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About the Book

When Charlotte Taylor meets the reckless David Farrell she knows life is never going to be the same again. Spending Christmas together at Chelwood Grange, the Farrells’ magnificent Wiltshire home, Charlotte discovers that jealousy and deceit overshadow the family’s merriment. Who does David’s father visit in the dead of night? Has David’s brother Christopher really kicked his guilty habit, and is he fit to care for his five-year-old daughter Holly? And why is David’s mother so on edge . . .?

When Christmas is over, Charlotte and David return to London, and the harrowing time in Wiltshire is forgotten. Then tragedy strikes at Chelwood Grange and little Holly is missing. David is inconsolable in his grief but it is not long before Charlotte suspects that the man she is falling in love with is the man she should most fear. Surely, her doubts are unfounded . . .


This is for Sue Fletcher, to whom I owe so much and to whom little Holly owes her life, and to Clare Going, with thanks for helping me to see Holly on her way.


Chapter One

When David announced, after they’d made love, that they were expected to spend Christmas with his parents in Wiltshire, Charlotte looked at him blankly.

‘This Christmas?’

‘Well, not next,’ he replied, laughing. ‘What’s wrong?’ He picked up the glass of champagne he’d been drinking when they’d first got into bed, and sipped it.

‘But that’s only four days away!’ she exclaimed.

‘So?’ He planted a kiss on her bare shoulder. ‘I thought we could drive down on Christmas Eve and then come back on the twenty-seventh; the day after Boxing Day.’

Charlotte pulled up the duvet and reached for her glass which she’d left on the bedside table. ‘I know which is Boxing Day,’ she said spiritedly. ‘Why didn’t you mention it before, for heaven’s sake?’

‘What’s the big deal, sweetheart?’

Charlotte sank back on to the pillows with a sigh. ‘I’ve never met your parents. I don’t have any clothes to wear and I feel . . . I feel unprepared.’

‘It’s only Christmas! I’m not asking you to spend the rest of your life with them!’ He laughed indulgently.

‘I know . . . I just wish you hadn’t taken it for granted that I’d go.’ They’d only known each other for three months; Christmas seemed such an intimate family occasion to stay with people she’d never met.

‘You’ll love it,’ David assured her confidently. ‘I always go home for Christmas.’

‘So do I,’ she replied in a small voice. Her own parents lived nearby: she had planned to go there on Christmas Day, and had hoped David would come with her.

‘Oh, come on, sweetheart. Don’t be like that.’ David turned his devastatingly blue eyes on her. ‘We can drive down in your car, can’t we? I’ll look after you, I promise.’

She paused before asking, ‘Are they expecting me? Have you actually told them you’re bringing me down?’ She couldn’t resist those eyes.

‘Yup! They’re looking forward to meeting you.’

Charlotte’s heart sank. That was it, then. It was a fait accompli.

‘I must buy them some presents.’ Her mind was racing. Would they like her? Would they approve of her relationship with their son? The thought of meeting them made her feel quite nauseous with nerves.

‘Oh, get them a box of chocolates or something!’ David replied casually. ‘They won’t expect you to get them anything at all.’ There was a moment’s silence. ‘I’ve booked a table for dinner. At nine o’clock,’ he added, glancing at his wristwatch. ‘We’ve just got time to finish this bottle before we leave.’

He gave her a dazzling smile, and Charlotte snuggled down contentedly in the bed while he refilled her glass. Perhaps Christmas with his parents wouldn’t be so bad. It would certainly be better than spending the holiday without seeing him at all.

Earlier in the evening, waiting for him to arrive, Charlotte had realised just how much he meant to her. Her only past experience of the opposite sex had been a brief affair she’d had when she was twenty-two, which had left her totally crushed and bereft of self-esteem. David had appeared out of the blue, had given her back her confidence, making her aware of her body in a way she never had been before.

An hour before he was due, she had had a leisurely bath, slipped into her best satin undies and then dressed in black trousers and a black top, cut low at the back. It was her favourite evening outfit because it made her look slim, disguising those extra pounds she never seemed able to get rid of. Standing before the long mirror in her bedroom, she had brushed her hair, then added some blusher, a little grey eyeshadow and a touch of lip-gloss. She studied herself critically.

No one would call her pretty. Her jaw was too wide, her nose too short and her mouth, described kindly, was over-generous. But she’d been referred to as attractive, and she had to admit she had a certain vivacious quality that made her face glow. Never in a million years, though, could she ever be described as beautiful. Not even by her mother. Ironically it was beauty, in all things, that she most appreciated in life. Whether in a work of art, the face of a friend or a glorious landscape, beauty was something she valued almost more highly than anything else. It was wrong, she knew, to like people because of how they looked, but she couldn’t help it. And the reason she’d studied interior design and taken a job with Myra Grant was because if she wasn’t beautiful herself, at least she could create beauty through her work. And Myra’s decorative skills were the best in London. She couldn’t have had a more perfect employer.

By the time David had rung the doorbell at seven-thirty, she’d set the scene in readiness for their evening together. Her flat, on the first floor of a large Victorian house in Kensington, was a conversion that had retained the atmosphere of a large, rather grand home, although in fact she only had a bedroom, a living room, a kitchen-cum-breakfast room and bathroom. Having dimmed the lights and turned up the heating, she lit a few strategically placed candles and arranged a bowl of early-flowering hyacinths on the glass coffee-table before a flickering fire. There was also chilled champagne, white wine, mineral water, and even a bottle of vodka in the deep freeze. She wanted everything to be perfect.

‘Hi-ya!’ He’d greeted her with a tender kiss. Then he’d felt the warmth of the flat envelop him.

‘That’s better!’ he remarked approvingly, peeling off his overcoat and jacket. ‘It’s bloody cold out there.’

‘Would you like a drink?’ Suddenly feeling formal and nervous now that he was here, her voice was low and tentative.

‘Ummm. It’s been a hell of a day in the office.’ Those startlingly blue eyes gazed into hers, making her heart twist with excitement. David was the best-looking man she’d ever seen. Even after three months, one look from him could still make her legs turn to jelly.

‘Champagne?’

‘Great.’ Loosening his tie and undoing his shirt, he kissed her again and smiled wickedly. ‘Let’s have it in bed.’

Charlotte’s hands trembled as she placed two glasses on a tray with the Moët & Chandon she’d bought at the local off-licence that morning. By the time she entered the bedroom, he was already undressed and lying on top of the white coverlet.

‘I’ll open it,’ he said huskily. ‘You get undressed.’

His voice was like a caress. Swiftly, she took off her clothes and climbed on to the large bed beside him. He released the cork with the gentlest of pops and then he filled one of the glasses. Charlotte reached to take it from him, but instead he pressed the chilled glass against first one of her nipples and then the other. Then he tipped it carefully sideways, and a froth of sparkling bubbles trickled between her legs, making her gasp.

‘David . . .!’

