
  



THE UN-CHRISTMAS 

by A.A. Abbott 
Disclaimer: this is a work of fiction.  Any similarity to real people or places is completely 

coincidental and unintentional. 

Afternoon tea at Wescott Point is an event. At least, Becky recalls 

the first time as a treat. It was a birthday present from her 

stepfather to her mother. They were still getting to know each 

other then, the two children unsure how to behave around Gavin. 

Both were on notice of best behaviour, Jaden chafing at his 

waistcoat while Becky sparkled in pink tulle. Smiley waitresses in 

flowery dresses made a fuss of the new family, seating them by 

the window. Becky was used to the sea, had breathed its salt tang 

throughout her nine years, yet her jaw dropped. 

Wescott’s location is special. Perched on a cliff, there is a sheer 

drop to the Atlantic rolling below. The ocean stretches into the 

distance, an implacable force so vast that it could swallow the 

entire hotel and not even notice. 

That day, the waves were calm, as if a good omen for the 

marriage. Little Becky stared at the shimmering water until Jaden 

prodded her. The children could drink tea just like the grown-ups, 

and the lady had asked what she wanted. 

A decade later, Becky reels off the list of options. “Royal Assam, 

Lapsang Souchong, Earl Grey, Silver Tip, Orange Pekoe…” she 

begins. 

“The last one, please. I always have that.” 

“Of course, Miss Purton.” 



“Mrs.” 

Becky kicks herself. She should have remembered Mrs Purton is 

a widow. Harry, the hotel’s owner, mentioned it at their team 

briefing yesterday. “We are expecting an influx of Un-Christmas 

guests,” Harry said, “a mix of old and new faces. We treat them 

all like our best friends. Only better.” 

Two days into her holiday job, Wescott has shown another side 

to Becky. She has stepped through a mirror; in this parallel world, 

Harry reigns as a benevolent tyrant. Each detail must be flawless. 

Becky has ironed the snowy linen, sliced cakes for Chef, and 

arranged them on doilies. She has angled the dining room chairs 

to maximise the sea view, which today is dark and angry. She has 

hefted cases as Harry checks in arrivals. Then she has changed 

out of her regular uniform of white shirt, navy skirt and waistcoat. 

Teatime calls for frilly, floral frocks and bright lipstick. Becky 

rarely wears it; Saffron helped her out with a slick of ‘Satan’s 

Kiss’. 

Yet the attempt at perfection is lost on their guest. Mrs Purton 

glares, first at Becky, then at the table set for one. With a blood-

red fingernail, she flicks an imaginary speck of dirt off its pure 

white surface. “Harry should have told you my name,” she says. 

“In London, this place wouldn’t last five minutes, and nor would 

you.” 

Becky holds her tongue. She can’t afford to get fired. Her 

overdraft is increasing by the minute, and work is scarce in the 

town during winter. She almost hugged Harry when he offered her 



a job, she was that grateful. Kind-hearted though he is, Harry 

would not be impressed if she upsets Mrs Purton. He needs the 

woman’s cash. He must maintain his near five-star rating on 

review sites. Besides, he has a soft spot for the widow. She is old 

money, he assured the team. They can expect beauty and grace 

from her; she will rise above her grief at Mr Purton’s recent death. 

Becky envisaged a sweet little old lady. Mrs Purton is anything 

but. Her appearance is a triumph of art over nature. She wears a 

full face of make-up. Honey-blonde hair speaks of hours in the 

hairdresser’s chair. Even her permanently surprised expression 

hints at work: Botox, if not the surgeon’s knife.  

While Becky wouldn’t accuse Harry of being a snob or a poor 

judge of character, she’s met old money at university. It doesn’t 

flaunt itself like Mrs Purton, with her flashy car and jewels. 

Although Becky understands the crippling effect of a 

bereavement, it’s the rest she isn’t sure about. 

‘My best friend, only better.’ Becky repeats the words in her 

mind. She may be repelled by Mrs Purton, but she dares not show 

it. Smoothing down the billows of her frock, she flees to the 

kitchen.  

“Are you confused, or do you always look like that?” Chef sets 

down his glass of cooking sherry. With a muscled, tattooed arm, 

he gestures at a row of cake stands. “You want those, yeah?” 

“And Orange Pekoe tea,” Becky says. 

“Pots are over there. Make it yourself.” 



The china teapots are patterned with pink roses. Becky admires 

them before selecting a small one. She reaches for the jar labelled 

‘OP’, sniffs appreciatively at the fragrance when she opens it, and 

stops dead. 

“Chef?” 

“What now?” 

“There aren’t any teabags.” 

Chef polishes off the rest of the glass before replying. “I told 

you yesterday, newbie. Who said students were smart? We use 

leaves. Three cups per person, one teaspoon per cup, strain when 

you serve.” 

Becky thanks him. As she brings a tray into the dining room, she 

sees with trepidation that Mrs Purton is tapping her watch. Her 

best bet is to pretend she didn’t notice. Hopefully, Mrs Purton will 

be mollified by the triple-tier cake stand crammed with fancies.  

Pasting on a smile, Becky places everything onto a console 

table. She brings the food to Mrs Purton and begins her 

memorised script. “We have smoked salmon sandwiches, local 

cheddar with pickle, and ham from Blackshaw’s Farm down the 

road.” 

Mrs Purton eyes the cakes. “No mince pies?” 

“Um, no, nothing seasonal.” Becky tries to remember what to 

say next. “In the middle, there’s gluten-free lemon, chocolate 

fudge, and a cranberry blondie. Up top, our famous scones.” 

“What’s famous about them? They’re scones, ordinary scones,” 

Mrs Purton sniffs. 



