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For Guy, my matching jigsaw piece






Game 1

Anagrams of novels and Christmas stories by one of my very favourite writers – Charles Dickens – are scattered throughout the novel. I’ve given the chapter in which each one is found as a hint, and will give the solutions at the end of the book.


	A Christmas Carol – Ch.33

	A Tale of Two Cities – Ch.3

	Dombey and Son – Ch.13

	Great Expectations – Ch.23

	Hard Times – Ch.37

	Nicholas Nickleby – Ch.26

	Oliver Twist – Ch.11

	The Battle of Life – Ch.42

	The Chimes – Ch.54

	The Cricket on the Hearth – Ch.58

	The Haunted Man – Ch.54

	The Signalman – Ch.43





Game 2

In honour of the brilliant Christine McVie, who died in 2022, I’ve scattered the titles of fifteen Fleetwood Mac songs throughout the novel. The songs and their locations are revealed at the end of the book.



Prize Game 3

At the top of each chapter is a jigsaw piece containing a letter or character. Rearrange the pieces to make a well-known Christmas song and its singer. The first to tweet me @ak_benedict on Twitter or mention me in an Instagram/Threads post @a.k.benedict with the answer wins a special prize!

And for extra larks, Pips, just for fun, I’ve thrown in lots of references to one of my literary heroes, Charles Dickens. Let me know if you spot some…






She tears your heart to pieces – and as it gets older and stronger, it will tear deeper

Charles Dickens, Great Expectations

I have been bent and broken, but – I hope – into a better shape

Charles Dickens, Great Expectations

‘Bah,’ said Scrooge. ‘Humbug.’

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol
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One

December 19th

No one was dead, not to begin with. That was about to change. Sitting at the desk, looking out to sea, the killer felt death’s approach as keenly as needles into skin. Hands trembling, they pulled on white gloves that stopped short of the wrists. Santa would come in Reaper’s weaves that year. Holly would be berried with murder.

They closed the newspaper, crossword complete. Every piece of the plan was in place; now to make the first move. But they hesitated. Right now, they were many things, but not a criminal. The killer stayed still, watching seagulls sweep across the sky, buffeted by unseen winds, eking out the minutes before their life changed forever.

The killer looked at the clock. There was much to do before dusk. Unlocking a deep drawer, they carefully took out the box and checked the contents. Bile rose in their throat at what they saw.

Rolling black-and-white-squared wrapping paper across the desk, they cut a length. The scissors sighed. Box placed on top, Sellotape already cut into long strips, they taped up the present, adding layer after layer, as if stopping a hostage from getting away.

Arms stretched wide to measure a wingspan of red ribbon, the killer remembered a Christingle service, years ago. Regrets burned in them, as they always did. But those regrets were why they were doing this. Snuffing out the memories, they tied the ribbon around the box, looping it into a bow. The card, the one that would kick everything off, was slipped underneath the ribbon.

Holding the chequered present as reverently as myrrh for a precious child, the killer lowered it into the drawstring sack open on the rug. When they stood, it was with resolve. People would lose their lives before midnight on Christmas Eve. The knowledge sliced at the killer, but it had to be done. They picked up the present.

God bless us, and every one of our victims.
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Two

December was the worst of months, according to Edie O’Sullivan. It brought cold memories, and darkness that soaked into her like winter mist. At this time of year, she was never more than a foot away from shadows.

Not even four in the afternoon and day was submitting to night. Night – a dark, rearranged thing that dismisses the sun. She couldn’t see the details of the jigsaw piece she was putting in place, even with her magnifying glass. With an eye on rising bills, she’d put off turning on the lights and heating for as long as possible, but some things were more important than saving money, and jigsaws were one of them.

She stood, knees cracking like a festive fire, and went over to the light switch. The mess of her living room, with its piles of books and unwashed cups, was now visible to the whole street. The French windows turned the room into a stage, the frames a proscenium arch, and Edie into a character in a farce, hurrying over to draw the curtains before she was seen. She stopped, though, by the window, her hand on the undrawn drapes.

On the other side of the road, Lucy Pringle, a perfectly nice young woman who lived opposite to Edie in every way, was up a huge ladder, fixing yet more lights to her house. They had started decorating at the beginning of November, a worrying trend of which Edie wholeheartedly disapproved. This year, she’d seen baubles and selection packs sold next to barbecue briquettes in August. Edie would rather the festive season turn up on Christmas Eve and bugger off on Boxing Day. She considered that magnanimity itself. If it were up to her, Christmas would be binned, and not thrown back in the recycling bins from whence it came, but rather into the black bins. The ones that wouldn’t get emptied for weeks over Christmas.

