something – whether a cup or a leg she didn’t specify. William, who knew she’d do anything to make less work for herself, had pointed out that the TV was in the sitting room, and he could hardly be expected to eat a meal with nothing to look at but his plate.


He turned on The Bill, wincing at the statutory Christmas decorations adorning the police station despite the suspiciously full-leaved trees in the exterior scenes. Scratch placed a paw against his leg, and when that was ignored, stressed his point with a strategic amount of claw until he was given a bit of cheese and marmite. The pair of them settled down to a peaceful evening.


Something bleeped somewhere. William ignored it. He was beginning to get hold of the plot of The Bill. This greasy-haired yob had stolen something from the black one, and the third one, who was really a goodie, despite his earring and leather jacket . . .


The bleep became louder, more and more insistent. William knew what it was – that annoying machine Stephen and Ratso had bought him, ‘because you don’t always seem to hear the phone, Dad.’ It had buttons and aerials and little red lights, and if you ignored it, it went on and on bleeping louder and louder until you pressed and pulled the right combination of things to make it stop.


But William had discovered an easier solution, and slowly, with a lingering eye on The Bill, he went out and picked up the receiver on the proper telephone in the hall.


‘Well?’


This uncompromising greeting usually put off any caller persistent enough to get him to answer the phone in the first place. But this one knew William.


‘Hello, Dad.’


‘Huh.’


‘How are you?’


‘Having my tea.’


Stephen paused in vain for an echo to his polite enquiry, then answered it anyway. ‘Bit of a panic here.’


There was always a bit of a panic where Stephen and Ratso were concerned. William waited to hear whether little Tobias had caught a snuffle, or whether their local shops had run out of Christmas pudding, and strained to pick up on The Bill round the corner of the sitting-room door.


‘Seems our damp-proof course has broken down.’


‘What a shame.’


As he’d thought, they’d arrested the wrong youth, leaving the greasy-haired one free to walk over to that block of flats . . .


‘Yes, it is rather,’ said Stephen acidly, knowing full well his father’s mind was elsewhere. ‘The house is quite untenable – you know how dank Oxford gets in winter.’


‘Can’t you buy a new one?’


‘We can hardly move again so soon. And we’d never find such a. . .’


‘I mean a new. . . What did you say had broken down?’


‘The damp-proof course, Dad! Apparently they don’t last for ever in these old Victorian houses. Lesley’s already found mould at the bottom of one of the curtains, and of course Tobias has a tendency to weak lungs. . .’


William’s contact with his grandson so far had given him quite the opposite impression, but he didn’t argue. With a bit of luck Stephen was leading up to the news that they couldn’t have him to stay after all! He prepared a speech of polite regret and reassurance that he would be perfectly all right on his own.


‘So Lesley and I really don’t feel we can have you to stay for Christmas.’


‘Oh, what a pity! But. . .’


‘We couldn’t risk you catching pneumonia or rheumatism or something while you were here.’


‘That’s very thoughtful. . .’


‘Children find invalids so distressing, don’t they? And Tobias is at such a vulnerable age.’


‘Yes, well – I shall be perfectly all right. . .’


‘However, we both feel that it would be a tragedy for him to miss out on a proper family Christmas at this essential stage of his social development. . .’


‘Quite.’


He wished Stephen would hurry up. The greasy-haired yob was about to attack an old lady. She had foolishly turned up a lonely passageway and he was creeping up behind her. . .


‘. . .so it means we’ll have to come to you.’


‘What!’ William’s head swam as if he’d been mugged himself. ‘You can’t possibly . . . I haven’t got anything in. There’s no room!’ He snatched at excuses desperately. If Stephen and Ratso once installed themselves at Haseley House, there’d be no getting rid of them before New Year.


‘There’s plenty of room, Dad. You’ve nine bedrooms, for heaven’s sake! Surely Mrs Arncott can bestir herself to make up one of them – well, two, actually. We’ve got a nanny now, did I tell you? And we’ll bring food. Tobias only eats organic products anyway. . .’


