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He who does not have Christmas in his heart

will never find it under a tree






Chapter 1

Bridge Winterman, of course, blamed the weather on her husband. But then, they had been so used to fighting that he was in pole position to be held responsible for everything that went wrong, and she knew that he afforded her the same negative importance in his life. When she took a breath, and with it inhaled some sense, she did concede that Luke was probably less at fault than the idiot meteorologists who had failed to forecast the whole country would be plunged into a nuclear winter. How could they do that in this day and age with all the highfalutin technology at their disposal? Then again, in 1987, two years after she’d been born, one particular well-known weatherman had assured the British public that the rumour of a hurricane heading towards the UK was utter nonsense. A few hours later, the worst storm in three centuries began to batter the southern half of the country and more or less decimated it, so this wasn’t exactly a one-off situation.

Bridge cut out peripheral thoughts of infamous weathermen and Luke to concentrate on driving. All she could see through the windscreen was a sheet of white and those snowflakes flying towards her were starting to have a hypnotic effect on her. But stopping wasn’t an option, not when she was only five miles from her destination.

She’d suggested the meeting should take place at a country house hotel, near enough to the A1 but at the same time off the beaten track. She wasn’t sure if she’d picked the venue because it was grand enough to be a suitable place to begin the end of their divorce proceedings, or because of its awkward-to-get-to location. Either way, Bridge would be coming home from the Borders after spending three days viewing derelict properties for sale, Luke was at a convention on the east coast, and the hotel would be equidistant between them on the 23rd, the planets perfectly aligned for once in their busy schedules. The meeting would be brief, five minutes tops; just enough time for them each to sign a piece of paper, then swap them over to return to their respective solicitors. Then Bridge could go back to Derby and Luke could head home over the Pennines and they could both enjoy a merry Christmas. Job done.

The ‘negotiations’ to end their marriage cleanly had not gone smoothly so far. For almost five years they had spat and fought with each other to exit their union, raged over the phone, pinged off both frosty and heated emails full of recriminations, demanded statements, information, accounts, reports. At least neither of them was stupid enough to have employed solicitors to do the bulk of the battling for them or they would have been bankrupt long ago. But handling it all personally had long since taken its toll and now they were burnt out with it. The letters of intent had been Luke’s idea. ‘Look, Bridge, you have Ben in your life now and I have Carmen so let’s just end this for their sakes as well as ours and move on,’ he’d said in an email. ‘Get your solicitor to draft something to the effect that you agree to a no-fault divorce and then sign it. I’ll get my solicitor to do the same for me and then we’ll exchange them. If it makes you feel more secure, we’ll do it face to face so there’s no room for any more nonsense.’

She’d said yes. Even though she didn’t want to see him. And also, she did.

‘What the f—?’ She curbed the expletive as her eye took a screen grab of the satnav, which was now saying she had sixteen miles to travel; how the hell could it have shot up from reporting five after her car had barely crawled a hundred yards? There was absolutely no way that Bridge could go another sixteen miles in this, and five wasn’t looking good either. It appeared as if a god were emptying giant boxes of Persil over the earth. She was a competent driver but there was a breeze of anxiety blowing into her confidence now, making it flap as surely as the sign at the side of the road in the near distance was doing.

‘Hey, Siri,’ she said to her phone.

‘What’s up?’ Siri answered.

‘Where the buggery bollocks am I?’

Siri’s answer, to her surprise, was not, In the middle of nowhere, love. Two hours away from dying of hypothermia, so that’ll teach you for not driving a sensible car, but a reasoned and encouraging, ‘You are on the A7501, south-west of Whitby.’

‘Where’s the nearest town?’

‘I couldn’t find any matching places.’

‘Where’s the nearest village?’

‘I couldn’t find any matching places.’

Bridge growled impatiently. ‘Siri, I know you’re a thing that lives in a phone but help me out here. Where’s the nearest farm, stable, shelter…’

‘The closest one I see is Figgy Hollow in two miles to your left.’

Well that’s more like it, thought Bridge, drawing level with the flapping sign and making out the words ‘Figgy Hollow’ and a left-pointing arrow backing up what Siri said. She would be stupid if she didn’t go there and stay put until this infernal snow cleared, even if Figgy Hollow was one of those places inhabited by strange country folk who bred werewolves and married close relatives. There was bound to be a church and, in the absence of a hotel or a pub or something, she’d throw herself upon its mercy like Esmeralda seeking sanctuary in The Hunchback of Notre Dame.

‘Make a U-turn where—’

‘Oh shut up, you annoying unreliable tart,’ Bridge spoke over the satnav voice as she swung a left. She had lost all confidence in her after getting the mileage wrong. ‘I’m ignoring you in favour of Siri so save your breath.’

The road was narrow, deserted; she kept crawling forwards until she was rewarded by the sight of buildings, which drew a weary sigh of relief from her: a small church, some cottages, the roofs thickly iced with snow and – deep joy – the Figgy Hollow Inn. She projected herself forwards in time ten minutes, sitting in front of a log fire defrosting the outside of her while a large brandy warmed up her insides.

The ignition on her Porsche cut out as soon as she braked near the ‘car park’ sign; it might as well have held up a limp hand and said, ‘No more, I need to rest.’ It was like a racehorse of the car world, lovely to look at, fine on a familiar course but throw in some hardship and it became a proper wet blanket. Bridge slipped on her suit jacket, opened the car door, trading the cosy warmth for a blast of Arctic wind and hurried across to the front door of the inn, only to find that it was locked. Oh, bloody marvellous, she said to herself, noticing that in the window stood a square of cardboard with the words, ‘Open for pre-booked reservations only. Christmas Day fully booked’ written on it. But one thing was for sure, she couldn’t sit here for two days waiting for someone to open up.

She peered in the window, hoping to see a cleaner vacuuming around or a barman polishing tables, but there was no one. She rapped on the glass in a vain attempt to summon somebody who might be hidden out of view – a cellarman perhaps, having a crafty indoor cigarette. No response. She banged hard on the door with the side of her fist. Still nothing. Pulling her jacket tight around her she stepped, but mostly slid, in her snow-unfriendly Jimmy Choo boots around the side of the building, almost falling over a large iron ring attached to a cellar access door in the ground, hidden by snow. She bent and pulled it, but it was firmly secured from the inside. There was a shed full of logs opposite and at the back of the property she found another door with an iron grille over it and a long, narrow window to its right. She tapped as hard as she dared on the glass, hoping against hope that someone was lurking in the back half of the building, but really she knew she was on the road to nowhere with all her efforts; the place felt empty as well as looked it.

