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About the Book

The fifth in Anne Perry’s series of charming Christmas novellas.

For Superintendent Runcorn, Christmas has rarely looked so bleak. Believing that a change of scenery may help him finally forget Melisande Ewart, Runcorn heads for the beautiful, desolate Isle of Anglesey. Any hopes of Christmas passing quietly are dashed, however, when he discovers Melisande is also in Anglesey and, moreover, that she is engaged to another man.

Then the local vicar’s sister is found murdered and Melisande’s brother is implicated in the crime. Determined to assist Melisande in her time of need, Runcorn resolves to find the killer. Is it possible in doing so, that he will also win the heart of his one true love?


To all those who have impossible dreams


So this was the Isle of Anglesey. Runcorn stood on the rugged headland and stared across the narrow water of the Menai Strait towards the mountains of Snowdonia and mainland Wales, and he wondered why on earth he had chosen to come here, alone in December. The air was hard, ice-edged and laden with the salt of the sea. He was a Londoner, used to the rattle of hansom cabs on the cobbles, the gaslamps gleaming in the afternoon dusk. The streets were always busy with the singsong voices of costermongers, the cries of news vendors, drivers of every kind of vehicle – from broughams to drays – and the air carried the smell of smoke and manure.

Here must be the loneliest place in Britain, all bare hills and hard, bright water, and silence except for the moan of the wind in the grass. The black skeleton of the Menai Bridge had a certain grace, but it was the elegance of power, not like the low, familiar arches across the Thames. The few lights flickering on in the town of Beaumaris behind him indicated nothing like the vast city he was used to, teeming with the passions, the sorrow, and the dreams of millions.

Of course, the reason he was here was simple: he had nowhere else in particular to be. He lived alone. He knew many people, but they were colleagues rather than friends. He had earned his promotions until he was now, at fifty, a senior superintendent in the Metropolitan Police. But he was not a gentleman, and he would never be that. He had not the polish, the confidence, the ease of speech and grace of movement that comes with not having to care what people thought of you.

He smiled to himself as the wind stung his face. Monk, his colleague of years ago, once even his friend, had not been born a gentleman either, but somehow he had always managed to seem to be one. That used to hurt, but it did not any more. He knew that Monk was human too, and vulnerable. He could make mistakes. And perhaps Runcorn himself was wiser.

The last case in which they had worked together had been difficult and, in the end, ugly. Now Runcorn was tired of the city and he was due several weeks of leave. Why not take it somewhere as different as possible? He would refresh his mind away from the familiar and predictable, take long walks in the open, think deeply, for a change.

The sun was sinking in the south-west, shedding brilliant, burning light over the water. The land was dark as the colour faded and the headlands jutted purple and black out of the sea, only the uplands ribbed pale like crumpled velvet.

How long was winter twilight here? Would he soon find himself lost, unable to see the way back to his lodgings? It was bitterly cold already. His feet were numb from standing. He turned and started to walk towards the east and the darkening sky. What was there to think about? He was good at his job, patient, possibly a little pedestrian. He never had flashes of brilliant intuition, but he got there. He had succeeded far more than any of the other young men who had started when he had. In fact he had surprised himself.

But was he happy?

That was a stupid question, as if happiness were something you could own, and have it for always. He was happy at times, as for example when a case was closed and he knew he had done it well, found a difficult truth and left no doubts to haunt him afterwards, no savage and half-answered questions.

He was happy when he sat down by the fire at the end of a long day, and took the weight off his feet, ate something really good, like a thick-crusted ham and egg pie, or hot sausages with mashed potato. He liked good music, even classical music sometimes, although he would not admit it, in case people laughed at him. And he liked dogs. A good dog always made him smile. Was that enough?

He could only just see the road at his feet now. He thought about the huge bridge behind him, spanning the whole surge and power of the sea. What about the man who built that? Had he been happy? He had certainly created something to marvel at, and change the lives of people far into the future.

Runcorn had untangled a few problems, but had he ever built anything, or did he always use other people’s bridges as he travelled – where? No more than home to bed in an unfamiliar lodging house. It was comfortable, he would sleep well, he usually did. Certainly it was warm enough, and Mrs Owen was an agreeable woman, generous in nature.

The next morning was sharp and cold, but a pale sun struggled over the horizon, milky soft through a fine veil of cloud, which Mrs Owen assured him would burn off soon. The frost was only a dusting of white here and there, enough to make the hollows stand out on the long uneven lawn down to the big yew tree.

Runcorn ate a hearty breakfast, talked with her for a little while because it was only civil to appear interested as she told him about some of the local places and customs. Afterwards he set out to walk again.

This time he went uphill, climbing steadily until nearly midday, when he turned and gazed up at a sky naked of clouds, and a sea shimmering unbroken into the distance.

He stood there for some time, lost in the enormity of it, then gradually descended. He was on the outskirts of Beaumaris again when he turned a corner in the road and came face to face with a tall, slender man of unusual elegance, even in his heavy, winter coat and hat. He was in his mid-thirties, handsome, clean-shaven. They both stopped, staring at each other. The man blinked, uncertain except knowing that Runcorn’s face was familiar.

