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‘When the holly bears a berry, as blood it is red’

Sans Day Carol




Chapter 1

Leo

The gardener got more than she bargained for when she spread bark chips around the holly tree. She’d intended to keep down weeds; instead she’d unearthed a body.

DI Leo George stood over the human remains that the forensic team had carefully excavated. The upmarket houses of Central North Oxford were seldom on his radar; reports from this area were on the occasional break-in, very rarely a violent crime. It was an area of millionaires, educational institutes and private school boarding houses: quiet, well-run, and careful not to attract the attention of the authorities.

‘Ugly bugger, isn’t he?’ said DS Harry Boston, stomping up to join Leo. He looked like a polar bear rearing on hind legs, thanks to his huge white coveralls. They were not kind to those who carried extra weight around their middles.

‘So would anyone who has been mulch for a year,’ said Leo.

‘I bow to your gardening expertise, Inspector.’

‘Oddly, I don’t use bodies to fertilise mine.’ Leo’s voice was distant as he moved around to get another angle and make way for the photographer.

‘Then who did here? Some Monty Don wannabe turned murderous?’ asked Harry. ‘I’d say it’s taking green burial way too far.’

Leo didn’t respond, though Harry’s question was exactly the one they would have to investigate. He watched the forensic team gently ease free an arm, bone clad in a tight brown gauntlet that had once been skin. He was reminded of the peat bog man from Tollund, ancient witness to the old violence of human sacrifice. What sins had this corpse been made to bear? There were the remains of a watch and rings – they should help with identification. If you told yourself this was an archaeological dig, then the sight of the radius peeking through leathery flesh became less grisly. The body certainly wasn’t fresh. It would take the pathologist a while to work out age but from the decomposition that had already taken place, Leo was guessing at least a year. Yet neither was it a really ancient burial like Tollund. Last time he’d checked, Iron Age people hadn’t worn jeans with a leather belt and eagle buckle. The size and clothing suggested male, but with the face skeletal, collapsed nose and a grinning row of teeth, they would need confirmation on that too. The hair was long and wispy black so that gave scant clue.

He turned away, having seen enough. ‘Where’s the gardener who found the body, Harry?’

‘I’ve a constable sitting with her in the kitchen. Her name’s Marigold Green. Talk about names deciding your career choice.’ Harry followed Leo up the path towards the detached house. Made of golden brick with red accents, steeply gabled roofs, and tall chimneys, it was one of the biggest houses in central Oxford still in private ownership. From the front you couldn’t tell that it had a large garden to the rear stretching over half an acre to back on to the garden of the house in the next road. This plot had been landscaped to within an inch of its life: immaculate lawns, tidy gravel paths, clipped and sculpted trees. Even the holly had been shaped into a form like a Victorian lady’s crinoline skirt, which, Leo supposed, suited the age in which the house was built. The berries formed a red pattern against the green reminding him of a William Morris print. To his eyes, however, this house didn’t so much have a garden as a showroom. It was barren of wildlife, blasted into extinction by the frequent application of weedkillers. That was the only way to stop the encroachment of daisies and dandelions that would arrive in their droves from the nearby park and meadows. He preferred a messier, healthier garden himself. The only odd note was the fallen fence panel at the end of the garden, like a rotten tooth in a Hollywood star’s smile. He’d have to find out how long that had been like that as it potentially gave another point of access.

Stripping off their coveralls on the terrace, Leo and Harry entered through French doors into the kitchen. This too had been renovated so that all period detail had long since disappeared: the surfaces were grey granite, the floor white marble, the fittings space-age.

‘Miss Green?’ Leo approached the woman sitting at the glass-topped kitchen table. She was the only thing out of place in this house with her muddy corduroys and dirt-encrusted hands. Bundled up in a fleece, she had a solid, strong frame, which went with her profession, and a crop of greying auburn hair held back in a scarf. This was no landscape designer who gardened only on software; this was the person who got the job done.

‘It’s Mrs Green actually,’ the lady replied, cradling the mug of tea that had been made for her.

‘My apologies, Mrs Green. I’m Inspector George of Thames Valley CID. I know you’ve already spoken to my officers, but would you mind telling me again exactly what happened here this morning?’

The lady sighed. ‘Well, Inspector, I came in for my usual visit. I come once a week in the summer months, once a fortnight in winter. To be honest, there’s not much to do here as the owner keeps the garden very low-maintenance – no flowers or fruit and veg to speak of.’

‘I noticed.’

She grimaced. ‘Not my choice, but I’m only the contractor. The customer is always right.’ She let the ironic tone do the arguing for her. ‘Anyway, I decided to put bark down around the holly tree and the bay on the left side of the garden, keep it tidy-looking. He likes his sculpted trees, does Mr Chernov.’

‘Is Mr Chernov in residence?’

She shrugged. ‘I’ve never met him. I get my instructions through an agent who finds all of us.’

‘Us?’

‘The staff – cleaning crew, gardeners, household maintenance people.’

‘What’s the name of the agent?’

‘Glass Tower Services. They’ve an office in Summertown, but I think their headquarters is in London somewhere. They arrange for the purchase of properties for overseas clients like this one, and then run them for them. I usually deal with a lady called Heather, but we’ve also never met, only spoken on the phone. I imagine they come to check we’re doing the job but I really don’t know.’

Leo nodded to Harry, who went out to contact the agent.

‘Thank you. Please, carry on with what happened.’