“Ours are famed throughout the county,” Becky continues. To 

her relief, she’s word-perfect. “This being Somerset, we have no 

rules. You may put strawberry jam on first, or clotted cream, as 

you wish.” 

“I’m paying, I make my own rules,” Mrs Purton says. 

“Quite right, my dear. So you should.”  

Becky jumps as Harry places a fatherly hand on her shoulder. 

“Ah, Diane, you’ve met my latest recruit,” Harry says. 

“Becky.” Mrs Purton reads the badge without enthusiasm. 

“Isn’t she wonderful? You’re looking very well yourself, my dear. 

Our sea air brings out your glow.” 

More like her primer. Any woman can guess the effort that has 

gone into Mrs Purton’s appearance. Harry, a single man in his 

forties, clearly has no inkling. 

Glancing at the turbulent waters, Becky expects a cutting reply. 

Who would take the air in this storm? But she’s wrong. 

“It’s so relaxing here,” Mrs Purton coos. “No tacky decorations, 

no drunks…” 

They’d better keep her away from Chef. 

“No sugary songs, visits from the vicar or kids whining for 

Santa.” 

“I promise you won’t hear the C word during your stay,” Harry 

assures her. With a wink, he’s on his way to fawn at the next table. 

Mrs Purton resumes her death stare. Becky imagines Jaden 

beside her, telling her to stick the job, she’s worth more than this. 

Her hands shake. Nevertheless, she pours a cup without spilling it, 



using a strainer as instructed by Chef. “Enjoy,” she squeaks, 

making her escape. 

Although she fears the worst, her other customers help Becky 

calm down. Mr Garner, elderly and quiet, orders just tea and a few 

biscuits. Jeff and Judith White request pink champagne with their 

groaning spread. Through a neatly trimmed grey beard, Mr 

Yeomans demands to be called Theo. He is chatty where Mrs 

Purton is taciturn.  

“What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” he asks. 

“I’m a uni student. It’s a holiday job.” 

“Not many around here, I’ll bet.” 

“The summer is good, but…” Just in time, she stops herself using 

the C word. 

Theo grins, revealing teeth as blinding white as snow on the 

Mendips. They belie a faint odour of cigarette smoke. “I may have 

a side hustle for you,” he suggests. 

Becky wonders what’s coming next. She likes to keep busy, it’s 

her way of coping, but he’s triggered her sleaze radar. Her legs 

wobble. “Um, I can’t really fit anything else in. They gave us 

homework…” 

“What are you studying, exactly?” 

“Criminology. I want to join the police.” 

“I see.” The grin stays on Theo’s lips but has left his eyes. “Now, 

about the tea. Can you make it a G and T?” 



“Of course.” She’s relieved to get away from him, even more so 

when he starts ogling Diane Purton. He’ll obviously hit on any 

female within reach. 

She warns her colleagues later. 

“The dirty old man. Won’t be the first you meet, won’t be the 

last. He didn’t touch you, did he?” Saffron says, her voice alarmed. 

Saffron is a friend of Becky’s mum. The holiday work came 

about through her. “He wasn’t handsy,” Becky says, worried that 

Saffron feels guilty. “Just a creep, you know? But luckily more 

interested in Mrs Purton.” 

Saffron smirks. “The Black Widow, we call her. How many times 

has she stayed, Chef? Two? Three?” 

“Dunno.” Chef doesn’t bother pouring another glass of sherry, 

lifting the bottle to his lips instead. Having cooked the 11pm staff 

meal of egg and chips, his duties are over. He appears well on the 

way to oblivion.  

“She was Mrs Brown before,” Saffron says, “when she first 

swanned in. Hey Chef, where are the mince pies and chocolates?” 

He scowls. “Un-Christmas, innit? No jolly holly days for us.” 

“That’s fine for them out there,” Saffron points at the door to 

the dining room. “It’s a money-spinner for Harry, I know that, 

helping nobs avoid the festive season. Doesn’t mean we can’t 

celebrate the most wonderful time of the year. Anyway, you’re 

drinking Baileys. Who touches the stuff except in December?” 

“All right,” Chef grumbles. “That cupboard, by the window. You, 

Kian—” 



The young kitchen porter glances up from his phone. “What?” 

“Get the goodies out, will you? But don’t eat them all. You’ll save 

some for tomorrow, yeah? Christmas Day, innit.” 

“Got any beer?” Kian asks, passing around a tin of sweets. 

“In the bar,” Chef says. “Help yourself. Just never let the boss 

catch you.” 

With impeccable timing, Harry makes a grand entrance. The 

swinging door swishes shut behind him. “Good work everybody,” 

he announces. “An excellent tea and dinner service, and with a full 

house too.” 

“I see Mrs Purton’s back,” Saffron says, “hunting her next kill.” 

“An unworthy remark,” Harry protests. “The poor woman must 

be devastated after finding love again and then losing her 

husband so quickly.” 

“I reckon she gives them a helping hand,” Saffron observes 

darkly. “Wouldn’t you say, Chef?” 

Chef shrugs. “I haven’t met half these people you talk about. 

While you’re flirting with them for tips, I’m broiling my balls off.” 

“And a sterling job you do too,” Harry says. “Our restaurant 

reviews have been excellent since you took charge of the 

kitchen.” 

The compliment has no effect on Chef’s grumpiness. “It’s not 

easy running a turkey-free zone at this time of year,” he 

complains. “Doesn’t feel right.” 

“Thanks to you, our Un-Christmas is a great success.” 

“Ooh, I’d better put in for a bonus,” Chef mutters sotto voce. 



Harry displays selective deafness. “You have to be creative to 

keep a seaside business afloat. Even the summers aren’t what 

they were when my folks took on the hotel.” 

