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CHRISTMAS RULES
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Disclaimer: this is a work of fiction. Any similarity to real people or places is completely coincidental and
unintentional.

This Christmas will be very different from last, I muse as I place a
star at the summit of my tree. The greenery is fake; the closest it’s
been to a forest is the cardboard box it came in. Still, I’ve laden it
with so many gilded swags and baubles that you can't tell.
Standing back, I admire my handiwork.

Bella picks up a snow globe and tips it upside down. We both

watch, mesmerised, as the flakes fall.

The blizzard is over. Daylight has dimmed. The sun, a pearly disc
among the clouds, drops to the horizon. Trees either side of the
road crowd in on our taxi, branches reaching towards us like
outstretched hands. A soft lump of snow hits the windscreen with
a thwack. Ahead, vehicles have cut black stripes into the
carriageway’s white blanket.

Bella was fascinated by the snow at first. But it's been a long
day, and now she's asleep, head on my lap and thumb in her
mouth.

The taxi jolts and Bella stirs. "Are we nearly there?” she whines.

Our driver must have heard it all before. Yet he says kindly,
"Not far, Copperknob.” He bestowed the nickname on Bella when
he collected me and my three-year-old from the station. It made

her laugh.



She shivers. “I'm cold.”

“It’s as hot as I can make it,” he says. “Ask your mum to put a
blanket around you. She’ll find one on the shelf behind her.”

I reach for the fleecy throw, using it to swaddle both of us.

“Where did you say you came from?” he asks me.

“Dubai.”

“Desert, isn’t it? Hot.”

“A bit. We’re not used to the British winter anymore. And Bella
was a baby when we left the UK. Sunshine is all she knows.”

Before Dubai, I'd spent all my life in London. It doesn’t freeze
like the deep countryside. Mum moved back here, to the village
she came from, after divorcing my dad ten years ago. His midlife
crisis manifested itself differently. He's had three wives since then.
I went to the first wedding, but we lost touch after that.

“Here we are,” the driver says. He swerves sharply to the left,
down a rutted lane little better than a farm track. It gives out
onto a row of pretty stone cottages, icicles hanging off their
thatched roofs. The scene looks like a Christmas card.

A snowman grins at me. I remember Mum taking a shovel to the
snow in our city garden, painstakingly creating a mound and
rolling a snowball to place on top for the head. It didn’t happen
often: usually, the white stuff melted before she got around to it.

As I smile back at the snowman, I can’t imagine a thaw any
time soon.

“Look at that,” I say to Bella. “Shall we make one in the

morning?”



Bella claps her hands.

The driver turns at a crossroads, engine labouring up a winding
hill, and then stops outside a pair of grand wrought-iron gates.
They’re flanked by stone columns topped with lions.

"Satnav says it's here.” He sounds puzzled. "You didn't tell me it
was a mansion.”

"You didn't ask.”

He gets out, trudging through slush to open the gates. A chill
draught blows into the car. He hops back in. The driveway to the
manor is at least a hundred yards from the road. Here, the snow is
untouched: a soft, white cloak

"Nice,” the driver says, edging his vehicle to a halt.

A golden glow spills through leaded windows, lending cosiness
despite the size of Mum’s home. As a young girl in one of the
cottages, she always admired the grand house. When she moved
in, she told me her revenge on men would be living well. She’s had
enough of them. First Fred, her childhood sweetheart, let her
down. Then my dad turned out to be no better. When he claimed
to be working late, he was wining and dining the lady who
became wife number two.

Mum took him to the cleaners, and I don’t blame her.

Our driver swings a heavy brass knocker against the oak door.
Warm air pours towards us when the door swings open. Mum
stands haloed by light, hair glinting as if on fire.

"I can see where Copperknob gets it from,” the driver observes.



"It skipped a generation,” Mum says. She ruffles my blonde
curls and bends to stroke Bella's tawny frizz.

The driver brings our cases inside and leaves with a cheery
wave.

Mum embraces me. I catch a note of Christmas spices in her
hair. "Would you like warm milk, Bella?" Mum asks. "Mulled wine,
Lucienne?”

"Thought you'd never ask.”

"No Tim?"

"Didn't you get my message?” I shrug. "Work intrudes. He’s
finishing a deal.”

“Can’t a hotshot lawyer even take Christmas off?”

She arches an eyebrow, and I wonder if she’s thinking that
history might repeat itself. I can’t say I haven’t considered the
possibility. I'm suddenly desperate for that mulled wine.