‘That was just for starters,’ he murmured, filling his own glass. They drank in silence, their eyes locked. Deliberately, he avoided touching her, but his close proximity was enough to make her long for him. He lay there beside her, aroused himself, and she knew it would be a while before he made a move. He’d taught her the art of foreplay, sometimes making it last for several hours, so that at times her mind seemed to break loose from its moorings as he pushed her to heights of passion she hadn’t known existed. Tonight, though, she wanted him quickly.

‘David . . .’

He was kissing her now, lingeringly and slowly, and with his forefinger tracing the line of her shoulder, her breast, her hip and the length of her thigh. Then he moved closer, putting his arms around her so their bodies seemed to merge and become one, like a sculpture of two figures carved from the same block of marble.

Dizzily she clung to him. ‘I love you . . .’

His blue eyes, looking into hers, were like blue glass marbles in the dim light. ‘I love you too,’ he whispered back, his lips on hers.

She tried to pull him closer, moving herself into a better position.

‘Not yet, sweetheart.’ His voice was thick as honey. ‘Not for a long time yet.’

‘Oh, please . . . David . . .’ The torture was exquisite. He was parting her legs now, stroking her with gentle hands. Then he kissed her throat and sucked the lobes of her ears. Her hands sought him with urgency, but he moved beyond her reach, kneeling on the pillow above her head, cradling her face in his hands as he kissed her eyelids.

‘Please . . .’ Her voice was a thin wail of longing. He buried his face in her neck and his hands slid down to cup her breasts.

‘I want you,’ she begged. But with unhurried deliberation, savouring each sensation, he tasted her body, letting his tongue seek out every part of her so she felt as if she were being bound up in skeins of silk. Again and again he excited her until she was at breaking point, only to deny her fulfilment for a moment longer.

‘David . . .!’ She felt she was going crazy, losing her reason, craving for him to fill her with his love . . .

Just when she thought she couldn’t bear it a moment longer, he took her with a suddenness that caught her by surprise, entering her swiftly as he cried out her name.

David had booked a table at Roma di Notti, the local trattoria, where the food was good and the atmosphere lively. Antonio, a rumbustious emigré from Naples, greeted all the customers in his loud, portentous voice, clapping his large hands together to welcome each new arrival, and bellowing to his staff to jump to it. Charlotte and David dined there regularly, because in spite of the excellence of the menu, Antonio managed to keep the price to an affordable level.

‘Good evening, Signorina!’ he shouted, when he saw Charlotte. ‘And Signor Farrell! How are you tonight? I have nice table for you. Please, come this way.’ His stout body, sporting scarlet braces to hold up his baggy grey trousers, weaved a path between the candlelit tables to an intimate alcove on the far side of the restaurant.

Charlotte slipped into her seat while David engaged in light-hearted badinage with the proprietor.

‘How’s life, Antonio?’

‘It not so bad! How’s the beeg city treating you, Signore?’

‘I’m over-worked and underpaid, as usual,’ David smiled.

‘I pay myself and yet I’m underpaid too! Life, it’s not fair, is that right?’

‘Definitely, Antonio.’

‘So what you going to have to eat tonight?’ Antonio waved two large menus in front of them. ‘I suggest you start with the Zuppa di pesce alla Genovese. It is the most fragrant of fish soups; pure poetry!’

Charlotte giggled. Antonio winked a beady brown eye at her.

‘Then you go on,’ he continued, ‘to the Scaloppine al Marsala. We fry the veal until it is crisp, and it is served on a bed of wild rice with a rich marsala sauce.’

David nodded. ‘Sounds great.’

‘You will enjoy! Very much!’ he said, gesticulating. ‘You have a bottle of our chilled Frascati to go with it?’

David nodded again and Charlotte thought how nice it was to have a man take charge of everything. Her father had always been the one in control when she’d been small, and it gave her a safe feeling.

‘Very good, Signor Farrell,’ said Antonio, pleased with his performance. Then he strolled away, singing at the top of his voice.

Charlotte leaned toward David. ‘He’s nice, but God, why does he have to be so noisy?’ she whispered.

‘One day I’ll take you somewhere better, darling, but at the moment I’m afraid I can only afford to go halves on the bill, even in a place like this.’ He smiled wryly and Charlotte laid her hand on his arm.

‘It’s all right, David. Really it is. I was joking; I think the atmosphere’s great here.’

‘One day I’ll be rich and successful and we’ll go to the Connaught or the Savoy, or one of those grand places,’ he grinned.

‘No doubt you’ll be running Flight Records soon, anyway,’ she observed lightly.

‘Yes, I’m in line for promotion actually,’ he continued. He’d worked for Flight Records for the past year, in the accounts department. Flight was almost as glamorous as Virgin, with a string of hit records and some very big names in the pop world under contract.

Charlotte’s face lit up. ‘That’s wonderful.’

‘Yes. They want me to run the sales side. The pay’s much better, and of course I’ll have a large staff under me.’

Her eyes widened. ‘When will you know?’

He leaned back and spread his hands expansively. ‘Early January, I should think.’

‘That’s very exciting.’

‘Well, you know, the directors are beginning to realise my potential.’ His tone was careless. ‘I could make Flight as big as Virgin or HMV, and I’m well in with Don Gabriel.’

‘Don Gabriel?’ Was he a pop singer?

‘The managing director,’ David replied with a patient smile.

Charlotte nodded, smiling proudly. She suspected David bragged a bit in order to impress her; she thought it rather sweet. Not that he needed to, she reflected. She was always telling him he was wonderful, but some people needed more reassurance than others.

‘At least we’re going to be together at Christmas,’ she said in a low voice, reaching across to squeeze his hand.

He grinned fondly at her. ‘I hope you like my parents,’ he said.

‘I’m sure I will.’ She tried to ignore the apprehensive knot in her stomach. ‘Tell me about your home.’

He hardly ever mentioned his family. She only knew that they lived in Wiltshire and that he hadn’t seen much of them since he’d come to London.

‘There’s not much to tell. They live on the outskirts of a village called Barrow, near Devizes. It’s a very old house which will be mine one day. With the surrounding land, it’s probably worth well over a million.’

Charlotte looked at him, surprised. Somehow she’d imagined his parents to be poor; David himself was always short of money.

‘Chelwood Manor was built in 1665 as a nunnery.’ He drained the last of his wine. ‘I’ll sell it, eventually. I hate living in the country.’

‘Has it always been in your family?’

‘God, no. They bought it after I was born. Dad made a fortune in timber. He’s retired now. My mother never worked, of course.’

Charlotte was amazed. ‘You never told me you came from a wealthy background,’ she said jokingly.

‘You might have been after my money,’ he teased her. ‘And I wanted you to like me for myself.’ His face took on a more serious expression. ‘No, my mother and father felt we should fend for ourselves, though of course in the end they had to help Chris.’

‘Who’s Chris?’

‘My younger brother.’

Charlotte felt another start of surprise. David had never mentioned him before either. ‘I didn’t know you had a brother!’