There was always the church, she supposed, making her way to it across the car park and the single-track road, traversing a short bridge that stood over a deep, thin ribbon of stream, slipping and sliding with none of the grace of Jayne Torvill. She tried the great arched door, twisting the rusted ring, then engaged in a bit more banging with various parts of her hand to absolutely no avail. So on it was, to the row of six adjacent cottages; she peered through the small window of the first of them, but it was too dark, the glass too dirty to see through. A knock on the door yielded the same result as every other knock she’d tried in the past fifteen minutes. She repeated the process with the remaining five houses – nothing; summer holiday cottages no doubt, abandoned until the start of the season. She returned to her best – well, only – option of shelter; the inn. And if she couldn’t find a way into it, she’d have to make one and risk the consequences. Better to be prosecuted for breaking and entering than be found frozen to her steering wheel, she reasoned.

Thanks to a delinquent spell as a teen, Bridge was deft with a lock and a screwdriver, and she always carried a toolbox with her in the car. A dysfunctional, unorganised upbringing had led her to find solace and stability in being prepared for most eventualities, although that did not extend to her having her waterproof coat and snow-worthy wellies with her today. They were currently sitting in the back of the sturdy four-by-four she would have driven if a) she hadn’t been intent on trying to show Luke Palfreyman that she was more than a match for him in the financial stakes and b) the weathermen of the UK hadn’t been such inept pillocks.

She swung open the boot, hoisted out the metal box stored in the compartment under the mat and pulled out a flat-blade screwdriver, her breaking-in implement of choice. If this didn’t work, she’d smash a window and gain entry that way, but she was pretty confident in her abilities, and rightly so; even after all these years, she still had the touch. A couple of artful prods and twists in the keyhole and there was a satisfying click. She gave the door a heavy push to open it and a rush of air came out at her with a sigh, as if it had been trapped and was thankful for its freedom.

She called hello, apology cued in her mouth just in case she’d been mistaken and there was someone within after all, but, not surprisingly, there was only silence and darkness to greet her.






Chapter 2

‘Is that the fastest the wipers will go? I can’t see the road and if I can’t, you can’t, which fills me full of confidence,’ said Charlie, for once not the happiest of passengers.

‘Yes, it is the fastest they will go, Charles,’ replied Robin, a pronounced and annoyed space between each word. Plus he only ever called Charlie ‘Charles’ when he was in a heightened state of emotion.

‘I’m only saying—’

‘Do you want to drive?’ Robin snapped. ‘I can stop the car and we can swap places. Or rather you can drive and I’ll get a taxi because your driving is bound to see at least one of us off before our time.’ He took a deep breath in an effort to deflate his rising temper. ‘Please sit back and let me handle the wheel and all the other instruments.’ He huffed, then restarted the argument. ‘The cheek of you, Charles Glaser. How long have I been your chauffeur? How many crashes have I had? Speeding tickets, parking fines? Not one. I wish this car had an ejector seat sometimes. I’d press it and gladly see you blasted into orbit.’

A charged silence hung in the air for a few seconds and then both men burst out laughing. Life had always been too short for serious disagreements between them, but gentle squabbling was part of their relationship’s DNA and had been for the last thirty-two years. Thou shalt bicker to thy heart’s content was written into their constitutional ten commandments, along with Thou shalt not hold grudges and Thou shalt compromise wherever possible.

‘I can’t see a thing,’ conceded Robin. ‘This is total madness.’

‘Who’d have known this was going to happen?’ said Charlie.

‘The bloody meteorologists should have,’ replied Robin with more than a touch of impatience. ‘It’s the 1987 debacle all over again. How come they can send people to the moon but they can’t predict this?’ He threw one hand up, and then quickly replaced it on the wheel as the car threatened a rogue skid.

Charlie cleared his throat before speaking next. ‘It’s probably not the time to tell you that there’s none in Scotland.’

‘None of what?’

‘Snow.’

Robin’s grip of the steering wheel increased as if he was holding on to something that might stop him falling off the edge of the world. He really hoped he’d heard Charlie wrong.

‘Please tell me you’re joking.’

‘I’m not.’

Robin’s neck started to mottle red, Charlie noticed. This usually signified his partner was about to enter meltdown mode.

‘And when were you going to let me in on this particular nugget of information, Charles? When we got up to Aviemore and noticed everyone in bikinis?’

‘I don’t mind about the snow, it didn’t matter anyway.’

Robin knew that was a lie. ‘It was the most important thing of all, Charlie.’

‘It’s forecasted though. For the new year apparently.’

‘Yes and the whole of England was “forecasted” to be mild and dry for Christmas. They obviously couldn’t forecast a puddle if they were stood in it. Are all the weathermen on acid trips?’

Robin growled like a frustrated bear, then his attention was snatched away by the satnav, which picked that moment to freeze. ‘Oh great, that’s all I need.’ He stabbed at it with a demanding index finger, spoke nicely to it then swore at it but nothing would coax it to work.

‘Charlie, get maps up on your phone. Look for the nearest town, pub, hotel, anything.’

Charlie tried, but maps couldn’t seem to pick up where they were as a starting point. ‘This is the trouble with modern technology,’ he said. ‘It works until it doesn’t.’

‘Very profound, my love and so helpful.’

‘You can’t go wrong with a paper map. I would have known where we were if you hadn’t thrown the road atlas away.’

‘It was years out of date, Charlie. It showed the M1 as a mud path.’

‘Oh, very funny.’

Robin braked and felt the car struggle for purchase on the road. There was no way he could drive up to Aviemore in this, it wasn’t safe.

‘Mad fools and Englishmen,’ he said, not quite under his breath.

‘That’s midday sun. And it’s dogs.’

‘What?’

‘Mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the midday sun, and it’s by Noel Coward.’

‘Mad fools and bloody Englishmen go out in the bloody snow two days before bloody Christmas, heading for the bloody highlands of bloody Scotland and that’s by Robin bloody Raymond.’ Robin’s neck was now completely red.