As we walk to the kitchen through her lobby, drawing room and
snug, Mum says, "Did I tell you Mara was joining us for
Christmas?”

My shoulders stiffen. "Isn’t she partying on a yacht?”

"Change of plan. She just split with her latest boyfriend, so I felt
it was right to invite her.” Mum smiles. "Anyway, my Christmas, my
rules.”

I take a deep breath, hoping she doesn't notice my disquiet. I'd
looked forward to lounging around in slobby clothes without
makeup, but I’ll have to make more effort in Mara’s company. "Of

course you did the right thing, Mum," I lie.



"I'm glad you think so."” Her face dimples. "Now, get yourself a
glass of something warm and alcoholic.”

Spiced red wine simmers on the hob. Mum ladles a large
measure from the pan for me, and I down half of it right away.
Bella rushes to sit in the corner where Mum has left a box of toys
for her to play with.

Mum chats about her plans for the evening. She’s asked a few
friends round, including the vicar. He’s an elderly widower, and
the ladies of the parish have taken it on themselves to look after
him. Her greatest excitement, however, is reserved for Mara’s
visit.

Although I haven’t met her yet, Mara is my half-sister. She was
born when Mum was a teenager, given up for adoption, and rarely
mentioned until she got in touch with Mum three months ago. Now
Mum talks about little else.

I can’t take the shine off Mum’s delight by admitting I'm
apprehensive. How will Mara react to me? I'm just a stay at home
mother, while her life is off the scale in glamour.

Mara is an influencer, constantly posting dreamy images online.
I've seen pictures of posh hotels, luxury yachts, golden beaches.
She poses with cocktails curated to match her outfits. Sometimes,
she lays clothes out on a hotel bed and invites her fans to choose
for her. Thousands of them follow her feeds. They’ll hardly be
impressed if she takes a selfie with me.

I help myself to more wine.



An hour later, I'm three glasses to the good and pleasantly
sleepy. When Mara arrives, I hang back and let Mum rush to the
door. A nervous smile plays on my lips as Mara sweeps into the
room.

A cloud of perfume billows in with her. Mara is as sophisticated
as I expected, and then some. She wears black. It would look dull
on me, but she could have stepped from the pages of Vogue.
She’s even taller and prettier than her social media profile. Her
raven hair is longer and straighter, her skin more luminous, her
teeth whiter.

“Merry Christmas!” Mara exclaims.

I stand up and she air-kisses my cheeks, like a moth fluttering
past them.

"My baby sister,” Mara murmurs. "It’s amazing to meet you,
Lucienne. I've imagined this moment for so long.”

"You're not recording it for Instagram, I hope?" I say.

Mara laughs. "No. This is private. Family stuff.” She beams at
Bella. "Oh my God, My cute baby niece.”

Bella clutches my leg and stares up at her.

"Mulled wine?" Mum asks.

"No kidding. Only eight days to Dry January,” Mara says.

I hear a loud knock at the door.

"That’ll be the vicar,” Mum explains to Mara. "I've invited him
round with a few waifs and strays.” She flashes me a smile. "There

are nibbles in the fridge. Would you mind, Luce?"



"Not at all.” My hands clench as I attend to the task, though.
She didn't ask Mara. Suppressing a sigh, I arrange canapés from
Fortnum and Mason on a plate. They supplied the mulled wine too.
I slosh more into the pan, deciding to leave the empty bottles on
display. I bet Mum would prefer everyone to see them, and know
how far she's come. As a pregnant teenager, she left the village in
disgrace. She's not carrying that shame now.

“This is Mara, my long-lost daughter,” I hear her say as I bring
a tray of refreshments to the drawing room.

The focus is firmly on Maraq, as if the drinks party has been held
in her honour. I might as well be a waitress, receiving glances only
when a glass is empty. The vicar and his entourage, several old
ladies of the parish, get quietly sloshed listening to her. She has a
wealth of anecdotes about her shiny world. I already know most
of them. Since she came back into Mum’s life, I've been stalking
her on social media.

“I’'m bored,” Bella’s voice pipes up, echoing my thoughts.

“How about a mince pie?” I ask. “Then perhaps you can help me
share them with the grown-ups.”

Bella agrees. When we head to the kitchen, I notice the vicar
taking Mara aside.

"Have you met Fred yet?" the old boy asks, his fone
sympathetic.

Mara's reply is spiky. "Why should I contact him?” she says.