He shrugged. ‘To be honest, we’re not very close. They’ve helped him out a couple of times, though. Paid for him to go to the best clinics.’

‘What’s wrong with him?’ She had visions of a younger version of David, racked by illness or maimed by accident.

David’s tone was flat; Charlotte saw anguish in his eyes. ‘He’s a junkie: drugs, drink, all that sort of thing. He’s overdosed accidentally, on several occasions.’

‘My God, how sad.’

‘After watching someone you love destroy themselves year after year, it’s difficult to feel sadness. It’s more a frustration at their persisting in shooting up, or whatever, when it’s so obvious what it’s doing to them.’

‘I suppose that’s the point: addicts just can’t help themselves,’ she said mildly.

‘Who knows?’ David sighed. ‘All I know is that he’s cost my mother and father a fortune, not to mention all the worry.’

David shrugged, but Charlotte could see he’d been disturbed by the conversation. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to see your own brother deliberately destroying himself, your parents trying in vain to help him. She ate in silence, sharing David’s pain.

Charlotte was up early the next morning to get herself organised for the day ahead. With Christmas only a few days away, Myra had a dozen clients who wanted the finishing touches put to their houses and flats before the festive season. The day before she’d given Charlotte a list and, looking at it now, Charlotte felt dismayed. How on earth was she going to get through all the jobs in time? There was a house in Chelsea where she had to supervise the laying of carpets, a flat in Eaton Place waiting to have its windows festooned with extravagant drapes, shelves to go up in a kitchen in Fulham, table-lamps to be bought and installed in a study in a house in Campden Hill, and mirrors fixed to the walls of a bathroom in Paddington. Myra had a team of workers who could do anything from installing a central-heating system to making a set of chair covers, so Charlotte’s task was to ensure that every job was being carried out to the client’s specifications. It was an exacting job, calling for sharp observational powers; everything from the wallpaper to the light-switches had to be carefully checked.

Charlotte loved the work, though. She had dreams of starting her own interior design company in a few years’ time, with maybe a shop where she could sell her own brand of merchandise; so no matter how hard Myra made her work, she knew it was all invaluable experience.

This morning, however, as she finished her coffee before stepping into the bath, her thoughts kept straying to David. As each day passed, she was falling more deeply in love with him, and wondering too, how anyone like him could really be in love with her. She felt the luckiest person alive.

Looking back, their first meeting had been so clichéd, yet at the same time extraordinary. Charlotte had been waiting to catch a flight to Rome, where she was going to buy silk for curtains in a Chester Square mansion, when a spectral voice had drowned out all other sounds in the departure lounge at Heathrow, announcing that the flight had been delayed for two hours.

‘Damn and blast!’ she heard a voice exclaim and, glancing across to the seating opposite, saw an incredibly handsome man scowling at the monitor which hung above her head. With his regular features, blond hair and extraordinary pale blue eyes, she supposed him to be a male model or a film star. Something else struck her also. In spite of his obvious aggravation, his mouth had a humorous tilt at the corners and there were laughter lines around his eyes. He looked to be in his late twenties, and she liked the casual yet stylish way in which he was dressed.

Suddenly he became aware of her looking at him and he grinned. ‘Bloody typical, isn’t it! I hate delays.’

She nodded, almost struck dumb by his friendly manner, and the fact that he was talking to her in such an easy way.

‘I know.’ She smiled fatuously. ‘It is a bore.’

‘You’re going to Rome, too?’

‘Yes.’

‘God, I hope it’s not more than a two-hour wait.’

‘I’m glad I’ve brought something to read.’

He grimaced ruefully. ‘I haven’t. Are you being met at the other end?’

‘No. I’m on a business trip.’ She paused. ‘It doesn’t actually matter when I arrive.’

‘Same here,’ he admitted. ‘I’ve never been to Italy, so I thought I’d take a few days off and have a look at the sights.’ As he spoke he moved across the space between them and seated himself next to her.

‘You’ll love it.’

He looked at her with interest. ‘You know it well, do you?’

Charlotte longed to lie, tell him she could give him a splendid conducted tour and that she knew all the best places, but he was looking at her so penetratingly with those amazing eyes that she knew she’d never be able to get away with it.

‘I know bits of Rome,’ she said honestly. ‘I usually stay near the Spanish Steps and I’ve seen the Colosseum, of course, and the Vatican . . . but usually I’ve been so busy I haven’t had much time to go exploring.’ She didn’t add that she was too nervous to roam by herself anyway. She’d seen The Roman Spring of Mrs Stone, and often wished she had the courage of the woman Tennessee Williams had written about. She also wished she had the looks of Vivien Leigh, who had played Mrs Stone in the film. With that face one would never be alone anywhere, she reflected wryly.

The young man was looking around the crowded departure lounge now, no doubt thinking up an excuse to get away. She was wondering how she could make it easier for him when, to her joy and amazement, he suddenly asked her to join him for a drink.

‘There are several bars to choose from. Which one shall we try?’ he asked.

That was how it had all begun. By the time they’d arrived in Rome, having managed to exchange seats so they could sit together, it seemed to Charlotte she had known David Farrell for years. He told her he was twenty-eight, worked for a recording company called Flight Records, was unattached and living in London.

Charlotte could hardly believe her luck and yet, in the days that followed, she’d remained cautious, frightened of getting her fingers burnt again. After three years, she still suffered the awful doubt that comes with rejection. Even now, after three months of loving David, there were moments when she feared she lacked the ability to hold on to him for ever; moments when the consequences of losing him seemed too terrible to contemplate.

The phone ringing brought her back to the present with a start. Clients sometimes phoned her and Myra at home.

‘Good morning. Can I help you?’ she asked in her professional manner.

‘La, darling, it’s Mummy. Have you got a moment to spare or is this a bad time?’

‘Hi, Ma!’ She greeted her mother affectionately. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine, but frantically busy. Listen, darling, I thought of getting Susan one of those skirts from Jigsaw for Christmas, and I wondered what colour I should get. They’ve got them in—’

‘Ma.’ Charlotte interrupted her.

‘Yes?’

‘I’m afraid I’ve got bad news for you about Christmas.’

‘What?’ Margaret Taylor sounded alarmed.

‘Oh, it’s not quite the end of the world, but David wants me to spend Christmas in Wiltshire with his parents and—’

‘But that will be lovely for you, sweetheart.’ Charlotte could hear her mother struggling to keep the disappointment out of her voice. ‘You’ll have a wonderful time! How nice of them to invite you. Have you got enough clothes to wear?’

Charlotte giggled. ‘It’s only a country house, Ma. Not the Ritz in Paris! Can David and I spend New Year’s Eve with you and Daddy, instead?’

‘Of course you can, darling. We’d love to see you. I’m experimenting with a new way of doing pheasant – en croute – so we can try it out then.’

‘Thanks, Ma. I’m sorry about Christmas. I’d much rather be with you and Daddy and Susie.’