‘I decided to turn the soil before putting down the bark, take up a few stray bits of self-seeded couch grass and herb Robert – there’s not much in a garden like this so I don’t have to do it very often. I worked my way towards the holly tree – in fact, I almost stopped before reaching it but there were some holes that made me keep going. Something had been digging up the border.’

‘Any idea what?’

‘A dog maybe, or fox. I think we can guess why now. I was just going to even it out. It only took a couple of spadefuls and I came across a shoe. It struck me as odd, as this garden was completely scraped clean and new topsoil laid after the building work was done, so it couldn’t be a discard from years back.’

‘Do you know when that was?’

‘About eight years ago? It was bought by developers from one of the theological colleges. It used to house students but Luther Hall sold it to sort out problems with their pension pot – a little goldmine it turned out to be. Anyway, the developers renovated it from multiple occupancy back to a single family residence and that was when Mr Chernov bought it. He had kids at a private school near here so used it when he visited them.’

Leo looked around the many-roomed house with its exclusive furnishings and fittings. ‘In effect, it was an occasional weekend place?’

Mrs Green cradled her mug. ‘I know. Crazy, isn’t it? One has to wonder where the money came from.’ She gave a cough in which Leo thought he heard the word ‘Putin’. He had to smile. ‘Still,’ she continued, ‘I’d prefer to be me with my little cottage in Eynsham rather than an oligarch with so much money they know the price of everything and the value of nothing.’

Leo agreed with that. What was the point of owning a big plot of land like this that you didn’t even keep as a garden? ‘You found a shoe?’

Closing her eyes briefly, she swallowed against bile. ‘Yes. I knelt down to pull it out and realised it was still attached. That was when I called 999.’

‘And you did no more digging?’

‘I didn’t disturb the body any further, Inspector, I promise. I watch the TV. I know that the best thing a member of the public can do when they find something is stop and report it.’

‘You did exactly the right thing. I think that’s all we need from you now but if you’d leave me with your details in case we have follow-up questions?’

She felt in the pocket of her corduroys and pulled out a card with a marigold logo. ‘Here you go.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Green. Before you go, do you know any of the neighbours?’

‘Round here?’ She gave him an incredulous look. ‘They’re not very friendly and hardly my type. I think next door is a study centre for artificial intelligence, Lord knows what that really means, and beyond that there’s a family – Asian of some sort. Hong Kong Chinese maybe? There’s a little man in a big college-owned house who says hello – not sure of his name. Paul Something. The house is in flats and he keeps the graduate tenants in check. Then there’re the Prices at fourteen opposite – formidable couple, influential locally. They run the North Oxford Protection Society. They don’t talk to my kind.’

‘Your kind?’

‘Non-resident staff. They think houses like this take away the distinctive character of the area. They see me as the enemy. Oh, there is one exception in the red house that shares the boundary at the back. There’s a really sweet girl who’s just started house-sitting, taken over from the last one. He rarely said a thing beyond hello even when I offered him cuttings. Anyway, this nice one always says hi and stops for a chat when she sees me, unlike everyone else round here.’ Mrs Green smiled. ‘Well, she would, wouldn’t she, because she’s normal.’

‘Normal?’

‘Not stinking rich. It insulates people, money. Makes them feel better than the rest of us.’

‘And yet you took the job?’

‘Do I look stupid? Ridiculous amounts of money for keeping the lawn like a bowling green – it’s a good gig.’ She got up and put the mug in the sink. She gave it a quick rinse and turned it upside down on the drainer – possibly the first time it had been used, from the look of the sparkling surface. ‘But money can’t buy you everything. Doesn’t stop there being a body buried at the bottom of the garden, does it?’

As a final word, it was a good one, thought Leo, watching her drive off in her flower-decorated van.




Chapter 2

Jess

I was in the middle of unwrapping the crib scene from the tissue paper when the realisation struck me.

‘I’m officially single. Consciously uncoupled – or decoupled, like a railway carriage. In the sidings.’ I stared down at the baby in the manger and wrapped him back up again. Too soon. He wasn’t due for four weeks.

‘What’s that, dear?’ My colleague, Jennifer, grappled a rope of Christmas lights, like a little tweed-clad Tarzan wrestling a skinny python. The snake was winning.

‘I’m thirty-one, but for the first time, I’ll be alone at Christmas.’ I placed Mary in the stable behind the empty crib. The pieces were an exquisite hand-carved set from Switzerland, gift of some Victorian benefactor. Anything more modern or plastic wouldn’t fit in these surroundings so it was brought out from storage every year and I had been given the responsibility of arranging it. This was what my life had become: temp job holder of lowly positions, aspiring private investigator, relationship disaster area – all wrapped up untidily like the Secret Santa no one claims.

‘Oh, Jess, but what about your mother – and your sister?’ asked Jennifer. ‘Can’t you spend it with them?’

‘You mean tag along on someone else’s Christmas? Sorry, but that’s a kind of torture for me. They don’t mean to but they treat me like the family failure.’

‘I’m sure they don’t see you like that.’ Jennifer didn’t know my relatives. My silence must’ve tipped her off that her optimism was misplaced. ‘What did you do last year?’

‘Last year I had a guy, Drew, and we did the cute couple Christmas thing – his-and-her stockings, breakfast in bed – it was lovely, but then it all became very George Michael.’ Drew was now in a relationship with his yoga instructor and spending his Christmas in the Austrian alps. I wasn’t bitter and jealous, no, not at all.

Jennifer wriggled free of the electric cord. With her spiked white hair, she looked like she had been electrocuted, but fortunately the tree lights weren’t plugged in yet. ‘Oh, Jess, I remember exactly how you feel. When I was in my twenties I lost the man who I thought was the one for me, and I struggled for a few Christmases. But then Neil came along, and the twins, and now the grandkids. George Michael was right – save it for someone special.’

