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I’d like to dedicate this book to all those readers who have let me know how much they’ve enjoyed this series of Christmas crime books. Your kind words have encouraged me to stick with it and to put my all into making each edition as riveting as possible.




PROLOGUE

For Stewart Farrell, going on long morning walks with Daisy was one of the few pleasures he got out of life. And he was pretty sure that she enjoyed the experience as much as he did.

Since becoming a widower nine months ago his beloved cocker spaniel had been his closest companion. She was his rock, his soulmate, the reason he gave himself for getting out of bed each day.

As he watched her now jumping around in the snow, he wondered how he would ever cope without her. Last Boxing Day his wife had been with them. Even though she’d recently been diagnosed with a serious heart problem, she had wanted to make the most of Christmas because she’d suspected that it might well be her last.

This first festive period without her had been really challenging, thanks in part to the bad weather. On Christmas Day he’d stayed indoors like most of the other villagers as blizzards swept across Cumbria. Kirkby Abbey was pummelled by heavy snow and brutal winds. Even the tall Christmas tree in the village square had blown over.

But thankfully today was much calmer and hopefully it would stay that way at least until the New Year. 

It was ten o’clock when he turned into Maple Lane on the edge of the village. It stretched for about six hundred yards in front of him, the rough tarmac surface covered by a thick layer of pristine snow. Very few vehicles used the lane, which led only to a single detached house and a gate that gave access to surrounding woodland.

Farrell followed the same route most mornings because there was no need to put Daisy on her lead and so she got to move more freely and burn more energy. It always made him smile when she explored the undergrowth, sniffed out the wildlife and barked at things she saw or sensed. She was doing that now, so something in the knee-high bushes to their left must have seized her attention. 

As he approached her, she continued to bark and he followed her wide-eyed gaze, expecting to see a frightened rabbit or deer staring back at him. But instead, he spotted something on the ground between clumps of bushes. 

It wasn’t until he was within a few yards of it that he realised what he was looking at. 

‘Oh, Christ,’ he blurted to himself.

It was a body half-covered with snow. Parts of a red garment were visible, along with an arm and a shoe.

He felt a stab of alarm and the air shuddered in his throat. For a few seconds he couldn’t move and the blood roared in his ears. Then instinct propelled him forward and he was soon on his knees and brushing the snow from the figure on the ground. 

It was at once evident that the body was that of a man and, to Farrell’s astonishment, he was wearing a Santa Claus costume.

But another shock was quickly forthcoming when he cleared the snow from the face and immediately recognised the frozen features of someone he’d known.

Someone who was clearly dead, and most likely had been for some time.




CHAPTER ONE

They were in the living room. All four of them. Annie was sitting on an armchair while breastfeeding Theo. Bella was lying on the floor, her head on a cushion, her eyes glued to yet another episode of Peppa Pig on the television. And Detective Chief Inspector James Walker was on the sofa taking it all in with a contented smile on his face. 

He could not have been happier. Today was Boxing Day and he’d got to spend Christmas with his family. Plus, he wasn’t due to return to work until Monday, which was still four days away. The next few days would be all about enjoying their special time together. 

This afternoon they planned to go for a walk if the weather remained calm and he and Annie then aimed to put the kids to bed early and have a quiet dinner together.

It was a far cry from last year when he and his team had spent the whole of Christmas investigating a series of brutal killings out on the fells. Bella was only just over eighteen months old back then and Annie had been five months pregnant with Theo. 

James had spent hardly any time with them, and it had made him feel sad and guilty. In fact, since moving to Cumbria from London four years ago, each festive season had been much the same. Plenty of bells and baubles, but also a horrid amount of bloodshed that kept him busy.

Thankfully it seemed that the county had been relatively crime free this year, and the only thing that had dampened the yuletide spirit had been the atrocious weather.

Yesterday blizzards had raged across the north of England and snow drifts had blocked roads and brought down power lines. In some places the temperature had plunged to minus twelve.

Not that it had spoiled their day. He and Annie had spent it opening presents, playing with Bella and her mountain of new toys, and watching Theo finding pleasure in at last being able to crawl.

The birth of their second child in April had been the highlight of an eventful year, which began in January when he told Annie that he had been offered a top job with the National Crime Agency in London. Much to his surprise, she wasn’t entirely against the idea, even though it would have entailed moving away from their beloved Cumbria. 

For her the upside would have been him stepping back from frontline policing, where he was always at risk. And he would also be closer to his parents and siblings who all lived in the capital, and so would be able to play a bigger part in their lives. 

They discussed it for several days but in the end, they agreed that it would be a mistake for him to accept it. They were happy with their life in Kirkby Abbey and the prospect of more money coming in was not enough to convince them that it’d be a good idea to raise the kids in the crime-ridden capital.

Then in March came the dreadful news that Annie’s uncle, Bill Cardwell, had died at the care home in Penrith where he’d been struggling with dementia. He’d been her only living relative since both her parents had passed away and she had no siblings.

Bill’s death was followed by more devastating news in July when Fiona, one of James’s two younger sisters, was diagnosed with breast cancer and had to have a double mastectomy. 

He was hoping that this coming year was going to be less of an emotional rollercoaster, and he was determined to make the most of his good fortune. Not only had he been blessed with a wife he adored and two wonderful children, he also had a job he loved. 