“Definitely not,” Saffron agrees, misty-eyed. “Those were the 

days. We had all the big spenders.” 

“I bet you did,” Chef says with a dirty laugh. 

Becky’s phone buzzes. “Got to go. Gavin’s here,” she explains. 

“Tell that stepfather of yours to see me when this madness is 

over. I need some repairs doing.” 

“I’ll let him know, Harry.” 

“Give my love to him and Liz,” Saffron says. 

“I will.” 

“Can you come in for breakfasts?” Harry asks. “And the 

cleaning after. Rose is off sick and we’re short-handed. You’ll be 

paid double time.” 

Chef sits up straight. He could almost be sober. “We’ll all get 

overtime pay, yeah? Bank holiday, innit?” 

“Of course,” Harry says. 

“I’ll be there,” Becky promises. There’s nothing for her at home, 

after all. Just like Wescott Point, there’s no tinsel, no tree, no 

presents. That’s not the way it used to be, but Mum can’t face 

festivities anymore. Because there’s no Jaden either. 

When Becky stares silently at the rearview mirror in Gavin’s car, 

where he always hung a toy bobbing Santa, she chokes up. 

** 



Diane Purton approaches the breakfast table with its solitary 

place setting, then veers to the left. She has planned this 

strategically. Her appearance has also been fine-tuned. She wears 

her usual coat of make-up. A modest pearl choker adorns her 

neck. The black woollen dress covers everything yet still reveals an 

hourglass figure. 

“Mind if join you?” she asks the middle-aged couple tucking into 

plates of smoked salmon. Their table is enormous and ringed by 

four chairs, two of them empty. 

“Well, there isn’t a third place setting,” the woman says. 

“Easily solved.” Her companion waves a hand. “We’ll ask our 

lovely waitress to sort it out.” 

Becky responds to his summons at once, while Diane purses her 

lips and stays silent. There’s something about the girl that 

unsettles her, and she can’t work out what it is. The eyes, she 

decides. They remind Diane of an ex who left her a mess she’d 

prefer to forget. 

Her service is efficient enough, though. More crockery and 

cutlery are brought, coffee is poured and Diane’s order taken 

inside five minutes. Meanwhile, the pair introduce themselves as 

Jeff and Judith, a brother and sister. They’re not the married 

couple she assumed. Sourly, Diane wonders if that’s how they can 

chat to each other with such ease. She briefly considers if Jeff 

could be looking for love, then dismisses the thought. He’s too 

straightlaced for her taste. 



She’s hardly desperate. Romance isn’t high on her agenda; 

Diane has been there, done that too many times. By now, she’s a 

woman of substantial means. Theo Yeomans might be fun for one 

last rodeo, though. He had his eye on her yesterday. Diane plans 

to get to know him. Like a spider, she’ll set her trap. And wait.  

She senses his gaze upon her again as she makes conversation 

with the siblings. Jeff is a priest who has retired on medical 

grounds. It seems he’s had a nervous breakdown. Diane’s intuition 

was right. He’s not relationship material: more trouble than he’s 

worth. His sister, her husband away with the Army, decided to 

treat Jeff to a quiet staycation. Judging by their flutes of Buck’s 

Fizz, she’s determined to drown his sorrows too. The duo intend a 

contemplative stroll along the headland later. Judith hints at a 

hipflask of brandy in her handbag. Would Diane like to go with 

them? 

Alas, she has twisted an ankle, Diane says. She’s going to sit in 

the lounge with a good book. 

She doesn’t expect to be alone for long. 

** 

Becky knocks on Theo Yeomans’ door, dread in her belly giving 

way to lightness when she hears no answer. She opens up with her 

master key and marches in. Stale air envelops her. Still, it makes a 

change from the fried food aroma that pervades the rest of the 

hotel. Her stomach churned when she served breakfast earlier. 

She’s too worried about her mother to eat anything. Gavin said 



Mum was hitting the Valium again, and the morphine she should 

have thrown out after Jaden died. 

Becky had asked Gavin whether she should stay at home. But 

he said no, there was nothing she could do, so she shouldn’t let 

Harry down. Anyway, work would take Becky’s mind off it. 

It doesn’t, though, away from the bustle of breakfast service. 

Becky looks forward to her coffee break, when she’ll talk to 

Saffron. Saffron can’t help, but a hug and a few kind words go a 

long way. It isn’t Becky’s fault she didn’t finish crowdfunding in 

time to send Jaden to the United States, Saffron will say. His 

illness was too aggressive. Who knows if the experimental 

treatment would even have worked? Anyway, if Becky and 

Jaden’s father hadn’t walked out when they were small, hadn’t 

remarried and left his company’s shares to the second wife, they 

wouldn’t have been strapped for cash. They’d have pots of it.  

Saffron always says there’s no point latching onto ifs and buts 

and maybes. It can drive you mad. 

Rationally, Becky understands this. Yet even when Saffron has 

delivered the same pep talk again, when Becky has convinced 

herself to be positive for a few hours, she can’t stop her mother’s 

downward spiral. 

It’s not the Christmas she predicted when the year began, 

caught between a cheerless home and a hotel full of rich 

curmudgeons. Becky shudders. She must get a grip and finish 

primping the odious Theo’s room. Emptying an ashtray, she opens 

a window and squirts polish in the air to make it smell better. 



Swiftly, she vacuums the carpet. She sprays the bathroom with 

bleach, noticing a denture cleaning kit by the mirror. That explains 

the unnaturally perfect teeth. 

Voices drift through the open door. Jeff and Judith White are 

talking in the corridor outside. 