She didn’t really know, did she? I thought darkly. When she’d been alone there’d been no Instagram, no Snapchat, no Facebook telling her every other second how fabulous everyone else’s life was.

Jennifer gave up on the knot and plugged in the lights to check they were worth the bother. LED bulbs flashed in a frantic twinkle. ‘Jesus! Sorry, Lord.’ Jennifer bobbed a head at the cross that hung over the altar of the college chapel.

‘That’s not very St Nicks, more Ibiza nightclub.’ I found the control and switched to constant. Why was that the seventh setting? So easy to overshoot and go back to the disco beat. Did the makers do that on purpose to annoy, a kind of passive-aggressive payback for having to sell Christmas stuff all year round? ‘I think this one, or the slow fade setting, is better.’ Bothered by loose strands as I stooped, I plaited my hair away from my face, securing the end with an elastic tie I kept on my wrist. Thanks to my blonde colouring, I’d always been one of the angels in my primary school nativity – a bit of serious miscasting. ‘Explain again why we do this and not the students? I mean, it’s for their benefit we decorate the college so early, isn’t it?’

‘Thanks to our eight-week terms, they’ll all be home before Christmas really arrives. I think of it as our Advent decorations.’ Jennifer turned off power to the lights and began the painstaking task of sorting out the snarls. ‘I don’t put up my own decorations at home until mid-December. What about you?’

‘Not sure I’ll bother this year. It’s not exactly my house, is it?’ I pulled a face at the glum-looking shepherd. Life must’ve been tough out on the hillsides to make him look quite so stressed. Silly sheep, predatory wolves and then an angelic choir: it must’ve been a strain to keep track of everything.

‘Oh, but you must!’ Jennifer sounded scandalised. Over the month we had worked together, I knew that Jennifer saw the holiday season as one treat after another.

‘Why? Who’ll even know? It’s just me, Flossie and a Tesco turkey-meal-for-one.’

Jennifer gave a humph of disapproval. ‘You’ll know, that’s who. And I said that you were welcome to join us. And what about your friend Cory?’

And feel like the fifth wheel? ‘No one will want me barging into the midst of things. And Cory is trying it with her ex-husband there, for the sake of the kids. I’d just complicate things. It’s a family day. I’ll be fine.’

‘I don’t like to think about you like that! You, alone with that scruffy mutt of yours.’

‘I’m in the most fabulous house in Oxford, so don’t pity me. And Flossie’s not a mutt.’ She totally was but someone had to fight Flossie’s corner. A cocker spaniel, with the biggest brown eyes ever, Flossie had had the misfortune to belong to a killer. I’d adopted her, then left her temporarily with my ex-boyfriend’s parents, and finally bitten the bullet to find a housing situation that would allow me to resume my responsibilities as her owner. Cory said taking a house-sitting job from a concierge agency so I could keep Flossie with me in Oxford, had been a blatant attempt to fill the yawning void left by my lack of significant other. She knew me so well, but so what? I could no longer bear my own company and thought I could at least give the dog a lucky break. It was a bit of a lucky break for me too, being paid to do little more than occupy a mansion. There was money in that – who knew?

A twist of old newspaper unravelled to reveal the innkeeper and his wife, both with the wide-eyed surprise of people shocked out of their humdrum lives by events beyond their control. Something about their united stance reminded me of my sister and her husband, who looked on my harum-scarum life with similar horror. They loved their quiet existence on their Cotswold farm and there was no more devoted couple in England. They looked after their kids and our mother too – quite the little family support network.

Next I unwrapped Joseph, the poor neglected hero of the piece, putting up with so many shenanigans. ‘And I don’t know about the self-partnering thing the celebs are doing. I can’t stand myself most of the time so to be stuck with me? That sounds a really bad idea.’

Jennifer frowned at a particularly challenging tangle of wire. ‘Self-partnering? What’s that?’

‘It’s the way to describe yourself that isn’t as negative as single.’ Joseph wouldn’t stand straight so I wedged him against the wall. Age catching up with him, I decided.

‘In my day we used to say young, free and single – not self-partnered. Ah-ha!’ With one last pull the lights became a single strand. ‘Behold: my untwisting genius!’

‘Well done. You’re amazing.’ However ‘free’, as Jennifer suggested, that felt to me a little too much like the freedom to be lonely.

‘Ladies!’ The chaplain flapped into chapel in his white surplice, approaching like a heron landing on the stretch of river that flowed through the college grounds. The Reverend Sanyu Masane, originally from Uganda but for the last twenty years a popular fixture of the Oxford scene, lit up the place with his warm smile and overflow of generous spirits. He had large ears and a broad face – an indomitable presence. ‘Thank you, thank you!’

The shy figure of the college organist accompanied him, Sanyu’s slender shadow. Errol, a state school boy from Hackney, had found his way, much to his surprise, to an Oxford organ scholarship at St Nicholas’ College, thanks to his musical brilliance and sponsorship by a generous rapper. I had befriended him since we had both arrived at the college in October and had felt equally at sea in the St Nick’s culture. He was still finding it hard to fit in; not very surprising, perhaps, as the majority of his peers were white, middle-class and confident, the kind that did well in the rigorous selection interviews. These young students, no matter how well meaning, would find it hard to imagine what Errol had overcome to get here. Some of his stories had shocked me, which was a surprise as I’d spent some of my teens living on the streets and thought I’d seen it all.