‘Shh, having a fit won’t get us anywhere sooner,’ said Charlie, attempting to pour some oil on Robin’s troubled waters. ‘What’s that over there?’ He squinted at something in the distance. ‘You know, I think it’s a sign.’

‘What? Like a burning bush?’ replied Robin dryly.

‘A wooden signpost I mean, as well you know. Drive on a touch.’

For a man six months short of his eightieth birthday, Charlie had eyes like a hawk.

Robin pressed down the accelerator softly, crawled forwards: ‘Oh yeah, I see it now, what does it say?’

Charlie opened the window and snow flew in so he read quickly and closed it again.

‘It said Figgy Hollow, half a mile and a right arrow.’

‘What’s that? A village?’

‘I’ve never heard of it,’ said Charlie. ‘And I know these parts like the back of my hand.’

‘It’s a no-brainer, we’ll have to go there then.’ Robin just hoped the car would make it and not choke, splutter and stop as if they were in an old horror film, leaving them stranded at the mercy of some Yeti-like creature. ‘Someone’s bound to take pity on us and invite us in for some soup. Practise looking old and vulnerable.’

‘I am old and vulnerable. Figgy Hollow here we come then,’ said Charlie, annoying Robin even more by making it sound as if they were about to embark on a jolly adventure with the Famous Five and lashings of ginger beer.



Mary Padgett tried to concentrate on the road and not on her boss talking on the phone in that way he had when he was trying to hang on to his temper. She flashed a look at him in the rear-view mirror. Driving gave her the perfect excuse to glance at him every few seconds and she doubted she’d ever get tired of the sight. Jack Butterly was ten years her senior, just developing silvery sprinkles in his dark, cropped hair, and crinkles around his gorgeous grey eyes. He seemed to grow more handsome with each year that passed, as she seemed to grow more invisible. She loved her boss. Loved him with all her heart and not in an ‘I like working for him’ way, but an ‘I wish he’d lock the door, shove me on his desk and have his wicked way with me’ way, which is why she offered to drive him to a hotel in the north-east when Jack’s chauffeur Fred went off sick with his back – again.

Jack had been trying for months to fix up a meeting with the head of the Chikafuji Bakery company in Japan and the only time in the calendar Mr Chikafuji and Jack were both free was the early morning of Christmas Eve. Despite being very keen to hook up and make beautiful bun business together, Mr Chikafuji had been more difficult than a greased eel to pin down, so Jack wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to meet with him when he was over on a flying visit to the UK. Mary seized her chance to spend an evening in a gorgeous country house four-star hotel with Jack Butterly, an opportunity that looked set to crumble into dust, from what the fragments of conversation she’d overheard had intimated.

‘Yes, I can come over to Japan instead, do you have some dates… May? Is Mr Chikafuji not free before then?… Oh I see, he’s very busy is he?…’

Jack ended the call on his mobile with as much annoyance as it was possible to execute with one finger. It was an end to a call better suited to a heavy desk phone with a receiver that could be crashed down onto its cradle.

‘Would you believe it,’ said Jack. ‘Chikafuji’s plane has been cancelled from Brussels, so he’s going back to Japan instead and he hasn’t got space in his diary for a head-to-head until May. We might as well turn back. Ha.’ The note of laughter was anything but one of amusement.

Mary didn’t suggest that they should have had a video call. She had learned over the years that Jack needed the whole meet and greet experience, to make that initial face to face connection with a potential client, in order to absorb their essence, especially one of Mr Chikafuji’s calibre, and he was adamant that he couldn’t do that via a screen. Mary thought he could have made an exception in this case, seeing as Mr Chikafuji was so hard to get hold of in person, but she kept quiet so as not to exacerbate his mood. Jack scared some people, she knew. He was physically imposing, tall, with broad shoulders, a man who looked after himself and spoke with an impeccable private-school accent that had a tendency to make those with a dent in their confidence feel inferior. He was a hard-nosed, hard-working businessman who believed in his product and gave off an air of self-assurance like expensive cologne. His face had a default serious set; Mary had heard a few people say that it would shatter like stressed glass if he smiled, but she didn’t think that was true and how she wished she could be the one who made him smile. He didn’t scare her in the slightest either, because she could read him like a favourite book and she knew under that stiff, polished veneer was someone lonely, vulnerable, sad, mixed up.

Mary dabbed her foot gently on the brake, felt the Maserati skid slightly as it tried to hold traction. There were no other cars in sight but she wasn’t sure any more how much was road and how much was ditch. She made a measured five-point turn, set off back down the road they had just travelled, their freshly made tracks half-filled with snow already. She tried to keep her focus on driving and not on lamenting that her big chance to make Jack see her as something other than the PA who brought him coffee, fielded his calls and organised his diary and his dry-cleaning was now gone.

She’d bought a stunning red dress especially for the dinner they’d have had together in the hotel restaurant. She’d chosen it with care to make the best of her slender frame, to colour-contrast with her long, pale-blond hair and make her large, green-blue eyes pop. She’d bought red suede boots with heels that elevated her five-foot-three height without reducing her ability to walk in them. She’d blown almost the equivalent of her month’s wages on clothes for this one night, a stupid gamble. Thank goodness they were still in the bags with the tags and stickers on them so she could get a refund. But she didn’t want a refund, she wanted to wear them and have her night in the Tynehall Country Hotel ripping the scales from Jack’s eyes.

She had known it was ‘now or never’, and so it seemed that it was going to be never, thanks to the double whammy of the ever-unreliable Mr Chikafuji and the damned weather. She had known it was too good to be true: an all-expenses-paid night in a swanky hotel, Jack all to herself for a full twenty-four hours. One of her dad’s many sayings was that if a thing looked too good to be true, then that’s because it probably was and once again he was right. Mary sighed audibly then quickly checked the mirror to see if Jack had heard her, but he was too busy hunting for something in his briefcase to have noticed.