Lucy was gesticulating to her husband, Graeme, who was standing at the foot of the ladder. He nodded, ran into their garage and, seconds later, a huge Santa lit up above their front door. The shifting lights were supposed to make it look like he was waving, but from where Edie was standing, he looked like he was wanking. A masturbating Santa. That was all she needed.

Lucy came down the ladder and stood back on their lawn to inspect the sight. She clapped and turned, scanning the street to see if anyone else had been watching. Spotting Edie, illuminated in her front room, she waved and made a move as if about to walk across the street.

Edie’s face burned. Her heart made arrhythmic kicks. She grabbed a piece of bubble gum from the table and started to chew. Blowing bubbles not only kept her calm, but created a literal barrier between her and others.

She had no idea why Lucy would want to talk to her. Maybe she pitied Edie, talked to her friends about being nice to the poor old woman who lived over the road. If Lucy came over now, she’d want to make small talk, and Edie would have to stop her in a way that would only come across as surly.

Edie yanked the curtains shut. Best not to encourage pity visits, however bored she was and however much she occasionally longed for company. Besides, she didn’t want Santa flashing through her front windows.

She kept still, waiting for the crunch of gravel towards her door, but nothing came. Lucy had got the message. She probably wouldn’t come back again. Edie felt relief and sadness, mirror emotions she knew well. Peggoty, a silver Siberian, and one of three cats who deigned to be loved by Edie, shuttled between her slippered feet. Edie bent down and picked Peggoty up, nuzzling into her fur. Peggoty had an unerring, purring ability to know when Edie was unsettled. It prompted her to move, and she headed towards the cool kitchen to put the kettle on. Cats, puzzles and tea: Edie’s triumvirate of solace.

As she walked past the dining room that she’d kept locked up for over twenty years, frozen memories began to thaw. Most of the year she could ignore that room, but now she couldn’t help remembering the last time she’d been inside. It had been just before Christmas. Sky had been packing up her silversmith kit, laying her handmade jewellery in velvet-lined boxes, like the coffin to which she had just consigned their love.

Sky had turned to Edie, eyes full of pain. She held out a necklace – a silver crescent moon. ‘This was going to be your present. I thought you could still have it, to remember us by.’

Edie grabbed the necklace and threw it against the wall. ‘I don’t want you or your shoddy baubles.’ The chain slunk to the ground. She turned to Sky, wanting her to scream, to yell, to hurt.

Sky’s voice, though, was low and soft. ‘We could end this well. It’s up to you. This is where we say our last words.’

If Edie knew anything, it was words. As a crossword setter, she could make them do anything she wanted, apart from wrap up what she was really feeling. ‘The word “Baubles” has a perfect anagram. “Bubales”. Definition: North African antelope of the genus Alcelaphus.’

Sky’s tears looked like liquid silver. ‘Goodbye, Edie.’ She waited for Edie to say the same, but the word never came.

As Sky left, closing the front door as she had their relationship, not with a slam but achingly gently, Edie longed to run after her. But neither her legs nor her pride would let her. All she could do was step out of the room and padlock it, along with her heart.

Now Edie hurried past, shoving the memories to the back of her mental deep freeze and praying they’d stay there.

Outside, through the kitchen window, lights were coming on in other people’s houses. Thin silver clouds swagged across the moon, reminding her of the necklace. But she must try not think of the Sky she once knew.

After making a pot of tea (one teaspoon loose Ceylon, one Assam, and one for the pot of Lady Grey, left for six minutes exactly, then strained in time to a prayer to Mary), she sat back down in the living room with her jigsaw tray on her lap, a cat on either side of her, and continued placing the edges of each piece together. Every match she made helped calm her heart. This was what she could rely on, not anyone else, or even her own mind. The methodical, steady intersection of pieces to gain a complete picture, however long it took.

The doorbell rang. Lucy must have decided to come over after all. She was persistent, Edie gave her that. She wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of answering the door, though.

The footsteps, however, quickly spat away against the gravel, onto the pavement, and along the bin alley that nestled next to her garden. Probably a courier. Every Christmas, her boss at The National sent her a Fortnum’s hamper, always with the same note: ‘For the Nation’s Best Crossword Compiler’. Very welcome it was, and if left on the doorstep it might disappear as fast as the purple chocolates in a Quality Street tin, even in this neighbourhood.

Edie dragged herself up again, taking care not to displace any pieces. Peggoty and Fezziwig followed her into the freezing hallway. The outline of a medium-sized box, resting on her doorstep, was visible through the glass.