‘I don’t know what I’d do without you two angels helping me get ready for the carol service,’ continued Sanyu. ‘Most wonderful time of the year? Busiest time of the year, I would say.’ He went into a peal of laughter, richer than the chimes of the bells in the college tower. ‘Do you want help with the lights, Jennifer?’ Sanyu dived for the end that Jennifer had just wrestled free, getting it caught up in the skirts of his robe.

‘Actually I don’t need … well, if you want to reach to the top and fasten it there?’ Jennifer evidently gave up her brief flirtation with the idea of keeping accident-prone Sanyu far from the electrics and decided he could be made useful by reaching the top of the tree without the stepladder.

‘Of course, dear lady, of course!’ He promptly stood on some of the bulbs in his eagerness. There was a crunch.

‘Never mind, Sanyu, we’ve more,’ said Jennifer in a resigned tone. She turned back to the boxes the porters had brought out of storage for them. ‘Somewhere in here.’

Knowing when to steer clear of Sanyu’s chaos, Errol gave me a little nod and disappeared into the organ loft. I chuckled softly and started unpacking the crib animals. Soon our decorating was accompanied by the flow of silver and gold tones from the famous instrument. The notes glided up to the filigree stonework on the ceiling, a gorgeous display of carving that reminded me of palm trees. The chapel was a gem of Tudor craftsmanship and I told myself never to take any of this for granted, no matter how familiar it became as a place of work.

Errol ran through a complicated organ voluntary, the sort of piece that accompanied the arrival of Dracula in a horror flick. It was always a puzzle to work out how such powerful music could come from the hands and feet of such a small bespectacled guy. Poor Errol: he still had the looks of a much younger lad, not having yet hit on the growth spurt. He must be worried, having reached eighteen. Where was an ‘Eat Me’ cake when you needed it? Or was it ‘Drink Me’ that made Alice grow? I couldn’t quite remember, though it had been one of my favourite children’s stories. That was fitting as I was now living in my very own kind of Wonderland.

‘Sanyu, I think you should know that Jess is threatening not to celebrate Christmas,’ said Jennifer, the rat.

‘I did not say that!’ I protested. Sanyu would never stand for it. ‘I just said I might not decorate the house this year.’ My latest attempt to make the finances for my private investigations business stack up involved being the live-in caretaker of a large detached house in north Oxford. These were the tree-lined streets where old academics mouldered in properties too big for them, and new Russian oligarchs prowled, looking to buy up the houses to put in their double basement garages and swimming pools. My employer fell in the latter category, though I’d never met him, everything having been arranged through an agent. It was quite a change, I can tell you, from the attic room in my friend Cory’s family home in Summertown.

‘Come and help at the homeless shelter on Christmas Day. That’s where I’ll be,’ said Sanyu. ‘All my children and my wife will be there. It is great fun.’ He put a tinsel crown on his head.

I had a brief image of the church hall in the centre of town populated by the fragile blanket-wrapped souls who found their way to the city streets and the robust Masane clan. ‘Thanks, I’ll think about it.’ I knew I’d be a better person if I did sacrifice a sofa and telly day for something less selfish but the problem was I just didn’t want to be around people, more specifically the happily married sort and their offspring.

‘There’s no need to be alone for Christmas,’ continued Sanyu. ‘Everyone is welcome.’

But what if you wanted to be alone? ‘I know. Thank you.’ I avoided a commitment by showing him Jesus in his wrappings. ‘Where do you want the baby?’

‘Hide him round the back of the stable. I’ll only lose him if I take him.’ Sanyu knew himself well. He was a man whose family brought him a whistling car key as he was forever misplacing things.

‘OK. There you are, Jesus.’ I put the little wooden baby under a pile of straw. It felt wrong, like I was leaving a child in a shoebox on an orphanage doorstep. I felt a sentimental tear well but I could blame the supermarket adverts for that as they had started with their A Christmas Carol/Oliver Twist vibe of Victorian orphans and Dickensian feasts and I had been feeling guiltily that I might be a Scrooge ever since.

‘Jess, I wanted to ask you,’ said Sanyu, reaching up to loop the new strand of lights over the top of the Christmas tree. ‘Would you read the sixth lesson in the Nine Lessons and Carols Service? It’s the one traditionally read by a member of the college staff. The head porter did it last year.’

‘Me?’ I had only been a member of the college admin staff for a month or so, having taken the job to cover someone’s maternity leave. I’d just finished a stint in a wacky commune so needed some nine-to-five work to steady my somewhat erratic life. So far so good but realistically I expected my impulse-driven nature would see me out of the door before my term was up.

‘It’s your office’s turn and you’ll help the gender balance. The BBC will be there and we don’t want to come across as an old-fashioned institution stuck back in the past.’

But that’s exactly what we are! I wanted to protest. ‘What about Jennifer?’

‘I did it in 2004 and 2015.’ Jennifer’s voice came from deep inside the Christmas tree. Was she actually under it?

‘Third time lucky?’ I suggested.

Jennifer wasn’t to be moved. ‘Do it for the team, Jess. We can’t ask Paul; he’s the wrong gender.’

And the office manager combined high-maintenance with being an insufferable bore. I would bet that his demands before he was prepared to perform would make a Hollywood A-lister blush.

‘Please, Jess, I would take it as a personal favour,’ said Sanyu.

At this moment, with impeccable timing, Errol moved on to play ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ with its heart-wrenching lyric. ‘What would I give him, poor as I am?’ I knew my goose was cooked. Try as I might, I still was a sucker for the Christmas spirit.

