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    “But I think she would have been happy with Fabrice,” I said. “He was the great love of her life, you know.”

    “Oh dulling,” said my mother sadly. “One always thinks that. Every, every time.”

    Nancy Mitford, The Pursuit of Love
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       he bus ground its way slowly up the Edgware Road as I sat, like a mad old bag lady, gripping my last-minute Christmas shopping between my legs and on my lap, casting angry glances at those who tried to sit anywhere near me. It was Christmas Eve and I’d only just got round to buying my presents. With the depressing predictability of riots on May Day, rain at Wimbledon, and stories in August about hamsters who can play the kazoo, I promise myself every year that I will have bought and wrapped all my presents by December 15, and every year I end up in Boots, the chemist’s, with an hour to go, buying my father a small, slanting glass toothpick-holder, my mother a furry hot-water-bottle cover endorsed by the Tweenies, and my sister Jess a gilt-edged notelet set that says “Happy Christmas!”

      I jumped off at the lights, closed my eyes, and ran across the road, praying that this would not be how I met my death. I had half an hour before Tom, my cousin, and Jess arrived to pick me up. We were going home, home home, in one of thousands of cars setting forth from London after their occupants had put in a half-day at work, bags hastily packed, driving into the twilight. It was only 3 p.m., but dusk already seemed to be descending over the city.

      My flat is just off the Edgware Road, behind an odd assortment of dilapidated shops that are a constant source of delight to me. There are the usual cut-price off-license liquor places (“Bacardi Breezers at 75p!”) and poky newsagents, neither of which ever stock Twiglets but promise they’ll have some next time I come in. There’s also an undertaker, a computer shop selling ancient Amstrads, a joke shop called Cheap Laffs—handy when you’re in urgent need of a pair of fake comedy breasts—and Arthur’s Bargains, which, incongruously, sells pianos and keyboards. I would not personally spend my hard-earned cash on a musical instrument from a place called Arthur’s Bargains, but chacun à son goût, as the French say. Off a tiny alley, so nondescript I have frequently noticed people not noticing it, away from the roar of the cars and lorries that thunder up and down the Edgware Road day and night, is a small cobbled street with tall, spindly houses, one of which is mine. Well, one of the shoebox flats on the top floor is mine.

      The noise of traffic faded as I turned into my street. I could even hear the faint rumble of a Tube beneath me, full of passengers escaping from work to enjoy the usual bout of indigestion, seasonal belligerence, and disappointing new episodes of Only Fools and Horses. The flowers I’d bought for Mum, fiery red and orange ranunculus, crackled in their brown-paper wrapping as I grappled with the temperamental locks on the front door. I hauled myself up the stairs, struggled with my own front door, nudged it open with my bottom, and lowered my bags onto the floor.

      I headed into my tiny bedroom, which I love despite its size, sloping roof, and lack of light. The view isn’t uniformly picturesque, unless you call Wormwood Scrubs picturesque. But it’s my flat, my view, so while other people look out of the window and say, “Oh, my God—is that a dead body in your street?” I say, “You can see Little Venice from here, if you stand on that chair and use a periscope.”

      The packing I’d been so smug about at one o’clock this morning was not at the advanced stage I’d imagined when I rushed out of the door, hungover and disheveled, a handful of hours later. I’d packed all my socks but no shoes, seven pairs of trousers and no jumpers, and had obviously been in a nostalgic mood because Lizzy the drunk had seen fit to pack three teddies (bears, not lingerie), a collection of Just William stories, and just one pair of knickers.

      Expecting to hear the beep of Tom’s car horn at any minute, I rushed around the flat, plucking Sellotape and knickers out of drawers, contact-lens solution and moisturizers from the bathroom cupboard, shoving one plastic bag of presents inside another, watering plants, picking up the papers and magazines that lay strewn across the floor and dumping them beside the sofa. The flat had a dusty, neglected air. Christmas cards had fallen over and not been picked up, videos and CDs lay out of cases, and there was a collection of unopened, unthought-of statements from British Telecom, the bank, my mobile phone company. I loved my flat. I’d bought it two years ago from the old lady I used to rent it from. It had been painted by me, the pictures and photos were put up by me, and the hole in the plaster by the front door had been made by me kicking the wall when I was cross. It was my home. But it was at times like this, as I dashed around, longing to get away, that I knew it wasn’t really a home, not in the way Keeper House always had been, since long before I was born.

      As I was cramming some old newspapers into the wastepaper basket, I heard a car horn and leaned out of the sitting-room window. Tom and Jess were waving up at me.

      “I’ve got fags!” Tom shouted.

      “And I’ve got mags!” Jess chorused.

      “I’m coming!” I yelled down at them, and scooped up my suitcase and bags, pausing at the door as I spotted the answer-phone flashing. Like a cross between a t’ai chi instructor and a Russian weightlifter, I bent my knees slowly and elbowed the play button.

      “You have two messages,” said the machine as Tom leaned on his horn.

      “Well, come on, then,” I said in frustration to the machine.

      “Message One. Hi, Lizzy, it’s Ash here. I’m just ringing to say you left your checkbook at work. Anyway, Happy Christmas and have a lovely time at home and I’ll speak to you when you get back. Oh, and I forgot to tell you this today and it will really annoy you, but you know Sally? Press-department Sally? Well, she saw Jaden on Sunday and he told her you still haven’t told him whether you’ll go out with him or not and he thinks you don’t like him anymore. He also thinks you’re not over your ex and you’re holding on to negativity in your life and all women have these flaws and essentially hate men, which is why their menstrual cycles club together when they live in the same house, to exclude men from the life of their women. But he also said he’d still like to sleep with you and that you have great boobs. I agree. Bye.”

      “Oh, God,” I said.

      “Message Two. Lizzy, it’s Tom. I’ve got this week’s Heat magazine, so don’t buy it. Also, can you bring some CDs? I’ve got a new streaming system in the car and you can play about fourteen or something at the same time. Also, I just spoke to Jess and she spoke to your mum and last they heard Uncle Mike said he couldn’t come back. He’s been out of town and has to work in a couple of days. Bye then.”

      I clenched my teeth at the first message and moaned at the second. Jaden. Oh, Jaden. He was a scriptwriter and I’d met him at work. He lived in L.A. and was bloody gorgeous but totally insane, ringing me at seven on a Sunday morning to tell me that the wheat I ate was clinging to my lower intestine and poisoning my bowels, which was why my liver was wet and I felt drained all the time. When I later explained I felt drained because I kept going out and getting drunk by mistake, then waking up in the middle of the night lying on my sofa fully clothed, he simply shook his head. I’d reserve judgment about whether to see him again till the hell of New Year’s Eve was over. And as for not being over my ex, well…ha.

      And it was gutting about Uncle Mike. Even though we’d all known he probably wouldn’t be able to get the time off, Christmas wouldn’t be the same without him. Uncle Mike is one of those people who make everything brilliant the moment they walk into a room.

      The horn beeped long and loud, and I roared, “Coming—flipping heck!” and waved good-bye to my poor neglected flat and locked the door on my London life. My heels clattered on the cobbles as I slung my bags into the boot, kissed Tom and Jess, then flung myself into the backseat.

      After a heated discussion about which radio station to listen to, and having plumped for Capital, we argued about what time we’d get home and whether or not we were late. Then, once we’d reached the motorway, we argued about Jess’s request to go to the loo. I pointed out that, while she was my younger sister, she was twenty-five now and should have learned to control her bladder for the duration of a two-hour journey. Tom pointed out that it was his car and if she peed on the seat, he would personally skin her alive, so we stopped at the first service station we came across.

      By this time it was dark, nearing five o’clock, and a light drizzle was falling. Capital had long since gone out of range, and we were listening to a CD of carols Jess had produced “to get us in the mood.” Tom and I called her tragic for buying it, then sang along for the rest of the motorway, quarreled again, then played Shoot Shag Marry, yelling rudely at each other’s choices.