‘Don’t worry about it, La! You must be with David. It’s only right. We’ll all miss you dreadfully, but there’ll be the New Year to look forward to, so that’s all right.’

As usual, Charlotte thought, her mother was making the best of everything. She was a naturally cheerful and resilient woman, still young looking and energetic at fifty, and always pleased for her daughters when something nice happened to them.

‘I’ll come round with my presents for you all,’ Charlotte promised. ‘Would tomorrow be OK?’

‘Any time you like, darling. And I’ll give you ours. I’ve also got a little something for David, too.’

‘You’re a star, Ma.’

‘Now, what about this skirt for Susie?’

They talked for several more minutes; they had always enjoyed a harmonious relationship and, now Charlotte was twenty-six, were the best of friends.

When Charlotte hung up several minutes later, she felt a pang of regret that she was going away, even if it was with David. This would be the first Christmas in her life, she realised, when she’d be away from her family, and it felt strange and unsettling. Then she spoke sternly to herself.

‘Come on,’ she said briskly. ‘Time to grow up, for God’s sake!’


Chapter Two

Christopher Farrell rang the door bell of his ex-wife’s Islington house and hoped she’d got Holly ready for their trip to stay with his parents in Wiltshire. This was the first Christmas he’d spend with his four-year-old daughter since the divorce, and he was anxious to be off. Tall, comfortably shaped, and with a light brown beard, he pulled his sheepskin coat tighter and leaned into the wind as it rushed down Mulberry Avenue. Christ! It was cold! He rubbed his hands and looked at his wristwatch again, wondering why the hell Linda didn’t open the door.

He’d have liked to have seen Holly more often, but their relationship, fragile and infrequent, was ruled by Linda’s ‘conditions’. She was hot on conditions, he thought. Linda had stipulated he could only see Holly if he gave her several days’ notice, and Holly could only stay with him if he was at his parents’ house, not his own flat in Battersea. He must take her to Wiltshire in the train and not in his car, and he wouldn’t ever be allowed to have her again if he was drinking or doing drugs in her presence. Not that he did drugs any more. Drinking was different. He’d nodded silently in agreement, but knew that he wouldn’t be able to resist the odd drink when Holly was in bed at night.

The dark blue painted door of the small but elegant nineteenth-century house opened, and Linda stood there smiling at him in such a friendly way he couldn’t help feeling guilty that he’d been cursing her a few minutes before.

‘Hi, Chris! Come in. Holly’s just about ready.’ She was a motherly-looking woman in her early thirties, with curling brown hair and a cheerful expression. Wearing cream corded trousers and a long loose red sweater which suited her curvaceous figure, she led the way into the living room.

‘Like some coffee?’

He glanced at his watch again, worried about the waiting taxi, worried about missing the train.

‘Better not, thanks.’

At that moment a short, thick-set man with dark hair and humorous eyes emerged from the direction of the kitchen carrying a ten-month-old boy in his arms.

‘How are you doing, Chris?’ The men shook hands. Christopher quite liked Linda’s new husband, probably because he hadn’t come on the scene until after they’d split.

‘I’m fine, Denzil.’ Chris looked at the baby and felt a momentary pang. He adored Holly, but it would have been nice to have had a son.

‘How are you today, Ben?’ he asked the child, speaking breezily to hide his longing. Ben blew bubbles and snuggled deeper into his father’s arms.

‘Daddy!’ A small girl, her curly, shoulder-length blonde hair tied back with a ribbon, came tearing down the stairs, jumping the last two steps before flinging herself at Christopher.

‘Hi, sweetheart!’ He swept her up in his arms, holding her aloft because she was so light, grinning up into her face as she dangled above him. ‘How’s my girl?’

‘Are we going to Granny’s for Christmas?’

‘Yes, we are, Holly.’ He lowered her until she was level with his chest, and then he hugged her close.

Holly hugged him back, but she was eager to be off. ‘Can we go now?’ She wriggled down to the ground and then rushed over to a suitcase which stood ready by the front door.

‘This is my luggage,’ she announced importantly.

Linda and Christopher looked at their only child with fond eyes. They found her irresistible with her heart-shaped face and forget-me-not-blue eyes which twinkled with merriment. There was an almost permanent giggle in her throat, which broke into rich, milky laughter when she was happy, and she had an endearing habit of saying, ‘Oh, Mummy!’ or, ‘Oh, Daddy!’ and winding her arms round their necks. Linda dropped to her haunches and held out her arms, her eyes suddenly glistening with unshed tears. ‘Come and say goodbye to Mummy.’

Holly ran and flung herself at Linda. ‘Aren’t you coming to Granny’s too, Mummy?’

‘Not this time, love,’ Linda replied, keeping her voice light. ‘Be a good girl and give my love to Granny and Grandpa.’

‘I want you to come too, Mummy.’ Holly looked crushed. She gazed into Linda’s eyes and nodded her own head in encouragement. ‘Say yes. Say you’ll come,’ she persisted, nodding.

‘Then who would look after Denzil? And Ben?’ Linda stood up quickly, her face pinched with pain.

‘And you’ll be with Mummy for the New Year,’ Christopher pointed out with forced cheerfulness. He caught Linda’s eye and they exchanged wry smiles, united in their effort to make Holly understand that her time would always have to be divided between them in the future.

‘We’d better hurry or we’ll miss the train,’ Christopher coaxed, ‘Granny is expecting us for tea.’ He picked up her case while Linda buttoned up her red anorak. Suddenly Holly stood still in the middle of the hall. Her expression was appalled.

‘Does Father Christmas know I’m going away? Will he know where Granny’s house is?’ she asked in a quavering voice.

Denzil came to the rescue as both Linda and Christopher struggled with their emotions. Bending down he spoke earnestly and gravely. ‘Don’t worry, Holly. I sent Father Christmas a fax, marked “urgent” and “important”, and I gave him your granny’s address in Wiltshire.’

Holly only looked partially convinced. ‘Are you sure he’ll get it? Will he know where to go?’

Denzil nodded vigorously. ‘He faxed me back! Don’t worry about a thing. Now, you’d better hurry before that taxi gets fed up with waiting! You don’t want to miss your train, do you?’

Reassured, Holly brightened visibly and grabbed Christopher’s hand.

‘Thanks, old chap,’ Christopher murmured. ‘Bye, Linda. Have a good Christmas.’

‘You, too.’

‘Bye-bye, Mummy.’

‘Goodbye, sweetheart. See you very soon. Take care and be a good girl.’

The quiet tree-lined street echoed to their voices as, with a shuddering start, the taxi pulled away from the kerb. Linda watched it go, unable to speak. Denzil, standing beside her, still holding Ben, looked at her sympathetically.

‘Cheer up, love. You’ve got us.’

‘I know.’ She was hoarse with choking tears. ‘It never gets easier, though, does it? In fact, it gets more painful all the time.’ Then she leaned forward to kiss him, to reassure him that, in spite of her sadness, she really loved him and Ben. ‘What would I do without you?’