Opening the door, she picked up the box, wrapped in printed black and white squares and blood-red ribbon. It was as light as the snow beginning to fall, and its contents shifted. The envelope tucked beneath the bow was addressed to her: Ms Edith O’Sullivan. Curiosity overcame the cold and, placing the box on the porch parcel shelf, Edie opened the envelope. Pulling out a charity Christmas card with holly on the front, she read the printed message inside:


Ms O’Sullivan,

You are known for your cross words, but can you set your sights on a murderer? Four, maybe more, people will be dead by midnight on Christmas Eve, unless you can put all the pieces together and stop me. Make sure you do it properly, you never were a good cheater.

Yours,

Rest In Pieces



Edie’s mind wouldn’t move, but her hands shook, and her heart turned over as she ripped the paper off the present and took out a white, square box. She eased off the lid and stared down at six jigsaw pieces. Habit took over and she began placing them together, finding their matching edges. Her chest tightened as she slowly realised what she was seeing.

One piece had what seemed to be part of a handwritten sign. The other five pieces showed black and white tiles, covered in blood, and the partial chalk outline of a body. A crime scene in a box, and she was to try and solve it.

Merry bloody Christmas.
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Three

‘If the sender thinks I’m going to play their stupid game, they’re very much mistaken,’ Edie said, when she’d drunk enough of Riga’s ‘Livener’ cocktail to stop shaking.

Riga Novack was Edie’s ninety-year-old next-door neighbour and one of the few people other than Sean, Edie’s great-nephew and adopted son, that she could stand being with for any length of time. Within minutes of Riga moving in fifteen years ago, she’d come round to Edie’s house, wearing vintage Chanel and carrying a tin of homemade lavender kolaczki biscuits. ‘This is to make you like me,’ Riga had said. ‘But in the unlikely event that you do not appreciate biscuits, then I have booze.’

They’d been friends ever since.

Now they were in Riga’s garden room. Vines and leaves covered the glass ceiling and walls, and sitting inside it gave Edie the strange sensation of being slowly digested by a carnivorous plant. More garden than room, it smelled of all the herbs Riga grew for her concoctions. She was a herbalist to some, kitchen witch to others. Best friend to Edie.

‘You must be curious, though?’ Riga said, handing back the box with the pieces in and taking off the gloves Edie had made her wear to prevent contaminating the evidence. ‘You are part cat, after all.’

‘That’s the most flattering thing you’ve ever said to me. No offence intended, Nicholas.’ Edie looked over to Riga’s favourite armchair, where Nicholas the dog was huddled on his blanket. Nicholas looked at her and sniffed. He was a very judgey pug. ‘And of course I’m curious. It’s a puzzle.’ Edie settled back into Riga’s second-best wicker chair. ‘A big, shouty part of me wants to find out everything, including who sent it to me… I’ve got more questions than I’ve had Christmas cards this year. But this isn’t like anything I’ve dealt with before.’ She took a bite of Riga’s shortbread. It was fragrant, rich and delicious. Much like Riga. ‘Someone is threatening murder.’

‘You always told me you could solve anything.’ Riga moved with no sign of the pain that Edie knew she was in, other than the slowness with which she lowered herself into her third-best armchair.

‘I meant word puzzles, not murder.’

‘Are there no similarities between them?’

Edie thought for a moment. ‘I suppose both have clues. And with a crime I’d start with clues that are easy to solve. Then I’d pencil in suspected answers until I could cross-reference guesses to see if they were correct.’

‘Sounds like you’d make a good detective.’

‘But why send the box to me?’

Riga read through the card again, bringing it close to her face. ‘It mentions your crosswords, so it could be any one of thousands of nerds who’ve done your local or national puzzles. Especially since that feature on you in The Times where they dubbed you the Pensioner Puzzler.’

Edie scowled. People had called her that for months after the article came out. She had always been known as a know-it-all, a brainbox, a swot. Now they had another name to call her.

‘Whoever it is wants your puzzle-solving nous.’

‘If they’d sent me a crossword then I’d agree. But jigsaws? Hardly anyone knows that’s how I unwind.’

Riga’s forehead cross-hatched in thought. ‘So, it’s personal, then. A grudge?’ She pointed to the word ‘cheater’ in the message. ‘I wouldn’t have put you down as a cheater.’

Edie looked away. Not even Sky knew about the time Edie had been unfaithful to her. At least Edie hoped she didn’t. ‘Like anyone my age, I’ve cheated death a few times, but that’s not a game any of us win. Otherwise, I don’t see the point in cheating. I prefer winning fair and square.’

‘Could it be a prank? Let’s face it, you’re not averse to pissing people off.’

‘True. I said that to Sean when I left him a message.’ Sean had recently been promoted to Detective Inspector in the Weymouth Constabulary. He’d know what to do. Edie kept looking at her phone to see if he had replied.