Mary carried on down the road, steadily. Her dad had taught her and her siblings to drive when they were fifteen on a patch of nearby farmland. By the age of sixteen, she could throw cars around corners and handle any motor with the skill of a copper chasing a drug dealer up the wrong side of the motorway. She drove much better than Fred did, who tended to press down on the pedals as if he was stamping on a cockroach with a lead boot. He’d been Jack’s father’s chauffeur, employed more for being on the old boys’ network rather than for his abilities, which was par for the course with Reg Butterly. Mary’s eyes flicked towards the satnav when it gave her an instruction to leave the motorway at the next junction and follow the A379 to Exeter. On the screen was a map of the south-west. Even brand-new Maseratis had their glitches, she thought. Luckily she knew she was heading in roughly the right direction, back to South Yorkshire, not Devon. Sadly.

Less than a mile along the way, Mary could see there was a problem in the shape of a rockfall ahead. The weight of snow on the hillside must have dislodged stones and boulders at the inconvenient point where the road narrowed to a single track. There was no way around the obstruction, she could tell that even from a long distance away. Jack’s attention was dragged to the scene framed by the windscreen when he felt the car slowing.

‘Oh, please tell me this isn’t happening,’ he said.

‘I’ll have to turn back,’ said Mary, stating the obvious. What else could they do? The road was completely blocked.

‘Goodness, the snow really is bad isn’t it,’ said Jack. He’d raised his head at various points and glanced at the weather but his mind was more on the presentation to Chikafuji; now he was seeing the white-out. ‘I think it would be sensible to pull in at the first place we can, Mary.’

Mary did another about-turn and headed for Tynehall yet again, even though they had no chance of making it that far. There had to be somewhere nearby. They were in Yorkshire, not an Arctic tundra, even if it did look like it. Then, in the midst of all the white in front of her, she spotted a wooden arrow-shaped sign coming up on the left, pointing across to a turning that wasn’t showing up on the satnav, with crude black lettering: Figgy Hollow 3/4 mile. She couldn’t remember seeing it on either of the two times she’d passed this spot before, but she hadn’t been looking for shelter then.

She hadn’t a clue what Figgy Hollow was: a local beauty spot, a farm; a hamlet with a welcoming hotel and a cosy log fire, she hoped, but in case there was nothing else around for miles, she took the risk and swung a right. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Another gem from her father’s book of sayings.






Chapter 3

Luke Palfreyman wished he was travelling in his trusty four-by-four instead of his boy-toy vintage DB5 Aston Martin, which didn’t perform at its best in snow, especially super-freak snow like this, which seemed to be heralding the birth of a new Ice Age. He, alas, was no James Bond, so the car didn’t suddenly project wings – or better still skis – to get him smoothly to his destination; instead he was stuck with driving it manually and praying it got him safely to where he needed to be. He’d spent the last couple of years trying to acquire the art of being reasonable and sensible – give or take buying a 1960s dream car – only to agree to head for a place in the arse end of nowhere just because his wife clicked her fingers. Or soon to be ex-wife, to give her the proper title. It wouldn’t be beyond credibility that Bridge had engineered this weather to inconvenience him further. Few things had ever run well for him where she was concerned; she was a walking jinx, quite the opposite to his present fiancée. Everything was so easy with Carmen, everything flowed, like a peaceful river, whereas Bridge was a whirlpool full of piranhas.

He could have replied to Bridge’s shouty text (STOP PRESS, DIVERT TO FIGGY HOLLOW INN. OFF THE A7501, SW OF WHITBY. ASK SIRI IF SATNAV CAN’T FIND IT) that they do this at another time, i.e. one less treacherous and more sensible, but he knew it meant a lot to Carmen to start off the new year with things moving forwards out of what had felt like an eternal impasse. As Bridge had foreseen, his TomTom hadn’t recognised the name Figgy Hollow, which was just plain weird and if Siri hadn’t helped him out, he would have put his substantial personal fortune on all this being Bridge playing more stupid games. She always could get under his skin more than anyone else ever could; like a sharp, thin splinter that managed to wiggle far enough in so that using tweezers to hoick it out was ineffectual and a serious incision was needed. He could feel his default setting these days of cool slipping by the second and, despite himself, he laughed aloud. There really was no one like Bridge on the planet. He looked up at the thick grey clouds through the windscreen, expecting to find her on a broomstick circling above like a malicious crow.

The snow had come from nowhere, impossible as that might have seemed in this day and age; yet it had happened. Luke had been half an hour into his journey when it started, drops of sleet falling onto his windscreen, smudging his vision. Within five minutes they’d turned to snow, within ten that snow was settling on the country’s grid of ungritted roads. He’d presumed, like everyone else had, it was only a few flurries that would quickly melt away, but those flakes kept on dropping, thicker and heavier and the traffic got slower and slower. It would have been the only sensible thing to do to rearrange the meeting, but he had to get this divorce properly underway. He didn’t want to go into a new year with this hanging over his head like the sword of Damocles, not when he planned to be remarried by late summer. He needed to pack up his old life with the old year and he had to see Bridge in person in order to do that and on both counts he was determined that nothing would stop him. Nothing.



Bridge lifted her glass to the optic, pressed upwards and stood until a double brandy had been delivered. There was definitely no one in the inn, she’d shouted loud ‘hello hello’s up the stairs and into the area behind the bar. She’d even stood at the top of the cellar steps and shouted down into the black silence and not even an echo of her voice had come back at her.

Someone must have been there recently though because the bar area was spick and span, the tabletops were gleaming and a faint smell of polish still hung in the air. There was an enormous fireplace, logs banked up on it ready to light, for the Christmas Day diners, no doubt. A large Christmas tree occupied one far corner of the room, thick green branches ready for their drape of tinsel; baubles and lights sat patiently in a cardboard box tucked underneath it, with packets of paper-chain strips, waiting to be constructed and tacked with drawing pins onto the picture rail. They were the sort Bridge remembered making at school, with a gum line at one end that tasted awful. Another memory flashed in her head: sitting on the floor putting such a chain together, in front of a fire fuelled with wood that they’d gathered illegally from the nearby park because they were too skint to buy it. She and Luke. He leaning over towards her, crushing the chain as they started kissing, tearing off each other’s clothes, then making love, which had given her bum major carpet burns. She shook her head to disengage those images, stamped the mini-film of chain-making in Joseph Street junior school back over them, sitting next to Michael Butler who used to pick his nose and wipe it on any available surface other than a handkerchief.

She sat down at a bar table next to the middle of three windows and took a swig of brandy before picking her phone out of her handbag to find she’d had two missed calls from Ben. She rang him, it didn’t connect the first time. She tried again.