      “Okay, okay, okay!” Jess shouted as we passed the last exit before ours. “Tom, this is one for you. Okay. Janet Street-Porter, Esther Rantzen, Lily Savage. Shoot, shag, or marry?”

      “Good one, Jess,” I said. “Tom, that’s easy, I know who I’d pick.”

      “But you’re weird,” said Tom. “Right. I’d shoot Esther Rantzen. I’d shag Janet Street-Porter. And I’d marry Lily Savage.”

      “Are you mad?” I shrieked. “You’d marry Lily Savage over Janet Street-Porter? No way! She’d eat you for breakfast. And she’d be off with Dale Winton and Cilla Black all day long. You’d be a grass widower.”

      “Hm,” said Tom. “I’ll take a chance. Better than Street-Porter jawing on all day.”

      “No, I like her. She’s into hill-walking and stuff. You’d be able to have great chats. And are you gay? Lily Savage is a man in drag.”

      “Like you’d be able to tell. And since when have you been into hill-walking?” Tom sneered.

      “That’s not the point. You’ve picked the wrong one, that’s all.”

      “You’re a fine one to talk,” Tom snapped.

      There was an awkward silence.

      “I meant in the game, not in real life,” he said after a moment.

      “I know you did,” I said.

      Jess cleared her throat. “Lizzy, your turn. Okay, this is good. Right—Jonny Wilkinson, David Beckham, Mike Atherton.”

      “Easy,” I said. “I’d shoot David Beckham, because I think he’s a bit of a wally. I’d shag Mike Atherton, because he seems nice. And I’d definitely marry Jonny Wilkinson—I’d live on a rugby field if he asked me.”

      Tom slapped his forehead. “God, oh, my God,” he moaned. “Are you two serious? For a start, Mike Atherton? Why include him?”

      “He’s the cricket captain,” said Jess, looking surprised. “You know, for England.”

      “No, he’s not, you mallet! He hasn’t been for ages! Jesus…. And, Lizzy, even if he was, are you saying you’d shoot David Beckham and shag Atherton instead? I mean, seriously?”

      “Yes,” I said firmly, knowing I’d made a bit of an error. I mean, David Beckham may speak like a six-year-old girl, but look at him! However, I couldn’t let Tom know I agreed with him. “I’m telling the truth,” I said.

      “You’re lying,” Tom said crossly.

      “So are you,” I said automatically.

      Tom frowned. “What do you mean?” he said.

      “You always do this! You always pick them to annoy me, then lie about who you like best. You never tell the truth about it.”

      “I didn’t pick them,” Tom said. “It’s only a game.”

      “But I’m taking it seriously and you’re not,” I said.

      “Well, I don’t know what to say. You’re a terrible picker. And I won’t say what’s on the tip of my tongue because you’ll get upset.”

      “What?” I asked, then realized he was going to say something mean about David. My David, not David Beckham. My ex-David. “Oh, right. Forget it.”

      Even though Jess, Tom, and I all lived in London, we saw one another less frequently than we would have liked. Jess is doing an art foundation course and living in a crummy flat in South Clapham with three schoolfriends. I love my sister, but she can’t even draw a circle, let alone a 3-D object, so I’m not quite sure what she does all day.

      Tom is a high-powered lawyer. He works terribly hard and lives in trendy Clerkenwell where, in his infrequent leisure time, he surrounds himself with gossip magazines and indulges his obsession for high-tech gadgets. Aside from my parents and sister, Tom is my favorite person in the world. We speak often, usually when he’s still in the office at 11 p.m. and I’m in a pub, drooling into my phone and slurring, “Comehere! Youneedadrink!” Tom is terribly nice looking. His hair does lovely floppy things without seeming outrageously Huge Grunt-ish, he’s always tanned, and he’s very smiley, which masks the fact that he is the most sardonic, annoying person in the world.

      The only person Tom really loves, I’m sure, is his mother, Kate, who lives near my parents. When we were both three, his father, Tony, had a heart attack and died. He was only twenty-eight, the next in age to my dad. Tom can hardly remember him now, although he can picture lying beside him in the long grass of the meadow opposite Keeper House one summer and being tickled so much he was sick. I always think that’s a rather unfortunate last memory to have of your dad, but Tom always says no, because it’s complete; he can remember what he was wearing, how he felt, what his dad looked like, and how hot it was. Tom doesn’t talk much about Tony, in fact none of us do. But our house is full of reminders of him, from a little cricket trophy he won when he was twelve to his huge collection of opera programs, and I think Tom likes looking at them secretly when he goes there. And being in the house where his father grew up.

       

      As we headed deeper into the countryside, the roads became thinner and darker, the trees arching over us. The car wove its way through the old familiar places, the scenes of our childhood that I always forgot about until I came back. We were getting closer and closer to home.

      Past the meadow we used to own when my aunt Kate still rode and kept a pony there, and where as children we used to play Funerals for Pets, a rather ghoulish game involving the reenactment of the various ceremonies we’d held for recently deceased dogs, cats, hamsters, gerbils, and guinea pigs. Along by the river that had an island at its center, then skirting the edge of a small wood, where Tom once got lost, gave up on civilian life, and determined to be a child of the forest until our other aunt, Chin, found him there. The road sloped gently down the side of the valley and now I could just make out Wareham village, a mile away—it was the same view as the one from my bedroom. Now we were driving past the house where sweet Mrs. Favell lived: She had made a pet of me when I was small and rewarded me with old copies of the Radio Times, a glamorous luxury to Jess and me because it was banned in our house as a waste of money. Last time I was home I found an old copy and was disappointed to see that its most exciting feature was on the new series of Ever Decreasing Circles.

      We passed the track that led down to the ivy-covered tunnel of the long-neglected railway, along which the steam trains had ferried my father and his brothers to school and my grandparents to town. It had been closed down long before I was born, and replaced with belching, unreliable buses, crowded and sticky, especially in summer, and thoroughly unsatisfactory.

      “Nearly there,” said Tom as he swung off the main road, the sound of wet leaves mulching beneath the car. “Can’t believe it. I thought I’d die of alcohol poisoning before I made it to Christmas Eve.”

      I knew what he meant. I find the lead-up to Christmas so exhausting that it’s sometimes a struggle to preserve some energy for the holiday. Some of the stores on Oxford Street put their Christmas lights up two weeks before Halloween. It’s ridiculous. I remembered the slanting glass toothpick-holder and shuddered, resolving that next year I really would do my shopping before Bonfire Night in early November.

      “So, who’s going to be there when we arrive?” Jess asked.

      “Mum will, because we’re staying at yours,” Tom said. Kate lived in a cottage down the road from my parents.

      “And Mike’s definitely not coming?” I asked.

      “Mum spoke to him a week ago. He’s obviously knackered, and he has to be back in the office on, like, the twenty-seventh to finish some deal.”

      “What if he’s just lying, doing an Uncle Mike joke?” Jess said hopefully.

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” Tom said. “He’s not coming, and that’s that.”

      Mike was Dad’s eldest brother and everyone’s favorite. He’s the funniest man I’ve ever met. He did a lot of the work necessary to earn that title when I was about five years old and fairly easy to impress, but he somehow knows exactly what will please you most, or cheer you up when you need it. Who else would forget his godson Tom’s tenth birthday, then arrange, a week later, for a pair of remote-controlled toy cars, complete with flashing lights, proper gears, and red enameled bonnets, to be delivered from Hamleys by a man in full livery? Who, for my thirteenth birthday, took charge of the party when Mum was ill with flu and escorted me, with ten of my friends, to the cinema, where we saw a “15”-rated film (A Fish Called Wanda), then went to Pizza Express where he let us all have a glass of wine and tipped the waiter to go and buy me a proper birthday cake from the patisserie next door? Mike.

      Actually, more often than not he’s useless. He never turns up, he has no idea how old you are or what you’re doing, he’s late, he’s disorganized, and when he’s there he often has no idea what’s going on, but I suppose that’s part of what makes him so fab—you never know what he’s going to do next.