He had been promoted to DCI almost two years ago and led a team based in the market town of Kendal. During twenty years as a copper in the Met he’d acquired the skills and confidence to face down all the challenges that had so far come his way. And he was sure that he would go on doing so.

‘What time do you want to go for the walk?’ Annie asked, breaking into his thoughts.

She had eased Theo away from her breast and was adjusting her shirt.

James looked at his watch. ‘It’s almost eleven. I thought we might have an early lunch and go out straight after.’

Annie shrugged. ‘Or what if we go out sooner for the walk and then have lunch at the White Hart? It’ll be another treat for our little madam.’

They had taken Bella to the pub on Christmas Eve after watching the Santa Claus parade and carol singing in the village square. She’d spent over an hour in the recently installed indoor children’s play area and had enjoyed it so much that she’d been pleading with them to take her back.

‘Sounds good to me,’ James replied. ‘Then we can snack this evening instead of cooking a meal.’

He told Bella what they were going to do and she got up from the floor and danced around joyfully for a few seconds before asking where her coat was. When James explained that they weren’t leaving the house just yet, she ignored him and went looking for it herself.

It didn’t surprise him. Like most two-and-a-half-year-olds their little petal had already developed a mind of her own.

It was then Theo’s turn to grab their attention by burping loudly as Annie winded him. 

James couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Do you want me to hold him while you get ready?’ he asked her. ‘We might as well make a move now and keep madam happy.’

She nodded and he hauled himself up from the sofa. But just then his mobile phone started buzzing. It was on the coffee table between them and it sent a tremor of unease through his body.

‘Don’t assume the worst,’ Annie said, as they exchanged glances. ‘It might not be work.’

But gut instinct told him that it was, and he was proved right when he answered the call.

‘I’m really sorry to bother you, guv,’ said a familiar voice. ‘I know you’re still on leave, but something’s happened and I wondered if you’re in a position to respond ASAP.’

Detective Sergeant Jessica Abbott was one of the officers who had been on duty over Christmas and given that he’d told her not to disturb him unless it was absolutely necessary, he knew something big must have happened.

‘What is it, Jess?’ he said. ‘Can’t you or someone else attend?’

‘I’m just about to head there with DC Sharma, but I think you’ll want to go as well,’ she said. 

‘And why is that?’

‘Well, a man’s body has been found and one of the officers who’s arrived at the scene has just contacted control to report that he believes the man has at least two stab wounds.’

‘So, he could have been murdered there.’

‘That’s right, but there’s more. The body is lying in undergrowth on the edge of Kirkby Abbey. A spot known as Maple Lane. I believe it’s within walking distance of your home.’

James felt his insides contract. ‘Blimey, Jess. It is. You were right to call me. I’ll set off right away. It won’t take me long to get there.’

‘Before you do, there’s something else you need to know, guv.’

‘What is it?’

After clearing her throat, she said, ‘It was a dog walker who stumbled across the body. The guy lives in Kirkby Abbey and is apparently in no doubt that the dead man is a fellow villager – Nigel Booth.’

It took a moment for the name to register with James and when it did a cold shiver washed over him.

‘Do you mean Nigel Booth as in—’

‘Yes, guv,’ Abbott said, cutting him short. ‘As in retired police officer Nigel Booth, husband of our former colleague, Detective Constable Elizabeth Booth. And get this. He’s wearing a Santa Claus costume.’




CHAPTER TWO

James closed his eyes, battling the images that suddenly reared up in his mind. 

He’d met Nigel Booth numerous times since moving to Kirkby Abbey. The man had been a detective inspector based at Constabulary headquarters in Penrith before retiring from the force some two years ago. His wife Elizabeth, who’d been part of James’s team in Kendal, had joined her husband in retirement back in January. They’d recently made it known that they had put their house up for sale and were planning to move to Spain to enjoy their remaining years in the sun.

‘I actually saw Nigel on Christmas Eve,’ James said to Abbott. ‘He was one of a bunch of guys who took part in a Santa Claus parade in the village. I was there with my family. He even showed off to me as he walked past us. I don’t think his wife was there, though.’

‘Then that would explain the costume,’ Abbott said. 

‘Possibly, but we can’t assume that he’s been lying there in the snow since then. He might have gone out yesterday for some reason despite the bad weather. Forensics will have to determine time of death.’

‘They’ve been alerted, guv, and should already be on their way there. We’ll need to contact Elizabeth. As I recall their home is actually in Maple Lane.’

‘I’ve never been there, but I believe you’re right. Let’s wait though, until we’re certain it’s him. Do you know if she’s reported him missing?’

‘She hasn’t, and no new misper cases are on the system.’

‘That could be because she thinks he’s somewhere he isn’t.’

‘I guess we’ll find out soon enough.’

‘Meanwhile, let’s get going,’ James said. ‘I’ll see you at the scene.’

He ended the call and turned to Annie who was staring up at him, wide-eyed.

‘I heard enough to know that something bad has happened to Nigel,’ she said, her voice shaking.

James pulled his lips tight and let out a breath between his teeth.

‘A bloke walking his dog has come across a body in Maple Lane,’ he said. ‘He’s told an officer at the scene that it’s Nigel. And it appears he may have been stabbed.’