‘Are you okay? Thank goodness,’ he said. ‘Where are you?’

‘I couldn’t get to where I was heading, so I’ve had to make a diversion. I’m in a pub, I’m safe, no need to worry.’

‘Is Luke there with you?’

‘Not yet. He’s on his way—’

‘What did you say? You cut out.’

‘HE’S ON HIS WAY I SHOULD IMAGINE.’

Luke would be here, she had absolutely no doubt about that. He was nothing if not reliable. Well, at least he was these days, by all accounts. Plus, she knew how much he wanted this divorce to go ahead. He’d drive through fire for it, never mind the new Siberia.

‘I wish you’d just come straight home.’ The weight of concern in Ben’s voice brought a smile to Bridge’s lips.

‘I might have done if I’d known this was going to happen.’ She said it but she wasn’t sure if it was strictly true.

‘You must not even think about trying to drive back in this tonight,’ Ben warned her, having to repeat it twice because his voice kept dissolving into crackles and silence.

‘I promise you, I won’t,’ Bridge replied. ‘I’m on the sensible side of mad.’

‘What?’

‘I said I won’t. Line’s awful.’

‘But you’re all right?’

‘Yes, I’m dry and safe.’

‘Good.’ She could feel his sigh of relief whisper into her ear.

‘I’ll ring you later to let you know how our meeting goes.’

‘Can’t hear you, Bridge. Hello? Hel—’

The line died. Modern technology was great until it wasn’t. She tried to reconnect the call, but no luck. She sent a text but the message wouldn’t deliver. She noticed an old-fashioned rotary dial phone on the bar in a stunning shade of mustard. She lifted the receiver to hear absolutely nothing; the landline was also deceased, it seemed.

No, she would definitely not be driving back tonight if the snow carried on falling, but at least she had been able to tell Ben that and stop him fretting, because he would worry, bless him. He was a sweet, caring person and she was lucky to have him in her life. Luckier than he was, because she was all too aware that she’d taken her phone out of her bag primarily to check if Luke had been in contact and not to tell Ben she was okay. Once again he was at the top of the important! list in her head and she hated that he was. The sooner they did what they had to do and could conclude their business, the better.

If she had to stay here tonight, then so be it. With any luck there would be an overnight thaw and she’d excuse the mild inconvenience and look forward to being in her own bed before midnight tomorrow so that Santa wouldn’t pass by her house. She laughed to herself at that thought. She’d always been in bed before midnight on Christmas Eve as a child but it seemed Santa’s sack was empty by the time he got to her chimney. Year after year her hope in his existence dwindled a little more until she lost it altogether at nine. And one day she met Luke Palfreyman and then all her lost Christmases landed in her lap in one sparkly, candy-cane-flavoured, tinsel-wrapped lump.

She took another sip of brandy, listening for the slightest sound in the muted silence. There had to be someone around in this godforsaken hole. She put down her glass, deciding to undertake a more detailed search of the premises, starting with the area behind the bar where she found a small galley kitchen and what was probably a pantry off it. No human in there, though. The ladies’ and gents’ toilets were identical, apart from their walls, which were pink in one case, blue in the other. They each contained a single cubicle, one sink, a bowl of spicy potpourri gently scenting the area. Bridge caught sight of herself in the mirror to find her straightened hairstyle hadn’t held firm after her outdoor exploration and had reverted to its natural kinks, making her appear less serious, more casual, a look she didn’t want today. She left the cloakroom and went up the narrow, steep staircase, which creaked and groaned as if protesting at the weight of her, all eight and a half stone of it.

Still calling ‘hello’, she pushed open the doors and checked each of the three bedrooms up there: two with twin beds, the other a double, all unmade; each room had an en-suite with shower. The décor was chintz city: dusky pink carpets, flowery walls and curtains; crocheted dolls in crinolines sat on top of each loo hiding a toilet roll, with more of that Christmas-spicy potpourri in bowls dotted around, but the effect was charming rather than vomit-inducing. The owner had taken care to provide his guests with comfort, as each room had a velvet-upholstered chair next to a table with a fan of well-read books on it, a box of pastel-coloured tissues on the dressing table with a tray of complimentary single-use toiletries, a thin notepad and pen on every bedside cabinet all bearing a line drawing of the Figgy Hollow Inn. A fourth smaller room opposite the end bedroom was filled with stocks of duvets, pillows, sheets, towels, more of those tiny soaps and bottles of shower gel and shampoo, individually-wrapped toothbrushes with a minuscule tube of toothpaste, pads, pens, notepaper, envelopes, boxes of those coloured tissues and a motherlode of toilet rolls. There might not have been anyone around, but, on the positive side, there were enough toiletries to see her through until May if things got really bad.

Bridge went back downstairs, noticing things she hadn’t seen now her brain had started to switch to full-on observant survival mode: the lights on the wall, fashioned to resemble old oil lamps, the seasoned timber beams, which were probably original, given that the ceiling was bowed in places and the walls hadn’t been built by anyone with a plumb bob. She hated that Victorian colour palette usually, of chestnuts, maroons, heavy oppressive shades, but the deep red paint on the walls worked well here with the bright white-glossed picture rails and skirting boards, maybe because it had been expertly applied and not just slapped on by an old bloke down the road who got paid in pints. The bar area wasn’t that large: twelve dark wooden square tables to serve customers seated on the motley selection of wooden chairs, upholstered benches or leather-studded wing-back armchairs. The dark brown and red carpet had seen better days but it sat quietly underfoot without drawing attention to itself, letting other features take the glory, none more so than the massive inglenook fireplace. If ever there was a fireplace suited to a visit from Santa Claus, it was this one.

There was an old stack system stereo near the Christmas tree with a cassette tape deck and a radio. She plugged it in, switched it on, twiddled a knob trying to tune it to a station that would give her some news.

‘…Met office has offered no explanation for failing to forecast the Arctic weather conditions but has issued a warning not to go outside, but to stay indoors…’

No shit, Sherlock, said Bridge to herself. She turned the radio off, thought of Luke arriving at the inn door any moment now. Just the two of them snowed in, alone together. It wouldn’t do. It really wouldn’t do at all.






