
   
CHAPTER 1

There is a brief moment with a hangover, just after you wake up, when you think perhaps that everything is going to be okay. And then you move and realise that it isn’t.

I wonder if perhaps I can go back to sleep and start again later, or better yet go back in time and not drink the amaretto? It’s so festive and delicious though and felt like such a very grown-up and tasteful addition to the Christmas party.

Oh Christ. The party.

I tentatively roll over and take my phone from the bedside table: 9.41 a.m. Fuck. At 2 a.m. last night when we were ushering out the final guests and I was looking around at the chaos of empty wine bottles, an abandoned game of Twister and a liberal quantity of crisps trampled into the carpet, it had seemed like such a good idea to clear it all up in the morning.

I’d set an alarm for 8 a.m., imagining that by that time I would feel delightfully refreshed and festive. At least I thought I had. I check my phone. Yes, there is an alarm set. For 8 p.m. every Thursday. Excellent.

I roll back, carefully, and stare at the ceiling, waiting for the nausea to pass, but immediately my brain starts replaying the never-ending list of things I need to do before Oli’s judgemental parents arrive tomorrow for Christmas lunch. I wish sometimes that my brain would fuck off and leave me alone, honestly.

I look over at my darling husband, sleeping the sleep of a man, untroubled by thoughts of how best to arrange the table to avoid a repeat of the gravy incident of 2019 and how to stop his mother making comments like the ones she made last year about people who eat marzipan fruits.

It reminds me of those early weeks when the kids were babies. Every night without fail they would wake me, screaming (them not me, at least initially), and every night Oli would be oblivious. The next morning he’d wake up with one of those elaborate pantomime-style stretches, yawning, and say something that made me want to punch him in the face like: ‘The baby slept well, didn’t he?’

No, Oli, I would think, the baby did NOT sleep well. The baby is a demon baby from hell who I suspect is trying to drive me slowly insane by waking at hourly intervals and then waiting until I have just drifted back to sleep to start mewling like a possessed tiger cub. I never said this though, because I was too tired to form recognisable human words. I actually overheard him last night telling Georgie how lucky we were that Ben and Lily both slept through the night at such a young age.

I look at him now. A pool of drool has formed beneath his half-open mouth. I give him a kick.

‘Wake up,’ I say. He groans, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and goes back to sleep. I kick him again. ‘It’s Christmas Eve,’ I say, ‘the house looks like Ben’s room on a bad day and your family are going to be here in …’ I check my phone again ‘… twenty-six hours and sixteen minutes.’

He opens his eyes and farts loudly, keeping eye contact the whole time, and then leans over to kiss me on the cheek. ‘And they say romance is dead,’ he says, smiling broadly, like he genuinely thinks he’s being witty. The stench is enough to drive me from the bed. I pull on my dressing gown, and brace myself to assess the damage downstairs.

I cross the landing and hear the familiar iPad beeping that tells me that Lily is awake and playing her current favourite game. It’s one of those cooking games where the aim is to prepare as many meals as possible whilst keeping your kitchen clean and tidy. It always strikes me as hugely ironic given that in real life she groans deeply at the mere suggestion that she might clear away her own plate. It really is true that the teenage years begin at seven.

Part of me wonders if I should do something about the iPad but another part, the part that has been parenting for fifteen years and is quite tired, thank you, tells me not to bother. That part wins. I’ve learnt to choose my battles and this is not one of them.

I poke my head around Lily’s door. She’s sitting up in bed, iPad resting on her knees, eating crisps from a bowl.

‘Where did you get those?’ I ask, eyeing the crisps suspiciously.

‘From downstairs,’ she says, pulling back the duvet along one side of her to reveal four more half-empty bowls of party leftovers, including one that looks like M&S wasabi peas.

‘I see,’ I say, as she tucks her spoils back under the duvet and ignores me in favour of her virtual restaurant guests. Unless I have ordered a hamburger with no tomato and two portions of fries then I am dead to her.

I leave her to it. The crisps are one less thing for me to clean up I suppose. And wasabi peas – are they technically one of your five a day? I decide that they are. Just like a fruit salad for breakfast if you think about it, which I choose not to.