Her jaw dropped in shock. ‘Oh, my God. That’s awful. But can you be sure it’s him?’

‘The dog walker is a local so I doubt that he’s mistaken. I’ll have to go straight there. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It can’t be helped and at least this year we got to spend Christmas Eve and Christmas Day together as a family.’

‘So, what will you do now?’

‘I think I should stay in with the kids. I don’t feel like going out by myself with them.’

As if on cue Bella came rushing back into the room dragging her coat along the floor behind her.

‘I found it,’ she exclaimed excitedly. ‘Can we go out now?’

Annie gave him a look that said she would break the news to their daughter that their plans had changed, and he nodded and headed to get dressed for work. He was halfway up the stairs when he heard Bella throwing a mini tantrum.

He felt guilty bailing on them, but he had no choice. What had happened here in his own village required his immediate attention. 

He had already showered so all he had to do was slip out of his joggers and T-shirt and into jeans and a jumper. It took him little more than five minutes and when he arrived back downstairs, he was pleased to see that Bella had already calmed down and was back on the floor watching Peppa Pig, while Theo was asleep in his mother’s arms.

‘I’ll keep you updated,’ he said to Annie, who hadn’t moved from the armchair.

She wore a mournful expression and looked to be on the verge of tears.

‘If it is Nigel then it’s not only Elizabeth who is going to be devastated,’ she said. ‘There’s also Liam and his family.’

James hadn’t forgotten that Nigel Booth was both a father and a grandfather as well as a husband. His son Liam also lived in Kirkby Abbey with his wife Colleen and their daughter who was six or seven months old.

James had only met them a couple of times, but Annie had got to know Colleen through the mother and toddler group in the village.

James shook his head and dragged in a long breath.

‘And there was me thinking that we were going to get through this festive season without another bout of bloodshed,’ he said.

‘I think that was wishful thinking on your part given what’s happened every year since we moved here,’ Annie responded.

He crossed the room, stepping over his daughter, and gave both Annie and Theo a kiss. His wife’s bright blue eyes were moist with unshed tears and he could tell that she was struggling to hold in her emotions.

‘I’ll call you as soon as I get the chance,’ he said. 

Before leaving the room, he gave Bella a kiss too and told her that he was sorry he had to go to work.

‘But I’ll make it up to you,’ he said. ‘Just be good for Mummy and I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

In the hallway he put on his scarf, overcoat and heavy-duty shoes before stepping out into a bitterly cold Boxing Day.




CHAPTER THREE

As soon as the front door was closed behind him, James decided to walk to the location rather than drive. His car was covered in a blanket of snow and he didn’t want to waste time clearing it off.

Maple Lane was on the other side of the village, but it would only take him about fifteen minutes to get there on foot.

Kirkby Abbey was a small village with just over seven hundred residents, a primary school, a church, two pubs, and some shops. And the walk would allow him to mentally prepare himself for what lay ahead. 

As he set off, the cold air rushed into his lungs and snow crunched beneath his shoes. But at least it wasn’t still coming down and there was no wind to speak off. The sky was grey and oppressive, though, and clouds were gathering over the fells.

After a few yards he glanced back at their four-bedroom cottage which had been left to them by Annie’s mother. It was what had encouraged them to make the move to Cumbria, along with the threats James had received from a notorious London villain while working in the Met. Threats that put the fear of God into Annie. 

He had no regrets about relocating and, so far, their life in the Lake District had been far less stressful than it had been in the Big Smoke. Except, of course, at this time of the year. As Annie had just pointed out, it had been overly optimistic on his part to believe they would get through this festive season without bloodshed.

The days leading up to his first Christmas in Cumbria were spent hunting a serial killer who’d struck right here in Kirkby Abbey. The following year he found himself investigating the massacre of an entire family on a secluded farm on Christmas Eve. Then, two years ago, it was the murder of a maid-of-honour at a New Year’s Eve wedding. Last year he missed spending Christmas Day with Annie and Bella after a killer targeted a group of huntsmen on the fells. That was actually the last case Elizabeth Booth had worked on before she retired at the age of fifty-six. He was reminded now that she’d played a pivotal role in helping him to solve it. 

Her face pushed itself into his thoughts suddenly, and knowing that he would have to break the news to her that her husband was no longer alive filled him with dread. So too did the prospect of having to subject her to a barrage of questions.


Have you any idea who might have killed Nigel?

When did you last see him?

Did he go out yesterday in the Santa Claus costume?

Why haven’t you reported him missing?

Have you been at home by yourself since Christmas Eve?



James felt another spike of dread when his thoughts turned to Nigel. The man had been a highly respected police officer and was awarded several commendations during his long and distinguished career. He was credited with getting some of the county’s most prolific criminals sent to jail. They included a man named Eddie Kane, who had established himself as a significant underworld figure with his hands in lots of pies. Nigel managed to get him on a charge of dealing drugs and he was banged up for three years. But after his release, as all too often happens,  he went on to expand his illicit empire and became known as Cumbria’s cruellest crime boss. James had himself tried and failed on several occasions to put him back behind bars.