‘Oh, well. OK.’

‘Excellent.’ Sanyu clapped his hands together and shook them overhead in victory. ‘Rehearsals start once we get rid of the students – I mean, wave a fond farewell to the undergraduates. It’s a ticketed event for alumni and locals. I imagine we will get a good turnout this year with the BBC deciding to feature us as part of their Christmas programming.’

I finally woke up to that part of the deal. I’d never heard of that happening before. ‘Why are they coming? Did King’s College Cambridge go offline for a year?’

‘Oh, hadn’t you heard? I thought it was all over the college.’ Sanyu draped a tree frond with a strand but it was too weak to hold the weight, so it bent and the lights tumbled to the next level where they looked perfect. He hummed happily at this fortunate accident. ‘The documentary makers are shadowing Errol, doing a series about how scholarship students sponsored by the rapper Fresh are faring at college. Errol is their Christmas episode, because of the music.’

‘No, I did not know that.’ Errol hadn’t told me. I wondered why? ‘So, not radio?’

‘No, television. To be broadcast on Christmas Eve.’

‘Really?’ My voice was a squeak.

‘Live.’ Sanyu beamed at me in his position as a super-large angel on top of the tree. Jennifer switched on the lights so the tree sparkled. ‘Isn’t that splendid?’




Chapter 3

Leo

The body had been removed for autopsy but there was still work to be done in the garden looking for traces of victim and killer. Leo divided the garden into sections, asking the search team in particular to look out for any tool that could’ve been used to dig the shallow grave. The gardener had said she always brought her own equipment so there was a chance some DNA or fingerprint evidence could be lifted from any tool used even after all this time. The householder hadn’t visited for over a year, nor had any guests used the property, so the only people in and out of the house had been staff, who could be identified as soon as the agency responded to their attempts to contact it. If the staff could be eliminated as suspects, then any other trace might well lead to the killer.

That was his theory. Life rarely proved so cooperative.

Leo had set up temporary headquarters in the kitchen. Mrs Green had access to the house to tend the indoor plants so at least there had been no delay in gaining entry.

‘Still no joy from Glass Tower?’ he asked Suyin.

The sergeant shook her head, neat bob of black hair swinging. Leo knew he could trust her to get the job done, and thoroughly. She was a very impressive officer, fast-tracking through the system. He tried not to think of it as breathing down his neck. He knew how unpleasant it was to have a colleague resent you.

‘The Oxford office appears to have closed up shop, sir,’ she said, eyes on her screen. ‘I’m just trying the London office now, but looking at their online presence, I can’t see any recent activity. The website is still up but there’re no updates to any of their social media feeds for several weeks, not since early November.’

‘Do you think they’ve gone out of business?’

‘That’s possible. If I don’t get any response from the London number, I’ll do a search and see if they’ve gone into administration.’

Leo moved away to allow her to get on with that. But maybe there was a quicker way to find out? Going to the window that looked out on the front garden, he dialled Marigold Green.

‘Mrs Green? Sorry to disturb you again. It’s Inspector George. Just a quick question: have you been paid by the agency recently?’

‘Inspector, funny you should ask – I was just wondering the same thing.’ He could hear the sound of birds in the background; she must already be at her next job. ‘I tried phoning them to tell them what happened and couldn’t get through. That’s not normal; Heather is always very responsive. I then checked my internet bank account and saw that they’re late with my November payment. That’s not like them either; I’d say that they were my most prompt customer.’

Glass Tower’s teetering status was looking increasingly fragile. ‘Right. That’s helpful.’

‘You’ll let me know if you find out what’s going on?’

‘I will. Thank you.’

Ending the call, Leo tapped his phone thoughtfully. ‘Harry?’

His sergeant came in with a mug of tea. ‘Inspector?’ Reluctant to give him respect, the older sergeant was still avoiding calling him ‘sir’.

‘We need to find out everything we can about Chernov, in particular where he is now. Maybe he can tell us who’s been to the house in the last eighteen months.’

‘Yeah, I can see the Russian mafia boss really being open with us about who he decided to plant under his roses.’

Sarcasm aside, Leo could see that Harry might have a point but it was dangerous to assume anything so soon in an enquiry. ‘We still need to find him. He has to be informed what’s going on here.’ They had a warrant to search the premises but it was usually executed in the presence of the owner or their representative. ‘See what you can find out about him from the house – any other addresses or information about his businesses. While you’re doing that, I’ll look him up online.’

Leo sat down opposite Suyin and pulled one of the laptops towards him. Anatoly Chernov. Fifty-five. Two marriages, both ending in divorce, three children from the first, now in their late teens and early twenties. From the social media profiles of the two youngest, both daughters with that overgroomed look many girls had these days, thick eyebrows, long fair hair, lots of mascara. Girls attempting to be Barbies, which seemed a retrograde step for equality. The oldest child, a son, kept a low profile online. From his sisters’ posts, Leo was able to learn that Alexei appeared to be very much a chip off the old block, a younger, fitter-looking version of his father with a penchant for thick gold jewellery. His business listings involved some Russian power companies and he seemed remarkably senior for such a young man. Of his father, there was no mention in any of the family postings. He hadn’t been on the Swiss skiing holiday the girls had bragged about, but then the senior Chernov’s ex-wife had been there so that wasn’t surprising. Going further back, there had been no sign of him on the yacht around the Greek islands in the summer or at the villa in Northern Cyprus. Leo began to wonder. Buying a house near the children’s school suggested an involved father; absence from any family events would indicate either a policy of not being pictured online or … something else.