I pause briefly at the door to Ben’s bedroom but all I can hear is snoring. I know better than to wake a fifteen-year-old boy when I don’t have to – I don’t need the hand-made ‘authorised personnel only’ door sign to tell me that. God knows what time he went to bed. I have a little sit-down on the step outside for a minute, for the hangover.

There were a lot of things – like iPads and bedtimes – that I felt strongly about before I became a parent. I was never going to let my children have dummies. They were both only ever going to eat organic chicken, or at the very least free-range. I wasn’t entirely sure why, but I appreciated that there needed to be an element of outdoor pecking involved for it to be wholesome. They were going to introduce themselves politely to strangers, develop a passion for a musical instrument from a young age and their favourite food would be something like chickpeas or asparagus. Screen time would be limited to half an hour a week, when we would sit together and watch videos about dolphin migration or space travel and they would be fascinated and engaged and afterwards want to start a project.

Whatever happened to projects? I swear when I was a kid I was always starting projects. I remember the summer holidays when I was ten, getting massively into badgers. I copied out all the badger entries from the encyclopaedias at the library and drew pictures of badger tracks and my project cover had BADGERS written in my best bubble writing, albeit with the R and the S slightly smaller than the rest because it was always so hard to judge, wasn’t it? I doubt millennials or Gen Z or whatever they are now have ever truly appreciated the joys of bubble writing.

‘Anna, bring a coffee up when you’ve got a minute,’ shouts Oli from our bedroom, shattering my rose-tinted reminiscing.

I bristle. When I’ve got a minute? It’s Christmas Eve. I’ve got an entire house to clean, his judgemental family coming for Christmas and I’ve still got roughly one million things left on the to-do list, including taking the children on a wholesome outing to forage for holly for my tablescape.

The whole tablescape thing has got a little out of control if I’m honest with myself. I’ve been trying very hard indeed to make my centrepieces look effortless yet elegant, but I just can’t seem to make twigs look chic. I’ve convinced myself that fresh holly is going to be what brings it all together. I haven’t actually got any fresh holly yet, but it’s okay because they have a holly bush in the front garden at number 13 and they’re away for Christmas.

My phone pings in my pocket. It’s Jennie.

‘How are you feeling?! I have made medicinal tea and toast and chocolate spread and have taken it back to bed. Almost glad to be without the kids this Christmas!’ The message is followed by a series of emojis – the vomiting face, a poop and a glass of red wine. That sums it up pretty nicely.

My phone pings again.

‘Oh and I think I lost an earring last night so if you find a big gold hoop while you’re clearing up then it’s mine, thank you!’

I’ll reply when my eyes can focus properly but for now I need to be cleaning up. Somehow ten minutes have passed since I sat down? I grab the wall, lever myself off the step and head downstairs to the living room. I will make Oli a coffee, but I’ll use the Aldi instant we got for the builders – that’ll teach him. I wonder how many happy marriages are based on simmering resentment and petty acts of revenge. Quite a lot I expect. My marriage is actually perfectly fine generally, apart of course from me being responsible for ninety-five per cent of all of the thoughts and planning required to do anything properly, but there is something about being hungover that makes everyone extra annoying.

It doesn’t even matter because Oli can’t tell the difference with the coffee, but I will know and that’s the main thing. I hear him whistling and the noise of the shower going on in our en suite. Oli must be feeling a bit more human than me.

I only pause once on the way down the stairs for some hangover-induced deep breathing and to press my cheek against the cool wall, which is not bad at all. The living room, however, is very bad. It’s worse than I remembered – a sea of dirty glasses and empty bottles and puddles of mulled wine on the coffee table, like a sad-looking festival site when everyone has gone home. It’s fine, this is what dishwashers are for, and Lily has taken care of the crisps. I just need a couple of bin bags and to sneak some of the bottles into next door’s recycling and it will be fine. All completely fine.