Chapter 4

Bridge had been there for over an hour trying to read a dated, yellowing periodical taken from a stack of vintage magazines by the fire, when the noise of a car engine pulled her thoughts away from the running sore that was Luke Palfreyman. Outside, she could see that an impressive peacock-blue Range Rover was nosing slowly into the car park. Nice. Surprising, though. She’d imagined Luke rolling up in the vintage Aston Martin he’d always said he’d buy if he won the lottery. He might not have won millions, but he’d certainly earned them these past five years, selling his veggie burgers. She quickly reached for her bag, pulled out her mirror and refreshed her red lipstick. She’d hidden behind this same shade (Rich Bitch) for years. It didn’t go with her flame-bright hair, she knew that, but it made her look potent, in control, even if she didn’t feel it. Like now.

She gave her hair a quick brush hoping to restore it to its artificially straightened glory, but that was a hope too far. She returned her attention to the Range Rover outside and saw that there was someone sitting in the passenger seat. Surely he hadn’t brought Spanish Carmen with him. Not to discuss his divorce. That was the sort of shitty trick he would play, two against one. She felt her ire rising and prepared to do battle by summoning up her inner Boudicca.

The car drew up next to her Porsche, and the driver got out: a tall, solidly built man in his fifties, was Bridge’s rough guess, wearing a bright orange jacket with the hood up. He tripped and slipped around to the boot to retrieve a large bag, then went round to the passenger side to open the door for an older, thinner gentleman wearing the same style ski jacket but white with colour splashes on it. They clung to each other as they battled their way through the snowflakes towards the inn door, blasting in gratefully, bringing the weather with them.

‘Thank God,’ exclaimed orange jacket, putting the bag down before shaking off the snow that had settled on him. He noticed Bridge then. ‘Hello,’ he said, politely, his eyes honing in on the brandy on the table in front of her. ‘Isn’t this weather awful. I bet that tastes extra nice sitting in here, looking out there.’

‘Are you the landlord?’ asked Bridge, ready to apologise for breaking in.

‘No, just weary stragglers,’ said the older man, dropping heavily onto a cushioned bench.

‘So you don’t work here then?’ asked orange jacket, flipping back his hood, unzipping his coat.

‘Nope. I’m a weary straggler too.’

‘Lucky you found it like we did, then. I dread to think what would have happened if we hadn’t.’

He approached the bar.

‘There’s no one around,’ said Bridge. ‘Seems the place is only open for pre-booked dinners. I helped myself to this, in case you’re wondering. I’ve started my own tab under the circumstances.’

‘What, the door was left open?’ asked orange jacket. His accent was unmistakably East London, his voice gentle and at odds with his big build and shaved head. Bridge had always been good at picking out where people hailed from.

‘I broke in,’ said Bridge. ‘It was either that or freeze to death in the car.’

‘Good grief,’ said the older man; by contrast his voice was refined and rich as a rum-soaked fruit cake. ‘You could have died if you hadn’t engaged in criminal activities. And so could we, no doubt. Dear lady, we are indebted to you.’

His response coaxed a smile from Bridge.

He unzipped his coat, then freed his arms from the sleeves. He had a lot of hair for an elderly gent, was Bridge’s initial thought: salt-and-pepper curls that fell softly past his shoulders, and his thin face suited the beard and moustache combo. He was wearing a dapper waistcoat and a Chanel scarf tied at his neck as a cravat. He looked not unlike the illegitimate child of Charles I and an aged Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen.

‘Looks like we will be here for quite a while, surviving on those packets of crisps until we are discovered at Easter, draped over the bar,’ said the younger of the two men, taking both jackets and hanging them up on the hooks at the side of the door.

‘Well, seeing as it appears we will be spending some hours in each other’s company, I shall make introductions; my name is Charlie,’ said the elder of the new arrivals. He made an extravagant hand gesture towards his companion. ‘And this is my husband, Robin.’

Husband, thought Bridge, glad she hadn’t had the chance to put her foot in it, because she’d presumed they were father and son.

‘I’m Bridge. Short for Bridget, but no one has ever called me that.’ No one she wanted to remember, amended an inner voice.

‘I’ll find a kettle and we’ll have a nice cup of tea, shall we?’ said Robin.

‘No, I want what she’s having,’ Charlie replied with definite protest.

‘Not a chance,’ Robin came back at him.

‘Purely for medicinal purposes,’ said Charlie, in a wheedling tone. ‘Oh go on, you miserable fart.’

‘A very very small one then,’ Robin relented with a tut.

‘I presume that’s your Porsche next to our car,’ said Charlie as Robin called out a few cautious hellos at the bar in case what Bridge was telling him wasn’t true.

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Very nice, love the red colour. But I imagine it wasn’t great in the snow.’

‘Crap,’ replied Bridge, moving to sit across the table from Charlie, hoping it would be warmer away from the window. ‘I consider myself lucky that I made it this far before either crashing into a tree or being buried under a drift.’

‘So what are you doing up here then?’

‘I was meeting someone,’ said Bridge without giving details, before taking a large gulp of brandy. The mere thought of what she was here for had the tendency to drive her to drink.

‘Oh dear, I hope they found somewhere to take shelter,’ said Charlie.

‘I hope so too,’ said Bridge, but she wasn’t convinced that Luke would have. This was too important to him. Winkling her out of his life was too important to him.

Robin went behind the bar. He took two glasses, held one up to the brandy optic and one up to the malt whisky, then he delivered the glass containing the brandy into the eager hands of his partner. Charlie lifted the glass, savoured the fumes and sighed.

‘Oh, darling, it’s been too long,’ he said, addressing the contents before sipping.

Robin crossed to the window, gazing out onto a landscape of dark skies and snow. The flakes were falling large as pennies. ‘Looks like we’re here for the night,’ he said.

‘They have three bedrooms upstairs,’ said Bridge. ‘The beds aren’t made up, but there’s plenty of duvets and sheets. I went for a snoop.’

‘I can see headlights in the distance,’ said Robin, squinting.

Bridge’s heart made a treacherous bounce in her chest as if preparing to break out and lay down a red carpet. Hearts could be terribly immature at times.

‘It’s a voiture splendide,’ Robin said. ‘Maserati I think. Emerald green, beautiful.’