Putting the computer to sleep, he walked around the house, examining the family photos that did show Anatoly. The man always seemed to stand a little apart from the others, either in a seat in the middle like a king on his throne or to one side like a director guiding his actors. The children would have their arms around each other or be goofing around while Dad would look on with a perplexed expression. Maybe he just didn’t like cameras but Leo got the distinct impression the man wasn’t socially at ease in these relaxed situations. From the pictures Leo had seen of him in the press or at formal events among business colleagues, Chernov found that his natural milieu.

Upstairs in what looked like one of the girls’ rooms, thanks to the proliferation of sparkles, Leo found what he’d been hunting for. It was a photo of Anatoly at a school barbecue, trying to look as though he enjoyed the slightly drizzly weather that accompanied the summer celebration. But more importantly, he was wearing jeans held up with an eagle buckled belt, the Chernov off-duty look.

Taking the photo with him, Leo went down to the kitchen.

‘I think we may have just identified our victim.’ He placed the picture where Suyin and Harry could see it.

‘Is this …?’ asked Suyin.

‘Anatoly Chernov, oligarch, friend of the Russian President.’

‘Christ! Who would take out the big boss?’ said Harry, looking spooked. ‘If this was a political hit, do we have to worry about radioactive substances?’

Leo went cold, his mind suddenly sharply focused. They would have to entertain that possibility, wouldn’t they? After Salisbury, it would be stupid not to check, no matter how unlikely. ‘We’d better warn the pathologist and the gardener and get ourselves checked out. Call the team in from the garden. No more digging until we’re sure what we’re dealing with.’

Harry went out to summon the scene of crime officers inside.

‘What do we do, sir?’ asked Suyin. She looked very pale.

‘Let’s keep our heads about this. It’s just a precaution. The chance that this is a Russian secret service hit is slight. Until we know either way, we minimise exposure and keep working.’

By the time he’d called it in and set the wheels turning with his superintendent, a rather chastened team had gathered in the kitchen. Leo decided that the advice of keep calm and carry on would work here.

‘OK, everyone. I have to stress that there is no evidence yet that we’re facing anything other than an ordinary crime of violence. We are taking sensible precautions due to recent events but there is absolutely no need to be concerned at this point. Let’s keep the enquiry moving along. Did you find anything that could’ve been used to dig the grave?’ he asked Trevor Kent, the seasoned uniform he’d put in charge of the search.

Trevor had the hangdog look of a man who had done too much overtime in wind and rain over his long career, the sort of face that in olden times would’ve suited a shepherd out on exposed hillsides. ‘No, sir. The place doesn’t have any tools lying about. The shed has a leaf blower but that’s it. That looks brand new and never used. We didn’t find a spade.’

‘So the killer took it away with him?’

‘And maybe didn’t get it from here, not unless he cleared the place of all gardening tools.’

‘Another thing we’ll need to follow up. Thank you, Trevor.’

‘God, I’m starving,’ said Harry, dumping a pile of household correspondence on the counter. ‘If it’s gonna be my last meal, I could do with more than a bag of crisps and a digestive biscuit.’ He caught Suyin’s expression. ‘I thought I’d be able to nip down to the pub, didn’t I? Not enter quarantine.’

Again, in his own blunt way, Harry was right: the team could do with a break. And wasn’t there something about an army marching on their stomach? Marching might not apply here, but police officers certainly worked better if hunger was kept at bay. ‘I realise it’s extraordinary circumstances,’ said Leo. ‘I’ll order some pizza, but get it left outside so we don’t come into contact with anyone.’

The atmosphere in the kitchen immediately improved.

‘The inspector’s getting out the old credit card. He must really think we’re done for,’ said Harry sardonically.

The best way to handle Harry was not to rise to his jabs. ‘Harry, could you get an order together? I’ll check in with the superintendent, see when the hazardous material team will be with us.’

Pizza arrived before the terrorist unit. Good to know that come the apocalypse, there would still be time for a margarita slice before dying, thought Leo. He was halfway through his second piece, when he glanced out the window and noticed a dog nosing around the grave site. A spaniel, clearly a pet rather than a stray as it looked well cared for and had a collar. It must’ve come in through the fence at the bottom of the garden. At least that answered the question as to what had been digging holes in the flower bed.

‘Team, we’ve been invaded,’ called Leo, dumping his slice.

They had a fun few minutes trying to catch the playful creature. It was only when one of the SOCOs tried the lure of pizza crust that it trotted happily into the house.

Leo knelt down and rubbed its chest. He liked dogs though his job meant he couldn’t keep one. ‘Sorry, dog, but you’ll need to stay with us and get checked out. Then we’ll see about getting you back to your owner.’ If they weren’t all in quarantine.

This was not how he’d thought this day would go.




Chapter 4

Jess

Paul Cook, Head of the Development Office at St Nicholas’ College, was not pleased.

‘Reverend Masane asked Jess to do the staff reading?’ he asked in that calm, quiet tone that was a cover for quivering anger. Now in his late middle age, sweep of greying fair hair brushed back from a high forehead, and always dressed in a three-piece suit, Paul gave the impression of a man who never relaxed. He also used his hobby of photography to provide photos for our college publications, which explained the camera he carried as his accessory.

‘That’s right, Paul,’ said Jennifer sweetly, ferrying the empty boxes that had held the tree decorations to the chapel door for collection by the porters. I kept silent, busying myself sweeping up the straw and pine needles we had scattered on the floor. I couldn’t afford to annoy Paul, not only because he was my boss, but also he lived in a flat not far from me and was a big presence in the neighbourhood association. He could make life difficult for me both at home and at work.