"I'd have thought he'd be thrilled. He told me you were dead.”



"Dead to him, no doubt,” Mum says, an edge of spite in her
voice as she joins the conversation. Fred, a local farmer, is not on
her guest list for Christmas Eve drinks. On the rare occasions she's
mentioned Mara to me in the past, she said Fred pressured her to
have an abortion.

She wouldn't do it. No one stepped in to help her though, and
she had to give the baby away. I gaze at my own daughter,
horrified at the notion of abandoning her. No wonder Mum's still
bitter. It can’t be much fun for Mara, either, if she realises Fred
tried to stop her being born. From her reaction to the vicar, I
suspect she knows.

The vicar persists. “Fred’s not as wild as he was, you know.
Quite the reformed character. Leads the church bellringers. He’s
even dressing up as Father Christmas for the old folks’ home
tomorrow afternoon. I'm sure he’d love to see you over the
holiday, Mara. Why don’t I have a word with him after the service
tomorrow?”

“No thanks,” Mara says firmly. “That would be a bad idea.”

The cleric belatedly twigs he's rushed in where angels fear to
tread. “Anyway, you were saying, when you arrived in Monaco?”

“It was a blast,” Mara says. “So Prince Albert asked me to go his
fundraiser...” And she's off again, spinning a yarn about royalty,
casinos and high rollers.

Mum nudges me. “Don’t top up the vicar’s glass anymore. He’s

unsteady on his feet.”



One of his flock notices him swaying into the Christmas tree, a
twelve-foot pine that will do serious damage if it fopples. She
suggests it’s time to leave.

"Will we see you at church on Christmas morning?" he asks
Mum.

"Not while Fred leads the bellringers,” she retorts.

Bella clings to my ankle again. "Can I go sleep?” she pleads.

I yawn. "I'm going to bed t00," I say. “Once I’ve done the
washing up.”

“Leave it to me,” Mum says. “You must be exhausted.”

I barely have the energy to nod. Mara is silent too. She hasn’t

said a word to me since Mum’s guests arrived.

An early night proves to be the right decision. Bella bounces out
of bed at 6:00 am. Little as she is, she understands that Christmas
Day means presents.

Downstairs, we find lycra-clad Mara stretched out on a yoga
mat in the drawing room. Her hair is tucked onto a neat bun.

I run a hand through my own haystack. "Is Mum around?” I ask,
trying to sound brighter than I feel.

"No,"” Mara says. "I thought I'd go jogging in a mo, then see if
she's up for breakfast.”

The implication is that Mum will cook. I'm about to suggest we
just make toast, but my daughter has other ideas.

"Presents,” Bella announces. “Want presents.”

"Can’t you have them later?” Mara asks.



I'd probably have said the same before I had kids. Nowadays, I
have a better understanding of small children.

"We should open them now,"” I say. “I'll make breakfast if you
wake Mum up.”

"Fine,"” Mara snaps. "Let’'s get it over and done with."

Mum, Bella, and I pick at toast. It’s quick, and Bella is so excited
that she barely manages two mouthfuls. Mara insists on a full
English, though. How does she stay so slim? If only she’d notice
how Bella simmers with frustrated anticipation. By the time we sit
by the tree to exchange gifts, Bella's on the point of a meltdown.

Mum wisely hands Bella her present first. It's a doll, which Bella
covers in kisses. Eventually, Bella puts the toy down, peering
expectantly at me and Mara.

I give her a box filled with paint, pencils, brushes, and a
colouring book. I wish there was more, but I couldn't fit much in
my luggage. Tim was supposed to bring the soft toys we bought
for her.

Mara's contribution is a plastic box full of tiny beads in all the
shades of the rainbow.

"Sweeties,"” Bella says.

I gawp at them, a chill running through me. "Are those water
beads?” I ask. “I thought they were banned. I mean, they’re
dangerous.”

I smile at Mara, waiting for an apology.



She huffs. "You’re kidding me, right? Everyone knows the
munchkins love them. So Bella, if you put them in water, you’ll
have lots of pretty gems to play with.”

“Don’t eat them, whatever you do,” I say.

Bella stares at the box, her expression solemn. “Not sweeties?”

“Bella, there may be chocolate coins hidden in the Christmas
tree,” Mum says. “Shall we have a look?”

“Yes!” Bella points to a gold foil-wrapped circle balanced on one
of the branches. “I’'ve found one.”