I decide to start by packing away the Twister. I don’t know what we were trying to prove with the Twister honestly: that we are still university students and that playing Twister will be kind of fun and sexy because we’re all so lithe and supple? Hardly. I can barely touch my toes nowadays. Whenever I go to the yoga class in the hall at Lily’s school I wear loose trousers so the instructor can’t see when I sneakily bend my knees. She’s very intense and I know she’d be disappointed in me. She’s one of those vegans who likes everybody to know about it, which, come to think of it, is all the vegans I’ve ever met. Suffice it to say that seductive straddling is definitely off the table. I hope very much that there is no photographic evidence of me trying to reach over our neighbour Marcus on all fours to get my left hand on a blue.

I bend down to pick up the plastic sheet and instantly a thousand ball bearings rush to the front of my head. I have a second where I don’t know whether it’s better to stand up again or let myself fall all the way onto the floor and stay there, but I think of Oli’s mum Pamela and the triumphant look on her face if she were to turn up and see me lying in my dressing gown on the floor surrounded by empty bottles and I opt for standing up.

Twister packed away, I head to the kitchen, fill the kettle with water and put it on to boil. I get out two mugs – Emma Bridgewater sausage dogs for me and the chipped one we got from the garage when we last had the car serviced for Oli – and the milk from the fridge. I go to get the coffee and bin bags from the walk-in larder (my pride and joy and envy of the entire PTA).

I open the door and am nearly knocked off my feet by Tommy erupting from inside. He makes a dash for the cat flap in the back door opposite the larder and is gone. Stupid cat, how did he get himself shut in there? I look around the kitchen and realise I haven’t seen Tuppence yet either. Normally they’d be on the bed, clawing at my hair, petitioning for breakfast by about 6 a.m. The festivities must have sent her off somewhere to hide.

I turn back to the larder, reaching up to the bin bags, and see Father Christmas slumped against the cereal shelf. I close the door again. That can’t be right. I blink twice, reopen the door and he’s still there. He’s knocked some things off the shelf and he’s covered with a light dusting of flour. It’s actually very festive, as though it’s been snowing. It’s the spelt flour that was £3.75 from the farmer’s market, which is a shame. I should probably stop going to the farmer’s market. I find it very difficult NOT to buy something once I’ve made eye contact, which I guess is what the stallholders rely on. I think the spelt stand is actually run by a cult though, so I must be careful as they are always inviting people to visit their ‘bakery’ and ‘enjoy a meal’ with them.

I notice that as well as the flour, Father Christmas’s lap is covered with ketchup, which is weird because I keep the ketchup up here on the left and it’s still there. I look again and realise that in the middle of the ketchup is the handle of a knife, at right angles to Santa’s body.

Weird.

Time seems to slow and it takes my amaretto-soaked brain longer than it should to realise why I can’t see the blade of the knife and that the ketchup isn’t ketchup at all.

It’s congealed blood.

Fuckety hell. Someone has killed Father Christmas.

   

   
CHAPTER 2

I close the door again quickly and lean back against it, breathing hard. I feel last night’s amaretto trying to resurface, burning the back of my throat. What’s happening? There can’t really be a dead body in my larder surely? Not in my precious larder. Not when I spent such a ridiculously long time choosing the flooring. My floor! There will be stains, won’t there?

I open the door, peer more closely at Santa, realise Santa is my boss Colin, and close the door again.

Fuckety fuckety fuck.

I reach for my phone to call the police and suddenly have a moment of panic. Shit. What if it’s Oli? Is he the sort of person who could kill Father Christmas? Not that it is Father Christmas, but there’s still something about the suit that would make you think twice, right? It would be like when you see a policeman and automatically feel guilty, like you’ve just shoplifted an Impulse body spray. Hypothetically.

Oli always gets rid of spiders by putting a glass over them, and he carries them all the way to the bottom of the garden ‘just in case’, but that’s exactly the sort of thing the wives on Criminal Minds say when the pitying woman from the FBI tells them their husbands are serial killers.