Nigel had met Elizabeth when they’d spent a brief period working at the same station and James was pretty sure they’d been married for over thirty years. Having moved to Kirkby Abbey about twenty years ago from Carlisle, they’d become pillars of the community. He’d never heard a bad word said against them and since Elizabeth had retired, they’d seemingly enjoyed a modest and insular life in the village. 

On Christmas Eve Nigel had seemed to be really enjoying participating in the annual Santa Claus parade. He recalled Nigel smiling and waving at the crowd, and how when he’d spotted James, he gave him a thumbs up.

So, if he was now lying dead in the undergrowth by the side of Maple Lane, then three questions would need to be quickly answered. Was he murdered there? If  so, when did it happen? And why on earth had he been targeted?

Maple Lane was actually a cul-de-sac situated on the northern edge of Kirkby Abbey. It was surrounded on three sides by woodland and you entered it from the main road that encircled the village.

As James turned into it, he was confronted by a uniformed officer in a high-visibility vest who was standing in front of a taut ribbon of police tape that was stretched across the lane.

About a hundred yards further on were two patrol cars with their blue lights flashing, and the sight of them sent a rush of adrenaline through James’s system.

The officer immediately recognised James and lifted the tape, waving him through.

‘We were told you were coming, sir,’ he said. ‘PC Fisher is up there with the body.’

‘Has anyone else turned up?’ James asked him.

The officer shook his head. ‘Not since we’ve been here. Some cars have driven past, but that’s all. I don’t doubt that more than a few curious souls will come along once the word gets out as to what’s happened.’

‘Is the man who called it in still here?’

‘He is. A Mr Stewart Farrell. He lives close by.’

James nodded in recognition. He had met Stewart Farrell several times and recalled that the man had lost his wife when she’d had a heart attack earlier in the year. That was the thing about living within such a small community, you got to know, or know of, most of the other villagers, unlike in London where many people didn’t even know their nearest neighbour.

‘A quick search revealed that the dead man isn’t carrying any ID or phone, but there are three ten-pound notes in his pocket,’ the officer said. ‘And I’m assuming you’re aware that Mr Farrell has told us that he’s Nigel Booth. He apparently lived further up the lane with his wife Elizabeth, who we all know.’

‘Yes, I’ve been told,’ James said. ‘Has anyone been to the house yet?’

‘No, sir. We’ve not had the chance to.’

‘What about forensics?’ 

‘A scene of crime team should be here soon. They’ve been held up by poor road conditions due to the weather between here and Kendal.’

James thanked the officer and hurried along the lane, which was bordered on both sides by overgrown verges layered with snow. 

As he got closer to the action, he heard the crackle of a police radio and saw two more uniforms. One was speaking to Mr Farrell, who was holding a small brown dog in his arms, while the other, PC Dan Fisher, was standing on the left side verge signalling for James to join him.

The body was obviously there among the overgrowth and the closer he got the faster his heart pounded in his chest.

The spot had clearly been compromised to a degree, with people stamping over it, but that was to be expected given the circumstances.

‘Hi, there, sir,’ Fisher said. ‘It’s not often that you’re among the first on the scene.’

‘I’m guessing you know why that is,’ James replied.

Fisher nodded. ‘Of course. It’s no secret that you reside here in the village.’

James was close enough now to see the body, which was face up among the low bushes. He was drawn first to the red Santa Claus costume and the dark stain that covered much of the chest area above a wide black belt.

‘It’s a stab wound,’ Fisher pointed out. ‘There’s another on his right side just below the rib cage.’

James looked at the dead man’s face and it made the blood stiffen in his veins. The features were rigid, frozen, and the skin pasty white to the point of being almost translucent. The eyes were closed, lips swollen and slightly parted, and James couldn’t be sure how long the body had been here as the freezing weather would have slowed decomposition. 

But he was sure that he was staring down at the face of former police officer Nigel Booth.




CHAPTER FOUR

James had a sudden, intense flashback as he stared down at Nigel Booth’s lifeless face.

He was watching the man taking part in the Christmas Eve parade, suited up as Santa complete with the classic hat and false beard. It was quite possible that he had been killed soon after that, perhaps as he returned home. 

‘Bear in mind, sir, that there was a lot more snow on him when he was found,’ PC Fisher said. ‘Mr Farrell had already brushed some off to see who he was and if he was alive. And then I had to move the body so that I could inform control what we were dealing with.’

‘And what do you reckon happened here?’ James asked him.

Fisher expelled a puff of air. ‘My gut tells me that he was dragged from the lane to this spot. You can see that some of the bushes have been virtually flattened. It’s odd, though, that the killer – or killers – didn’t drag him further away from the lane and into the woods. And it seems that not much effort was made to conceal the body.’

James nodded. ‘Perhaps whoever killed him was in a hurry. Or it could be they didn’t care how quickly the body would be discovered.’

‘Then there’s the question of whether he was killed here or dragged from a vehicle and dumped, having been killed elsewhere,’ Fisher said.

It was a good point and one the SOCOs – the scene of crime officers – would have to consider. But James knew that determining exactly what had happened was not going to be easy. The snow that fell yesterday was several inches deep and combined with the strong winds it would have damaged or destroyed potential pieces of evidence, including traces of blood, shoe prints, and tyre tracks.

James dragged his eyes away from the corpse and looked up the lane. It veered off to the right ahead and there was no property in sight. He’d never ventured along it himself, but he’d heard that it was a favourite spot for dog walkers. The woods on both sides were pretty dense and there were no fences that he could see.