He kissed her back, putting Ben in her arms at the same time. ‘I think your son and heir needs changing.’

Linda patted Ben’s padded bottom fondly. ‘Come on then, sweetheart. Up to the nursery.’

Ben gurgled and clapped his hands, something he’d only recently learned to do. Linda carried him up the stairs and, as they passed Holly’s bedroom – a confection in various shades of pink, with a stencilled border of dancing elephants created by Denzil – Linda averted her eyes. She would never get used to having to share Holly with Christopher. It had to be done and she tried to make the best of it, but she’d never get used to it.

Carol and Neil Whittaker loaded the last of their luggage into the boot of their old Bentley, and did a final check to make sure the house was locked up and the burglar alarm set.

Since Neil’s retirement the previous year, as headmaster of a leading public school, they’d moved to a modern redbrick house near a golf course in Berkshire. Now their time was devoted to improving the garden, and pursuing their respective hobbies. Life was leisurely and comfortable. In many ways they’d rather have stayed at home for Christmas, but both had a deep, in-built sense of duty. Every alternate year they stayed with her sister and brother-in-law in Wiltshire. It was expected of them, and this was the year they were due to go again.

‘At least Virginia has a wonderful cook,’ Neil had remarked as they’d finished packing the previous night.

‘And Edmund has an excellent cellar,’ Carol reminded him, wishing they’d been able to have children of their own. Apart from everything else it would have been a perfect excuse for staying at home. The fact was, they were only going away in order to please her sister and brother-in-law who, being richer, liked to dispense biennial hospitality to the poorer members of their family.

‘I like sleeping in my own bed,’ Neil grumbled. He was a man of habit, who liked his wife’s cooking better than anyone else’s, his regular whisky and soda at six o’clock (Edmund Farrell refused to offer anyone a drink before six-thirty), and to have his bath after breakfast, not before.

‘It can’t be helped, dear,’ Carol commiserated, thinking how she was going to miss being able to watch her favourite television programmes. At least they’d be in their own home next year, able to do exactly as they liked.

‘I hear Christopher is coming down for Christmas and bringing Holly with him,’ Carol remarked as they set off along the M3 for Devizes. ‘She must be quite a big girl now.’

‘How old is she?’ Neil drove carefully, checking in the mirror every thirty seconds.

‘Four, I think. Yes, she must be. Poor little thing. I don’t approve of breaking up marriages where children are involved.’

‘I don’t think you can blame Linda for wanting a divorce, dear,’ he said mildly.

‘She should have put up with it.’

‘What, his drinking? And drugs?’

‘Other women sometimes have to.’

‘I dare say, but with Holly . . .! I’m sure she felt it was bad for the child being in that environment. They never had any money, either, because he spent it all getting the stuff. I don’t think you can blame her.’ Neil shook his bald head and changed gear with vigour.

‘I’m sure she could have managed if she’d tried,’ Carol said stiffly. ‘I think she wanted to get away from Christopher so she could marry Denzil Blake. I believe he’s quite well off.’

‘But Linda met Denzil after she’d left Christopher.’

Carol looked at him and said darkly, ‘That’s what she says.’

Neil sighed inwardly. There was no changing his wife’s viewpoint when she was set on something. She’d never liked Linda, and nothing was going to alter that fact, even though they’d not seen her since she and Christopher had divorced.

‘Edmund told me on the phone yesterday that David’s bringing a girlfriend down this year,’ Neil observed, changing the subject.

Carol shot him a surprised look. ‘Really? What sort of girl?’

‘How should I know, dear? Presumably one with two legs, two arms and a woman’s body.’

‘Don’t be silly, Neil. What did Edmund say about her? Who is she?’

‘All he said was that her name is Charlotte and that David has been going out with her for several months. Oh, yes, and that she’s an interior decorator.’

‘Is she from a good family?’ Debrett’s Peerage was to Carol Whittaker what the Bible was to a Jehovah’s Witness.

‘Edmund didn’t actually go into her antecedents,’ Neil said drily.

‘David’s too young to get seriously involved.’

‘He’s twenty-eight.’

‘Yes, but he never sticks at anything. How many jobs has he had since he failed to get into university? Six? Seven? Eight?’

‘I think he’s got a good job now, with a recording company.’

Carol snorted. ‘And how long is that going to last? It’ll be all pop stars and concerts and that sort of trash.’

Neil put his foot down hard on the accelerator and gritted his teeth. In their own home Carol was a very amenable woman: active, cheerful, involved in playing tennis and golf several times a week, and a gracious hostess. Yet as soon as they went to see her sister, she changed completely, becoming unbearably snobbish and intolerant of her peers. Was it a deep dissatisfaction within herself that suddenly made her critical of everyone else? Or was it jealousy that Virginia had so much more than her materially. He sighed inwardly, and hoped he wasn’t going to have to listen to her carping all over Christmas.

‘I wonder what David’s girlfriend is like?’ she continued.

‘No doubt we shall soon find out,’ Neil replied. ‘They’re arriving at about the same time as us. Driving down from London, Edmund said.’

Carol looked cross again. ‘David doesn’t have a car.’

‘No, but she does.’

‘How much further is it?’ Charlotte asked, wriggling her toes. She’d slipped off her shoes as soon as they’d left London, and now her feet were wonderfully warm from the powerful car heater.

‘We’ll be there in ten minutes,’ David replied. ‘It’s on the outskirts of a village called Barrow, but because we have a high walled garden, one gets the feeling it’s more isolated. It’s an interesting old place.’ He’d taken it for granted he’d do the driving, and Charlotte hadn’t minded because it meant she could relax. Slipping another tape into the cassette, she snuggled back in her seat, feeling safe and cocooned from the bleak-looking countryside that surrounded them. A grey shroud enveloped the damp landscape and, to Charlotte, who had always lived in London, it was the most depressing sight in the world. Then she had a sudden thought, and she turned anxiously to David.

‘We will be sleeping in the same room, won’t we?’

David raised his fair eyebrows and answered decisively, ‘Not a chance.’

‘Really?’ She tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. ‘Oh well, I suppose you can always visit me in the night, after everyone’s gone to sleep?’

‘Yeah, course I can.’ He turned to her briefly and smiled. ‘Don’t worry about it, love.’

Charlotte felt rather put out. But, she reminded herself, people in the country were far more fussy about that sort of thing when you were unmarried; probably something to do with the neighbours knowing and it not looking good.

‘Is anyone else staying?’ she asked.

David changed gear as they came to a steep hill. ‘This might be the year for Aunt Carol and Uncle Neil to stay,’ he said. ‘She’s Mum’s sister and they come every other year.’