‘Have you asked Lucy Pringle if she saw who delivered the package?’

‘I came straight across to see you.’

Riga’s eyes glinted. ‘Because I’m more likely to be curtain-twitching?’

‘Because you’re more observant.’

‘I was once. Glaucoma has turned my eyes into the silicles of Lunnaria annua.’ Riga leaned forward and stroked one of the silvery seed pods of her Honesty plant. In summer it had been full of purple flowers, but now the opaque ovals looked like the ghosts of coins, hung from dead branches. Edie made a mental note of the Latin name for her next crossword. Riga was a compost heap of riches for a crossword compiler.

‘I was out the back here, obviously, but if I had seen anyone,’ Riga carried on, ‘they’d have been a blur. But you knew that. You just didn’t want to talk to Lucy.’

‘I’d get stuck on her doorstep, hearing about her latest half-marathon or the papier-mâché monstrosities her countless kids have made.’

‘You should be careful, you know. Or you could end up like me. Nobody coming to see you other than gossipy neighbours and grumpy women like you.’

‘Any gossip to share?

Riga’s eyes flashed. ‘Guess where Graeme asked Lucy to be his wife? A Costa toilet!’

‘Not sure I wanted to know that.’

‘Then you shouldn’t have asked. As my prodigal family will tell you, I often say things people don’t want to hear.’ Riga’s cackle was edged with spikes. She took another large mouthful of her Campari and soda, heavy on the Campari. At times like this, Riga reminded Edie of a dowager vampire, existing on blood-red drinks and witticisms.

And it was true that Riga had few visitors from her family. The last argument with her daughter had washed away the final vestige of soil that nourished their relationship and now, despite Riga’s ill health, there was nothing left.

Edie was jolted out of her reverie as Riga clapped her hands together. ‘Enough about me,’ she continued, eyes glinting. ‘I’m practically a ghost. Take this warning from a root-bound crone whose skin is almost see-through. Get on with your life. Meet someone, have adventures, be happy.’

‘I’m eighty, Riga.’

‘Exactly. There’s still time.’

‘I’m fine,’ Edie lied.

‘You know what I call you when I write letters to my pen friend? The Weeping Widow.’

Edie flushed. ‘I’m not a widow. I never got married.’

‘You may not have double-barrelled yourself or thrown yourself down wedlock’s waterfall, but you never moved on from the relationship’s death. You’re the Miss Havisham of the Jurassic Coast, only you jilted yourself.’

Edie’s heart hurt. ‘That’s very you, Riga. Blunt but poetic.’

Riga shrugged. ‘Those nearest to death have little to lose.’

Edie’s phone vibrated in her pocket. It was Sean. He was out of breath when she answered, and the sounds of the busy police station competed with his voice. ‘Sorry, Aunt Edie. Got back to you as soon as I could. What’s all this about jigsaws? I couldn’t hear your message properly. Is it a present you’re after?’

Edie explained about the box and the goading message in the card.

‘I’ll be over after my shift,’ Sean said. ‘Around half seven.’

‘Meet me in The Bell.’ Edie didn’t want to go home, but she wasn’t going to tell Sean that.

Shouts broke out over the phone, and sounds of a scuffle. ‘Got to go. It’s kicking off here.’

As she hung up, Edie felt a swell of relief at Sean being able to help with the puzzle, but also a shiver of unease. She had long ago pledged to keep him safe. Involving him could do the opposite.

‘How’s the adoption going?’ From the swimmy look in Riga’s eyes, her sundowner had gone down well.

Sean and Liam, his husband, were in the long, heart-tearing process of adopting a child. They’d gone through the classes and assessment, and were now approved adopters. ‘They’ve been tentatively matched with a little girl called Juniper and are meeting with her social worker tomorrow.’

‘Juniper,’ Riga said. ‘I like that.’

‘Of course, you do. You love gin.’

Riga laughed. ‘True. But juniper berry is also protective and healing, good for keeping bad at bay. It’s a shield of a name for a child.’

‘I’m trying not to think about it until we know for sure; it’s too painful to hope.’

‘And if all goes well?’

‘She could be with them within a month or two. Ten weeks after that, they can apply to officially be her parents.’

‘And you’ll be a great-great-aunt. And, kind of, a grandmother.’

Edie looked down at the jigsaw pieces. ‘Great great-great-aunts, or good grandmothers for that matter, don’t get death puzzles boxed up as Christmas presents. What kind of example is that?’

‘It makes you unique, certainly. But that’s not what’s important. You’ve looked after Sean all his life. You didn’t want to be a mum, but you’ve been a great one.’

‘Hardly.’

‘However many mistakes you made, you were there for him. And he’s now a wonderful young man.’