It had to be Luke, thought Bridge. He was not only a Maserati sort of guy these days but he’d always had a thing about green cars.

Robin’s running commentary continued. ‘Yes, it’s pulling in. Man and a woman from what I can see, unless my eyes deceive me.’

Luke and Carmen, thought Bridge. Great.

Charlie was fiddling with his phone. ‘I can’t get a signal.’

‘No signal, no internet. I just managed to get through to someone to let them know I was safe but then the line dropped and I haven’t been able to get it back,’ said Bridge. ‘There’s a phone on the bar, but the landline’s dead too.’

Robin left his space by the window to open the door for the newcomers. In rushed a young blonde-haired woman followed by a man and half a ton of snow, as if the weather sought to take refuge with them. The wind whistled a howling protest as Robin shut it out. The male newcomer had very dark hair. Definitely not Luke.

‘Thank goodness this place is open,’ said not-Luke.

‘It wasn’t, this young lady had to break in,’ said Robin, bobbing his head towards Bridge.

‘An obvious emergency,’ said Bridge quickly in her defence. ‘It doesn’t look as if it’s open again for another two days, at least that’s what I gathered from the note stuck in the window.’

‘It’s mad out there,’ said the blonde, putting down her handbag and a red suitcase to peel at strands of her long hair that had glued themselves across her pale-skinned, pretty face. Bridge’s brain was quick to sum people up, always had been: the blonde was reed-slender, young, not one who had embraced the present trend for slug-eyebrows, spider-leg eyelashes and inflated lips, which was refreshing to see. The man, tall with the sort of build that suggested he worked out in a gym, but not obsessively. Dark hair cropped just at the point where it had begun to curl, light grey eyes, an attractive rather than handsome face with his nose a little crooked, maybe from an old rugby injury. Bridge wondered what their relationship was: brother and sister, friends? She didn’t get the couple vibe from them, but they looked good together.

‘We should hole up for an hour or two until this subsides and then try and get back home,’ said the man, his accent polished private school, confident and deep in tone. His overnight bag, Bridge noted, was black leather, stylish, understated.

‘Unless home is within skiing distance, I wouldn’t bet on it,’ said Charlie. ‘I think it’s wise to presume you’re here for the night with me – I’m Charlie – my husband Robin over there and our new friend Bridge.’

‘Jack and Mary,’ said Mary, liking how their two names sat together in a bracket.

‘Hello,’ said Jack, in the manner of someone who thought introductions were unnecessary because he wouldn’t be there long enough for them to mean anything.

‘You certainly won’t be going anywhere for a while, so I’d take your coat off if I were you and relax with us,’ Charlie continued.

Mary took off her pink mac, a fashion rather than a practical piece, Bridge surmised. Jack, realising that what Charlie said was probably true, removed his coat, shook the wetness from it. A vintage Crombie; Charlie recognised it because he knew class when he saw it.

‘Where’s home for you two then?’ asked Charlie.

‘Place called Oxworth, you won’t have heard of it,’ said Jack.

‘Oxworth in South Yorkshire? I know it well. In fact, I know every bit of Yorkshire. I was born in Whitby. I had an aunt whom we used to visit, she lived in Penistone, which isn’t far from Oxworth, is it?’ replied Charlie, before taking another sip of brandy and giving a shimmy of delight.

‘That’s right,’ said Mary, hanging up both her coat and Jack’s. ‘It’s very close to Penistone. What a small world.’

‘What about you, dear?’ Charlie asked Bridge. ‘I can’t place your accent.’

‘I’m originally from just outside Derby,’ said Bridge, although over the past years her accent had been ironed to neutral. She’d forced herself to talk like that at first; now she spoke that way naturally. The name Bridget and the accent that went with it belonged to a past that she had little fondness for.

‘This snow is here to stay, and I imagine a road like this would be way down on the pecking order for gritting,’ said Robin, from his place by the first window, his legs drawing a modicum of warmth from the old-style radiator fastened to the wall underneath it. ‘There’s no light coming from those cottages across the way, is there?’

‘They’re all empty,’ said Bridge. ‘I walked across before I took a screwdriver to the door lock. No one in at the church, either.’

‘Then there’s no chance of them clearing round here, is there?’ Robin surmised. ‘Any snow ploughs will be concentrating on the major roads, not single-track country lanes.’

‘I have a meeting I can’t miss tomorrow lunchtime,’ insisted Jack.

‘Well you’d better pray for a quick thaw, mate, or an AA man driving Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.’ At the rate the snow was falling, Robin thought that the second option seemed the more probable.

‘We’re supposed to be halfway to the Cairngorms for Christmas by now,’ said Charlie. ‘Five-star hotel and all the snow you can shake a stick at, except there isn’t any up there, it’s all down here. The world’s gone insane.’

‘I thought everyone was more worried about global warming than this sort of thing,’ said Mary.

‘I could do with a bit of global warming now. It’s not very warm in here, is it?’ said Charlie, with a shudder.

Robin was instantly alerted to the comfort of his husband.

‘Anyone mind if I light that fire?’ he asked.

A general rumble of ‘No’ and ‘Go ahead’.

‘There’s a box of matches on the mantelpiece,’ Bridge pointed out.

‘Thank you,’ said Robin. He took one out of the box, struck it then poked it at the twists of newspaper under the front logs until the flame transferred.

‘So, there’s no landlord here then?’ asked Jack.

‘Not unless he’s hiding,’ replied Bridge. ‘I gave the place a once-over when I arrived, apart from the cellar, but I did shout down and there was no answer. In short, there’s no one here but “us chickens”.’

‘Which way to the ladies’ loos?’ Mary asked Bridge.

‘I’ll show you,’ said Bridge, ‘I need to go myself.’



‘Mind if I go first?’ asked Mary, when they got inside. ‘I’m absolutely bursting.’

‘Be my guest,’ said Bridge.

‘Thanks.’ Mary rushed in, locked the door, made an eventual ‘ahhh’ of relief sound.

‘I’ve been holding on to this for miles,’ she said through the door. ‘I was on the brink of having to stop the car at the next available set of trees. I’d have been mortified to have had to pull up for that reason.’

‘You were driving?’ asked Bridge.

‘Yeah. I like driving. Especially that car.’

‘So much easier for men, isn’t it?’ said Bridge. ‘I do envy them the ability to just whip it out and syphon off. Where were you going?’