‘I’ll go and speak to Mr Farrell and then visit the Booths’ house,’ he said to Fisher. ‘If reinforcements haven’t arrived by then I’d like you to come with me.’

‘Just let me know when you’re ready, sir,’ Fisher replied.

Stewart Farrell placed his dog on the ground as James approached him.

‘I gather you two know each other,’ said the officer who was standing with him.

‘Indeed, we do,’ James responded, holding out his hand for Farrell to shake. ‘It’s a real shame that we’re meeting up again in these circumstances, Stewart.’

Farrell drew in a loud breath. ‘I can’t believe it. Nigel was such a nice man. Why would anyone want to do this to him?’

Farrell was in his mid to late fifties and wearing a heavy parka and a woollen hat that covered his ears. He had a long, sharp face and James could see the tension in his neck.

‘I know you’ve already told my officers how you came by the body, but would you mind running through it with me?’ James asked.

Farrell spoke in a thin, stretched voice and described how his dog Daisy had started barking at the bushes soon after they’d started walking along the lane.

‘The first shock was seeing someone lying there dressed as Santa Claus,’ he said. ‘And then, when I crouched down next to him and cleared away some of the snow, I realised that it was Nigel. We’d known each other for years. His wife was a good friend to my late wife. She dropped in on us quite often after Angela fell ill. Does Elizabeth know yet? She’ll be crushed.’

‘I very much doubt it, otherwise I’m sure we would have heard from her by now,’ James said. ‘It could be she’s visiting someone over Christmas and is assuming he’s safe and well. I saw Nigel myself on Christmas Eve at the Santa Claus parade and I didn’t see Elizabeth there. I’m about to visit their house, which is in this very lane.’

‘Yes, it’s the only property along here and I often pass it. But do you think he’s been here since Christmas Eve?’ 

James shrugged. ‘That’s one of the things we need to establish.’

Farrell bit on his bottom lip. ‘It’s a terrible thing to have happened, detective, and it’s going to shake the village to its core.’

James nodded. ‘People might naturally jump to the conclusion that the person responsible is local and lives among them. And it won’t be long before the news is out there because we’re going to have to move fast. It’ll mean drafting in lots more officers to search this area and go door-to-door asking questions.’

‘Do you want me to hang around?’

‘No. For now we just need your contact details. We’ll be in touch later so that you can make a formal statement. Thanks again for bringing this to our attention. You’ve had a hell of a shock, and I reckon Daisy has too, so I’d encourage you to go home and try to relax.’

James reached down and stroked the dog before turning away. And just as he did so he saw another vehicle turning into the lane from the main road. 

He recognised it at once as one of the pool cars from Kendal HQ, and as it drew closer, he saw Detective Sergeant Jessica Abbott at the wheel and Detective Constable Ahmed Sharma next to her in the passenger seat.




CHAPTER FIVE

Abbott and Sharma were two of the most solid and dependable members of James’s team. Their arrival at the scene meant he could now kick-start the investigation, and he decided he’d take Abbott with him to the Booths’ house and get Sharma to oversee things here.

Once they were parked up behind the patrol cars, they both jumped out. James was still pretty shaken by what had happened, so he had to pull his thoughts together before he started briefing them. However, most of what he had to say they already knew.

‘I just took a call from forensics,’ Abbott told him. ‘They’re about five minutes away.’

‘Good. We’ll need to clear the lane so that they can get as close to the body as possible.’ James pointed to the spot where it lay. ‘I can confirm that the deceased is Nigel Booth and it appears he has at least two stab wounds.’

He then tipped his head towards Stewart Farrell, who had started to walk away from the scene. ‘I’ve spoken to Mr Farrell, who found the body. He’s on his way home and he rightly pointed out that what’s happened is going to hit the community hard. Plus, it will be a high-profile case because Nigel was a retired copper. So, we need to prepare ourselves for that.’

James told Abbott that he wanted her to go with him to the Booths’ home.

‘Where is it, guv?’ she said, before biting her bottom lip. To keep her emotions in check?

‘It’s just up ahead apparently, the only property on the lane. We need to see if Elizabeth is there. If she isn’t then we’ll have to find out where she is.’

‘It’s odd that she hasn’t reported Nigel missing, assuming he’s been here since Christmas Eve,’ Sharma said.

James nodded. ‘I know and that concerns me. So, the sooner we can establish her whereabouts, the better.’

He then assigned the DC a number of tasks, the first being to get the lane clear for forensics. 

‘Then arrange for more uniforms to come here,’ he went on. ‘The area needs to be thoroughly searched. It could be that the murder weapon was discarded by the killer and is under the snow. And get someone at the office to provide us with contact details for Nigel and Elizabeth’s family members. Their son Liam lives here in the village with his wife and young daughter. For all we know Elizabeth could be with them.’

‘I remembered on the way here that Elizabeth also has a brother,’ Abbott said. ‘He’s a lawyer and I believe he lives in Lancaster.’

‘That’s right,’ James said. ‘If she’s not at her house or with their son then maybe he can shed light on where she is.’

As James and Abbott started walking along the lane, she told him that the on-duty team had come to believe that this festive period was going to pass without any major crimes being committed in Cumbria.