‘He is. Although he’ll probably tell me to drop the case.’ Sean always gave Edie a jigsaw puzzle for Christmas, but she bet he’d want to take this one away from her.

‘Since when have you paid attention to what anyone else says?’

‘But it can’t end well, can it?’ Edie continued. ‘It’s not like I can drop everything and go full Poirot. I don’t have the facial hair for a start. Although the older I get, the more it’s going full hedgerow.’

Riga stroked her chin as if it were covered with a lustrous beard. ‘Wait until you’re ninety.’

‘I love how, no matter how old I get, I’ll always be younger than you. So don’t go dying on me, okay?’

‘Death is a train that can be delayed but not derailed.’ Riga took a sip of her topped-up Campari and nodded, pleased with both drink and aphorism.

Edie thought of the ‘Murder Train’, the Scottish sleeper on which three people had died last Christmas. It still puzzled her, that crime. Didn’t quite fit together. Part of her itched to work it out. Maybe she could be an armchair detective. Better still, a recliner detective.

‘What time are you meeting Sean?’

‘Half seven.’ Something about that snagged in her mind, reminding her of one of the jigsaw pieces.

Edie took a magnifying glass out of her handbag, put on gardening gloves, and picked up the piece in question, examining it closely. It showed the outline of a hand lying on black and white tiles, with a real watch lying where the wrist would be. Edie froze. The face of the watch was smashed, the clock showing half past eleven.

‘What is it?’ Riga asked, leaning forward.

‘The watch,’ Edie said, hardly able to get the words out. ‘It’s Sean’s.’

‘Are you sure? Watches can look the same.’

‘Certain.’ She had given it as a birthday present to her brother, Anthony, Sean’s grandfather. Then, when he’d died, she’d given it to Duncan, Sean’s father.

Edie reeled as the past crashed into her…

Storming out of the house on the night of Christmas Eve, 1988, slamming the door on Sky’s entreaties. Fuelled by anger and the Bucks Fizz that Sky had insisted on mixing, as if Christmas was to be celebrated, Edie had walked for miles. Sleet stung her skin as she continued the argument in her head. Looking up at last, she realised that she had no idea where she was. Shivering, she continued walking until she found a phone box and rang Anthony with the coins in her coat pocket. She sat on the kerb for an hour, waiting for Anthony to pick her up. Only he never came.

When she could no longer feel her feet from the cold, she phoned Sky, who came for her and held her despite everything Edie had said, and held her tighter when they found out that Anthony had died in a car crash on iced-over roads while coming to get her. Edie had collected his things from the hospital and pressed his still-ticking watch to her broken heart.

Then she was slammed into Swanage police station on another Christmas Day, holding the same watch: 1990, the day after the car crash that killed Duncan and Melissa, Sean’s parents, as well as his older brother, William. They’d been to see a panto, while Edie babysat nine-month-old Sean. He slept in his pushchair as she stood in the station that smelled of bleach, sweat and the mince pies that were being shared around the officers. The man behind the desk handed over William’s blood-covered teddy bear in its plastic shroud and the broken watch as if they were yellow-sticker items at a checkout, not the last connections she had with Duncan and four-year-old William.

She took sleepy Sean from the pushchair and held him close, whispering things she didn’t believe, like, ‘It’s going to be okay.’ If Christmas hadn’t already been poisoned for Edie by her mother dying while giving birth to Anthony on December 25th, 1946, then that day would have done it. What’s there to believe in when things like that happen in the world?

When she’d officially adopted Sean, Edie had decided to keep the now repaired watch to one side, giving it to him on his confirmation day. He’d worn it every day since.

And now that same watch was on a painted jigsaw piece, the face fractured again. Edie felt as if one of the ivy vines was wrapped around her heart, strangling it.

‘You still there, Edie?’ Riga was tapping her glass like she was about to give a speech.

‘Sorry. I got lost in the past.’ Edie wished she could close her eyes and, when she opened them again, it would be New Year. Every December, she became a cut-and-shunt vehicle, made up of broken memories.

‘Maybe it’s time to see why it’s being dredged up.’

Edie shook her head. ‘The past is dead. It should stay submerged.’

‘Tell that to ghosts,’ Riga replied. ‘Anyway, why would Sean’s watch be on there?’

‘I have no idea.’ Turning the jigsaw piece around in her hand, Edie suddenly began to feel for the first time in years the thrilling fizz at finding a puzzle she might not be able to solve. Although she had never played a game with such stakes before.

When she looked up, Riga was staring at her. ‘Your eyes are shining, and it’s not just my Livener. You’re going to investigate, aren’t you?’