It’s lucky that Bella is easily distracted, but how could Mara be
so thoughtless? Her other gifts aren’t much better. Mum and I
receive tacky costume jewellery, the sort of earrings that turn
your skin a funny colour. It's weird, considering how her social
media feed displays such good taste. Maybe it’s because Mum
invited her at the last minute, and she had to buy everything in a
hurry. I shouldn’t complain either: I didn't know she'd be joining
us, so I've brought nothing for her at all.

"How beautiful,” Mum's eyes shine as if Mara has handed over
diamonds. "I've got a special present for you. It's what we talked
about.” She winks.

"Thank you.” Mara simpers.

"But meanwhile, because I know you like it, here's a little gold
chain I picked up from the jeweller’s we visited the last time you
were here."

It sparkles as Mara places it around her neck. She thanks Mum

profusely, and even compliments the enamelled silver brooch that



Mum gives me. Then she’s on the move before I can mention
clearing up the breakfast things. She declares that she must go
jogging, or her fithess routine will be ruined.

“Isn’t there too much snow for a run?” Mum says.

Mara glares for a split second, before her toothy smile returns.
“Watch me,” she says.

She has to wear wellington boots, but she manages a fast pace
as she belts down the long driveway.

Bella tugs at my arm. “Want a snowman,” she says. “You
promised.”

“Borrow my wellies,” Mum offers, correctly divining I haven’t
brought any from Dubai.

My hands and feet are soon stiff with cold, but I make a
respectable effort under Belld’s exacting gaze. She stays inside.
When I’ve finished, Mum brings her to the door with a carrot for
the nose.

“Just like old times,” Mum says, holding her firmly away from
the snow. “What do you want to call him, Bella?”

“Fred,” Bella announces.

I flush, glancing at Mum. “She must have picked that up from
the vicar last night,” I whisper.

“Along with goodness knows what else,” she hisses. “All right,
Bella. Fred it is.”

“Do you need help in the kitchen?” I ask, despite my frozen

fingers. Anything to change the subject.



We chop vegetables in silence. It’s actually a relief when Mara
returns, flushed from her exercise, because Mum perks up again.
She plies Mara with coffee. I continue to prepare food, while Bella
tackles her colouring book.

“That’s clever,” Mara says to her. “Beads later?”

I flash her a filthy look and wonder how I can throw them away
without Bella noticing. I've already stuck the plastic box on top of
the fridge. Out of sight, out of mind.

Mum dispenses Baileys and chooses an Apple playlist of sugary
tunes to get us in the Christmas spirit. She lays place settings in
the dining room. Her house is full of nooks and crannies and
spaces for special occasions. Bella even found a priest’s hole
when we played hide and seek on our last visit.

We sit down to turkey with trimmings, Bella’s doll being given a
tiny plateful of her own. Helped along by syrupy songs, the vibe is
light and bright. Mara’s conversation sparkles again, and it’s easy
to forgive her for the beads. After the pudding, she offers to bake
a cake. Despite Mum’s protestations that there’s plenty of food
and we’re all full, Mara won’t take no for an answer.

The smell of baking drifts through the house as I watch TV with
Bella. Mum knocks back the Baileys until she starts snoring. I can’t
resist shutting my own eyes.

Bella nudges me awake. “Look, Mummy.”

“Hey.” Mara has emerged from the kitchen. She’s carrying a

chocolate cake decorated with sprinkles.



My jaw drops at the colourful dots scattered over the frosting.
“Water beads?” I find I'm yelling. “Are you crazy?”

“They’re just hundreds and thousands,” Mara sniffs. “Wait..” She
glares at my daughter. “Bella, what have you done?”

Bella turns away from the TV. She blinks at Mara. “Didn’t do
anything,” she protests.

Mum wakes up with a jolt. “What’s going on?” she mutters. “Oh,
that cake looks lovely.”

I shake my head. “Not that lovely. It’s covered in water beads.”

“Bella must have stuck them on,” Mara says. “Who else would
be so stupid?”

I tense up. If only I hadn’t taken a nap. But it’s really Mara
who’s been stupid, with that ill-chosen present. Heat rises to my
face. My mouth opens to deliver a barbed response. Then my eyes
flick to Mum, so happy at bringing her family together for
Christmas, and I stop myself.

I kneel beside my daughter. “Oh Bella. I know they’re pretty,
but you could have killed everyone. Those beads swell up inside
you if you eat them.” Switching focus to Mum and Mara, I say,
“I’m sorry. She’s just learned how to lie..”