Oh God, what if I’m that woman who naively lives in a beautiful house and has designer handbags and never questions all the chest freezers in the garage because her husband tells her he has a thriving frozen pea business? ‘Oh yes he works away a lot,’ she tells the FBI, ‘but you wouldn’t believe how much money there is in peas.’ And then they open the freezers and they are full of heads and he has forty-two trophy credit cards in women’s names.

It’s fine, I remind myself, beginning to hyperventilate, because I actually don’t have a single designer handbag and I’m always complaining that I don’t have enough freezer space. We do have the little one in the garage that we bought when I thought I was going to get into batch cooking, but it’s such a trek to get anything from it. I would love a fridge freezer like Jennie’s with a full-length freezer down one side. Jesus, FOCUS, woman, focus. Colin – remember? I wish I wasn’t so hungover.

Freezer space aside, surely Oli isn’t a cold-blooded killer? He cried at the reboot of Sex and the City, I don’t think he has it in him to plunge a knife into someone. Plus he asked me to make coffee and the coffee is in the larder, and he wouldn’t want me to see the body, would he? Unless he was having a last hoorah and was planning to do away with all of us in a twisted Christmas massacre. He didn’t look like he was planning a massacre when he farted.

I open the larder for a third time and force myself to look at Colin. He looks one hundred per cent dead to me, but then I’ve never seen a dead person in real life before, only on the television, so I’m not sure how I’m meant to know. On Death in Paradise they always have a helpful indicator like a trickle of blood from their mouth. Colin doesn’t have that. I’m trying desperately to think about what a sensible grown-up person would do next, but it’s at this point in Death in Paradise that the jolly Caribbean theme tune starts, and so inevitably that’s all I can think of now, which feels pretty disturbed. I suspect I am a Very Bad Person.

I know not to touch anything, but what if he’s not dead and all this time I could have saved his life? I should check for a pulse, but there is flour and blood everywhere.

Think, Anna, think.

I look around, wondering how best to get to the body, when I notice something – a pattern in the flour near his left foot. It’s a shoe print. A boot print maybe? I feel a tiny surge of excitement and immediately chastise myself. A man is dead, remember? Not a very nice man admittedly, but still, this isn’t the Famous Five. I take a picture of it though. Just in case.

I decide that if I am very careful, I can hold on to one of the shelves (pasta and rice) with my right hand and lean over and check the pulse in his wrist with my left and avoid stepping into the larder. Perhaps that Twister was useful after all. I press two fingers against where I think a pulse should be but there’s nothing. He’s cold too. I snatch my fingers away. They leave a white patch on his skin that fades after a few seconds. I try to stand up but my balance is off and I wobble. For a horrific moment I see myself falling face-first into his bloody lap, but I manage to claw it back and stand upright. He’s definitely dead. I think I might be sick. I close the door again.

I try to take a deep, calming breath but it comes out as a strangled wail. I’ve just touched an actual corpse. Shit. I touched a corpse. Was that stupid? Have I left DNA?! I’m pretty sure Colin will have tried touching me up enough during the party for any DNA to already be on him, but who knows nowadays? I saw an episode of CSI Miami once where they caught the murderer by zooming in on some blurry CCTV footage that showed their reflection in someone’s eyeballs. And that was before AI. Everyone knows the power of AI. I mean, I don’t really to be honest, not in these circumstances, but that’s why it’s so worrying, isn’t it?

I hear myself and realise I’m freaking out. I don’t actually give a toss about AI. Is this what being in shock feels like? I hold out my hand. It’s a bit shaky, but that could be the alcohol.

Tuppence appears through the cat flap and I pick her up and take a big sniff of her lovely head to calm myself. How nice to be a cat and not have to have a larder to maintain or a dead body to deal with. I hear the kettle come to the boil and click off and I picture the chaos this is going to cause. Pamela is going to have an absolute field day with this. I’ve never been good enough for her precious son and I can see her now, the raised eyebrows and pursed mouth that says, ‘I could have told you from her liberal use of Bisto that Anna was the sort of woman to have a dead Santa in her larder.’

And all my Christmas preparations! I think about how long I spent spray painting those bloody fir cones for the Christmas window swags. I can almost see Kirstie Allsopp turning in her grave at the thought of them covered in fingerprint powder. Okay, so not her grave, but whatever it is people do when they’re not dead. Not like Father Christmas Colin.