      Mike is a high-powered lawyer, like Tom, and lives in New York, where he works even harder than Tom does and has an infrequent succession of girlfriends. “The law is my mistress, Suzy,” he’d say, in answer to Mum’s hopeful inquiries about his love life.

      “I don’t care who your mistress is, you stupid man,” Mum would reply crossly. “Have you got a girlfriend?”

       

      Tom negotiated the crossroads through the village. A Christmas tree covered with twinkling lights shone through a cottage window, and in another I could see the glow of a television. The rain had stopped, and the temperature had dropped sharply.

      “Mum told me yesterday that Chin’s bringing her new man,” Jess said.

      “I didn’t know she was seeing someone.” Tom was obviously nettled by this information.

      “Wait! It’s not that Australian guy…Gibbo? She’s bringing him?”

      “Apparently,” said Jess. “It must be more serious than we thought.”

      “Must be, if she’s willing to expose him to Christmas at home,” I said.

      Chin was Dad’s youngest sibling by a mile, and more like a cousin to us than an aunt. She was a designer: Some of her scarves had been sold in Liberty and she also made necklaces and little bags. She lived in London too, but I hadn’t seen her for a while, although she had a flat not too far from me, in Portobello Road. Even now she seemed the epitome of chic bohemian glamour, without even trying; the kind of woman who could walk into a junk shop and say, “Wow, what a delightful eighteenth-century French armoire for fifty p! I’ll take it please,” while if I’d been in there three seconds earlier I’d only have spotted a rusty old baked bean tin for four hundred pounds.

      She’d been seeing Gibbo for a few months now and all I knew about him was that he had long hair and wore flip-flops in November. Jess had bumped into them in Soho one evening, and Chin—who normally goes out with worldly Frenchmen or devastatingly handsome record executives who break her heart, rather than disheveled young Australians who punch her jovially in the arm and say, “Let’s get going, mate!”—couldn’t get away fast enough.

      “That’s it, then,” Jess said. “That’s everyone.”

      “You’ve forgotten your parents,” said Tom. “Perhaps they don’t count, though. I mean, it’s their house. They’re always there.”
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       t was my parents’ house, but it felt like home to all of us. The home of the Walter family. It had been for over a hundred years, pretty amazing when you think about it. My great-great-grandfather, Sir Edwin Walter, had been a successful society artist who painted Victorian ladies who lunched. Elise was the dark-eyed eighteen-year-old daughter of a paper manufacturer. They had fallen in love when he painted her. He asked her father if he could marry her, and her father said no, that Edwin was a flaky London painter without roots, living in a shambolic studio in Hampstead, of all places.

      So my great-great-grandfather, who until then had never thought about anyone but himself, went looking for somewhere to settle down, and found Keeper House. The owner had just died: His family had lived there since it was built in 1592, and he was the last of the line. Just one family, for three hundred years. It was small, dilapidated, unloved, and scruffy, but my great-great-grandfather looked out over the valley, at the meadows, the fields, and the stream, and up into the twinkling windows, and knew immediately he would live there with Elise. When he persuaded her father to bring her down to see it, family legend has it that all three stood in the hallway and toasted Elise and Edwin’s future happiness. I’ve always loved that story.

      Keeper House is built in a mellow golden stone that gleams in summer and glows in winter. It’s L-shaped, with high, leaded windows whose casements jam in wet weather, long, rambling corridors with uneven floorboards, and evil hot-water pipes that rarely work and sound like the Edinburgh Tattoo when they do. It’s a beautiful house, and we were lucky to have grown up there. It is encircled by a wall, and at the front there is a terrace of flagstones, worn smooth with age, where tiny white flowers spring up in the cracks each spring. At the back there is a long lawn and a walled garden, where rows of lavender stretch from the kitchen door, punctuated by tumbling, sweet-smelling roses, mustardy lettuce, and the tastiest potatoes.

      In summer, it’s the best place in the world to live. In winter, it can be a nightmare: freezing, drafty, prone to breakdowns and temperamental behavior, but we never mention this out of politeness to the house—at least, I don’t. I once found Mum hugging the ancient boiler and banging her head against its red-painted curves, moaning, “Why do you do this to me?”

       

      Tom took the last corner and we veered left down the driveway. Jess and I craned our necks like a couple of five-year-olds. “There’s Chin, and that must be Gibbo,” Jess said. I could see them all through the big leaded bay window as Tom brought the car to a halt—Mum, mug in hand, half standing, smiling, Dad beaming as he walked toward the front door, Chin and Gibbo following him, then Kate.

      They filed out one by one. “Hello!” we cried. “Hello!” I hugged Dad, shook hands with Gibbo, and kissed Chin.

      “Darlings, you’re here!” My mother was holding a stodgy-looking piece of cake, which she waved at us. “Oh, I’m so glad to see you. You made good time, didn’t you?” She kissed me and Jess, then Tom. “Come inside, we’re having a Bavarian stollen I’ve made.”

      Jess and Tom rolled their eyes, just as Kate appeared. “Hello, Tom,” she said, and gave him the kind of hug that the Rock would have been proud of.

      As we entered, the smell of home flooded over me, a potent blend of damp old flagstones, burning logs, and something baking in the Aga. Then I caught the scent of the Christmas tree in the hall and the boughs of pine that were laid along the windowsills throughout the house.

      “I’ll make a fresh pot of tea,” Mum said. “Why don’t you shove your bags upstairs so we don’t fall over them?”

      Jess and I lugged our suitcases up the carved staircase that curved over the hall, along the galleried corridor from which you could drop things on the heads of new arrivals, past the alcove with the worn-out rocking chair and a bookcase crammed with green Penguins and cheap old cloth hardbacks, past our parents’ room, to the corner of the L where my bedroom was, a long low room with windows on both sides.

      I threw off my shoes, flung my bags of presents onto the bed, then went to open the corner casement. Out beyond me stretched the sloping valley with the lights of Wareham in the distance, smoke curling from the occasional chimney. The clouds had cleared and the stars were out, shining in clusters above the fields. The mulberry tree on the terrace had been festooned with white lights that shone like magic in the dark. I could hear Mum talking to Kate in the kitchen. An owl hooted in the woods behind me.

      “I’m home,” I said, and hugged myself.

       

      There is a tradition in my family that on Christmas Eve we drink sloe gin. This is one of the many traditions that characterize the yuletide period of joy, which starts in October when we pick the sloes in the hedgerows above the house. Armed with plastic bags and hats, because it always rains, we all set forth from the house searching for the plump, blue-black berries that nestle between the thorns.

      It’s not easy, sloe picking. A film executive from L.A. took me out to lunch in a glassy Soho restaurant this year and peered quizzically at my scratched hands, which looked rather dramatic against the white linen tablecloth. “I do all my own stunts,” I said, then told him how I’d spent Sunday afternoon. He evidently thought I—and my family—was completely mad.

      When Jess was little she looked like a monkey—not facially but in physique. She could climb anywhere. Once Mum smacked her for climbing onto the roof at home and playing her recorder there (a bit like Brian May at Buckingham Palace, but smaller and with less hair). She used to put up the lights in the mulberry tree, scampering among the branches until she had nearly garroted herself. When our late cat Seamus climbed up to the highest bookshelf in the study and refused to come down, Dad handed Jess a fiver and a ladder and left the room. She was brilliant at sloe picking—small and lithe, she would have located lots of berries while the rest of us were crying, “Ooh, where’s the bag? I think I’ve found one!” This year she had excelled herself, so there was a lot more gin than usual to drink.

      Later that evening we all gathered in the sitting room to taste the results of our hunter-gathering, and wish each other a Happy Christmas. If I’d been at home in London, I’d have been settling down with a large glass of red wine and a plate of pasta mixed with butter and Marmite (don’t knock it till you’ve tried it) in my bobbly old socks with my hair pushed back in a bobbly old hair-band. But at home in Keeper House the formalities of another age lingered: Although no one dons white tie and tails or dusts off the tiara, I had still felt it necessary to run a brush through my hair, change my top, and put on some more lip gloss. Mum and Kate, both creatures of habit, were modeling Marks & Spencer’s festive collection—a riot of burgundy crushed velvet and elasticated palazzo pants.