“Don’t mention it,” Mum says. “You caught it. That’s all that
matters.”

Bella bursts into tears and stamps her foot. “I didn’t,” she sobs.

“She needs time out,” Mum says. “Hang on. I wonder who that

»

is.



A loud rapping at the door distracts us from Bella. When Mum
returns from answering it, her face is pale and she’s ushering in
two police officers. “There’s been a terrible incident involving the
vicar,” she says.

“How come?” Mara asks.

“That’s what we want to establish.”

They won’t tell us much, except to say he’s been found dead. No
prizes for guessing that the circumstances are suspicious; they
wouldn’t visit on Christmas Day otherwise.

The officers quiz us about our drinks party yesterday. I doubt
we enlighten them a great deal, although there’s a flurry of
inferest when Mum mentions Mara’s run this morning. Did she see
anyone acting suspiciously, they wonder. But it turns out Mara
didn’t go near the church.

“Girls, we need another drink,” Mum says when they leave.
“Baileys, anyone?”

It doesn’t lift my mood. I browse on my phone, nausea rising
with each further piece of information. I glance at Bella, relieved
that she’s absorbed in a dolls’ tea party. “They found his body in
the church before his morning service. He was tied up with bell
ropes and stabbed,” I stammer.

“That sweet old man? Awful,” Mara says.

Mum gawps at me. “The vicar wouldn’t hurt a fly. I can’t
understand why anyone would kill him. Wait. You said bell ropes?”

It’s obvious what she’s thinking. “Mum, I know Fred isn’t

perfect, but...”



“Oh. My. God. It must have been him,” Mara butts in.

“I’m calling the police,” Mum says.

“They would have checked out the ringers already, surely?” I
say. “Has Fred ever given you any indication—"

Mum and Mara both stare me down. Mum picks up her phone.

“Look, he’s supposed to be at the old folks’ home. If you think
he’s dangerous, they should be warned. T’ll go round,” I offer.

“It’s too risky for you,” Mum says. “I’ll call them after the cops.”

“They may need help. Maybe Mara can come with me. Safety in
numbers.”

“I’'m staying here,” Mara says. “Just in case he decides to pay a
visit.”

So much for sisterly solidarity. At least Mum and Mara will
protect Bella.

According to GoogleMaps, the old people’s home is at the
furthest end of the village, a mere ten-minute walk. That evidently
takes no account of the snow. Even borrowing Mum’s wellies, it’s a
good quarter hour before I trudge up the driveway to the
property. There are no police cars there, and in fact, I haven’t
seen one since our visitors left earlier. I hope that’s a good sign
rather than a clue that the cops are, say, stuck in a snowdrift.

A figure emerges from the front door, bright red coat and white
beard flowing in the wind. Am I too late?

I shrink back from him, but there’s no escape. He’s noticed me.

Beneath the facial hair — all fake, I bet — there’s a hint of a

smile.



“Hello,” Fred calls out. “Jeannie? It can’t be you.”

“I’m her daughter,” I blurt.

“Oh.” His voice softens. “I heard she had a girl. I mean, another
one.”

“Mara’s here t00,” I say. “Not that you care.”

It suddenly occurs to me that annoying Fred is a bad idea. I
prepare to run. However, the news has an unexpected impact.

Fred jolts backwards, his wellies almost slipping on the snow.
“That’s impossible,” he splutters.

“What do you mean?” I hear the thud of my heartbeat, then
feel it slow once I realise he’s not attacking me. Fred doesn’t
come across as a psychopath. He seems stunned rather than
aggressive.

“My baby died,” Fred says. “I don’t know how much you
know—"

“I’m aware you wanted Mum to get rid of Mara before she was
born. And she wouldn’t.” My voice is sharp. He ruined Mum’s life.
It’s no thanks to him that she’s rebuilt it.

“It’s my biggest regret,” Fred says. “I was an idiot. I came to
my senses and followed her to London. Planned to make a go of it
with her and the young one, but she wouldn’t have me.”

“I don’t suppose she trusted you.” I omit to say that I don’t
either. It’s impossible to gauge his sincerity, with that face hidden

by white whiskers.



“Well, I kept trying. The child was sent to be fostered. Little
Mara. I tfracked her down, and discovered she was gone. A cot
death.” His eyes moisten.

The nape of my neck prickles. “You mean...?”

“Yes,” he says. “Whoever you’ve got in that house with Jeannie,
it’s not my Mara.”