I need to make a decision. I need to call the police, but there’s part of me that is very aware that I am well known for hating my boss, and that he’s dead in my larder, with my finger DNA on him. (Gross.) Plus I’ve not entirely discounted Oli having done it in a moment of drunken rage and I don’t especially want to dob in my own husband if he was defending my honour or protecting one of the children.

I’ll call Jennie instead. Jennie is my oldest and best friend. We met at primary school and she has always been there for me. She’d have definitely told me if Oli was a serial killer.

I think about going into the utility room where no one will hear me but the last thing I want is one of the children going into the larder for Coco Pops and instead finding their childhood hopes and dreams dead under a paste of blood and spelt flour. I’ll have to stand guard and talk quietly. She answers after two rings and I launch in before she has a chance to even say hello.

‘Jennie,’ I say quickly, my hand cupped around my mouth like a 1950s housewife arranging a rendezvous with the milkman, ‘Father Christmas is dead in my pantry.’

‘THE Father Christmas?’ she asks in an awed whisper.

‘What the fuck? No, not THE Father Christmas,’ I say, looking around furtively in case Lily is listening somewhere. I swear that girl pops up where you least expect her. She once pretended to go to bed and then snuck out and hid under our bed to spy on Oli and me. It was unfortunate timing as I’d had a glass of wine and been watching Poldark reruns all evening. If we hadn’t seen her Squishmallow sticking out from under the vallance it could have been very traumatic for all of us.

‘You know Father Christmas isn’t real don’t you?’ I say, a little concerned.

‘Oh yes, sorry,’ she says. ‘It’s that amaretto. Start again?’

‘Father Christmas, NOT the real one,’ I say, just to be clear, ‘is in my larder and he is dead. Stabbed to be precise. With one of my Sabatier knives.’

‘Oh, Anna!’ says Jennie, ‘not the set we got in John Lewis? I don’t know if you can replace those individually. That’s gutting.’

‘Sure,’ I say, feeling like she’s missing the point somewhat, ‘but also there’s the MURDER?’

‘Oh bloody hell yes,’ she says. ‘Who is it?’

‘It’s Colin,’ I tell her.

‘Your sleazy boss Colin?’ she asks. ‘I’d forgotten he came dressed as Santa. That was a bit weird, wasn’t it?’

‘It was so he could ask women to sit on his knee,’ I tell her with a shudder. I’d managed to avoid his lap, or spending much time with him at all after the repulsive comment he’d made to me in the kitchen about ‘my tasty-looking hors d’oeuvres’.

‘I’m coming over,’ she says. ‘I’ll bring a spade.’

‘Why are you bringing a spade?’ I ask, crouching to check that no blood is seeping out from under the door. I could use the draught excluder, I suppose, if it came to it.

‘I’ve always said I’d help you bury a body,’ says Jennie, ‘should the worst ever happen, and I’m not about to let you down. We pinkie promised, remember?’

I did remember. We were both nine years old and I should never have been allowed to take the class hamster home when I had three cats.

‘You don’t have to tell me what happened if you don’t want to implicate me,’ she added, ‘although actually please do tell me. But we can worry about that later. The first thing to do is get rid of the evidence.’

‘Whoa,’ I say, realising what she was implying, ‘it wasn’t ME! I didn’t kill him! Yes, I thought he was a smarmy bastard and I would very happily have done something like let him eat out-of-date olives—’ (I had done that last night) ‘—but I’ve not suddenly lost it and stabbed him to death in my own larder, for Christ’s sake. Not on Christmas Eve. I haven’t even decorated the cake yet.’

It occurred to me that she had played the ‘I’ll help you bury a body’ card pretty quickly.

‘It wasn’t you, was it?’ I checked. ‘He did make that pass at you at my work do. You were fuming about that.’