‘We’ve spent most of the time twiddling our thumbs,’ she said. ‘A shopkeeper in Sedbergh was assaulted on Christmas Eve and a group of drunken louts vandalised a pub in Ambleside yesterday. But thanks to the bad weather a lot of potential troublemakers stayed at home. We’ve only made four arrests and things have been relatively calm all over the county. And then this morning this came in and I realised that it was going to be another not-so-merry Christmas, after all.’

Abbott had been with the team in Kendal when James arrived from London as a DI four years ago. She’d worked with him on what had proved to be some of the biggest and most challenging cases of his career. He rated her highly and at just thirty-six she was destined to rise through the ranks if that was what she chose to do. 

‘What’s your initial take on what we’re dealing with, guv?’ she asked him.

‘I’m inclined to believe he was murdered on Christmas Eve after the Santa Claus parade,’ James said. ‘It ended about eleven in the morning and I have no idea if he hung around before heading home. We’ll have to consider the possibility that he was murdered elsewhere and his body was dumped in the lane, but instinct tells me that’s most unlikely.’

‘I agree,’ Abbott said. ‘Now, do we work on the assumption that there was just one assailant?’

‘I think so, unless we uncover evidence that suggests otherwise.’

‘And I suppose there’s also a good chance that his killer is local and was known to him. This doesn’t strike me as a spot where you’re likely to encounter a knife-wielding stranger seeking out a victim on Christmas Eve.’

She was right, James knew, and that was why so many unsettling questions were whirling around inside his head. Had Nigel been targeted by someone in the village who, for whatever reason, wanted him dead? Or was it someone from his past? Some criminal he had got sent to prison who had come here seeking revenge after being released?

They didn’t see the two-storey house until they were fairly close to it. The property was set back from the lane and surrounded by trees and hedges.

The setting was secluded and picturesque, with a gravel driveway leading up to it.

There was a ‘For Sale’ sign at the entrance, which prompted Abbott to say that she hadn’t realised the couple were selling up.

‘They’ve been planning to move to Spain,’ James said. ‘And given how crap the weather has been here I can see why.’

Abbott nodded. ‘It’s a nice place and must be worth a tidy sum.’

It was a large, detached house built of local sandstone with a garage and a well-tended lawn. A Land Rover Discovery was parked on the driveway and James recalled Elizabeth telling him once that it was her husband’s pride and joy.

The front door was made of polished oak and looked fairly new. The bell was fixed to the frame and James pressed it. When there was no response after about thirty seconds, he pressed it again. 

Still no response.

Next, he peered through the letterbox into a small hallway and called out, ‘Elizabeth. Are you in? It’s James Walker here. Can you come to the door?’

Nothing.

He instinctively grasped the handle and pushed on it to make sure that it was locked, but to his surprise it wasn’t.

‘That’s not a good sign,’ Abbott said as James eased the door open and called out again. 

No one answered, so he stepped inside and Abbott followed. She stayed behind him as he walked slowly along the hall while continuing to call out to make their presence known. 

The door ahead of them was open and gave access to a spacious kitchen. But as they entered it, the scene they were confronted with caused them both to recoil in shock.

Elizabeth Booth was lying on the laminate floor between the breakfast bar and a tall fridge-freezer. She was on her back with her arms outstretched, clad in loose grey slacks and a white Christmas jumper with a large reindeer motif on the front.

And she was obviously dead, no doubt as a result of the ugly gaping wound in her throat.




CHAPTER SIX

James felt a cold numbness envelope him as he stepped closer to Elizabeth’s body. 

Her bloated face was frozen in a grimace, mouth open, tongue poking through blue, swollen lips. Beneath her head and shoulders the tiles were stained with copious amounts of dried blood.

The room also stank of rotting meat, which told him that the decomposition process had begun. It was a clear indication that she’d been dead for longer than twenty-four hours.

Behind him Abbott exhaled an expletive and when he turned, he saw that her features were screwed up as though in pain.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked her.

A sharp nod. ‘I’m trying to be, guv. It’s just that I’ve never attended the scene of a murder where the victim was a friend.’

James understood completely. He was experiencing the same sense of shock and bewilderment. Elizabeth was someone he had known for four years. He’d liked her. Respected her. And he’d had every intention of staying in touch with her.

‘It looks as though there was a struggle,’ Abbott observed, referring to the mess on the floor around the body.

One of two breakfast-bar stools was on its side and next to it were the fragments of a broken mug.

There was no sign of a weapon, though, which James assumed had been a large knife and conceivably the same one used to murder her husband.

‘The wound looks pretty deep,’ he said. ‘And clearly the blade wasn’t sliced across her throat. It must have been thrust in with significant force. Her larynx would have been severely damaged and I reckon she must have died pretty quickly.’

Abbott nodded. ‘The most likely scenario is that she was killed on Christmas Eve either before or after Nigel was attacked in the lane.’ She then flicked her head towards a part of the worktop next to the sink. ‘Looks like she could have been preparing lunch or dinner when it happened.’

There was a wooden chopping board upon which rested half a loaf of crusty bread along with some cut off slices. Next to it was a butter dish and a toaster.

James reckoned Abbott was probably right, but he knew from experience that it was never wise to draw conclusions at a crime scene until it had been processed by the experts.