      Mum had put ivy along the sitting-room mantelpiece and around the lamps, and sprigs of holly on top of the paintings. She was pouring the sloe gin into little glasses and singing along to a Frank Sinatra CD, while Dad was handing round crisps. Gibbo, who had endeared himself to us by calling Chin “mate” and giving her a fireman’s lift up the stairs, was standing by the fire. He’d smoothed down his extraordinarily curly long hair with water and now wore a plaid shirt buttoned to the neck and a confused expression.

      “No sign of Mike, then?” asked Kate, as she came into the room.

      “He could still turn up, you know,” said Dad. “He booked his flight and the car ages ago. Perhaps he’ll call.” He looked hopefully at the phone as if he expected it to suddenly say, “He’s on his way, sir, just passing Membury Services now in fact.”

      “When was the last time you spoke to him?” Tom asked.

      “Not sure—Kate, he rang you last week, didn’t he?”

      “Yes,” Kate said. “When did he phone you?”

      “Last week. But he left a message yesterday—it didn’t make much sense. I think he was a bit the worse for drink, unfortunately. Still, I got the impression he hated work and wouldn’t be able to make it.”

      “How?”

      “Well, he said he hated work, and that he wouldn’t be able to make it.”

      “Take a glass,” said Mum, distributing drinks. “Ah, Chin, don’t you look lovely?” she continued as Chin appeared in the doorway, wearing a beautiful black velvet skirt and a skinny wool top printed with roses and studded with little sequins—which Jess was staring at enviously.

      “Thanks, Suzy,” said Chin, helping herself to a glass. “So, young Lizzy, how’s work?”

      I cannot tell you how much I hate that question when I’ve just stopped thinking about work for the first time in weeks. I work as a scout for the film company Monumental, searching for books, magazine articles, TV programs, and, of course, scripts that would make good films. Then I develop these projects, and it’s a sign of how totally stupid my job can be that I’ve been doing it for three years and only one film has come about as a result of my work. Two near misses—one that got to casting stage but fell through for lack of money and because of a bastard American producer who pulled out, and the one I’ve just started working on—but that’s it. “Work’s fine,” I said firmly. “It’s lovely to be on a break now, though. I’m exhausted.”

      “I know what you mean.” Chin nodded. “But I’m practically the only person I know left in the country. All my friends have buggered off to get some sun.”

      I could well believe this since most of Chin’s friends seem to be trust-fund millionaires who either run crusty cafés serving green tea in Notting Hill, design jewelry, write screenplays, or check into Promises rehab center in Malibu. “Gibbo seems nice,” I said casually. “Where did you meet him?”

      Chin looked around. Gibbo was talking to Dad.

      “Oh, here and there,” she said. Chin is always secretive about her love life. “He’s a carpenter, so I thought he’d like to see the house. Especially the staircase,” she added unconvincingly.

      I tried not to laugh. “Very brave of you to bring him along.”

      “Well, you know.” Chin took a swig of gin and briskly changed the subject. “So, we’ve done work. How’s your love life?”

      I didn’t run away screaming, “Help!” at this question because Chin is very good with relationships—not because she wants to see everyone settled down and going to the B&Q home improvement store at weekends but because she is obsessed with the detail of people’s lives.

      “What happened with Jaden, the film writer?”

      “He was called Jaden,” I replied.

      “Nuff said. It’s over, then?”

      I wanted to get this bit of the conversation wrapped up as quickly as possible. “It was never really under, if you know what I mean. We—well, I saw him a couple of times when he was in London. I might be seeing him when I go back. He’s nice, but he’s bonkers.”

      That, at least, was true. I knew what she was going to ask me next. There was a brief pause. Then—

      “So…have you heard from David lately?”

      I shook my head vigorously and looked away.

      “Your mum’s been asking me. She’s worried about you. But she doesn’t want to ask you. You know how it is.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

      “Don’t you know where he’s going to be for Christmas?” she persisted.

      “No,” I said. “And I don’t want to.”

      Chin squeezed my arm. “I know, darling, I know.”

      Embarrassingly, I felt tears squeezing into the back of my eyes, and my throat constricted. I stared at the portrait of my great-great-grandmother and thought about how she would have celebrated Christmas in this house, nearly a hundred years ago. Had she loved her husband so much it almost hurt? Had she been afraid of her own happiness when she moved into this beautiful house? I looked at the noncommittal dark eyes, at her hand on her silk lap with one finger marking the page of a book. She met my gaze, as she always did.

      “Ooh, crisps!” Chin exclaimed, and passed me the bowl as Mum clinked two glasses together.

      “I can hear the carol singers coming,” she said.

      “Wha-hey!” Gibbo yelled.

      We stared at him, and Jess peered out of the window. “Yes, they’re at the gate,” she said.

      We processed outside and stood on the porch. The night was bitterly cold and a frost was creeping over the lawn. The carol singers, several of whom I recognized from the church in Wareham, stamped their feet and called greetings to Mum as she hurried forward to open the gate and let them in. We could see their breath rising in the air, wispy in the torchlight, as they formed a little knot, the children in front, muffled up with hats and scarves, eyes shining with the excitement of staying out so late.

      They started with my favorite carol, the one that sums up Christmas for me, especially Christmas Eve and arriving home:

      
       
        It came upon the midnight clear,
       

       
        That glorious song of old,
       

       
        From angels bending near the earth
       

       
        To touch their harps of gold.
       

       
        “Peace on the earth, goodwill to men,
       

       
        From heaven’s all gracious King.”
       

       
        The world in solemn stillness lay,
       

       
        To hear the angels sing.
       

      

      “Nice carol,” I heard Gibbo inform Chin in a stage whisper. “Look at the bloke on the left with the big brown beard—it sticks out from his chin at like forty-five degrees! What a guy!”

      Having been a little nostalgic and sad—in the way that happy family occasions can sometimes make you feel—I was suddenly overtaken with a fit of the giggles.

      “And that old girl there. Look at her! She’s mad as a bag of snakes.” Gibbo nudged me now, his eyes on Mrs. Thipps, the organist’s wife, who opened her mouth incredibly wide on every word and shut it with a snap as she sang.

      When the choir struck up with “Whence Is That Goodly Fragrance Flowing?” and Gibbo said rather loudly, “What the hell are they singing about now?” Kate turned and said, “Be quiet, you fool.” Amazingly, Gibbo smiled, said, “Sorry,” and was as quiet as a mouse for the rest of the recital. At the end, Mr. Thipps came forward with a velvet cap and we all put in some money while Dad stepped forward with a tray of paper cups filled with sloe gin.

      “A Nice Change From Mulled Wine,” enunciated Mrs. Thipps as she gulped hers down.

      Gibbo turned back to the house, fighting hysteria, and as he did I saw Kate catch his eye. My aunt is a fierce creature, someone who doesn’t smile a lot, but when she does she’s beautiful. Her lovely dark green eyes sparkled and she patted Gibbo’s hand. I was glad she liked him.

      “Thank you, all, so much,” said Mum as the group turned to leave.

      “Yes, thank you,” we echoed. “Happy Christmas! See you at church!”

      We hastened, shivering, back into the warmth of the house. The wind was getting up now, and the french windows rattled. Tom threw another log onto the fire, and sparks hissed out onto the carpet.

      “Supper’ll be ready in a few minutes,” said Mum. “Time for one more glass?”

      If catchphrases were written on headstones, that one would do for both my parents.

      “I’ll do it,” said Tom, picked up the decanter, and went round with it.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, of course I am.” He looked surprised. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You’re a bit quiet,” I said.

      “Oh, God.” Tom laughed. “I’m fine. I was just thinking about something I didn’t do at work.”