‘Jesus no!’ she says. ‘Christ, Anna, you think I stabbed a man in your larder? I was wearing the embroidered heels I got from Russell and Bromley for Tash’s wedding. I’m hardly going to risk blood spatter on those.’ She paused for a second or two. ‘And the morals of course. Murder being wrong and all that. No, if I was going to do it I’d have given him a quick and tidy bash on the back of the head with one of your Kilner jars.’

She’s right of course. She bloody loves those shoes – and those Kilner jars are really weighty.

And then I have a worse thought. What if Ben did this? He seems like a sweet enough kid, but you hear of these things with teenagers – research showing that computer games turn them into violent maniacs.

‘Oh God, Jennie,’ I say, lowering my voice even further, ‘what if it was Ben?’

‘Ben as in your son Ben?’ she asks, sounding highly doubtful.

‘Yes!’ I say. ‘Because of the video games! What if my inability to impose the Mumsnet-recommended screen time restrictions has created a monster?’

‘I’m not sure how much murdering there actually is in Minecraft,’ says Jennie. ‘I think they normally mean the games where you go around assaulting prostitutes and shooting gang members, not the sort where you chat with your geeky friends online about your latest quest and who is going to gather the coins today.’

‘You never know,’ I say, ‘there are studies. Do any of us really know our children and what they get up to behind closed doors?’

‘Do any of us really want to? Honestly though, Anna, I think you’re safe with Ben,’ she reassures me. ‘Also when you went into the larder were there loads of cereal boxes left open, a dirty PE kit emptied on the floor and the lid off the jam?’

‘No,’ I say, confused.

‘Well a teenager had definitely not been in there recently then. You’d know.’

That made sense. The last time Ben had made a sandwich it had taken me five minutes to get all the cheese off the floor and he hadn’t even had cheese.

‘Okay,’ I relent, ‘not Ben. And not me or you. What about Oli? Have you ever heard him talk about peas?’

‘Peas?’ she says. ‘Not that I remember. Is that important?’

‘Probably not.’ I sigh. ‘I just don’t want to be the wife who thought her husband was a pea salesman and never questioned the freezers.’

‘Anna, I think you might be in shock,’ says Jennie. ‘You’re not making a lot of sense. Let’s get back on topic. Ooh, did you find my earring?’

‘Your earring?’

‘Yes the gold hoop, remember?’

‘No,’ I say, ‘I’ve been a bit preoccupied with finding the corpse so far, sorry. Look, I should probably go. I need to call the police.’

‘No wait!’ Jennie jumps in quickly. ‘Let’s not be hasty here, Anna, this could be our chance.’

‘Our chance for what?’ I say. ‘To go to jail for concealing a crime?’

‘Our chance to be heroes!’ she replies. ‘We could leave Colin where he is and solve the mystery ourselves! We could be like what’s their name from the TV, the one with the great accessories!’

‘Gok Wan?’ I ask, confused.

‘No!’ says Jennie. ‘Agatha Raisin! She’s always doing things like casually breaking into people’s houses to solve murders, then she gets away with it by flirting with the local policeman and having such great accessories.’

‘I don’t remember Agatha Raisin hiding bodies in her larder,’ I point out.

‘You’re not actively hiding it,’ she says, ‘you don’t need to even touch it. You just close the larder door and pretend like you’ve not seen it yet, while you take stock, maybe interview a few suspects, do a bit of light investigating.’

‘Jennie,’ I say, ‘I am not going to hide a body in my larder indefinitely so that you can play detectives. I have two children in the house, one who still believes in Father Christmas. If she sees him dead in our larder it might take some of the magic out of Christmas for her, and possibly traumatise her for life.’

‘Hmm yes okay, there is that,’ she concedes.

‘Anyway,’ I add, ‘I already touched the body.’

‘Whoa!’ she says. ‘What?! Everyone knows you don’t touch the body! Why did you do that? What if the police think it was you? I’ll get the spade. Don’t touch anything else.’

‘Don’t get the spade! It’s fine, I had to check he was dead, but I did it carefully and didn’t disturb the footprint.’

‘Wait, there’s a footprint? That’s so cool! Maybe we can test it and it will turn out the footprint is red paint and then we’ll discover an upturned can of paint in the murderer’s shed and solve the crime! Hurrah!’