“…changed for a variety of reasons,” Jeff says. “For instance, to 

make a new start.” 

“Even so, we ought to warn her,” Judith says. “She seems nice. 

I’d hate—” 

“I can’t be certain,” Jeff interjects. 

“But you said you were.” 

“Not that sure. Not enough to appear a total fool or malign the 

innocent.” 

Their footsteps recede. Puzzled by the conversation, Becky 

realises she’s running behind and pushes it from her mind. She 

flicks a damp cloth over the remaining hard surfaces, dislodging a 

box of tissues in her haste. Half a dozen credit cards fall out. She 

scoops them up from the carpet. 

“What are you doing?” 

Theo stands in the doorway, his anger appearing to fill it. With a 

single stride, he’s eyeballing Becky, snatching the flimsy pieces of 

plastic from her grasp. 

“Spying on me? Or stealing, is it?” 

Becky finds her voice. “I’m sorry, I was cleaning your room, and 

they dropped on the floor. I didn’t mean—” 

Theo grips her wrist. “You won’t tell and nor will I. Deal?” 



“Deal,” Becky says, staring up at his gleaming teeth. Although 

they’re fake, they could still do damage. She imagines them biting 

down on her, shredding her flesh like the big bad wolf’s fangs. 

She tries to shake herself free. “Um, if I don’t get on with the 

cleaning, Harry will be looking for me.” 

The barefaced lie persuades Theo to let go. “You didn’t see 

anything,” he spits. 

“N-nothing to see,” Becky falters. 

“Good girl.” 

She quivers as she retreats, feeling his baleful gaze upon her. If 

he doesn’t believe her, what will he do? Perhaps she should seek 

Gavin’s advice later. She glimpsed a name on one or two of the 

cards, and it wasn’t Theo Yeomans. Like the Whites, Theo has 

secrets. But what business is it of hers? 

** 

Diane snuggles into the velvet chair. She’d brought a hardback 

novel for show, intending to skim through it at best, but ‘Wolf Hall’ 

actually has her gripped. Thomas Cromwell was quite the schemer. 

She could have learned a thing or two from him. 

Sipping her coffee, she glances up at the sound of rain 

drumming on the window. Like the dining room, the lounge bar 

boasts a sea view. Its terrace is, no doubt, an attraction in the 

summer. Right now, a torrent pelts down on the flagstones. The 

ocean churns beyond, steel-grey and forbidding. Diane 

congratulates herself on evading a long walk. The Whites must be 

drenched. 



“Your coffee’s that good?” 

Diane looks up to Theo Yeomans’ dazzling grin. 

“Pardon?” 

“You were smiling,” he explains. 

“It is excellent,” she admits. “Colombian beans. You can always 

tell.” 

“I’ll put your recommendation to the test. Might I join you?” 

“Please.” She gestures to the chair opposite. “I’ve just reached 

the end of a chapter.” 

“’Wolf Hall’? I’ve been meaning to read it for ages.” 

“Me too,” Diane says. “So here I am.” 

She lets him order his drink before asking, “What brings you to 

Wescott Point?” 

“Burnout,” Theo says. “I love being my own boss, but it’s manic.” 

Diane nods. “Tell me about it. I run a business too. Fortunately, I 

employ good people.” 

Which is true. The company she inherited from Ray almost runs 

itself. It’s a nice little earner. The story would have been very 

different if she’d had to relinquish shares to his sticky-fingered 

brats. Luckily, their mother couldn’t afford a lawyer. Not one as 

devious as Diane’s, anyhow. 

It had still been a shock when the will was contested all those 

years ago. She avoided men with kids after that. 

“What’s your line of work?” she asks Theo. 

“IT. Cyber security.” 



How disappointing. Diane had imagined a diplomat or a retired 

media personality: someone with a wealth of anecdotes. She has 

no interest in hooking a dullard. About to make her excuses, she 

hears the magic words, “And it’s going great guns. We’re floating 

on the stock exchange in the summer.” 

That changes everything. 

“Should I invest?” she asks, giggling to show it’s a joke. 

“If you’ve got a spare mill or two. We’ll be raising north of half a 

billion. You won’t find me at Wescott next December, I’m afraid. 

I’ll be cruising the Caribbean.” He takes a swig of coffee, his shirt 

cuffs falling back just far enough to reveal the Rolex on his wrist. 

“I love cruises,” Diane says. 

Her mind flits to designer shopping and chilled champagne. She 

visualises a first-class suite with a tanned and relaxed Theo by her 

side. Even better, he might buy her a yacht. But she’s getting 

ahead of herself. She must stop daydreaming and find out if he’s 

really worth her time. 

“Why an Un-Christmas holiday?” she probes. “I mean, I was 

hoping to escape from other people’s children. I have none 

myself, never wanted any—” 

The furrows on his forehead ease, which Diane takes as a 

favourable sign. She doesn’t mention that, at her age, pregnancy 

is nigh on impossible. He won’t have a clue; she spends freely on 

treatments and tweakments to give the illusion of youth. 

“—I’m guessing you’re the same?” she ventures. 



She receives another broad grin. “You’ve got my number,” he 

admits. “No offspring. I mean, who has the time? Could be why 

I’m still single. Your attitude is refreshing, I must say.” 

Diane returns his grin. She couldn’t have planned this encounter 

better. 

Theo looks at his Rolex. “Got to go. I have a call with my 

merchant bank.” 

“On Christmas Day?” 

“When you snooze, you lose,” he says. “Tell you what, though, 

I’d enjoy catching up later. You’re obviously a connoisseur of 

cruises, so can you give me some tips over dinner?” 

“Of course.” 