      “I’d like to make a toast,” announced Dad. Jess and I groaned. Dad loves to make toasts or little speeches—it’s part of his ceaseless quest to reclaim the title World’s Most Embarrassing Dad to Two Teenage Girls, which was his for several years during my adolescence.

      “Shut up, girls,” said Mum, even though I know she agrees with us.

      “Yes, shut up,” said Dad, placing his glass on the table. “I would like to say a couple of things. It is wonderful to have you all here tonight. Lizzy, Jessica, and Thomas, you’ve come away from all the important things you do in London, and we’re all very proud of you and glad you’re here. And my little sister, Chin, doing so well with her scarves and bags that not only has Liberty taken some more, I hear a shop in…” He paused before he said the words, then pronounced them as if he were a judge asking who the Beatles were. “…Notting Hill—yes? is that it?—wants to do the same.”

      “Oooh,” we all murmured.

      “Leave off with the J. R. Hartley impressions, John,” Chin said, bashing his thigh.

      The mulberry tree’s branches rattled against the window and the logs crackled on the fire. Dad went on, undaunted, clearing his throat: “I’d like especially to welcome Gibbo. It’s great to have you with us for Christmas, and while this year you’ll be substituting, ah, raincoats for sunblock, we all hope you don’t feel too homesick”—honestly, that’s the best Dad’s humor gets—“and we’re very pleased to meet you. So, to us all, Happy Christmas, and welcome home!” He raised his glass and drank, and we were about to follow suit when there was a loud crash in the hall. (Later, after the excitement was over, we found that a window had blown open halfway up the stairs and sent a little jug filled with holly flying onto the floor, where it smashed into tiny pieces, with one of the boughs of pine.)

      We jumped, and Kate and Mum grabbed each other and screamed, like spinster sisters in a horror film.

      Then the french windows swung inward.

      This time we all screamed. A shadowy, windswept figure stood outside. Dad brandished his minute gin glass at it as if it were a gigantic blunderbuss. We all took a step back. The figure came into the room and flung off its trilby. “Happy Christmas, everyone! I’m so sorry I’m late, but I’m here! God, it’s good to be back! Is that a new armchair?”

      “Mike!” Jess yelled, the first to recover. “You’re here! This is fantastic.”

      “Damn you, Mike,” Kate said crossly as we all breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Suzy…” Mike threw his hat onto the sofa and gathered my mother into a hug. “Look.” He fiddled with his coat. “Oh. Damn…I wanted to be able to produce them with a flourish, you know. Ah, here they are. Ouch. Fuck. Sorry.” He pulled a limp, cellophane-covered bunch of motorway service-station roses out of his sleeve.

      “It’s lovely to see you, you annoying man. Thank you.” Mum beamed and moved to close the french windows. She started. “Oh…my God. Is someone else out there?”

      As the wind whistled and the chimney belched smoke into the room, Mike said, “I’d like you all to meet Rosalie.”

      He grinned rather shiftily, and a second figure appeared from behind him, immaculately made up, not a hair out of place despite the wind, an early-forties minx-alike with—and this was obvious even through her cashmere coat—a spectacularly pneumatic chest.

      “This is Rosalie,” Mike repeated. “My wife.”

      Rosalie stepped forward. “It’s a pleasure to meet y’all,” she said, and smiled, revealing a set of shockingly white teeth.
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       e’re so British, my family. If we’d been Italian, we’d have jumped up and down, waving our arms, demanding to know where Mike had met her and when. If we’d been Afghan, French, or Brazilian, we would have come out with at least some of the questions we were dying to ask. Instead we simply nodded and stood quite silently.

      Then Kate broke the spell. “Congratulations! Wonderful!” she said, then kissed Rosalie and Mike, who clutched her hand.

      “Bless you, Kate,” he said.

      Mum and Dad followed suit, murmuring politely, and Tom and Gibbo shook his hand bashfully. For all his antipodean forthrightness, Gibbo could clearly hear ancestral voices calling when an awkward situation loomed.

      Mike hung their coats on the long wooden rack in the hall, and took Rosalie upstairs to show her their room, the long low one at the front of the house with the rose wallpaper, which Mum said was so appropriate for Rosalie, as if she’d known her brother-in-law was about to turn up with a complete stranger to whom he’d just hitched himself. We stood around like Easter Island statues until they came back, five or so minutes later, looking rather ruffled.

      “Get rid of that god-awful gin and let’s have a proper drink.” Mike produced two bottles. “We brought some champagne.” He whipped off the foil and wire, popped a cork, and out it flowed, thick and creamy, into Dad’s empty sloe-gin glass, which Mike now drained.

      There was a silence. I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. Kate hummed and looked at the cornices.

      “Let me get some more glasses,” said Mum suddenly, and hurried into the kitchen with Chin following behind her.

      “We met at a law conference in November,” Mike said out of the blue as Rosalie smiled up at him.

      “This November?” Dad inquired, like a man in the final throes of strangulation.

      “Nuts, Rosalie?” Tom asked innocently.

      “Shut up,” I hissed.

      “Well, thank you—Tom, is it?” Rosalie breathed, and flashed him a brilliant smile.

      Tom coughed.

      “So…when did you decide to get married, then?” Dad stammered.

      “Well…” Rosalie and Mike looked at each other and giggled.

      “Well, John,” said Rosalie, “you’re not going to believe this, but we got married yesterday! City Hall, eleven thirty a.m.! Then we decided to get on a flight over here.”

      “I’m going to check on the glasses,” said Tom to no one in particular, and left.

      “But how did you get a flight at such short notice, Rosalie? Aren’t they all booked up?” Jess asked.

      
       “Weeeell,” said Rosalie, “you have a very wonderful uncle.” She clenched her hands into tiny fists and punched the air. “Hey! Thank you for this man!”

      I glanced covertly around me, not sure whom she was thanking. Us? The Lord? Jim’ll Fix It?

      She went on, “He actually had me booked on a flight the week after we met—he was always going to get me to come over with him because he wanted me to see your beautiful home. And, I must say, it’s such an honor to be here. You truly have a really…beautiful home.”

      “Oh, dear, where are those glasses,” I said, and slid out of the room.

      At the kitchen table, Mum, Chin, and Tom were whispering like the three witches in Macbeth. They sprang apart guiltily as I walked in, then visibly relaxed.

      “I was just telling them he met her at a law conference last month!” Chin hissed across the table at me.

      “I know,” I said.

      “And they only got married yesterday!” Tom said, slamming his hand on the table for emphasis.

      “I heard that too,” I said.

      They looked at me crossly, as if I was ruining their fun.

      “I can tell you that she’s just given thanks for such a wonderful man and she thinks our home is really beautiful,” I said with a glance over my shoulder to make sure the coast was clear.

      “Noooooooooo!” they chorused.

      “Also that Mike booked her on the flight home a week after they met because he knew even then he wanted us to meet her.”

      “Noooooooooooooooo!”

      “Yes,” I said, much gratified at their reaction.

      “Is she a money-grabbing whore?” said Tom.

      “Is she even a lawyer?” said Chin. “She doesn’t look like one.”

      “I’m sure she’s a very nice girl,” said Mum, suddenly becoming a grown-up again.

      “But I bet she saw a picture of the house early on and convinced herself Mike’s, like, a duke or something,” said Chin.

      “I’m sure of it,” said Mum; then she paused and collected herself. “Well, anyway, it’s lovely to have Mike home and I’m glad for him. She seems lovely and I’m sure they’re very happy.”

      We glared at her, disappointed. Mum picked up the glasses and another bottle of sloe gin—thank God for Jess’s nimble fingers in October. We were positively racing through the hooch that night.

      “Let’s have one more quick drink and then supper.”

      We glared at her again, and Tom sighed. “Aunt Suzy, don’t be a Goody Two-Shoes.”

      “Hello!” said a voice at the door. We whipped round, and there was Rosalie.

      “Good grief, Rosalie, you made us jump! I was just getting you a glass. Everything okay?” said Mum, running her fingers through her hair.