William put the phone down with a shaking hand. Stephen and Ratso for Christmas! Spreading their things all over his house! Making him eat ‘proper’ meals and watch their television programmes. . .! He flicked the TV off angrily as a comedy came on . . . telling him the gadgets he ought to buy and the repairs he ought to make, as if they owned Haseley House already!


Well, he would get Mrs Arncott to prepare the rooms at the far end of the attic, which were probably damp and certainly dust and spider-ridden, where Tobias could exercise his weak lungs well insulated from the rest of the house. If Stephen and Ratso stuck it out for more than two days, he doubted the new nanny would. Nannies were fussy creatures, as he well remembered. They bustled about in white aprons, wanting everything just so. He hoped this one would be fat and cosy – William liked fat people. Mrs Arncott was reassuringly plump.


Frances, Tobias’s new nanny, was actually rather thin, and she had long, delicate hands and feet, which made her appear even more so. Her hair was a wispy blonde, which she wore piled on top of her head to make her look responsible and older than her nineteen years. Being Nanny to Tobias Sebastian Shirburn was rather a responsibility, as she had soon discovered.


‘Come on, the water’s lovely and hot now.’


‘You’ve made it too hot,’ said Tobias suspiciously.


‘No, I haven’t,’ said Frances, splashing her arm in the bath to prove it was neither too cold, as Tobias had first complained, nor too hot. ‘Why don’t you get in and see?’


Tobias put one leg over the side and grimaced, but with a look at Frances’s face, gave in and clambered into the bath. ‘I need my boats.’


‘Here. . .’


‘No. The other ones. Those two.’


‘What about a wash first?’


‘Not soap!’ said Tobias witheringly. ‘I have my special stuff – there.’


‘You remind me of the Chinese Boy-Emperor,’ said Frances.


‘Who’s he?’


‘A little boy who had to have everything special,’ sighed Frances, anointing his arm, ‘and liked to have his orders obeyed. What sort of games do you play with your boats? Sailing races, or discovering desert islands – or battles?’


‘Battles,’ said Tobias firmly, retrieving his arm in order to stage a head-on collision with a boat in each hand. ‘A-aa-a!! These boats have got guns and they’ve both sunk and everyone’s drowned.’


‘Right,’ said Frances. ‘Um – what about if one boat was hiding from the other, behind your back, say, or in this cave under your knee? Then the other one might go sailing all round here trying to find him. . .’


Tobias giggled.


‘Keep still, or you’ll have him on the rocks!’


‘We prefer Tobias to structure his own imaginative play.’ Mrs Shirburn stood in the doorway, trying to temper her reprimand with a tight smile. She had a long thin nose and long mousy hair, and made no attempt to disguise her thin mouth and rather pink eyes with any make-up.


‘Right,’ sighed Frances again, not wanting to jeopardise her job so early. ‘Let’s wash this other arm then.’


It had seemed such a good idea at the time, coming to work for an academic family in a romantic place like Oxford. Frances had left her Warwickshire village with visions of starting a whole new life in the City of Dreaming Spires.


Living at home with her mother and three young brothers and working just round the corner meant that she never seemed to go anywhere or meet anybody new. In Oxford she saw herself mixing with exciting, lively minded people, joining in their witty, intellectual conversations, and of course meeting the person – her soulmate – who would love her for the rest of her life.


She had come down for an interview with the Shirburns, not really expecting to get the job. They were obviously dreadfully fussy, and a childcare course at the local college and a couple of years looking after the local doctor’s family wasn’t going to compete against some uniformed Norland Nanny with generations of satisfied aristocrats under her belt. Still, it was an excuse to have a day out in Oxford, and she spent the morning wandering round the colleges, soaking up the atmosphere, and trying to spot her soulmate among the students.


There was a suitable air of romantic decay about the Shirburns’ rather dilapidated Victorian house. Frances longed to paint the contrast of straight architectural lines half smothered in tangled vegetation, the glimpses of vivid orange brickwork under the dull greens and browns of December foliage.