“Perfect.” Theo stands up. “7pm? That gives me time to work 

out in the gym this afternoon. Have you found it yet? It’s in the 

basement.” 

“I’ll check it out,” Diane promises, although treadmills are not 

her idea of a good time. But she’ll pop in for a peek at Theo’s 

figure. She likes a fit man. 

** 

 Saffron passes round a tin of chocolates. “Go on, Becky, love. 

Take two. You’re dead on your feet.” 

Becky unpeels the shiny green paper, enjoying a sudden sugar 

rush. It doesn’t stop her yawning. “I hope Gavin gets here soon.” 

“We’ve earned our money, and then some,” Chef says. 

“Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and now Boxing Day. One more 



breakfast tomorrow, and we’ll be rid of the old whingers. Misers 

the lot of them. Don’t bet on any tips.” 

“Speak for yourself,” Saffron says. 

“I can’t shake my tits in front of their noses like you,” Chef 

mutters. 

“Yeah, your man-boobs won’t cut it,” Kian chips in. 

“Cheeky.” Chef pretends to cuff him. “I’m going for a smoke.” 

He stomps off into the stormy night. 

“Is he safe out there?” Becky asks. “Chef’s been drinking all 

day.” 

Saffron shrugs. “He can handle it, what with the practice he 

gets.” 

They lapse into silence, until Saffron says, “Didn’t I tell you the 

Purton woman was on the prowl? She got more than a Christmas 

kiss under Yeomans’ mistletoe, put it that way. Her bed wasn’t 

slept in last night.” 

“How do you know?” Kian jeers. 

“Because me and Becky cleaned their rooms today. Out with it, 

Bec. What did you find on Yeomans’ desk?” 

“I think it’s called a negligée. Silk.” Becky fidgets as she recalls 

the pink, slippery garment. A film star should wear it, not a hag on 

the make like Diane Purton. 

Kian looks disappointed. “Is that all? Go on, they must have left 

some wilder bits. Nipple clamps. Handcuffs. Toys.” 

“You should be so lucky,” Saffron says. “No more dirty talk, or 

I’ll tell your mum.” 



Kian blushes. “You wouldn’t.” 

“Try me.” She laughs. 

Chef returns at the same time as Harry bounces in from the 

opposite door, which has the unfortunate effect of creating a 

through draught.  

“Strewth, my balls are frozen,” Chef moans, evidently deciding a 

swig of sherry will cure his discomfort. 

“Good news,” Harry says. A flush of excitement reddens both 

face and bald patch. “Diane and Theo are getting married.” 

“About time he made an honest woman of her, the way they’ve 

been carrying on,” Saffron says. 

Harry’s smile collapses, as it dawns on him that his enthusiasm 

isn’t shared. “I’ve lent them my grandmother’s pearl engagement 

ring. Just until they have one crafted.” 

Chef’s mouth falls open, settling into a sneer. “A family 

heirloom? Good luck if you think you’ll see it again.” 

“You’re unduly negative about our guests,” Harry says mildly. 

“Diane Purton is a charming woman—” 

Chef rolls his eyes, cursing when Saffron digs him in the ribs. 

“Let’s face it, Harry is a nicer person than you.” Saffron says. 

Her gaze remains fixed on Chef as she says, “Always willing to 

give someone a chance, aren’t you, Harry?” 

Chef scowls. “You won’t leave it, will you? They planted the 

drugs on me, yeah? I was fitted up.” 



“We know you’ve put prison behind you,” Harry soothes. “Paid 

your debt to society. Anyway, how’s our newest team member 

getting on, Becky?” 

“I’m okay,” Becky says. She’s tired, sick of tiptoeing around the 

guests, and longing to be back at uni. Harry won’t want to hear all 

that, though. 

“The kid’s knackered,” Saffron says. “Does she have to come in 

tomorrow? It’ll go quiet until New Year’s Eve.” 

“Still all hands to the pumps in the morning,” Harry says, “but 

you can take the afternoon off, Becky.” 

Becky stiffens. They mean to be kind, but she’d rather put in 

more hours and bank the cash. At home, she’ll feel obliged to join 

her mother, slumped on the sofa in front of the TV. They will be 

numb to the jolly jingles and festive films, pretending to enjoy 

them for each other’s sake. 

Harry says gently, “I tell you what. Have afternoon tea here 

tomorrow with Gavin and Liz. On the house.” 

“Well...” Becky looks away from him, shifting in her seat. “Really 

sweet of you, Harry. But we did the full works as a family when 

Jaden was still here. Mum’s just not ready for the memories.” 

“You don’t know that, love,” Saffron says. “Why not ask her?” 

It’s not Saffron who’s going to have the difficult conversation, is 

it? But Becky mumbles that she will put the question to her 

stepfather. 

** 



Gavin surprises Becky. He talks her mum round. Perhaps it’s the 

Valium too, blurring each day’s sharp edges. Becky is tasked with 

making a three o’clock booking. The only drawback is Diane 

Purton’s looming presence, as she has unexpectedly extended her 

stay. Apparently, bad weather is forecast. She will sit out the 

storm before driving off in her magenta Porsche. Perhaps she’s 

still over the limit after guzzling champagne with her new fiancé. 

He has no such qualms. Despite his devotion to her, Theo has 

checked out. During the post-breakfast cleaning shift, Becky notes 

his room is empty, minibar and all. 

Becky pictures Diane Purton’s shock at spotting her server 

being served. A tingle of unease crawls up her spine. She has a 

hunch that Saffron will get up to mischief. Becky imagines herself 

receiving super-obsequious service while Diane Purton glowers in 

the corner. 

The cleaning done, Becky nips to the kitchen. Kian is making 

staff butties, adding a final slice to layers of buttered bread and 

fried bacon. 