Paul stood in the centre of the nave and gazed up at the lectern, doubtless imagining himself there and delivering a reading in his plumy tones. ‘I believe it is my turn this year.’

‘Didn’t you do it in 2010?’ asked Jennifer.

‘You’ve done it twice.’

‘And Jess never. Besides, Sanyu is concerned about gender balance, Paul,’ said Jennifer reasonably. ‘With the Master, chaplain, head chorister and senior fellow all being men, he’s hunting for spaces for women on the programme. It’s the best look for St Nick’s.’

Crouching with the dustpan and brush, I was very tempted to say I didn’t want to do it and that I was happy to bow out and let Paul read, but something held me back. Dislike of Paul probably. The college Development Office was a fancy name for fundraising. My job was to milk the past students by appealing to their nostalgia for the best days of their life. I also helped Jennifer out with the admissions of new students at the busy times of year. Paul had a way of undermining his staff as if their success came at his expense. When he could put them down in some way, he felt he was winning.

‘Jess has no experience – and the BBC will be here.’ He lined up a shot of the crib, then lowered the camera. With a sniff of disapproval, Paul tried to adjust Joseph in the stable to a more prominent position and the figurine promptly fell over.

‘It’s not really our decision, is it? The chaplain organises the service.’ Jennifer buttoned up her cardigan, signal she was on her way out. ‘Is there anything else today, Paul?’

Our manager held up the camera to take a shot of the nave, then lowered it. ‘I’m not happy.’

Of course he wasn’t.

‘The decorations in here – they aren’t enough.’

‘It’s how we’ve always decorated the chapel,’ said Jennifer patiently. ‘You know that. We’ve used all we have.’

‘There seem to be fewer lights than in previous years.’

That actually was true. The tree looked a little under-powered, thanks to Sanyu’s misstep.

‘And everything appears so tired. Look at the crib: the figures barely stand up straight. What will the BBC make of that?’

I gazed up at the amazing ceiling, multicoloured stained-glass with its flights of angels, the ranks of tall white candles and brass fittings. Anything that came out of a cardboard box from storage was hardly going to compete with what was always here.

Paul rounded on me. ‘Jess, you’ve not shown much initiative since you arrived. The Master is already on at me to look again at our office, restructure some jobs to make us more efficient. It’s time you stepped up. I’m giving you this project as a chance to prove yourself.’

‘What?’ I’d only been here a few weeks and he was threatening my job? I wasn’t worried for me but I was covering a woman who was planning to return in six months. ‘Sorry? I don’t understand.’

Paul rocked up on his toes, an oddly gleeful gesture. ‘I’m putting you in charge of making sure the chapel looks perfect for Christmas Eve. I want something really impressive – something to blow the socks off the BBC producers and make them want to come here every year.’

‘But Paul …’ began Jennifer.

‘No, I’ve made up my mind. Seeing how Jess is taking such a big part in the service, she will have a vested interest in making sure the backdrop is suitable. Won’t you, Jess?’

This was payback. Did he expect me to say I couldn’t do it? Was he hoping I’d back out so he could step in?

A rebellious spirit sparked in my chest. I hated bullies. ‘Fine.’ I emptied the dustpan into the black sack.

‘Fine?’ Paul was surprised by my easy acceptance.

‘What’s the budget?’

‘Budget?’

‘You heard Jennifer say we’ve already used all the decorations we have in storage. If I’m going to do this, I’ll need some money as I’m guessing homemade decorations aren’t what you had in mind?’

Paul had become used to me shying away from him, keeping quiet during meetings, so to discover that I actually had opinions and a challenge for him was clearly a shock. ‘Budget,’ he repeated. ‘Of course, there’ll be a budget. I’ll discuss it with the Master tomorrow in our weekly meeting.’ Obviously, he hadn’t even thought of any of this before two minutes ago.

‘Do you want me to get some quotes before you do that?’ I asked. He looked at me blankly. ‘From events companies? They’re the only people who’ll have the resources to make the impact you have in mind.’ One benefit of my peripatetic life temping was I had a fair idea about lots of unusual things, such as how much it cost to stage an event.

‘The college is not made of money.’ Paul was now fuming and said it as if this had all been my idea in the first place.

‘Of course it’s not.’ I was enjoying seeing him squirm.

‘I’ll tell you how much you have to play with and you’ll then work with that. No blank cheques.’ With that, he marched from the room. If he could have slammed the ten-foot chapel doors, he would’ve done so, but they were too heavy and bound with iron.

‘What a …’ said Jennifer, biting her tongue in deference to the holy place. ‘Sorry, Jess. Neither Sanyu nor I meant to drop you in it.’

‘Paul is such an ass.’ I stood Joseph back up and leant him against the donkey and gave Jennifer a brilliant smile. ‘Don’t worry. I wasn’t planning on doing my house so I can do the chapel instead. How hard will it be to add a few more lights? This place is a Christmas card even without that.’

Jennifer wrapped herself in a homemade scarf, a striped one-of-a-kind piece from her fashion designer son. ‘Let’s hope that doesn’t fall into the category of famous last words.’

***

Cycling home through dark streets, trying not to slide on the slick of leaves heaped in the gutters, I told myself there was nothing to worry about. Paul was just working off his anger at being passed over for a role he wanted. I made a bet with myself that he had complained at primary school if he were made a shepherd rather than a king. Habits formed in childhood were remarkably persistent.