I remember the unsuitable present, the cake, and the
conversation between Mara and the vicar. “I think Mum’s in
danger,” I gasp.

“Then we’d better get over to her,” Fred says. “Come on, my
tractor’s parked over there. You dial 999 while we get underway.”

He lifts me into the cab and hops in beside me. Engine roaring,
the huge vehicle shudders off the drive. The phone nearly flies out
of my hand.

“Hey, can you slow down? Just while I ring 999.”

Despite our predicament, he laughs. “Folk usually shout at me
to go faster.”

“Do that once I've got through.”

He’s right that the tractor is hardly quick, but it beats walking
through the snow in wellies. Taking deep breaths, I tell the
operator we’ve spent Christmas with a conwoman, and I think
she’s killed the vicar. In fact, I'm sure of it, because she didn’t
want to risk him talking to Fred. My mother and daughter may be
next.

“Tell the police to hurry,” I scream.



When Fred finally stops the tractor outside the manor, I leap
out, wellies splashing on impact with the ground. I pound up the
steps to the front door, fumbling for my key.

Fred coughs as I open the door and stumble inside. “That’s
gas,” he announces. “ Can you smell it?”

The acrid stink catches my nose. “Hello,” I shout.

There’s no reply.

“Anyone home?” Fred yells.

“Bella!” I shriek. I feel like throwing up.

Fred grabs my arm. “Where’s the kitchen?” he asks.

“That way.”

“Come on.” He lets go of me and barrels towards it. Calling back
over his shoulder, he instructs me to leave the front door wide
and open all the windows.

I obey his commands, shoving the sashes upwards while
resisting the urge to vomit. When I make it to the kitchen, he’s
standing by the range cooker. My eyes alight on Mum, slumped on
a chair, her eyes closed. She’s been bound and gagged with rope
and tea towels.

“Why aren’t you helping her?” I cry.

Fred doesn’t even turn around. “Switching off the gas,” he
pants. “It’s on full blast. Listen here, don’t light a match. Don’t
even touch the electrics.”

I feel Mum’s pulse. There’s a faint but determined beat. “She’s
alive.” Tears well in my eyes.

“Oh, Jeannie,” Fred murmurs. He kneels beside her.



“Can you untie her.” I make it an order, not a question. I’'m still
wobbly and nauseated, but I must find my daughter. “Bella,
where are you?” I scream.

Does her absence mean she’s alive or dead? Perhaps the fake
Mara took her hostage. But what use is Bella to her? And it’s
obvious my so-called sister isn’t comfortable around children.

I begin to howl.

“Mummy?” The voice is muffled.

“Did you hear that?” Fred asks. He’s freed Mum and placed her
in the recovery position.

“Where are you, Bella?” I rest against the kitchen counter, too
weak to stand.

Footsteps sound on the stairs. Bella stumbles into view. “Santa,”
she squeals with glee.

Fred plays along. “Have you seen my reindeer? They’ve gone
missing.”

Bella shakes her head. “No, I was hiding, because Mara was
cross.”

“Where is she?” Fred asks.

“Don’t know. I was hiding. Silly Santa.” She giggles.

“Well, we’ll look for her later,” Fred says. He whispers to me, “I
bet she’s long gone. Would have expected the house to explode, I
shouldn’t wonder.”

Still weak and dizzy, I gape at him. “It won’t, will it?”

“No. The gas is dispersing. And Jeannie will recover, I'm certain.

Let’s call an ambulance out for her.”



I punch 999 into my phone. “I don’t understand why she did it,”
I say.

Obviously, I do now, nearly a year later. Mum had changed her will
to benefit Mara as well as me, and the fraudster had enough fake
ID to be able to collect her share when Mum died. She even had a
passport in Mara’s name. They’re surprisingly easy to get hold of.
The police themselves have been known to steal dead children’s
identities for undercover operations.

I’'m sure she’d have tried to kill me too if she’d had the chance.
It was an elaborate con: she’d gone to all the effort of setting up
Mara’s social media presence, lifting images from other sites and
creating fake follower accounts.

The police never found her. She’s still out there.

This year, we’re having Christmas in Dubai. Tim redeemed
himself by flying back to the UK on Boxing Day, as soon as I told
him about our drama. He’s agreed I can invite whoever I like to
stay in our luxury villa over the festive season. Mum, who’s fully
recovered, flies in tomorrow.

So does Fred. She doesn’t know yet.

we’ll see what happens. But it’s my Christmas, my rules.
0000000
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