‘We have to be careful not to contaminate potential evidence,’ he said. ‘But we also need to make sure that there’s no one else in the house. While I have a look around, I’d like you to call Ahmed. Tell him what we’ve found and if the SOCOs have arrived have him send a couple up here. Then alert control. This case is turning out to be bigger and more disturbing by the minute. We need more backup.’

James pulled a pair of latex gloves from his coat pocket and snapped them on. Unfortunately, he wasn’t carrying any forensic shoe covers, but he couldn’t let that stop him exploring the house. It was important to establish if there was anyone else here before more officers arrived. 

He shifted his attention away from the body to look around the kitchen. It was all beech and granite with matching appliances. And it was tidy apart from the stool and broken mug on the floor, and the specks of blood around the body.

But then his eyes were drawn to a stain on the sharp edge of the breakfast bar. It was dark red and looked like blood.

A thought occurred to him and he switched his gaze back to Elizabeth. The only visible wound was to her throat, but he now wondered if there was another.

Curiosity compelled him to crouch down on the floor for a closer look and the smell emanating from her caused his nostrils to flare.

He felt the acid lodge in his throat as he placed his fingers against the side of Elizabeth’s head and gently moved it to the right.

He saw immediately that there was another wound. A gash to the back of the head from which blood had spilled into her thick grey hair. 

It made James think that she most likely tumbled backwards onto the breakfast bar after the blade was plunged into her throat, then dropped onto the floor. If so, then she may well have been unconscious before she fell into the icy embrace of death.

He raised his head and flicked his eyes around the room, hoping to see a security camera. But there wasn’t one. Not on the ceiling, the walls or on top of any of the units.

As he stood up, he felt a wave of sadness sweep over him. This wasn’t how Elizabeth’s life should have ended. It was so brutal, so sick, so fucking unfair. He couldn’t begin to imagine why someone would have done this to her.

His heart was beating at a rapid rate and he had to force himself to step around the body and exit the kitchen. He needed to check out the rest of the house to see if there were any more nasty surprises waiting for them.

The dining room was next, small and cosy, with a round table and four chairs. The walls were festooned with framed family photos, including several of Nigel and Elizabeth together in their police uniforms. There was also one of Nigel in his Santa Claus suit, which James guessed had been taken at the Christmas Eve parade last year or the year before.

Other photos were of their son Liam as a baby, a young boy, and with his wife and daughter. James was reminded that he had met the lad a few times, but had never had a proper conversation with him.

Next stop was the living room, which contained a fairly tall Christmas tree and an abundance of decorations. Through sliding doors, he could see a neat patio and a mature garden that sloped down to a high fence. Beyond it were woods that obscured what would have been a striking view of the distant fells. The room itself was well furnished with two long, deep leather sofas and a wall-mounted TV. Between the sofas stood a coffee table on which rested a fruit bowl and two mobile phones, which he assumed had belonged to Nigel and Elizabeth.

There were two other rooms on the ground floor, a tiny study and a toilet, and it didn’t appear to James that anything in them had been disturbed. 

It was much the same upstairs. The two bedrooms were neat and tidy, and nothing looked out of place.

When he returned downstairs to the kitchen, Abbott was waiting for him, her face pinched and tense. 

‘I called Ahmed, guv,’ she said. ‘The crime scene team has arrived and he’s on his way here with two of them.’

‘And I’ve been through the house and there’s no sign of a break-in,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t look to me as though we’re looking at a burglary that went wrong. Which suggests that Elizabeth could have let her killer in.’

James then got distracted by something he noticed on the worktop behind where Abbott was standing.

‘Take a look at that,’ he said. ‘Are my eyes deceiving me or is there a blade missing from that knife block?’

Abbott turned, leaning her head towards it. ‘No, you’re not wrong. There are five slots and only four knives. And I don’t see the knife that was used to cut the bread on the chopping board.’

‘Then that may well have been the murder weapon,’ James said.




CHAPTER SEVEN

It was Abbott who examined the stainless-steel knife block on the worktop, and she confirmed that it was the serrated bread knife that was missing from the set.

They both then checked the drawers, cupboards, fridge and bin, but they didn’t find it.

‘We’ll have to leave it to the scene of crime team to carry out a more thorough search,’ James said. ‘But if the bread knife was the murder weapon and it doesn’t turn up then we’ll have to assume that the killer took it with them.’

Just then someone called out. It was DC Sharma and he was at the front door. Seconds later he entered the kitchen wearing a forensic suit, with two SOCOs following close behind.

When he saw Elizabeth’s body his eyes grew wide in their sockets and disbelief shaped his features.

‘I really didn’t think that things could get any worse,’ he said.

‘You’re not the only one,’ James responded. ‘Unfortunately, the house isn’t equipped with a home security system, which does surprise me given who they were.’

He briefed his DC and the two forensic officers on what he believed had happened.

‘The bread knife appears to be missing so it could well have been the murder weapon,’ he finished. ‘It might also have been used on her husband. Hopefully, we’ll know with some degree of certainty once their wounds have been examined.’

He was still putting them in the picture when Sharma’s phone rang.