Runcorn knew him instantly, as if it had been only a week ago they had met. But it was longer than that, much longer. The case had been one of suicide suspected to be a murder. John Barclay had lived in a house backing on to the mews where the body had been found. It was not Barclay whom Runcorn remembered with affection, but his widowed sister, Melisande Ewart. Even standing here in the middle of this bright, windy road, Runcorn could see her face as clearly as if it were she who were here now, not her arrogant, unhelpful brother.

‘Excuse me,’ Barclay said tensely, stepping around Runcorn as if they had been strangers, and walking on up the road, lengthening his stride as he went. But Runcorn had seen the recognition in his face, and the distaste.

Was Melisande here too? If she were, he might see her. Even a glimpse. Did she look the same? Was the curve of her hair as soft, the way she smiled, and the sadness in her that had haunted him ever since?

It was ridiculous for him to think of her still. If she remembered him at all, it would be as a policeman determined to do his job regardless of fear or favour, but with possibly a modicum of kindness. It was her courage, her defiance of Barclay in identifying the corpse and taking the witness stand that had closed the case. Runcorn had always wondered how much that had cost her afterwards in Barclay’s displeasure. There had been nothing he could do to help her.

He began walking again, round the bend in the road and past the first house of the village. Was she staying here also? He quickened his step without realising it. The sun was bright, the frost nothing more than sparkling drops in the grass.

How could he find out if she was here, without being absurd? He could hardly ask, as if they were social acquaintances. He was a policeman who had investigated a death. It would be pointless to see her, and ridiculously painful. He was a fool even to think of it, and he despised himself.

He hurried on towards his lodgings, the safety of Mrs Owen’s dining-room table and the cheerful conversation of strangers.

But he did not stop thinking of Melisande. The weather grew a little milder, well above freezing. He saw more than a hundred birds pecking over a field, and the farmer told him they were redwings. There was plenty of yellow gorse in bloom, and the occasional hellebore in gardens. He walked in the sun and the wind, once or twice in the rain, and over a couple more days learned his way about the shore to east and west of Beaumaris. He found favourite places, hollows out of the wind, the first sign of snowdrops that caught his breath with sudden pleasure, intimate rock pools where strange shells and seaweeds grew.

On Sunday he dressed in the one decent suit he had brought with him and went to the morning service at the church nearest to the place in the road where he had encountered John Barclay. It was a solid stone building with stained-glass windows and a bell that rang out in the gusty air, the rich sound carrying across the town and into the fields beyond.

Runcorn knew why he was here, driven as if by the pull of a magnet. It had nothing to do with the worship of God, even though he entered through the great carved wooden doors with head bowed, hat in his hand and a mixture of reverence and hope making his heart beat faster.

It was hushed inside, an old church with stone floor and high ceiling crossed with great carved hammer beams. The light was hazy. Colours in the great windows showed the stations of the cross, and what looked like a woman following after the figure of Christ in the street. She kneeled to touch his robe, and Runcorn remembered a story of healing. He could not recall anything more except that there was something beautiful just beyond his reach.

The congregation was already seated and he slipped into a pew towards the side. He watched with interest, bowing his head as Barclay passed by him, then lifting it again with a sudden pang of disappointment that Melisande was not with him. But there was no reason for her to be on this wind-scoured island in its barren glory, its wild coast, its birds, and the roaring sea. What was there here for a beautiful woman to do?

Then another, entirely different woman, perhaps in her mid-twenties, walked past the end of his pew and on up the aisle. She moved with a unique grace, almost fluid, as if she were not touching the hard stone of a church floor with her boots, but were barefoot on grass, or the smooth sand of a beach. Her head was high, and when she turned, her pale face quickened by a secret laughter, as if she understood something no one else did. She was wearing dark green, so sombre it appeared almost black, and her cloud of hair escaped the rather rakish hat she seemed to have put on at the last moment, without thought. Her eyes were peat brown, and wide. Runcorn knew that, even though she looked at him for only an instant.

She went on up to the very front row, and sat down beside a woman perhaps fifteen years older, who greeted her with a quick, warm smile.

Runcorn noticed the movement of a man a couple of rows in front of him because he turned to stare at the girl with an intensity unsuitable in church. He was almost handsome, but for a tightness about his mouth. His features were regular and he had an excellent head of hair, thick with a slightly auburn tone to it. He was perhaps approaching forty.

If the girl were aware of his attention, she showed no sign of it at all; indeed, she seemed indifferent to any of the people around her except the vicar himself, who now appeared. He looked to be in his late forties, or perhaps a little more. He had a pale, ascetic face with a high brow and the same peat dark eyes as the girl in green. Almost immediately the service commenced, with the usual soothing and familiar ritual. He conducted the proceedings sombrely and somewhat as if it were a habit he was so accustomed to that it required far less than his full attention. Runcorn began to wonder if there were any way in which he could escape the sermon without his boredom being rudely obvious, and concluded that there was not. Instead he would occupy his thoughts by looking at the people.