‘Jack had a breakfast meeting in Tynehall first thing tomorrow morning. The plan was to get there today, rest up, have the meeting and then drive home straight after.’

‘Tynehall? You’re way off course. Were you travelling on the A1?’

‘We were until a lorry blocked it. There was a diversion, then that diversion got diverted…’

‘Similar thing happened to me,’ said Bridge. ‘Got totally lost. Me and the satnav.’

Mary flushed the loo, opened the door.

‘Is that your partner you’re with?’ Bridge asked.

‘Jack? I wish. Oops.’ Mary slapped both hands over her mouth. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.’

Bridge chuckled as she went into the cubicle. ‘I won’t say a word. Promise.’

‘Jack’s the boss, I’m the lowly PA.’

‘Nothing lowly about being a PA,’ Bridge corrected her. ‘The oil in the machine. Some of these execs don’t know how much their “lowly PAs” actually do for them behind the scenes.’

‘You sound as if you’ve been one yourself,’ said Mary, turning on the tap to wash her hands.

‘I was. Once upon a time. Among other things,’ Bridge replied. The list of ‘other things’ was long: factory worker, cleaner, dish-washer, barmaid, telesales operator, till operator, auction house administrator, PA to the owner of that company… MD of her own property company.

‘I’ve only ever had one job, apart from a Saturday job in Tesco,’ said Mary. ‘I love it though. I wouldn’t want to change. I think I found my perfect niche early. I’ve worked for Jack for six and a half years since I left college. Well,’ she began to correct herself, ‘I worked for Jack’s dad Reg for two and a half years at first and then when he retired and Jack took over, I became his PA.’

‘So that would make you about twenty-five?’ asked Bridge, waiting for the answer before flushing.

‘Yep. At least, I will be on Christmas Day.’

Bridge thought back: she’d been selling advertising space at that age. Working long hours selling a sub-standard product for a sub-standard rate of commission, then she’d stay behind when the others had gone to clean the building so she could at least take a semblance of a wage home. She emerged from the cubicle, went over to the sink, pushed some soap onto her hand from the dispenser before turning on the tap.

‘What line of work is Jack in that you needed to travel so far for a meeting on Christmas Eve morning?’

‘Scones,’ replied Mary.

‘Scones?’ Bridge couldn’t help the hoot of laughter that escaped from her. She’d been expecting the answer to be on the lines of national security.

‘Yep, scones. Just scones, nothing else. Butterly’s Scones. Jack’s grandad Bill set it up. Jack’s the third generation to run the company. Since he’s been top dog, he’s taken it to heights his dad and grandfather wouldn’t have even dreamed of. Anyway, a bakery owner in Japan contacted us to do business with him and I can’t count the number of times I’ve fixed up meetings only for him to drop out at the last minute. But he was bobbing over from Brussels on business today and I managed to persuade him to squeeze in seeing Jack in the morning before his plane left Newcastle, but he backed out yet again – just before we found this place. Jack’s furious and I can’t say I blame him.’

Bridge made a whistle. It all sounded very big business. ‘I didn’t realise there was such a demand for scones that you needed a whole factory to produce them and nothing else.’

‘Oh goodness me yes,’ said Mary with emphasis. ‘At capacity we can produce two million scones per day. We do every sort too, raisin, cheese, cherry, treacle, gluten-free, vegan, different grades and prices and more long-lasting ones, which we export. We run machines twenty-four-seven. There’s the demand all right, and it’s growing.’

It was on the tip of Bridge’s tongue to say ‘You must have a word with my ex about the vegan scones,’ but she stopped herself. Why should she give Luke Palfreyman any mention where a possible business venture was concerned?

‘Why are you here then?’ said Mary, trying not to stare too much at Bridge’s face. She thought she was beautiful, with her large hazel eyes and her brave red lipstick. It should have clashed with her fire-flame hair, but quite the opposite. It was amazing what a bit of chutzpah did for you. Her dad had taught her that word. Maybe one day she’d have some too.

‘I’m meeting my husband,’ Bridge said, still washing her hands with the thoroughness of Lady Macbeth. ‘Soon to be ex-husband.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Mary, though she didn’t really.

‘Our marriage took a lot of… deconstructing.’ Bridge chose the word carefully. It was a tame one to use to describe a war. ‘But we got there.’

‘Good that you were able to sort everything out in the end though,’ said Mary with a little smile.

‘We both figured we didn’t want the solicitors creaming off all our hard-earned cash, so we did most of our fighting without involving them, which was hard and probably stupid, but we managed eventually to come to an agreement that works for both. Neither of us wanted to step into another new year without resolving everything, as we both intend to be married to our new partners sooner rather than later.’

‘It’s a bit easier when you’ve both got someone else,’ said Mary. ‘When my aunt and uncle split up, he got himself a young, glamorous girlfriend and my auntie was so bitter and jealous about it. She still is and it’s been ten years since they got divorced. In fact she’s worse now than she was then. She can’t let it go.’

‘Yes, well, neither of us wants to be like that.’

‘Much better to be sensible and cut finally and cleanly,’ said Mary, nodding with a sagacity that belied her age.

Bridge snapped out a paper towel to dry her hands. ‘Do yourself a favour, love, and stay single. The St Georges of today are the dragons of tomorrow.’

Which was an odd thing to say for someone about to get married to a new partner, thought Mary as she followed Bridge out.






Chapter 5

‘Anyone fancy a coffee?’ asked Mary, when they rejoined the others. The fire had taken hold of the logs now, flames licking upwards with golden eagerness. Outside, the snow was falling relentlessly and it all looked very festive on both sides of the bar lounge windows. The whole indoor scene could quite happily have sat on a Christmas card if it wasn’t for the five disgruntled, inconvenienced faces; Jack’s claiming first prize.

‘Yes, I’ll have one, love. Shall I come and help you?’ said Robin.

‘No, it’s fine,’ said Mary. ‘I think I can manage a few coffees.’ It was what she did, after all. She made a lot of coffees in her job, arranged a lot of biscuits on plates. At least Jack always said thank you, however distracted he was, unlike his father Reg.

‘If you can find any biscuits backstage, I’d be awfully grateful,’ said Charlie with a cheeky, hopeful grin.
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