      “Yes, of course, Susan,” said Rosalie. She brushed invisible dust from her sleeve, smiling as if she was visualizing chapter two of a self-help book on forging relationships with strangers. “Hi, Ginevra, hi, Tom, hi, Lizzy. I just wanted to know if there was anything you needed help with out here.”

      “How kind of you, but don’t worry. You must be exhausted. Go back into the sitting room—supper’s nearly ready,” said Mum, with a glint in her eye. I could tell she was looking for something to like in her new sister-in-law. Tom, Chin, and I shifted from foot to foot: We are not nice people and didn’t want to like her.

      “Come and help me set the table if you want,” I offered finally.

      Rosalie looked delighted, and so did Mum. It was almost a touching domestic scene.

      We went into the dining room next door and started with the cutlery. “There are ten of us, and the plates are in that cupboard. I’ll get them,” I said.

      Rosalie painstakingly counted out ten knives and forks. Was she a lawyer? She looked like a fully clothed member of the Baywatch cast. Who moves their lips when they count to ten? I thought, then realized that I did.

      “Okay,” I said. “The wineglasses and water glasses are here. And the napkin rings—can you fetch that bowl from the dresser?”

      Rosalie reached behind her and put the bowl on the table. “Do you all have them? They’re, like, silver!” she cried.

      “Er…yes, we do. They are silver. We were all given one as a christening present, but my dad has my grandfather’s—he died a few years ago. So there’s a spare for Gibbo.”

      “The Australian guy, right?” She paused. “But, hey, since I’m a member of the family now, I suppose—shouldn’t I have it? Gibbo’s not, like, married to Ginevra, is he?”

      She asked it so artlessly, but with such cunning, that I was taken aback. It was such a tiny thing, but I saw that it could easily be the Thin End of the Wedge, plus I’d recently watched a late-night American made-for-TV movie starring Tori Spelling called Mother, May I Sleep With Danger? about a woman who keeps giving in to her thankless, dim cheerleader daughter, which results in the daughter nearly getting killed by her boyfriend from the wrong side of the tracks who has a penchant for bumping off his inamoratas with a wooden chopping board. It is all super-ironic because the mother knows she could have prevented the near-death by being firm with her daughter from the get-go. Anyway.

      “No, you can have this one,” I said firmly, and handed her a wooden ring. I looked at her. She bowed her head, as if admitting defeat, and I felt like Maximus Decimus Meridius in Gladiator, accepting the cheers of the crowd in the aftermath of a particularly bloody bout.

      Mum came in. “I’m going to ring the bell now,” she said, and looked at Rosalie. “Or would you like to do it? First time in the house, and you’re a member of the family now, aren’t you?”

      Damn you, Mum, I thought.

      Rosalie seemed delighted, and swung the huge Swiss cowbell that my great-great-grandfather had brought back from a painting trip in the Alps and that had stood on the shelf in the dining room ever since.

      The others came in, and we all sat down. Jess poured the wine and Dad stood up. “I’d just like to make a little speech.”

      Saints preserve us! Two in one evening. By this stage I was wondering why I’d come home for Christmas at all, and feeling that my flat—even though the only food in it was those white beans you have to soak overnight so you never get round to cooking them—would be a lovely place to spend Christmas with a bottle of wine for company.

      “Erm, well, here’s to Mike and Rosalie,” Dad said in a rush, drank, and sat down. It was his shortest speech ever, but at what a bitter price: the sacrifice of my favorite uncle to a fake-bosomed troll who was, at that very moment, studying the cutlery to see if it was silver-plated.

      “Thank you, John,” said Mike. He stood up, ruffling his hair with his hands—he always did that. “Thanks very much.” He gave us such a big grin I thought his face might explode. “God, it’s fantastic to be at home again. Ahm—just want to say it means more to me than you can possibly know,” he said, swallowed, and looked rather wildly up and down the table. “Here we all are. It’s Christmas Eve…” We waited, politely, for so long that I wondered if he was seeking confirmation of the date or had something else to say. Then his eyes came to rest on Rosalie and he gave her his sappiest smile. “Happy Christmas, everyone,” he said.

       

      Supper took on a dreamlike quality, as if we were all being filmed for a reality TV show.

      The side of beef was delicious, as was the mash, but Mum’s Christmas Eve specialty, her mini Yorkshire puddings, had fallen by the wayside. I’d seen them earlier, all ready to go into the Aga in their little cups, but they never appeared on the table. Either they’d gone horribly wrong or we were two short and Mum had thrown them away rather than make Rosalie and Mike feel guilty. Hm. I watched Rosalie through slitted eyes as she munched happily away.

      After supper, Mum and Kate had the usual standoff about who was going to do the washing-up.

      “Go and sit down, Suzy, you’ve done quite enough this evening.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Kate. You had to work today, you should be relaxing.”

      “Not at all. I won’t hear of it! Move out of the way!”

      “No, you move out of the way.”

      “Ow, you’re hurting me!”

      “Stop pushing!”

      “God, this is ridiculous,” said Chin from the doorway. “Both of you, go and sit down in the other room. Why don’t you get started on the sprouts for tomorrow? I’ll bring you through some coffee and we’ll do the clearing up.”

      Tom and I looked at each other. “Jeez, thanks a lot, Auntie,” said Tom, but he went into the kitchen and started loading the dishwasher.

      Kate dragged a sack of sprouts out of the larder, and she and Mum disappeared into the side-room, with the TV and comfy chairs. It was where we ate when we weren’t having formal meals, lovely and sunny in daytime but surprisingly cozy at night too, with a big open fireplace; shelves of magazines, videos, gardening guides, and reference books; and photos of the family and postcards from around the world—lots from Mike especially. It was one of my favorite rooms in the house—we’d transformed it from what had been the servants’ hall into what Americans would call a den.

      The kettle whistled and I poured water into the cafetière as Tom plucked mugs off hooks. I could hear Rosalie gabbling in the hallway to Mike. Gibbo appeared and asked if we wanted any help.

      “Don’t worry, hon,” said Chin.

      He whipped the tea towel out of her hand and kissed her. “Come on, gorgeous,” he said into her ear. “Time for bed.”

      Tom and I exchanged a glance of mock outrage.

      “It’s Christmas Eve. I’m not going to bed yet, even if it is with you, you…” Chin murmured something that made Gibbo stand up straight, blush, and give a little cough. She patted his arm and went back to the drying-up.

      “I’ll be with the others, then. See you in there,” he mumbled.

      “No fear. I want to watch a bit of TV—I’ve had enough family chats for one night,” said Chin.

      “Oh.” Gibbo scratched his cheek. “Rosalie’s watching TV. Apparently her favorite film’s on, so she asked Mum and Kate if they wouldn’t mind watching it too.”

      “Urgh,” said Tom. “She’s such a muscler-inner! I wonder what it is—Weekend at Bernie’s?Pretty in Pink?”

      
       “Pretty Woman,” I suggested. “No, Risky Business. No! Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves!”

      “I’ve got it,” Chin yelled. “Showgirls! In a tie with Top Gun!”

      “Actually,” said a voice from the doorway, “it’s Some Like It Hot, and it’s on now.”

      We turned. There was Rosalie again. The world’s quietest walker. Damn. There was total silence.

      Then Rosalie spoke: “Hey, where’s that coffee? I bought some chocolates, and your dad says there are chips in the cupboard at the back of the kitchen….” She bustled through to the larder. “Here, yeah,” she said, emerging with two big bags of crisps. “I’ll see you in there, but hurry up. Tony and Jack have just nearly been shot—they’ll be getting to Florida any minute.” She walked out and we gazed after her in astonishment.

      “Is she all bad?” Chin wondered aloud. “Clearly not. And yet, my friends, it is easier to hate her than to like her, no?”

      “I say you’re all horrible people,” said Gibbo, picking up the milk jug and bending over to kiss Chin again. “Come on, let’s go and join them.”

      Mike appeared in the hall as Tom and I were negotiating our way to the side-room with the mugs and the cafetière. “Hold on,” he said. “Let me get the door. Hey, Titch, isn’t that the mug you painted for me in that stupid craft class you used to go to after school?”