Edie felt an unaccustomed smile on her face. ‘I’m the Pensioner Puzzler. Of course I’m going to investigate.’
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Four

Adrenaline streamed through the killer, screaming at them to sprint. They ignored the urge; running would make them more conspicuous. Above, tree branches reached for them like the bony hands of hair-ruffling aunts. Beneath their feet, roots unsteadied their steps. The dark woods of Godlingston Heath were full of traps, and that was before they’d set one of their own.

Rustling came from nearby bushes and the killer’s heart beat faster. They looked around but couldn’t even see the path in front. They mustn’t switch on their head torch, or even their phone, in case it gave them away, but their breath came like smoke signals in the cold dark. No one had followed, they were almost sure of that, but a single dog walker or jogger catching sight of them and the whole plan could be ruined. They must act as if they were meant to be there, taking a night-time winter stroll, as if that was a perfectly normal thing to do.

Maybe then they would get away with being found carrying a log that was not meant for the heat of a Yuletide fire, but the head of the first victim.

They started trembling at the thought, and concentrated on how this was just their body preparing them for action. It was providing them with cortisol and more adrenaline. They must use it wisely. An excess would cause them to mess up the plan.

Owls sounded above. In the distance, the killer heard a car door slam.

The victim was right on time. There was no backing out. Not now. Tonight would bring an end to one life, and change that of the killer forever. Darkness was coming for them all.



Carl Latimer was racing himself to the oak tree at the end of the path. Two days ago, he’d achieved his all-time record and he was absolutely going to smash Past Carl’s achievements into the soggy ground. I am the best, he said, over and over in his mind, convincing himself with every step on the woodland floor. He could already see the faces of his running group when he told them of his success. They were still smarting from him winning the Chase the Pudding race on the beach yesterday – he’d been the fastest Santa across the Weymouth sands. He loved seeing their envy, their jealousy, their pride.

It was dark, but he knew the terrain. He was always in command. His feet were quick and true and knew what to do on every root that twisted out of the ground.

Carl always ran here at this time of night. He felt at one with the owls, with the badger that stood frozen on the path before bowing its head and shuffling away in supplication. The birds that roosted in leafless trees, unable to be alone. Unlike Carl. He excelled on his own. Always had. Always would. Fuck any woman who turned him down; he’d show them. He was fast. He was strong. He had a will of iron.

Music floated over the treetops, getting the night birds to stop talking for a moment. He recognised the song, though he didn’t know where from.

But the music meant that someone else was there in the woods with him. Right where he was heading. Someone was on his track, trying to take up his space. He picked up speed. He’d beat them and himself at the same time. He’d let himself have two pints later, after his protein balls.

The words of the song drifted through his thoughts. Something about pictures. A light flashed, too. Teenagers, probably, snogging and groping on a tree stump, drinking cider that wouldn’t give them a headache or ruin any chance of athleticism the following day. Young people didn’t know they were born. They had bodies that could run for miles without stopping or hurting, and they didn’t deserve them.

The wind blasted through him, sending a cold challenge, and he fought against it. Let it rage. The music seemed to die down, as if it too was buffeted back by his prowess.

He accelerated again on the home stretch. Legs burning, lungs stretching, heart beating so loudly it sent birds screaming and flying out of the trees into the swallowing dark. The oak was a huge shape at the end of the path. He felt its solid, ancient, English presence. Get there and he was home.

And then suddenly his sure foot was uncertain, hitting something. He was falling. The ground punched him in the face and chest. He was on the woodland floor, pinecones pressed against his cheek. Mud on his hands. Pain in his arm and ribs. Winded, but not out of action. He felt for his water bottle and, yelling at the searing pain, found instead a long branch that was stretched over the path. It must have fallen in the previous night’s storm.

The music grew louder, and an image popped into his head of backcombed hair and eyeliner.

Twigs snapped. Footsteps. Someone was coming.

He tried to push himself up, but his wrist wouldn’t hold him.

The person was right behind him. They were here to help him, of course they were. Carl tried to turn to see who it was.

Then he felt something hit the back of his head. The pain rose to a scream, then was eaten by the dark.
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Five

Like so many pubs of its kind, The Bell was dying. The smell of woodsmoke, wet dog and mulled wine couldn’t cover that of black mould. Across the road, The Anchor had, at some point in the 2010s, gone from spit and sawdust to Chenin Blanc and charcuterie boards. As it also provided free popcorn, Edie was all for it, but The Bell still had a place in her coal-fired heart, despite its gaudy Christmas decorations. She had pogoed to punk bands and skanked to ska in here. Plus, The Bell was quiet, and that was what she needed tonight.

Edie ordered at the bar, making sure she didn’t touch the counter. She had no wish for her Westwood peacoat to adhere to drying beer.