The man in front of Runcorn was looking at the girl again. There was too much emotion in his face to believe he was simply admiring her. He had to know her, and there had been conflict between them, at least on his part.

What of her? Runcorn could not see her now because she was facing forward, her attention on the vicar as he began his sermon. His subject was obedience, an easy matter for which to find plenty of reference, but not one so simple to give life or warmth to, or to make relevant to Christmas, now less than three weeks away. Runcorn wondered why on earth he had chosen it: it was singularly inappropriate. But then Runcorn did not know the congregation. There might be all kinds of passions running out of control that obedience could hold in check. The vicar might be the good shepherd trying all he knew to lead wayward sheep to safe pasture.

Barclay was also looking at the girl in green, and for a moment there was a hunger in his face that was quite unmistakable. Runcorn was almost embarrassed to have seen it. Two men courting the same woman? Something that must happen in every village in England.

He had not been paying attention to the service. He had no idea what the curate had risen to do, only that his face was in every way different from that of the vicar. Where the older man was studious and disciplined, this man was mercurial and full of dreams. He seemed barely into his twenties, and yet there was a keen intelligence in him. He looked at the girl in green and smiled, then as if caught in a minor offence, quickly looked away. She turned a little, and Runcorn could see, even in the brief profile of her face, that she was smiling back, not wistfully as a lover, but with life and laughter, as a friend.

He would never know what tangle of emotions bound those people together. He had come because he thought Barclay would be here and, in spite of the absurdity of it, there was a chance he would see Melisande. He would like to think she was happy, whatever it was that had saddened her in London. The thought of her still facing some sort of darkness was so heavy inside him it was tight in his chest, like a physical band preventing him from taking a full breath. Where was she? He could not possibly ask Barclay if she was well. And any answer he gave would be no more than a formality. You did not discuss health or happiness with tradesmen, and he had made it abundantly clear that that was how he regarded Runcorn, and all police: the refuse collectors of society. He had said as much.

The congregation rose again to sing another hymn. The organist was good and the music pealed out with a powerful, joyous melody. Runcorn enjoyed singing. His voice was rich and he knew how to carry a tune.

It was as he sat down again, a moment or two after the people to the left of him, that he saw Melisande. She was nowhere near Barclay, but it was unmistakably her. He could never forget her face, the gentleness in it, the clear eyes, the laughter and the pain so near the surface.

She looked at him now with sudden, wide amazement. She smiled, and then self-consciously turned away.

Runcorn’s heart lurched, the room swayed around him and he sat down in the pew so hard the woman in front turned to glare at him.

Melisande was here! And she remembered him! That smile was far more than just the acknowledgement of a stranger caught staring at her. It was more than civility; it had had warmth. He could feel it burn inside him.

The rest of the service passed by him in a blur of sound, beautiful and meaningless, like the splashes of colour the sunlight painted through the windows.

Afterwards he stood outside in the bright winter stillness as the congregation emerged, talking to each other, shaking the vicar by the hand, milling around exchanging gossip and good wishes.

Someone recognised him as a stranger and invited him to be introduced. He moved forward without thought as to what he was going to say, and found himself shaking the hand of the Reverend Arthur Costain, and offering his name without police rank.

‘Welcome to Anglesey, Mr Runcorn,’ Costain said with a smile. ‘Are you staying with us over Christmas, or perhaps we may hope you will be with us longer?’

In that instant Runcorn made his decision. Melisande and Barclay already knew his profession, but he would tell no one else. He was not ashamed of it, but knowledge that he was a policeman made many people uncomfortable, and their defence was to avoid him.

‘I will stay as long as I can,’ he replied. ‘Certainly until the New Year.’

Costain seemed pleased. ‘Excellent. Perhaps you will call at the vicarage some time. My wife and I would be delighted to make your better acquaintance.’ He indicated the woman beside him, and with whom the girl in green had sat during the service. Closer to, she was more interesting than his first glance had suggested. She was nothing like as beautiful as the younger woman, but there was a strength in her face that was unusual, full of both humour and sadness. Runcorn found it instantly pleasing, and accepted the invitation, only then realising that the vicar, at least, had said it as a matter of form. Runcorn blushed at his own foolishness.

It was Mrs Costain who rescued him. ‘Forgive my husband, Mr Runcorn. He is always hoping for new parishioners. We shall not press you into staying beyond your pleasure, I assure you. Is this your first visit to the island?’

He recognised her kindness with surprise. He was not used to such acceptance from people of her social class. He had lost his sense of where Melisande was in the crowd, but he knew precisely where Barclay was standing, only yards away, looking at him with distaste. How long would it be before he told Mrs Costain that Runcorn was a policeman?

But Barclay was not looking at Runcorn. He was staring at the girl in green, his eyes intent on her face so Runcorn wondered how she was not aware of it, even uncomfortable. There was a brooding emotion in him that seemed both longing and anger, and when the man with auburn hair, who had also watched her, approached, his face tight and bitter, for an instant the tension between her and Barclay was so palpable that others were momentarily uncomfortable as well.
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