“Seen Chef?” he asks, bearing down on the sandwich mountain 

with a foot-long knife. One deft stroke, and the pile of squares 

becomes triangles. 

“Not having a smoke, is he?” Saffron helps herself. She takes a 

huge bite. “Mm, decent. You’re doing great, Kian. Who needs Chef 

anyway?” 

“He hasn’t even started on the scones. And cakes are above my 

pay grade.” 



Becky stares at the sandwiches. Her stomach is sending queasy 

messages. Shouldn’t she save her appetite for scones? That 

assumes afternoon tea will take place at all. Chef could have 

fallen off the cliff. Given the amount of booze he imbibes, he’s an 

accident waiting to happen. 

“I’ll go look for him,” she volunteers. 

“Wrap up, love,” Saffron commands. “The wind’s getting up.” 

She’s right. Becky is glad of her puffer jacket and warm gloves. 

If she hadn’t tied her hair in a ponytail, it would be whipping 

around her face. At least the gusts are blowing in from the sea, 

pushing her away from the cliff edge rather than towards it. 

“Chef!” she calls, voice almost lost amidst the howling airstream 

and the crash of waves. A damp mist blurs her view. She shivers, 

methodically tracking the perimeter of the hotel. Chef can’t have 

gone far. In this weather, you wouldn’t. 

By the terrace, where summer furniture is chained tightly 

together, she makes out male conversation. It’s impossible to 

identify what or who through the babble of the elements. A sliver 

of light edges the shutters of the outdoor bar, a shed-like 

structure which is closed for the winter. She creeps to the door at 

the side, cupping an ear against it. 

Chef is grumbling. Nothing new there. “You shouldn’t have done 

it,” he gripes. 

Who is he talking to? The other staff are in the kitchen. That 

leaves Harry, which makes no sense. If he wants a private word 

with anyone, he can use his office. 



“Relax.” 

It’s Theo. The nape of Becky’s neck prickles. 

“That credit card isn’t hot yet,” Theo says. “They’re away for a 

week, so they’ll never know the thing’s gone missing. Not till the 

bill comes through. And how else was I supposed to pay for my 

room?” 

A wisp of smoke curls under the door, bringing the pungent 

aroma of weed. Despite a valiant effort to suppress it, Becky 

coughs. 

“What was that?” Theo asks sharply. 

“There’s a gale outside, in case you hadn’t noticed.” Marijuana 

hasn’t mellowed Chef’s temper. “You were meant to rob her, 

dickhead. That’s what we planned, yeah? Now you say you’re 

marrying her. Well, how’s that going to happen?” 

“Quickly. Strike while the iron’s hot.” 

“And when am I getting my share?” 

“Eyes on the prize.” Theo speaks languidly. Either he’s stoned, or 

believes he’s talking to an idiot: possibly both. “As we found out 

inside, you think too small. This is the big one, friend. I marry 

Diane, she dies, I inherit. Then I’m rich, and I’ll see you all right.” 

“She dies?” Chef’s voice wobbles. “Hey, I didn’t sign up for 

murder. You’ve done it before, yeah, but it’s not my scene. A bit of 

weed, snow…” 

Becky swallows. There’s no way she can knock on the door now 

and gently suggest Chef begins baking. She shuffles backwards. 

“Diane deserves it,” Theo says. 



“She’s a miserable cow, for sure,” Chef admits. “You should hear 

what the girls say about her. But still.” 

“Listen, friend, Diane’s got it coming. It’s thanks to her I went 

away for a weekend that lasted fifteen years, did I tell you that? 

So, I got rid of her old man for her, her first husband. Ot it might 

have been her second, or third. They never last long.” 

“Wait,” Chef says, incredulous, “you’re telling me it was her you 

did the job for? No, you never said. I don’t get it. Why didn’t you 

take her down with you?” 

“I wanted my money. The guy owned a big company. She swore 

I’d have megabucks from her once she got her mitts on it.” 

“Sweet,” Chef says. 

“Sweet FA, you mean. The mark had a couple of kids with his ex. 

Believe it or not, Diane badgered me to do them too, but I 

refused. Too risky. So, she hung me out to dry. I never received a 

penny. She gave the cops an anonymous tip-off instead. And that 

was that.” 

“How come she didn’t recognise you when you popped up 

here?” 

“I looked younger back then,” Theo says bitterly. 

“Still, can’t you just nick the jewels?” Chef pleads. “Easy money, 

innit?” 

“You’re boring me,” Theo says. 

“What are you doing with that knife?” 

Becky recoils. Chef sounds panicked. 

Theo laughs. “The winner takes it all, friend.” 



Chef screams. 

Whatever evil Chef had in mind, he’s out of his depth beside 

Theo. And while Becky’s instincts demand that she runs away, help 

will come too late for Chef if she does. 

She bangs hard on the door. “Chef, there’s a fire! Hurry up,” she 

yells. 

Hopefully, Theo is sufficiently unnerved to give Chef a chance 

to fight back. But Becky won’t hang around to risk a skirmish with 

either of them. She legs it back to the kitchen. 

“He was smoking,” she pants. “Like you said.” 

“Wow, look at the state of you,” Saffron says. “Wild out there, is 

it?” 

“You have no idea.” 

Becky wonders if she’s dreamed the whole episode when Chef 

storms in shortly afterwards, barely a scratch on him. The stench 

broadcasts his illicit pleasures, though. 

“Been at the dope, Chef?” Saffron asks. 

Chef grunts. Yet he impressively switches to autopilot, mixing a 

selection of cakes while Kian fetches and carries at his command. 

“Can you stick a bit of skunk in that fairy cake,” Saffron 

suggests, “as a surprise for Mrs Purton?” 