But there was nothing romantic about Dr Shirburn, with his flat pale hair, thin-rimmed glasses, selfish, turned-in mouth, or his rat-faced wife. They led her into a dingily furnished living room, sat her in an uncomfortable chair, and explained that they were looking to replace their previous nanny ‘who unfortunately did not understand the needs of a gifted and sensitive child like Tobias.’


The ‘gifted and sensitive child’ sat between them, apparently sizing her up as attentively as his parents. They must have had Tobias late in life – in fact there was a bachelor-spinster quality about them which suggested a late marriage – and they had clearly devoted themselves to the subject of childrearing with the same thoroughness they would apply to academic research. They talked of books and diets and educational methods. Frances said ‘yes’ in what she hoped was the right places, and watched Tobias surreptitiously pulling the fringe out of a cushion and waiting to be told not to. His parents hadn’t noticed, and she didn’t think it was up to her to indulge him until she was being paid for it.


At the end they had said ‘Thank you. We’ll let you know’ and Frances assumed that was that, and tried not to be disappointed.


Then the letter had come.


‘Wow!’ she’d screamed at the breakfast table. ‘They want me after all. I’ve got into Oxford!’


They’d teased her of course, laughing at the self-satisfied way the Shirburns’ letter gave no option for her to turn the job down, and the horrific-sounding contract enclosed with it.


‘“Suitable dress at all times”,’ quoted Joe, pulling gleefully at the long T-shirt which was all she happened to be wearing.


‘“No men in your room at any time”,’ chanted Liam. ‘We can’t visit you, then – and nor can little Tobias.’


‘That kid sounds a pain,’ said Alex, with eight-year-old superiority. ‘I don’t think you ought to go.’


‘You did say the parents were awful and the child was a monster,’ Mum reminded her. ‘Are you sure you’ll be happy working for them?’


‘She thinks she’s going to meet all these cool new people – men!’ Joe explained. ‘You’re such a little mouse, you won’t dare talk to them. And if they’re Oxford students they’ll think you’re just a thickie nanny. . .’


‘Frances isn’t thick at all!’ Mum had interrupted. ‘She’d be at university now, if she wasn’t so pig-headed!’


Frances grinned. Her mother had been horrified when she had insisted on leaving school and starting to earn her own living, instead of taking A-levels and going on to art college, as had always been planned. But when her father had died, she simply didn’t feel she could let Mum go on supporting her as well as the boys, just so that she could indulge her childhood dream of becoming an artist. She still thought she’d made the right decision – her job didn’t bring in much, but at least she paid her way at home – just sometimes she couldn’t help wondering what would have happened if things had been different, and what that other Frances would be doing now. In a way she saw Oxford as a second chance that she mustn’t miss out on.


The doctor’s family had wept, and gave her a hugely expensive box of oil paints as a leaving present. The boys kept telling each other how much more room there’d be in the house and how nice it would be not having an older sister bossing them around, and bought her a silly great teddy ‘so she’d have something to cuddle in Oxford until she found a boyfriend’. Mum obviously thought she was doing the wrong thing, but didn’t feel she could say so after the row about leaving school. The whole family waved her off from Warwick Station as if she were a Pilgrim Father, setting off to discover the New World.


Well now she was coming down to earth, if not with a bump, at least with an unpleasant rush of cold air. Far from introducing her to their intellectual friends, the Shirburns seemed determined to keep her firmly in what they saw as her place. They were obviously appalling snobs, and she was beginning to think they had chosen her more for her educated accent and the fact that her parents had been teachers than for her childcare skills. Mum had been right, the job was a nightmare, but having left home with such ceremony, she could hardly go back and tell them that she couldn’t hack it. Thank goodness the Christmas holiday wasn’t too far away!


With Lesley present, the rest of the bathing carried on in silence. Not wanting to keep a dog and bark herself, she was nevertheless obviously itching to seize her child and take over.


‘All clean now, Tobias?’ she asked, as Frances prepared to lift him out of the bath. ‘Who would you like to read you your bedtime story – Nanny or Mummy?’