Charlotte said nothing. The whole thing was becoming more nerve-racking by the moment, and when David announced, ‘Here we are,’ as he turned left and swung the car up a wide gravel drive, edged with lime trees, she felt positively sick. Then the drive curved to the right and she saw it: a low, L-shaped building of old grey stone with a dusky pink slate roof and tall, lead-paned windows. Three pillars supported a jutting-out section above the main entrance, giving a portico effect. Beneath it the heavy oak front door was firmly shut.

The dark panelled hall was dominated at the far end by a Christmas tree of immense height and lushness, its blue spruce branches stretching elegantly outwards like long velvet gloves. Charlotte moved closer to get a better look at the decorations that hung from it and then gasped with pleasure.

‘Oh, David! It’s exquisite! I’ve got clients who would kill for a tree like this!’

Hundreds of tiny Victorian wooden figures dangled on tarnished gilt threads; Charlotte marvelled at how detailed was the carving and how exquisitely they’d been painted. Angels with scalloped wings and round, rosy cheeks hung in close proximity to jaunty sailors, prancing dapple-grey horses, clambering monkeys and cheeky, brightly coloured parrots. Black cats, clowns, fairies and gnomes swung gently alongside striped tigers and snowmen. To complete the nineteenth-century look, old-fashioned cream candles were held in place by little painted tin holders.

‘Have you always had these carved figures in your family?’ she asked, examining a minutely carved jack-in-the-box. ‘They must be very valuable. I’ve never seen anything so enchanting.’ Then she sighed. ‘It does make all the glittery stuff we put on our trees nowadays seem trashy, doesn’t it?’

David had brought their cases in from the car and had put them down in the middle of the hall, where dark blue velvet sofas and polished oak furniture gave it an air of grand formality. ‘Where is everyone, I wonder?’ The house was quiet, as if it had been deserted.

Then they heard quick, light footsteps trotting along the corridor that led off the hall, and a moment later a little girl with the face of an angel stood framed in the archway. She wore a denim mini-skirt that revealed sturdy legs in red woollen tights. The child glanced at them both with a serious expression, but her eyes seemed to dance with merriment.

‘Hello, Uncle David.’ She turned to Charlotte. ‘Hello! What’s your name?’ she asked in a clear little voice.

‘I’m Charlotte. Who are you?’ Charlotte dropped on to her haunches in front of Holly and looked into her face. Holly immediately dropped on to her haunches in imitation and gazed back earnestly.

‘I’m Holly.’

‘Hello, Holly,’ said Charlotte, falling in love.

‘Have you come to stay?’

‘Yes, David and I have come for Christmas.’

‘So have I! Denzil said he’d faxed Father Christmas so he’d know I was staying here.’

Charlotte looked desperately in David’s direction for guidance. Holly was obviously his niece, but who was Denzil?

‘Where’s your granny?’ David asked Holly. ‘Where is everyone?’

‘Granny’s in the kitchen and my daddy is helping her ’cos there’s a lot to do,’ Holly replied without drawing breath. She gulped. ‘And Grandpa’s in the cellar. He’s getting wine to drink.’

Holly grabbed Charlotte’s hand. ‘I’ll show you the cellar.’

‘I think we’d better say hello to your granny first,’ Charlotte replied. She would ask David for a full ‘who’s who’ when they were alone.

‘Let’s go then,’ said David suddenly and decisively, pushing past them, and striding off down the corridor. The kitchen stood at the end of it and Virginia Farrell looked up in surprise as they entered.

‘David! I never heard you arrive . . .! And you must be Charlotte!’ Her face, deeply etched with wrinkles, lit up. She smiled warmly as she came towards them, hands outstretched.

‘Did you have a good journey? The weather hasn’t been too good, I was worried about you. The roads get very icy at this time of day. Carol and Neil haven’t arrived yet, although they said they’d be here in time for tea. I wonder what can have happened to them? Chris, darling, put on the kettle, will you? I’m sure everyone is dying for a cup of tea.’ Talking non-stop, Virginia Farrell flitted around the kitchen, a slim woman in her late fifties. She seemed rather highly strung, with an anxious expression and a flustered manner.

Christopher came forward, grinning and wiping his hands on a cloth. In contrast to his mother, he appeared laid back and relaxed.

‘Sorry I can’t greet you in the proper manner, but I’ve had my hands up a turkey’s backside for the last hour, and I can think of more attractive places to be.’

Charlotte laughed, liking him instantly, but there was something debauched about his bearded, smiling face. His slightly rotund body showed signs of indulgence, too, as he ambled over to her in baggy trousers and a chunky sweater. She watched as he and David greeted each other, their lack of affection reflecting what David had told her about the brothers’ relationship. Her family were extremely effusive, had always been very close, but then they hadn’t been through the difficulties that the Farrells had.

‘Is the turkey ready, Daddy?’ Holly piped up, kneeling on a kitchen chair so she could get a better look at the bird which was now sitting in a large roasting pan by the sink.

‘Yes. I’ve stuffed it with chestnuts and it’s going to be tucked up for the night in the Aga so it will be ready for lunch tomorrow,’ Christopher informed her.

Holly digested this piece of information with satisfaction. ‘After Father Christmas has been?’

‘Yes, sweetheart.’ He caught Charlotte’s eye and smiled.

Virginia swooped around the kitchen, putting out things for tea. ‘Bread and jam? Biscuits? Scones? Fruit cake? What do you like, Charlotte? I think there are some muffins we could toast . . . and, oh, there’s some homemade damson jam in the larder. Do you like Indian or China tea?’

Charlotte’s head reeled. ‘Whatever everyone else is having, Mrs Farrell,’ she replied lamely.

‘Do stop fussing, Mother,’ David said in a flat, weary voice.

Virginia Farrell looked rebuffed. ‘I’m only trying to get a nice tea for you all,’ she replied, hurt.

At that moment the kitchen door opened. A tall man with thick white hair and strong, tanned features stood there, carrying a large gardening trug. It was filled with bottles of wine. He looked round the kitchen at the assembled company, his penetrating dark eyes taking in everything at a glance. Virginia’s nervousness seemed to increase, and she dropped a jam spoon with a clatter.

‘Grandpa!’ Holly shrieked in delight. ‘Have you got the drink?’

‘Hello, everyone.’ His eyes lingered on Charlotte for a moment, and she couldn’t tell whether his expression was friendly or not.

‘Hi, Dad.’ David went over to him and they shook hands while Holly jumped up and down and tried to take the trug from her grandfather. ‘This is Charlotte,’ David added.

‘No, Holly, it’s too heavy for you,’ Edmund Farrell remonstrated, though not unkindly. Then he looked up again. ‘Hello, Charlotte.’ He shook her hand. ‘Glad you could come and stay with us. Had a good journey?’ It was a rhetorical question, to which he expected no answer. Lifting the trug on to the kitchen table, he turned to Virginia.

‘Why did you tell me to bring up more port? I checked in the dining room and there’s plenty in the decanters.’

‘I thought with so many people . . .’ Her voice drifted off into silence as she fussed with a large white teapot.