Turning into my dark drive and using the bike light to work the combination on the gate, I stacked the bike against the garage. I was supposed to keep the passageway clear, but what the owner didn’t see, wouldn’t bother him. I’d been placed here by an agency who looked after houses for overseas clients, reference provided by Cory. My mansion was owned by an absentee billionaire from Central Asia. Putting the key in the lock, I opened the side door.

‘Hey, Flossie, I’m home.’

There was no reply of frantic barking and eager tail wagging.

‘Flossie? Flossie!’ I wandered through to the kitchen, switching on lights and trying not to worry. The bed by the Aga was empty.

Then I saw the note on the counter from the contract cleaner, Mrs Pettifer, who was my sworn enemy. Let dog out into the garden but she wouldn’t come back inside. She needs training.

Thank you, Mrs Pettifer, for stating the obvious. So what had she done? From the evidence, she’d given up and gone on to her next client.

I opened the backdoor and peered into the dark garden. There were many places for a dog to hide, due to the flower beds and vegetable patches the householder had proudly maintained. The place was stuffed with Victorian whimsy as they had gone for an Alice in Wonderland theme, dotting statues of the characters in different parts. The Cheshire Cat, for example, sat on the wall and smiled scarily at me as I checked by the outhouse. The caterpillar curled on a bird bath in the shape of a toadstool in the middle of the vegetable patch. It was my job to maintain the gardens but winter was letting me off easily. I’d merely had to harvest what others had planted. The last house-sitter had even made jam. Were they expecting me to do that too? The potential for disaster was huge.

‘Flossie?’

There was no answering woof.

Taking a torch from a drawer, I made a quick circuit of the garden and paused by the drunken panel in the wooden fence at the bottom. It had blown down in a storm some time ago and needed mending. I’d been meaning to mention it to the nice gardener of that property so she could pass on a message to the owner as I was told by my predecessor that it was their fence, not ours. I’d have to find a diplomatic way of saying that the householder really had to do something about it if he didn’t want my dog getting into his immaculate garden. She liked to bury bones; the owner of that house liked lawns like Centre Court on the first day of Wimbledon. You see the problem?

Lights were on in the house which was unusual as it was normally empty. If I were going to go hunting for Flossie in the neighbour’s garden, I’d better get permission. My predecessor had warned me that the owner sometimes had formidable-looking security people in tow. Russians. Possibly with guns. It sounded very exciting but not if I became target practice.

Going back through my house, I grabbed the keys and a leash and went out onto the street to walk the long way round. My house was a late Victorian gothic castle of a place built from red brick, complete with turret and arched windows. If Hollywood was looking for a location for a live-action Scooby Doo haunted house, they need look no further. The one we shared a boundary with, in the next road, was more classically North Oxford, built from the golden bricks that were common round here. I pulled on the metal bell which, rather pleasingly, rang a three note chime.

After a short wait, the door opened. Detective Inspector Leo George stood in the doorway.

There was a very long pause as we took in the fact that we were unexpectedly thrown together after over a month of radio silence. I thought we had been heading for a date after the White Horse cult killings, but he’d stood me up at the last moment and not been in contact since. I’d been so hopeful but that too had died a death, like a cutting planted out too early and caught in a late frost. I’d not chased him as I couldn’t stand the idea of being in a relationship that blew hot and cold.

‘Jess? What are you doing here?’ he asked, finally finding his voice.

‘Same question back at you.’ But then I noticed he wasn’t alone. Other officers were searching inside the property. The penny dropped. ‘Don’t tell me: someone’s dead?’

He nodded. ‘And you?’

‘I’m living at number thirty-seven, Howell Street. House-sitting actually. It backs on to this place.’

Realisation dawned for him too. ‘You’re the nice house-sitter.’

‘Glad my Yelp reviews are positive.’

‘The gardener here told me about you – not you specifically but she said she chatted to the friendly house-sitter.’

Alarm spiked. ‘Marigold? Is she OK?’

‘Yes, she’s fine. She just found – something.’

‘A body. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.’ I then worked out where it must’ve been. ‘Oh yuck.’

Leo now noticed the leash and the door opened wider. ‘Come in. I think we’ve kidnapped your dog.’

‘Flossie?’

‘Is that her name? I didn’t even know you had a dog.’

He wouldn’t, would he, not having taken his chance to get to know me?

He closed the entrance behind me. ‘She got in the way this afternoon so we took her inside, not knowing where she’d come from. She’s with the team in the kitchen. We had a scare about possible hazardous waste but we’ve been given the all-clear, so she’s free to go.’

‘Hazardous waste? What, like asbestos?’

‘Not quite.’

I didn’t get a chance to ask him what he meant as he’d already led me into a huge kitchen-dining room. The house might’ve been built by nineteenth-century architects but it was definitely someone from the twenty-first century who had been let loose in here. The steel grey units and marble counters were spotless. An elegant single orchid sat on the windowsill, white blossoms trembling. Flossie leapt up from the blanket under the table and came over to greet me, abandoning the police officer who had been looking through paperwork at the counter.

‘You might remember DS Suyin Wong,’ said Leo.

The sergeant looked up, then quickly at her boss.

I held up both hands. ‘The body had nothing to do with me. I’m here for the living.’ I knelt down and clipped on the leash to Flossie’s collar.

The other sergeant I had also met before, Harry Boston, ambled in from another room, a box of computer gear in his arms.

‘Gawd almighty, if it isn’t Miss Trouble herself! How’ve you got yourself involved in this one?’

I think I amused and annoyed Harry Boston in equal parts, but as he
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