      “It wasn’t stupid,” said Tom defensively. “It was really interesting. And you said it was the best present you’d ever had.”

      Mike picked it up and considered it. “I daresay. It’s got a dent in the middle, though, hasn’t it? Look.” He held up Tom’s masterwork, fashioned in blue with “Unkle Mike” in a childish, uneven script. As a drinking vessel it wasn’t an unqualified success—goodness knows why we still used it. It sloped on one side and the handle bent in on itself, which made it difficult to hold. “Looks as if it’s had one or two too many, if you ask me. Can I take it back to New York?”

      “Of course you can,” Tom said, rather chuffed. “Sorry I forgot to wrap it.”

      “So that’s the way the land lies, is it?” Mike said. “Très charmant. No presents, after I come all this way.” His head drooped. “Oh, well….” He brightened, taking the cafetière out of my hands. “I haven’t got you chaps anything either, so we’re evens. But Rosalie and I are going to stop off in London before we fly back. We’re staying at Claridge’s. How about we take you shopping, get you each a present, then treat you to dinner? Jess too.”

      “Oh, do Jess and Lizzy have to come?” Tom asked. I kicked him. “Ouch! Blimey, Mike, that’s really kind of you. Are you sure? Claridge’s, eh?”

      “Well, in for a penny, in for a pound,” Mike said. “Can’t do these things by halves, can you? Let’s give the coffee to the thirsty troops. And shhh—don’t mention it to the others. It’s a surprise for Rosalie and I don’t want her to find out.”

       

      If you’d told me eight hours previously that I’d spend the rest of Christmas Eve watching the World’s Greatest Film with Mike’s new wife, I’d have said you were mad. But that was what happened. Rosalie hadn’t made a very good first impression—unless a brunette version of Anna Nicole Smith in a twinset is your idea of a good first impression—but I had to admit she might turn out to be not too ghastly.

      She helped with the sprouts and adopted the Walter tried-and-trusted technique—remove the outer leaves and cut a cross in the base, which helps them cook better. I love sprouts. Rather unsociably, Dad and Mike had disappeared into the study for a catch-up. I bet you any money you like that at no time did Dad say, “So who on earth is she, bro?” No, they’d have been talking about some shares of Grandfather’s that were currently worth zero, and whether the wall in the kitchen garden needed rebuttressing.

      “So,” Rosalie said, toned thighs clamped round a bowl as we all sat in the side-room, intermittently roaring with laughter at the film, “Suzy, you’re a doctor, right? Where?”

      “I’m a GP at the local surgery,” said Mum, deftly whisking off a rogue stalk.

      “I’m sorry?” said Rosalie, looking blank.

      “She’s a family doctor at a clinic,” said Tom. He had performed a remarkable volte-face and become Rosalie’s new best friend. He was even speaking with a semi-American accent.

      “Wow,” said Rosalie. “That’s hard work, right?”

      “Right,” said Mum. “I’m lucky, though, I’ve got three days off for Christmas.”

      “Gaahd!” screeched Rosalie. “I don’t know how you do it. I have such admiration for doctors and nurses and those who help.”

      My mother and Kate shifted closer to each other on the sofa.

      “Er, yes,” said Kate. She cleared her throat. “So, Rosalie, what about you? What do you do?”

      “Me? Oh, gosh, nothing real interesting. I’m an attorney with Wright Jordan Folland. That’s how I met Mike. I head up their commercial property arm,” Rosalie said casually, tossing a pile of uncropped sprouts into her lap.

      “Really?” we said in unison.

      “Are you serious?” Chin said.

      “Sure, why?” said Rosalie.

      “I just…” mumbled Chin. “No reason.”

      “Well, that must be a much more stressful job than mine,” said Mum. “Good grief, you’ve done so well to get so far, and you’re so young! How old are you?”

      “Oh, my God, my favorite part!” yelled Rosalie, neatly deflecting the question as Tony Curtis cycled toward the hotel after a night spent kissing Marilyn Monroe.

      “He’s brilliant,” said Tom.

      “Creep,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Tony Curtis! What a man!” Tom continued, unabashed.

      “I was his attorney a few years ago when I was living in California,” Rosalie said. “Nice guy. Some asshole was trying to screw him around on the money and I guess I ironed things out. He gave me one of his paintings.”

      “Oh, my God!” said Tom. “You met him?”

      “All part of the job, honey,” said Rosalie, tossing her hair off her face and putting the bowl on the floor. She smiled at me as she looked up again and I smiled back, unable to resist her. “So, Lizzy,” she said suddenly, “I want to know more about you. You got a boyfriend?”

      The room fell silent—apart from the rise and fall of Gibbo’s breathing as he dozed in the corner.

      “No,” I said.

      “But what about that David guy? Doesn’t he live around here?”

      “David?” I asked. How did she know about David?

      “Mike and I met him for a drink in New York. I liked him.”

      The atmosphere was as thick as stew.

      “You met David?” breathed Jess. “You saw him?

      “David…Lizzy’s—” Mum broke off. “David Eliot?” She made it sound as if she barely knew him.

      “I’m sure that was his name.” Rosalie looked confused. “You guys dated, right? Journalist? Kinda cute, short brown hair, real tall?”

      “Argh!” I said in a kind of strangulated scream.

      Chin sat up straight. “Well, actually, Rosalie, we don’t talk about him anymore. Do we, Lizzy?” she said.

      “No, we do not,” I said as firmly as I could, though the mere mention of his name made me feel as if someone had scooped out my insides.

      “I’m sorry,” said Rosalie. “Hey, Lizzy, I hope I didn’t—”

      I raised my hand. “Don’t worry. David and I finished last year. He went to New York, but his mother lives just over there,” I said, gesturing toward the window, “in the village.”

      His mother has a little orchard where David had kissed me in spring, surrounded by gnarled little apple trees festooned with white blossom, and told me he was going to New York.

      “Right. I’m sorry. Is that how you met? Down here?” said Rosalie.

      “Yes,” I replied, plaiting my fingers in my lap.

      Although I’d known his younger brother Miles for a while, I hadn’t met David until he ran over my bike in his car after I’d left it outside the post office in Wrentham on a baking hot summer’s day. When I’d heard the crumple of steel and loud swearing, I’d appeared at the doorway with an ice lolly to see it buckled round David’s bumper. He took me for a drink to say sorry. We ended up spending the night in a room above the pub and the next four days together.

      “Why did you split up?”

      “Ask him,” I said flatly.

      “I did,” said Rosalie. “But he went kinda weird and said I had to ask you.”

      I’d deleted the e-mail Miles had sent me only four months ago, confirming that in New York David had slept with Lisa, a friend of mine from university. I didn’t want it in my computer: I knew the temptation would be to come back to it, like picking a scab. My best friend Georgy still has it, though, and has said she’ll forward it to me if I need to read it again.

      “Ha,” I said bitterly. “Ha. No disrespect to newlyweds, Rosalie, but all men are bastards.”

      “You’d better believe it,” said Rosalie. “Apart from your uncle, honey—that man is good through and through. My first husband, though. My gosh, that man was bad. Turned out he only married me so I couldn’t testify at his trial. There. All done.”

      “Blimey,” said Kate, recovering her poise before the rest of us. “Er, thanks for doing those, Rosalie.”

      “My pleasure,” said Rosalie, stretching herself on the sofa and patting my hand. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out, honey. But look at you—so pretty. You’ll find someone much better. I did.” The irony was lost on Rosalie but not on us. “Come on, let’s watch this darned film,” she said.

      Dad and Mike appeared, rather flushed, as Josephine, Daphne, Sugar, and Osgood were sailing away. Mum stood up and went over to them. “Okay?” she asked.

      “Absolutely,” said Mike. He dropped into the armchair next to me and yawned. “I’m shattered, though. Er…Rosalie?” he said, as if he wasn’t sure that was her name.

      “Heigh-lo,” said Rosalie.