Chef rewards her with a hard stare. 

Sometimes Saffron pushes her luck. 

** 

Becky removes a carrier bag from her locker. She walks past the 

sole unisex staff loo. Now she’s an actual customer, she is allowed 



to use the ladies’ toilets by the bar. Amid the grand marble and 

gilt, she’ll have space to don her little black dress. And to think. 

Jumbled thoughts jostle against each other. Saffron suspects 

Diane Purton of killing her husbands off, and Theo virtually 

confirmed it. He’s hardly reliable, though: he was smoking weed, 

and he admitted to murder. But sparking up a joint is no big deal 

— most of the students on her criminology course do it, because 

they know the feds don’t care. Nor would they worry about Theo’s 

past crimes, because he’s already served time for them. 

She’d be mad to go to the police. They’ll only laugh at her. It 

might count against her when she graduates and applies for a job 

with them. 

Would they even take her seriously if she says Theo intends to 

kill Diane Purton? It’s her word against his. He’ll deny it. Chef 

won’t snitch on him. And only a crazy person would warn Mrs 

Purton. There’s a woman who would shoot the messenger, and 

who knows who else? 

If only Jaden was still around. He’d have known what to do. 

Becky blinks a tear away. She splashes cold water on her face. At 

least she looks sharp in her LBD, hair loose around her shoulders. 

Practising a smile she doesn’t feel, she sits in the lobby to wait for 

her mum and Gavin. 

The smart revolving door begins to rotate. With a gust of chilly 

air, Jeff White enters. His demeanour is more hesitant than usual, 

shoulders sloping and gait slow. He comes to a halt by the empty 

reception desk. 



Becky glances around. There is no one at the desk; they are 

alone, and he may not suss out that she’s off duty. She ought to 

help, anyway. “Are you all right there, Mr White?” she says. “I 

thought you’d checked out. If you’ve left something behind, I can 

have a look for it.” 

“No, I won’t trouble you, Becky. I’d like to speak to Harry, 

please.” 

“Are you sure I can’t do anything?” 

“It’s a rather delicate matter, and, er, I reflected and decided I 

should see him face to face.” 

He must be about to make a complaint. Becky hopes it isn’t 

about her or Saffron. Perhaps he owns the hot credit card that 

Theo used earlier, and he’s found out. That would be nearly as 

bad. 

“Can you find him, please?” Jeff White asks. 

“Of course.” With a lump in her throat, she repeats Harry’s 

mantra to herself: ‘My best friend, but better.’ 

She finds Harry watering the orchids in the restaurant. Each 

table hosts one in a cream-coloured pot. Becky had assumed they 

were fake. 

“Jeff White came back to talk to you,” she explains. 

“Oh? Any idea why?” 

“He wouldn’t say.” Becky’s lip twitches. It must be the credit 

card. Poor Harry, the publicity will devastate him. 

“I’ll be right over,” Harry says, setting down his watering can. 

“Are Gavin and Liz here yet?” 



“No, there’s ten minutes to go.” 

Her parents like to be early, however. They’re standing self-

consciously at the reception desk when Harry bounds into the 

lobby, Becky in his wake. 

Like Becky, her mother has put on a brave face. Gavin must 

have cajoled her into the silk blouse and dark denims, the lipstick 

and Body Shop perfume. Before Jeff can speak, she makes a 

beeline for Harry. “You’ve been so good to give Becky a job, and 

now tea for us as well. Thank you.” 

He air-kisses her. “My pleasure, Liz.” 

Jeff coughs. 

“Excuse me,” Harry says. “I must have a chat with Mr White. Do 

you want to go on through to the restaurant? You know the way, 

Gavin — you fixed the lights last year.” 

With a rumble and clank, the hotel lift opens its mirrored doors. 

Diane Purton steps out, her tight red dress and matching stilettos 

commanding attention. 

Harry beams at her, clearly impressed. He turns back to Jeff 

White. “What an unexpected pleasure to see you again. How can I 

help?” 

Jeff reddens. He whispers, “Can we hold our discussion in 

private? It’s a sensitive issue. You see, I used to be a prison 

chaplain, I rather fear that what I tell you will have an impact 

on—" He glances at the newly-engaged widow. 

Mrs Purton is too far away to hear. Glaring at Becky, she 

disappears towards the restaurant. She’s in for a shock, Becky 



thinks. Jeff White knows some of the truth about Theo, if not all of 

it. He’s going to spill the beans to Harry, and they’ll work out what 

to do. It’s no longer Becky’s problem. 

She grins with relief. “Mum, let’s go—” But Becky doesn’t finish 

the sentence. As if in slow motion, she watches her mother slump 

to the floor. 

She hears herself screaming. 

Gavin catches his wife before her head hits the hard marble 

surface. “Liz?” 

Jeff White dashes over. “Has she fainted? Look, I’m a first 

aider. I’ll check vital signs if I may.” 

Without waiting for an answer, he kneels beside Becky’s mum, 

pressing a thumb to her wrist. “Good. Her pulse is normal. Has this 

happened before?" 

Gavin’s face puckers. He shakes his head. 

The patient’s eyes blink open. 

“Thank goodness. How are you feeling?” Jeff asks her. 

“Groggy. Who are you?” Helped by Gavin, she staggers to her 

feet. 

“Mr White is a guest who’s been giving you first aid,” Becky 

says. 

“She’s gone.” 

“Who, Mum?” 

“That bitch, Diane.” 

Becky freezes. “Sorry?” It’s not like her mother to swear. 