It turned out to be a call from one of the uniforms in the lane who wanted him to know that Dr Pam Flint, the Forensic Pathologist, had just arrived, along with Tony Coppell, the Chief Forensic Officer, who would assume the role of crime scene manager.

‘I’d better go and talk to them,’ James said, and told Abbott she’d be going with him. Before they hurried out of the kitchen, he asked for the two mobile phones in the living room to be bagged up and sent to the lab for analysis.

‘If we’re lucky the data records will offer up a clue as to what the hell this was all about,’ he said.

The scene in the lane was much busier when James and Abbott returned. More uniforms had turned up and were working with a bunch of SOCOs to determine how best to search for anything that could be construed as evidence.

James spotted Pam Flint and Tony Coppell straight away. They were standing close to the forensics van while pulling on their white protective suits.

Before heading over to them, he asked Abbott to check with HQ to see if anyone had come up with contact details for Nigel and Elizabeth’s family members. 

‘And then arrange for more of our team to come here,’ he said. ‘It’s possible that those who are off aren’t aware of what’s happened and how big it is. Top of your list should be DI Stevens and DC Foley.’

James was pleased to see that his two favourite experts had wasted no time getting here. Tony Coppell and Dr Pam Flint were among the best in the business and James had worked with them on most of the big cases he’d headed up since coming to Cumbria. He had enormous respect for them.

‘Christmas just wouldn’t be the same without a big bloody crime to bring us all together,’ Coppell quipped as James approached them.

James heaved a loud sigh. ‘I take it you know about Elizabeth.’

It was Dr Flint who responded. ‘We’ve just been told. I already feel sick to my stomach. They were a lovely couple and I just don’t understand why anyone would want to hurt them, let alone kill them.’

‘It certainly is a mystery,’ James said. ‘The scene up at the house came as a real shocker. So, prepare yourselves.’

‘We’ll check this one first and then go there,’ Coppell said. ‘Did you manage to draw any conclusions from what you saw?’

James told him what to expect and what he believed had happened.

‘But I could be wrong. And I have no idea who was attacked first or exactly when it all happened, although I suspect it was on Christmas Eve.’

He told them about Nigel taking part in the Santa Claus parade and said he thought it was likely he was murdered while walking home from the village square.

‘Any chance he might have been caught on a CCTV camera?’ Coppell asked.

James nodded. ‘Possibly. Several were installed in and around the centre of the village about eighteen months ago. I expect there’ll be footage of him from Christmas Eve. But there aren’t any this far out.’

Dr Flint pursed her lips and gave a slow nod. ‘Best we get straight down to business then. Let’s see if Nigel’s body can offer up any clues.’

‘And while you do that my team will start a sweep of the area,’ Coppell said.

James decided it was time to alert his boss as to what was going down. Superintendent Jeff Tanner was based at headquarters in Penrith, but would almost certainly be off with his family on Boxing Day.

James tugged out his phone and got a surprise when it started buzzing as soon as he opened it.

His wife was calling him and he answered instinctively.

‘Hi Annie. I can’t talk right now. Is everything okay?’

‘Yes, but I thought you should know that two of our neighbours have been here asking if I know what’s going on up at Maple Lane. I told them I didn’t, but I gather that the news of a body being found is spreading like a wildfire through the village.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me, love. The lane is filled with coppers and people in white suits.’

‘Oh, no. Please tell me it isn’t Nigel.’

James hesitated for a moment before responding. ‘What I’m about to reveal you have to keep to yourself, Annie. At least for now.’

‘That goes without saying. You know that I never share what you tell me. So, come on, what is it?’

After a pause, he said, ‘I’m afraid it is Nigel’s body. But that’s not all. Elizabeth is also dead. It’s now officially a double murder investigation.’

Annie gasped into the phone and James instantly regretted telling her. 

‘This is dreadful,’ she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. ‘I want to ask more questions, but I don’t think I can. Not right now. I need to …’

‘I understand, love,’ James said, sensing she was struggling to deal with the shock. ‘It’s not what you expected to hear. But look. I’m in the lane right now and will soon have to go and break the news to their son. We can talk later. But in the meantime, if someone tells you something that you think I should know then I want you to send me a text. Okay?’

‘Okay. You just take care and don’t worry about me.’




CHAPTER EIGHT

ANNIE

When Annie came off the phone, she felt a flash of heat spread through her body. 

What James had told her had come as a huge shock. Her throat tightened and for a few moments she struggled to get the air into her lungs. 

Thankfully Theo was asleep in his cot and Bella was engrossed in a game on her tablet. It meant she could sit down on the sofa and try to process the awful news.

Nigel and Elizabeth Booth were among the villagers she had got to know since her return to Kirkby Abbey after spending thirteen years living and working in London. The pair had been friends of her late parents and had both attended their funerals.

Annie had also befriended their daughter-in-law, Colleen, who had started taking her own daughter, Rosie, to the same mother and toddler group where Annie took Theo. Colleen’s husband, Liam, was a delivery driver and on the few occasions she’d met him he had come across as friendly and likeable.

What this was going to do to the couple just didn’t bear thinking about. The impact the murders would have on the village itself was also going to be severe.

She had already got a sense of what was to come from the two neighbours who had dropped by a short time ago, alarmed by the news that a body had been found in Maple Lane. It wasn’t the first time her friends had come knocking to
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