Nerves firing, she tried to calm herself with words. ‘The Bell’ was an anagram of ‘Bet Hell’, which was exactly like one corner of the bar – fruit machines flashing and jangling. Like Christmas, ‘Amusements With Prizes’ promised more than they could ever deliver.

Sophie, landlady of The Bell, placed a double brandy on the bar and next to it slapped a newspaper opened to the puzzle page. She pointed to the cryptic crossword. ‘This one of yours, Edie?’

Edie shook her head. ‘I don’t work for that rag.’

‘Shame. I was hoping you’d help me.’

‘I didn’t know you did crosswords, Sophie.’

‘I’ve always wanted to. I just don’t know where to start.’

‘Like anything, once you know the rules it’s simple. The first or last word, or phrase, often defines the whole thing, and then there’s an S.I., a Subsidiary Indicator.’

‘A what now?’

‘A fancy way of saying a clue within a clue, to help you work it out. It might be a synonym, or a metonym, or a suggestion that there might be an anagram – “scramble” often points to this – or the word itself might be hidden inside the clue.’

‘Do crosswords always play fair?’

‘If there’s a question mark, or “maybe”, then the setter’s toying with the rules. And sometimes there’s a rebus, an answer where part of the clue has several letters that must be fitted inside one square. But that’s rare, and should be pointed out.’

Sophie looked less the wiser. She tapped the crossword. ‘Show me.’

Edie scanned the clues. ‘Four across is a crown jewel of a clue. “An august fillet will destroy all”.’

Sean came in as Sophie was looking at the five-letter stretch of spaces. Her face was as blank as the squares.

‘Oh, come on,’ Edie said. ‘It’s fucking easy.’

Sophie squared her shoulders and glared. ‘No need for that, mate.’

Sean bent to kiss the top of Edie’s head. ‘Are you tormenting people with crosswords again?’

‘You’ll know the answer.’ Edie had taught Sean how to do crosswords before he’d learned how to skateboard. ‘Another word for “an august” person?’

‘Noble man or woman? A peer?’ Sean suggested.

‘Similar. And what do you think of if you see “fillet”?’

‘That the answer might be inside the skin of the clue.’

‘So, what’s the word Sophie needs?’

Edie felt a flush of pride as Sean wrote ‘royal’ into four across.

Sophie groaned. ‘How is that easy?’

Edie underlined where the word ‘royal’ was hiding like King Charles I in a priest hole within ‘destroy’ and ‘all’. ‘I also said it was “fucking easy”, emphasis on “king”.’

Sophie shook her head as if despairing. ‘You also said it was a crown jewel of a clue. You didn’t tell me that you were helping.’

‘She’ll do that.’ Sean gave his great-aunt a quick hug. ‘Try and help without you even knowing.’

‘What can I get you?’ Sophie asked Sean.

‘Draft cider, please. And I love your decorations.’ Sean pointed to the ceiling strung with multi-coloured garlands; the ones that came flat and could be stretched out like garish concertinas. These ones were mottled and broken, like they’d been bought in Woolworths in the eighties and should have stayed there. Sean, though, meant what he said, as he always did. He loved Christmas as much as Edie hated it.

‘I’m getting the tree tonight,’ Sophie said. Even her eyes, who had seen it all and more, lit up with the thought of hacking down a living thing and placing it in the corner of the room. ‘I’ve made baubles out of beer bottles.’

Sophie and Sean continued to talk about the darling nature of Christmas and other irrelevances. ‘Can we get on?’ Edie said after a while, interrupting a heated discussion concerning how to bake gammon in Pepsi Max Cherry. ‘Sean and I have important things to discuss.’

As they walked into the empty snug, Sean put his arm around his aunt. ‘I’m glad you called me. Bet you’re glad now that I joined the force.’

Edie had tried to convince Sean to do pretty much any other job – well, anything that wasn’t potentially fatal. The idea of him being placed in dangerous situations still made her feel sick. ‘Let’s not dwell on that, shall we?’

‘This would all be a lot easier to deal with if you’d got a doorbell camera like I told you ages ago. We’d be able to see who left the box.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ Edie strode over to the corner table and plumped herself next to the window. A vinyl Santa was peeling off the glass. ‘Santa Claus’, she thought, trying to distract herself from her own failures, can be anagrammed into ‘casual ants’.

‘What about your neighbours? Do any of them have cameras?’ Sean asked, ducking beneath the hanging swags of tinsel that criss-crossed the ceiling. Edie had the urge to tug on one sparkly strand and bring down the whole crass fire hazard.

‘A few, but they point to their doorsteps in case someone steals an Amazon package. I’d have words if I thought they were directed anywhere near my house. Privacy is a right that’s under threat, you know.’