“Come on, Liz,” Gavin says. “You’ve been seeing Diane 

everywhere lately. Walking down the road, at the supermarket, 

leaving the doctor’s surgery… Maybe we should go home again, 

and you can lie down.” 

“Stay for a cup of tea,” Harry says, face softening. He virtually 

oozes sympathy. 

Becky finds herself wanting to cry, but she holds it together. 

“The lady you saw, Mum —it was a guest called Diane Purton. Is 

that who you mean? How do you know her?” 

“I definitely recognised her. She wasn’t always called Purton…” 

“It’s her second husband’s name,” Harry helpfully supplies. 

“Second? And the rest,” she splutters. “That woman took 

everything from us, Becky. Stole your dad. Ended up with his 

company. Had all his money.” 

“Diane is a common enough name,” Gavin says. “Stop torturing 

yourself.” 

“I know who I saw,” his wife says. 

Becky recalls Theo’s admission to Chef. She’s sure her mother is 

right. It chills her that Theo would have murdered them all if the 

risk hadn’t spooked him. 

Becky’s mum sobs. “Thanks to her, I couldn’t help Jaden. The 

bitch as good as killed him. I bet she arranged his dad’s death as 

well.” 

Gavin clutches her hand. “Now, Liz.” 

Harry’s eyes mist over. “Liz,” he says thickly, “I’m so sorry about 

Jaden. We all had hopes. But no amount of money could have 



saved him. When they did more tests in America, they discovered 

that new treatment didn’t work. I’ve been following progress in 

the ‘New Scientist’…” 

His voice trails off. 

Gavin shakes his head. “Harry, me and my girls need to go 

home. Call me in the new year, okay, and we’ll arrange those 

repairs.” 

“Take it steady,” Harry says. 

Jeff White stares at Becky’s mum. His ashen face echoes his 

surname. He addresses Harry. “Er, I’m sorry to have bothered you. 

In the light of recent events, we don’t need that conversation.” 

Harry’s brow creases. “If you’re sure. I hope we see you again, 

Jeff. Have a safe journey home.” And the hotel manager scurries 

after Diane Purton. 

Is the black widow going to be cast out of Wescott Point? Becky 

suspects Harry believes her mother. Jeff certainly does. However, 

confrontation isn’t Harry’s style. He’s probably just picking up the 

watering can. 

She trembles, adrenaline ebbing. An idea nags at her. With her 

last reserves of energy, she dashes to Jeff White’s side before he 

pushes the revolving door and vanishes forever. 

“Mr White. If you knew Theo Yeomans from your prison work, 

you must have met our chef too. Can you have a word with him, 

please? You’ll find him in the kitchen.” 

Jeff White raises an eyebrow. “What sort of word?” he asks, his 

voice kind. 



Becky draws in a long breath. “He needs help going straight, I 

think. Advice. A reminder that men like Theo Yeomans are 

dangerous, and not to be trusted.” 

“Okay,” Jeff says. “I’ll get that message across to him.” 

Gavin taps her shoulder. “We’re making a move.” 

The wind howls around the trio as they shuffle to Gavin’s car. He 

has parked his Nissan beside Diane Purton’s Porsche. Becky 

resists the urge to key it. She takes her usual place on the back 

seat, left hand side, feeling the emptiness to her right. 

Becky’s mum closes the door behind her. Her sobs and wails fill 

the confined space. Ignored by the two adults, Becky uses her 

hands to stop up her ears. She wishes time had stayed frozen a 

year ago, when they were happy, oblivious to the trauma on the 

horizon. When she hadn’t met Diane Purton. When Jaden was 

there. 

Gavin reaches over and holds his wife in a bear hug. Hours 

seem to pass, although the dashboard clock reckons six minutes. 

Eventually, Gavin speaks. “Liz, there was nothing we could do. You 

heard what Harry said.” 

She whimpers. 

“I read the ‘New Scientist’ too,” Gavin says. “Listen, I’m sorry I 

didn’t tell you about the research findings. I was afraid of 

upsetting you.” 

His wife raises a tear-stained face to him. “And I couldn’t talk to 

you. I blamed myself because my first marriage broke up. You 



know, I was convinced I’d let Jaden down. And I was scared I’d 

hurt you if I said.” 

“Don’t ever think you can’t talk to me,” Gavin says softly. “I’m 

old and ugly enough to listen. None of it was your fault, especially 

not the split, but it meant I got together with the love of my life.” 

She snuggles against his chest. Usually, Becky would be 

embarrassed to watch, but she senses her mother needs the 

comfort. 

“It’s not fair that Diane got away with it,” Becky’s mum says, 

her voice muffled by Gavin’s bulk. 

But Mrs Purton hasn’t, has she, now that Theo is on the scene? 

“Diane has met her match,” Becky says. 

“What do you mean?” Gavin asks. 

And Becky tells them. 

Gavin manages a wry grin. “So, they both want to marry and 

murder each other? Like the irresistible force meets the 

immoveable object.” 

“Kind of,” Becky says. 

“Maybe there’s justice in this world.” Her mother actually smiles. 

Maybe there is, Becky thinks, but not always the sort dispensed 

by the police and the law courts. Maybe she should consider an 

alternative career. But she’ll do her civic duty when the time is 

right. 

She must keep a close eye on the news. Because when one of 

the happy pair succeeds in their aim, Becky wants to know. Then, 



and only then, will she tip off the police. And tell them they’re 

dealing with a murderer who has killed before.  

‘Go, sis,’ she hears Jaden say. 

A warm glow spreads through her, banishing the winter gloom. 

Jaden will always be there, shaping her thoughts and dreams, 

nudging Becky to remember she has a life to look forward to. 

Now she must help her mum feel the same way. 

Next year, they might even celebrate Christmas. 
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