Edmund smiled thinly at Charlotte. ‘Christmas, eh? Weeks of shopping and preparation, hours of work and worry, and it’s all over in a few hours! Who needs it?’

‘Oh, come on, Dad!’ Christopher laughed jovially. ‘Don’t be such an old Scrooge! You’ve got your whole family around you, including your granddaughter! What more do you want? We’re going to have a fabulous time, aren’t we?’ He turned to Charlotte. ‘Here’s a girl who I’m sure knows how to have a good time!’

Charlotte laughed. Christopher’s good humour really was infectious and she felt her doubts about the next few days dwindle. ‘I make it my business to enjoy myself!’ she replied stoutly. ‘Life’s too short for anything else.’

‘Exactly my sentiments,’ Christopher agreed. ‘Come on, Mum. Pay no attention to the old man, and let’s have a cup of tea.’ As he spoke he scooped Holly up in his arms, tickled her playfully, then seated her on one of the wooden kitchen chairs.

‘Milkshake!’ she demanded.

This threw Virginia into a deeper spin. ‘Oh, darling, I don’t know if we have . . . Would a chocolate drink do? Or would you like orangeade? Or a nice hot cup of Horlicks . . .?’

‘Ma,’ said Christopher with cheerful patience. ‘Holly will have plain milk and that’s an end of it.’

‘No, no . . . milkshake!’ Holly repeated with determination. ‘Banana milkshake.’

‘There isn’t . . .’ Virginia paused and then her tired face lit up. ‘All right, darling! I can do that! I’ve got bananas, and milk, and if we put them in the liquidiser . . . What do you think, Chris? That would be a milkshake, wouldn’t it? We could add a little sugar . . .?’

Charlotte could see that Christopher was torn between exasperation and amusement. ‘Sit down, Ma. I’ll do it.’ He rose, moving neatly for someone of such comfortable build.

David and his father were engrossed in conversation, so Charlotte turned to talk to Virginia, who was making a jam sandwich for Holly.

‘What a beautiful house this is,’ she observed conversationally, although she realised she’d hardly seen anything of it yet.

‘Thank you, my dear. It’s very old. Not very convenient, but Edmund loves it. In the summer the garden is very pretty.’

Charlotte looked round the expensively equipped kitchen, confirming her suspicions that the Farrells were rich.

‘You don’t look after if all by yourself, though, do you?’ she asked. From the outside it looked enormous.

Virginia handed Holly her sandwich and then absently stroked her curling blonde hair. Charlotte noticed her fingers were still sticky with jam, but Virginia seemed oblivious of this as she twisted Holly’s curl round and round.

‘We have Fred, the gardener, and of course I have Gladys and Ruby for the house. They’ll be here in a few minutes to do dinner tonight, and they’ll be here most of tomorrow.’

‘On Christmas Day?’ Charlotte asked in surprise. Even in London her mother found it difficult to hire help on Christmas Day.

Virginia dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Gladys is a widow, and Ruby is her daughter. They live in the village. Ruby has a baby, although I’m afraid there’s no husband. One of Gladys’s many sisters looks after the baby when Ruby’s here, and so it works very well. They need the money and I need the help. They even do all the washing and ironing. Such a joy, my dear.’ For a brief moment the older woman seemed to relax, and her blue eyes looked almost tranquil. Then she sighed. ‘This is such a large house, Charlotte.’

Charlotte nodded. And gloomy too, she thought. Not to mention rather oppressive.

‘. . . The private sector will never make a go of the railways,’ Edmund was booming from the other side of the round pine table.

‘It’ll make them a damn site more efficient, though,’ Christopher replied with fervour.

‘But there needs to be a massive injection of capital put into rolling stock,’ David interjected.

Impressed by his knowledge, Charlotte nevertheless hoped the whole of Christmas wasn’t going to be spent listening to David discussing railways.

When they’d had tea, Charlotte turned to Virginia. She was longing to unpack, and maybe have a bath before dinner.

‘Is it all right if I go to my room?’ she asked shyly.

Virginia sprang to her feet as if she’d received an electric shock. ‘Oh! My dear girl! How perfectly dreadful of me! I’ll show you up, right away! Edmund, dear! Edmund!’

His expression was resigned. ‘What is it now?’

‘Can you take Charlotte’s cases up to her room? The poor girl doesn’t even know where she’s sleeping!’ She made it sound as if it was his fault.

Edmund spread his large hands, indicating his sons. ‘Why can’t one of them take up the cases?’

‘Honestly, I can easily . . .’ Charlotte protested.

David jumped to his feet, nearly knocking over his chair. ‘For God’s sake! Charlotte and I will do it ourselves! What room have you put her in?’ he demanded angrily, obviously appalled at his father’s rudeness.

There was a stunned silence, but before anyone had time to reply, there was the sound of voices coming from the hall.

‘Oh, it’s Carol and Neil! They’ve arrived! At last!’ Virginia shot off on her long thin legs to greet them.

‘Come on, darling. Let’s get settled into our rooms,’ David muttered and, grabbing Charlotte’s hand, led her towards the hall, where they came face to face with Virginia’s sister and brother-in-law.

After brief introductions, David picked up their cases and made for the stairs. Charlotte, still rather stung by Edmund’s rudeness, followed him. She would be glad of a few minutes alone with David.

‘Charlotte’s in the third room on the left,’ Virginia called up after them.

It turned out to be a large, old-fashioned room, furnished with a hotch-potch of mixed patterned chintz and odd pieces of furniture which at first glance caused Charlotte to wince; but it was comfortable in a homely way and it was warm. After David had left her, she ran a bath in the adjoining bathroom and hung up her clothes in the big walnut wardrobe. She thought about her own family back in London. They’d be opening the champagne soon, and allowing themselves just one present each before dinner from beneath the tree. The conversation would be warm and witty and the banter affectionate. They might even have invited a few friends for supper, to share in the festivities.

Sighing, Charlotte climbed into the large cast-iron bath and closed her eyes. She loved David and that was why she was here. That was something she had to remember and, if necessary, keep reminding herself of for the next three days.

An hour later, changed into a neat navy blue dress with tights and shoes to match, Charlotte went downstairs again and found everyone in the drawing room, sitting before a smouldering log fire.

David came over to her immediately. ‘You’ve been ages, sweetheart. Are you all right?’

‘Yes, of course, I’m sorry . . . I didn’t know you were waiting for me.’

‘Well, you’re here now.’ He sounded a little tense. ‘What do you want to drink?’

She glanced at the tray of drinks arranged on a side table. There was no sign of champagne.

‘Gin and tonic, please,’ she replied. As he mixed the drink, adding a lump of ice, she whispered, concerned, ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing’s wrong. I was missing you. That’s all!’ His smile was boyish and apologetic. When she smiled back, he reached out and squeezed her hand.

Glowing with happiness now, Charlotte went over to join the rest of his family.

‘There you are, Charlotte,’ Virginia greeted her warmly. She’d changed into a smart red dress and brushed her hair into a woolly fluff of curls around her head. ‘I want you to meet my sister properly . . .’