This was a minefield, Frances knew. Tobias looked from one to the other, eyes gleaming, revelling in control.


‘I’m sure Mummy reads much better.’ Frances seized the reins, risking the implication she wasn’t up to the job rather than leave Tobias with this golden opportunity in his hands.


Lesley muttered something about ‘quality time’ and bore her son away, leaving Frances to clear up the bathroom with a sigh of relief.


Dr Shirburn was putting the phone down when she went downstairs an hour or so later.


‘That’s all fixed up then,’ he said, thinking it was his wife, and broke off with an embarrassed ‘Ah!’


Frances found her position awkward outside ‘office hours’. Once Tobias had gone to bed and her function was over, the Shirburns obviously didn’t know what to do with her. The previous nanny had not lived in.


‘We’ll be spending Christmas at Haseley House,’ Stephen informed her. ‘. . .my father’s place in Gloucestershire.’


‘We?’ She felt a sudden pang of foreboding.


‘You were employed on the understanding you would be available over the Christmas period. . .’


‘What? Yes, but I thought you meant. . .’ Surely they were going to let her home for at least Christmas Day?


‘We leave on Saturday. The old man’s a bit eccentric, I should warn you, but the house is a magnificent old place, though he doesn’t keep it up as he should. . .’


‘Did you tell him what we’d arranged?’ asked Lesley, coming down the stairs. ‘This house is quite uninhabitable at the moment, and surely Father wouldn’t be so selfish as to deny his own family a roof over their heads at Christmas. . .?’ Her voice rose, ready to counter argument.


‘No, no. It’s all settled. I said we’d be there about lunchtime.’


Lesley, unwilling to let a good grievance go, turned to Frances. ‘It’s not as if he doesn’t have masses of room at Haseley. In fact it’s quite ridiculous – an old man on his own. We must have another talk to him, Stephen . . . and we really can’t expect Tobias to stay in Oxford with water streaming down the walls. I’m sure you agree with me, Nanny.’


Frances winced. She wished the Shirburns would call her by her name. She hadn’t actually noticed any damp, and she certainly didn’t want to spend Christmas in some pile in Gloucestershire with this awful family and a dotty old man who obviously didn’t want them. She wanted to go home!


‘Yes, of course,’ she said again. ‘I mean, of course we can’t. Would it be all right if I made a cup of coffee?’


At nine, William received another phone call.


‘Yes I’m quite well, thank you! I wish you wouldn’t answer in that silly way!’ said his sister Margery crossly. ‘Are you going to be there for Christmas?’


‘Yes, unfor. . .’


‘Good. I’m bringing Oliver Leafield down to see the house.’


‘Who?’


‘The architectural historian – surely you’ve heard of him? He’s a friend of Nigel Rofford’s.’


‘That old pansy!’


‘I met him at dinner there the other day. He’s very keen to see Haseley and he happens to be free over Christmas.’


‘That’s all very well. . .’


‘It’s high time it was written up in Country Life or something – adds thousands to the value if you sell. . .’


‘I don’t want to sell it. . .!’


‘Of course you do! It’ll fetch a packet, and you can live in luxury for the rest of your life. No sense in hanging on to the old ruin just so Stephen can play “lord of the manor” when you’ve gone!’


‘And where am I supposed to live?’


‘Anywhere you like . . . Spain, the Bahamas. There’s a nice flat going here in Rutland Gate. Anyway, Oliver will need to take photos, so get that Mrs Thing of yours to move her fat backside and spruce the place up a bit. See you Saturday evening.’


‘But. . .’


‘It’s all right, you don’t have to feed us! I’ll make Oliver take me out somewhere.’


William stumped back to his chair crossly. Only Margery would have the nerve to invite a perfect stranger to someone else’s house for Christmas. As if Stephen and Ratso weren’t enough to cope with, now he was supposed to spruce the place up so that some shirt-lifter could ponce about taking photographs!


He was still seething when the phone went again. This time he snatched the machine on the table and pressed all its buttons until it stopped. ‘Well, what?’ he shouted into the mouthpiece.