‘When someone leaves a crime scene on your doorstep, a lack of privacy would be helpful.’

Edie crossed her arms and scowled. ‘And that is useful now how exactly?’

‘I worry about you, that’s all.’

‘No need. Eighty is the new thirty. I saw it on The One Show.’

‘What does that make me?’ Sean’s pint spilled as he sat down. He mopped it up with the sleeve of his jumper, reminding Edie of when he was a little boy.

‘A bizarrely tall zygote.’

Sean grinned. His laugh turned into a cough. The wheeze that came from his chest made her own breath hard to catch. As he grabbed his blue inhaler from his top pocket and took a puff, she remembered those terrifying nights in hospital during his infancy with him on a nebuliser. He had always been what used to be known as ‘a sickly child’, like Anthony, his grandad, her brother. Nowadays, he was looking thinner than ever, if a little more muscular from working out. That was Liam’s fault, Sean’s husband. He was always encouraging Sean to better himself, as if Sean could be bettered. Liam had got Sean a personal trainer and her great-nephew might now be beefier, but he was as pale as milk after it had been skimmed.

When Liam had first met Edie, he was training to be a florist and had brought her a bouquet that was bigger and more beautiful than any she’d ever been given by a lover. It was a monochrome arrangement of pale lilies, ranunculi and peonies, fanned out like a white peacock tail. She’d received such a deep pang of pain at the prospect of never experiencing love again that she’d said, words dusted with poison like pollen, ‘Don’t think you can buy your way into my heart like you have with Sean. I’m not so naive.’ Sean had left with Liam immediately. It had taken weeks before he forgave her. Not that she’d apologised. Liam was now one of the best florists in the South, but he’d never made her a bouquet since, and rarely visited. Not even Edie could blame him for that.

It reminded her of something Sky had said the day she left. ‘You do all you can to push people over the edge and out of your life.’

Edie packed away the intruding thoughts as she would stray puzzle pieces.

‘Can I see it?’ Sean said. ‘The jigsaw?’

Edie fished her gardening gloves out of her coat pocket, but Sean shook his head. Opening his rucksack, he handed her a sealed packet of crime scene gloves and took one for himself.

Gloves on, she took the white box out of her tote bag and laid it on the table. She eased off the lid and it gave a sigh.

Sean leaned forward and picked up the pieces of jigsaw. He turned them over, arranging them in the box with his long, skinny, gloved fingers.

‘There were only five?’ he asked.

Edie’s heart started to beat too quickly. If she showed him the piece with his watch on, the one ticking near his pulse point right now, and it became an official police investigation, then Sean would be taken off the case for being involved. Without Sean’s help, she’d have less access to information to help her solve the puzzle.

Edie looked to her knees so he couldn’t see her eyes. ‘Yup. Four that fit together, presumably combining with others to make the outline of a body, taking up a fair bit of space and possibly from the centre of the puzzle. And the other piece is the top left-hand corner.’

Sean looked at each in turn. ‘Do you recognise the black and white tiles under the outline?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘It looks like a collage, several images combined. I’ll see if we can get the pieces and box tested for fingerprints, and also if there’s budget for a digital forensic specialist.’

Edie was relieved that they might be tested, and even more relieved that she had taken photos of the pieces. ‘Yeah, there’s a shadow between the markings of the supposed missing body and the black and white tiles that reminds me of early Photoshop.’

Sean’s eyebrows were raised so high they touched his fringe.

‘Don’t look so surprised. You millennials didn’t create the digital world. This technology has been around for a long time – not as long as me, sure, but I’m no stranger to it. Underestimate octogenarians at your peril.’

‘I wouldn’t dare.’

‘Good.’

Sean picked up the corner jigsaw piece that didn’t fit with the rest and turned it round in his gloved hand, feeling the edges. He kept taking glances at it and frowning.

‘What is it?’ Edie asked.

‘This piece is bugging me. Reminds me of something, but I can’t think what.’

Edie looked at it again. ‘Parallel bars, maybe wood, with a sign on them, not that I can tell what’s written on it.’ She took out her magnifying glass and tried to read the writing, but it wasn’t a high enough magnification.

‘Let me.’ Sean took out his phone, opened his camera and took a picture of the piece. Then he zoomed in.

She took the phone from him and read the words that were handwritten on a large piece of paper, sellotaped to wooden bars.


The only person to bring you down is you

The only person to bring you success is you

You are your own downfall

Be your own crashmat



She read the sign out loud, her tone stuffed with sarcasm, then said, ‘What absolute crap. Gobbledygook for the Goop Generation.’

‘Crashmat!’ Sean said
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