      “You all right, old girl?”

      “I’m just fine, Michael darling.”

      “I’m pretty tired,” said Dad. He took my mother’s hand and held it.

      “Look at the sky,” Mike said. “It’s clear as you like, look at the stars.”

      Mum turned off the overhead light. I always forget how many more stars you can see outside London, and there was a new moon, the thinnest sliver of a bright white crescent in the sky. “It’s Christmas Day,” she whispered. “Happy Christmas, everyone.”

      “Happy Christmas,” we murmured back.

      “I’m off to bed,” she said, and padded out of the room. As I turned away from the window, I caught Rosalie gazing at Mike. I’ve never seen such naked, all-consuming love on anyone else’s face. It lit hers, but there was something unsettling about it, which I couldn’t put my finger on. When I told Tom on our way up to bed, he said, “But they’ve just got married. Of course she’s in love with him, you strange girl.”

      But that didn’t explain why it had been scary.

      I stopped by the old bookshelf, picked out a Georgette Heyer I hadn’t read for years, then went to my room, undressed, and got into bed. How lovely it was to sit in bed, to feel my feet push down along the clean, smooth sheets, to feel as snug and warm as anything in my new fleecy pajamas, and not to have to worry about work, about crazy Jaden, about my boiler, which was on its last legs, about tidying the flat, about making sure Ash at work was all right. It was Christmas Day. I was at home. All I had to do was enjoy being here, in my bedroom, which smelled of lavender, with the presents I’d half wrapped scattered across the floor and Devil’s Cub on my knee.

      I started to read: “There was only one occupant of the coach, a gentleman who sprawled very much at his ease, with his legs stretched out before him, and his hands dug deep in the capacious pockets of his greatcoat….” But my eyes were growing heavier and heavier, and I must have fallen asleep, because in the middle of the night I woke up and had to turn the light off, and the book was still on my lap.
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       hen I woke again, bright sunlight was flooding into my room and I could smell cinnamon. I pulled back the faded curtains and my heart leaped. It was a bright blue day, and the view to the village was as fresh and clear as it was on a spring morning, but coated with the glittering frost of winter.

      I showered and dressed in the clanking old bathroom, singing “Hark the Herald Angels” very loudly, and rushed downstairs, eager for some pre-church bonding with my family. But everyone was already in the hall, putting on their coats.

      Mum appeared with a plate and thrust it under my nose. “Grab one of those muffins and let’s move it,” she said, then pulled on her gloves like a member of the A-Team. I declined: I’m of the strong opinion that, when it comes to breakfast, if it doesn’t have Marmite on it, it ain’t worth it.

      Jess came down the stairs, rubbing her eyes. “Come on, Jess, we’ll be late,” said Mum testily.

      Every year my relatives get themselves into a frenzy about being late for church. I have no idea why. It’s a twenty-minute walk, and we always leave with half an hour to spare. Now, short of a hurricane, driving snow, or frogs dropping from the sky, we would be sitting in our pew with ten minutes to spare while every other member of the congregation rocked up fifteen minutes late and stood in the aisles chatting and exchanging pleasantries.

      Old habits die hard, and we set out straight away, crunching across the terrace flagstones. Dad opened the gate and Gibbo appeared barefoot in the doorway, trouser hems trailing on the ground, hair whipped up into a storm around his face. He wasn’t coming to church, he said. It made him fall asleep. “Bye, you guys,” he called, and waved, a piece of toast in his hand.

      “What’s he going to do?” asked Jess a little enviously.

      “He’s a great cook,” said Chin. “He’s sorted it with your mum. He’ll start the Christmas lunch so it’s all ready to go when we get back.”

      I doubted that Gibbo could start a fire with a can of petrol and a match, let alone a Christmas lunch for ten people, but I kept quiet.

      It was a beautiful walk, along the well-worn path through the fields. We owned the first, and the rest of the land before the church was the village common, a long, sloping expanse of meadow with a stream at the bottom. This morning it was frozen at the edges, though a little water trickled through the center and a forlorn-looking robin hopped from branch to branch.

      Mike was just ahead of me, humming, Rosalie’s arm tucked through his. They made a comforting picture, his checked wool scarf wound tightly round his neck, Rosalie in her beautiful pale coat, little heels clicking on the hard ground alongside him. The crown of his head showed beneath his thinning hair, and I felt a rush of affection for him, with a kind of protectiveness. He and Rosalie stopped and turned. I caught up with them and Mike put his arm round my shoulders. “It’s lovely to see you, Lizzy,” he said. “God, it’s nice to be home again, you know?”

      “It’s great to have you back,” I said. “I wish you’d come over more often. Can’t you go part-time and supplement your income with bar work over here?”

      “Good idea,” said Mike. “Bar work. Haven’t been back for ages, you know.”

      “A year,” I said.

      “Pah! Not a year—I came back at Easter.”

      “No, you didn’t,” I said. “You were going to, for Dad’s birthday party, but you had to cancel.”

      Mike appeared to be in the grip of some unpleasant memory. “You’re right, Titch. Matheson deal. Phones ringing off the hook. Screaming. I don’t think I left the office for three days….”

      “Ooh, Mike,” I said, “you’re so important and hardworking, aren’t you?”

      Mike had been supposed to make the speech at Dad’s party, which had also celebrated my parents’ silver wedding anniversary (I know! You do the math….), but, typical Mike, at the last minute he had to cancel his trip and Chin made the speech. The party was good, but Chin was a bit of a flop, drunk and rambling. And, besides, she wasn’t Mike, who would have told a story, played the kazoo, got the audience to sing along, then probably slipped over and lain, with aplomb, on the floor unconscious for the rest of the evening.

      “Well, you’re back now,” I continued, seeing that he was looking rather depressed.

      His face twitched into a smile. “And I can’t imagine how I stayed away so long. I could give it all up and live in the shed in the garden just to be near the old place. Does that make sense or sound completely crazy?”

      “No, it makes sense,” I said, because I’d been thinking that more and more often lately. “But you can come back anytime. You know it’s always going to be here.”

      “Not necessarily,” said Mike darkly. “Your dad might sell it and move to a bungalow on the coast.”

      “Or form a nu-metal band,” I said.

      “Or join the Rotary Club,” Mike replied, jamming his trilby on his head and smiling.

      “Or the Steven Seagal fan club. Why did you meet David for a drink in New York?” I asked suddenly, hoping to catch him off-guard.

      “Ah.” Mike stopped and looked down at me. “Did Rosalie say something? I’ve met up with him a couple of times, actually. Since…er…you two…He’s a nice bloke.”

      “Bollocks,” I said.

      Mike corrected himself: “Sorry. He’s Satan’s master-worker, and I hope his eyeballs dry up, but that aside, he’s a pretty nice bloke.”

      We were approaching the village. Mike patted my arm.

      “I’m sorry, Lizzy, my love, I should have told you, but it isn’t a big deal. Look at it this way. He doesn’t have any friends, he’s been ostracized from normal society, so that’s why he doesn’t mind meeting up with me.”

      I released Mike’s arm. “Does he ever ask about me?”

      Mike looked alarmed, as if this was some kind of test and he didn’t know the answer. Then he said slowly, “He’s mentioned you, but I’ve told him not to. He’s a great bloke in many ways, but he’s weak. The way he treated you…bit crap, really. So we just don’t…well—you know. It’s over, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “Dear girl, have I said the wrong thing?”

      “No, no, not at all,” I replied. “In fact, you’ve said absolutely the right thing. Don’t worry.”

      Mike was saved by Jess running past. “Come on, people,” she called. “We’re nearly there—and it’s Sandringham time.”

      Every year we play Sandringham Church, a game Jess invented when she was a teenager and obsessed with Hello! We all pretend to be a different member of the Royal Family walking to church on Christmas morning, waving to the crowd of well-wishers, though to those who choose to wait outside in the freezing cold on Christmas Day to see Prince Edward, I say, Think about what you’re doing and whether you need medical assistance.
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