‘Pull the aerial out, you silly old fool!’ It was Margery again. ‘Apparently poor Hilary’ll be alone for Christmas. Daniel’s off on an expedition with the university, climbing or caving or something equally mad.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘So she’ll be all on her own,’ repeated Margery.


‘Good for her.’


‘I thought it would be nice if you invited her to stay as well.’


‘She’s your daughter-in-law, not mine.’


‘Well, of course, if you’d rather have Ratso!’ said Margery scornfully.


William was at last able to drop his bombshell.


‘I am having Ratso! You didn’t give me a chance to tell you. Some damp thing’s broken down in their house and they insist on coming here – even the nanny!’


‘Dire!’ sympathised Margery. ‘Where are you putting them?’


‘In the east attic.’


‘Fine, well put Oliver Leafield in the west wing, as far from that wretched child as possible, and Hilary and I. . .’


‘I didn’t say I was inviting Hilary.’


‘Of course you are – she’ll talk to Lesley. You know how kind-hearted she is.’


‘Well, as long as I don’t have to have Leo.’


‘Oh, Leo doesn’t approve of Christmas,’ Margery reassured him. ‘And he certainly doesn’t approve of any of his relatives.’


‘More sense than I thought,’ muttered Leo’s uncle.


‘Phone Hilary now, before she goes to bed.’


Hilary jumped when the phone rang. It was too soon to be Daniel telling her that he had arrived safely, but suppose it was the police, and he hadn’t. . .?


But the gruff old voice bore no resemblance to any suave official. William never announced himself, expressing surprise and impatience at anyone who dared enquire who was calling, but there was rarely any need. Hilary smiled with relief at his familiar, un-dulcet tones.


‘I’m told I must invite you here for Christmas.’


‘Oh yes? And who told you that?’


‘Margery, bugger her. She’s decided my Christmas isn’t going to be hellish enough, so she’s taken it upon herself to invite a load of strangers to stay in my house.’


‘Oh dear, William! But aren’t you going to Stephen and Lesley’s?’


‘That would have been bad enough, but no, they’ve decided to inflict themselves on me instead, with the child, and its nanny. . .’ William vented full details of his grievances.


‘It sounds ghastly, but I don’t see why Margery thinks you have to invite me down there as well. . .’


‘Apparently you’ll pine away if you’re left on your own at Christmas. Sounds a bloody good idea to me,’ said William wistfully.


‘Me too. I’m looking forward to it.’


‘Well, tough!’ William was only taken aback for a moment. ‘I don’t see why you should be the only one to escape Christmas.’


‘I’m a widow. I’m allowed to do what I like,’ Hilary reminded him smugly.


‘Balls! You’re to come down here and suffer along with the rest of us,’ William decreed. ‘Being a widow doesn’t entitle you to get out of having a miserable time.’


Hilary sighed. William and Margery had obviously got together and decided she shouldn’t spend Christmas alone. Was there any point in protesting? Probably not. Margery’s decisions were final.


Hilary loved her mother-in-law dearly. Never would she forget the way Margery had concealed her own grief to take charge at that appalling moment, three years ago, of a shock-stricken widow and bemused teenage boy. It was Margery’s strength and courage that had seen her through, Margery who had cooked meals and talked to undertakers and shown her that life could and must carry on. With no family of her own, she had clung to her mother-in-law as the only rock in a sea of chaos, and Margery had prevented her from drowning.


So she would never be a party to the family’s grumbling at Margery’s despotic way of deciding exactly how other people should run their lives. After all, being certain she knew what was best for people, Margery saw no reason not to enlighten them, and make sure that they carried it out.


It seemed that Margery wasn’t convinced that Hilary would really enjoy a week completely on her own while everyone else was doing Christmas. Reluctant as she was to admit it, Margery was just possibly right. Besides, Hilary recognised William’s peremptory demands as a plea for her support. They were fond of each other, and if he wanted her down there, it would be churlish not to go.
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