She grasped Charlotte’s wrist with a bejewelled hand and led her over to the stocky woman she’d met briefly in the hall. She had grey hair cut short and straight, and was wearing a thick tweed dress and clumpy shoes.

‘Carol, you’ve met Charlotte briefly . . .’ Her voice faded as she looked at them both. ‘This is my sister, Carol Whittaker,’ she continued, starting up again. ‘Carol and Neil live near Newbury and Carol’s the sporty one in the family. Always was, even when we were girls, weren’t you, dear? Oh, my goodness, your glass is empty! Edmund, give Carol another drink, will you, dear? Dinner won’t be ready for a while, I’m afraid, so do have another drink.’

‘Is there anything I can do to help, Mrs Farrell?’ Charlotte asked politely.

Virginia’s blue eyes stared at her, wide open and with a faintly blank look, as if not much was registering. ‘It’s all right, thank you, dear. Gladys and Ruby are here and they’ve got everything under control. I don’t think dinner will be very long . . . I suppose if we . . .’ But the words faded away again as she looked over at Edmund who was deep in conversation with Neil and looked as if he had no intention of topping up people’s drinks. It suddenly dawned on Charlotte why Virginia never seemed to finish a sentence, why her voice always trailed off; it was because Edmund never listened to anything she said.

‘What do you do with yourself, Charlotte?’ she heard Carol Whittaker ask. ‘You live in London, I gather?’ There was a note of criticism in her voice, and her mouth, slightly whiskered, drooped disapprovingly at the corners.

‘I’m an interior decorator.’

‘What does that entail?’

‘I work for someone who decorates people’s houses and flats.’

‘Oh!’ There was unmistakable contempt in her voice. ‘I can’t imagine anything worse than having someone do up my house. Haven’t these people any ideas of their own? I suppose they’re too rich and spoilt to be bothered.’ She finished her glass of whisky and soda and then looked hopefully in Edmund’s direction.

Charlotte flushed. ‘In most cases the clients haven’t the time,’ she replied quietly. ‘They know what they want and we never impose our ideas on them, but they do need a designer to pull the whole thing together.’ But Carol Whittaker’s attention was already elsewhere.

Dinner was served at eight o’clock in the formal dining room, where the long oval table was laid with an immense amount of silver, including a pair of ornate candelabra in which flickered dark green candles. Charlotte found herself placed on Edmund Farrell’s left as he took his place at the head of the table, and she was relieved to find David was sitting on her other side. If they couldn’t sleep together, at least sitting together was allowed.

They were served by Gladys, a rotund, jolly-looking woman in a white overall, and Ruby, even jollier and plumper than her mother, and seemingly almost as old. Edmund poured the white wine into exquisite hock glasses, each a different vivid jewel colour, and Charlotte looked round appreciatively, noting the white damask cloth and table-napkins and the simple arrangement of cotoneaster, heavy with scarlet berries and dark, glossy leaves, in a silver rose bowl in the centre of the table.

They were half-way through the first course, which was salmon mousse, when the dining room door opened and Holly came bursting into the room in her nightdress. She ran over to Christopher; there were large tears rolling down her cheeks.

‘What’s the matter, my precious?’ he asked, concerned, gathering her up in his arms.

‘I don’t think Father Christmas knows where I am,’ she wept. ‘Can we phone Mummy and get her to tell him?’

‘Sweetheart, I promise you he’ll come to see you tonight,’ Christopher said gently, dabbing her wet cheeks with his table-napkin.

‘But he won’t come if you’re still awake,’ Carol intervened in a brisk, jolly voice.

‘That’s right,’ Neil added, nodding his head and smiling, still wishing after all these years that he and Carol had been able to have a family.

Virginia leaned forward, whispering. ‘I’ll give you a sweet if you get back into bed.’

Holly regarded her with serious eyes, unsure if she could be bribed.

‘Who’s a lucky girl?’ Christopher coaxed. ‘Go with Granny and she’ll get you something nice.’

Holly slid off her father’s knee, smiling tremulously. Virginia rose and taking her hand, led her to the sideboard. Charlotte watched as Holly gravely examined the contents of a box of chocolates before choosing one. She was unfamiliar with children, but the sight of Holly with her angelic face and soft blonde hair made her suddenly long, for the first time, to have a baby.

‘Isn’t she adorable?’ she said to David, as Christopher carried Holly off to bed.

He smiled, looking into her eyes. ‘Don’t tell me you’re getting broody!’

‘Not right this minute,’ she blushed, ‘but I’d like to have children one day.’

‘Meanwhile, you enjoy practising how to conceive?’ he grinned, whispering so no one could hear.

‘Of course. Don’t you?’ she responded swiftly looking into his eyes.

Gladys and Ruby brought in the next course, which was roast lamb. Above the sound of general chatter, Charlotte suddenly heard Edmund exclaim irritably: ‘What’s happened to Christopher? What the hell’s he doing now?’

‘I expect he’s reading Holly a story,’ Virginia replied, soothingly. Several drinks seemed to have had a calming effect on her.

Carol seemed anxious to placate her brother-in-law, too. ‘He’s a very devoted father, isn’t he? He’s so good with her.’

Edmund scowled. ‘Is there any reason why he shouldn’t be?’

‘Of course not. But you can see she’s missing her mother. It’s dreadful for a child to have a broken home.’

To Charlotte’s horror, she didn’t even try to keep her voice low. At any moment Christopher might return and hear what they were saying. She looked at the others. They seemed unperturbed as they helped themselves to mint sauce and gravy.

David leaned forward, staring at his aunt, and said in hushed tones, ‘But Linda couldn’t stay with him; she had a duty to protect their child.’

‘David!’ Edmund shouted so loudly that they all jumped. ‘You’ve no right to talk about Chris like that. Where’s your family loyalty?’

‘He never showed any when he was destroying himself and us,’ David continued hotly. ‘Not to mention his own wife and daughter.’ His voice was quavery.

‘But he’s given it all up! He hasn’t touched a drop of drink or been near drugs for the past year. Ever since he went to that clinic for treatment,’ Edmund thundered.

‘I wish . . . I really wish I could believe that.’ The two men were glaring at each other, David’s blue eyes glistening suddenly.

Shocked by his distress, Charlotte stole a look at his profile. His jaw was tightly clenched and her heart contracted in sympathy. Much as she liked Christopher his addiction had clearly taken a terrible toll on them all.

‘Please, David.’ Virginia looked distressed and for a moment Charlotte thought she was going to burst into tears. ‘Don’t let’s have any unpleasantness. Christopher is a changed person. Even Linda agrees the treatment worked. And he is a marvellous father, there’s no doubt about it.’

At that moment they heard footsteps clattering down the polished staircase, and Virginia turned to Neil, on her left, and said in a normal voice, ‘Are you and Carol going anywhere nice this year? You went to Spain last summer, didn’t you . . .?’
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