‘It’s not red paint,’ I say, ‘it’s spelt flour.’

‘The murderer is from the bakery cult at the market? That’s a plot twist!’

‘No, the flour fell off the shelf in the struggle and there’s spelt flour everywhere. The footprint’s in that.’

‘You should take a picture,’ Jennie says, ‘and measurements. We’ll need those for eliminating suspects.’

‘We’re not Rosemary and Thyme, Jennie. I’m calling the police in a minute and they will deal with it.’

‘A footprint though, Anna!’ says Jennie. ‘It’s a literal SIGN! I’m googling spelt. Maybe it reacts with something.’

I think about the moment of excitement I had spotting the footprint and waver momentarily, but no, obviously I can’t investigate this myself. As fun as it might be to solve a murder, and as appalled as Pamela is going to be at the thought of Christmas at a crime scene, I have to call the police.

I make a mental checklist in my head:

Call the police.

Have dead Santa removed from precious larder.

Gather holly.

Create magical Christmas for all.

I add ‘measure footprint’ under ‘call the police’. I tell myself that’s me being useful. The police might thank me for it if they forget to bring a ruler.

‘We’re not solving the crime, Jennie,’ I say. ‘I have holly to gather and Christmas magic to create and I don’t want Lily to ever know Santa died in her own home.’

‘Okay, okay, that’s fair,’ she says, ‘but at least take a minute. I really think you’re in shock and you need a bit of fresh air or a brandy or something. You need to take stock.’

The thought of brandy makes me retch but maybe the fresh air isn’t a bad idea. Take stock. Okay, I could take stock. I need to take stock, at least until I make sure none of my family are Father Christmas killers. That makes sense. I can do that. I need to get everyone up and outside, away from the festive corpse. We’ll go for a walk and gather holly and I can clear my head. I’ll talk to Oli and if he’s not acting murdery we’ll call the police and sort everything out, and Christmas won’t be ruined and my tablescapes will come together and it will all be fine.

‘Excellent,’ says Jennie when I explain the plan. ‘Keep in touch. I can be your woman on the outside.’

‘The outside of what?’ I ask. ‘I’m not in prison.’

Not yet anyway.

   

   
CHAPTER 3

Okay then, get everyone up and out of the house. That sounded doable when it was just a thought, but I’m not sure how achievable it is realistically. Lily will be fine if I dangle the promise of some kind of treat, but I’m less convinced about Ben. Normally I’d leave well alone until he dragged himself downstairs for six rounds of toast. He’s definitely going to be suspicious.

I’ve always found it funny that we spend so long when our kids are little trying to get them to go to sleep longer, spending our days in a half-zombie state from being woken at 5 a.m. to watch the same three favourite episodes of Paw Patrol, and then when they finally start sleeping in, so many parents seem desperate to wake them up again.

Sheila at work is always complaining about her boys sleeping in until midday whenever they don’t have school. She likes to drag them out of bed at 9 a.m. on weekends and during the holidays to do ghastly things like play team sports or trim the hedges. Seriously, Sheila, what are you trying to prove? Why would you want them hanging around all morning when you could be having a nice quiet coffee in the garden with the supplements and a crumpet?

I can’t wait until Lily starts sleeping in. I am going to bloody love finally getting to take the weekend mornings at my own pace. I’ll probably start listening to Radio 3 and grinding my own coffee beans. I might even take up watercolours and take my freshly ground coffee down to my studio to capture the morning light. I don’t have a studio, mind, and more likely I’ll take a mug of Kenco Millicano back to bed with me and scroll Instagram until I am full enough of self-loathing to get up and go to Tesco, but you never know. I could have an as-yet-undiscovered artistic side, just waiting to be free of the shackles of motherhood.

The cats rub against my legs and meow, shaking me out of my fantasy and back into the real world. The world where Father Christmas is in my larder with one of my Sabatier knives in him. My poor knife.

I wonder if maybe it wouldn’t be easier to call the police right now and be done with it, but then I picture them trampling through the house and Lily coming downstairs and seeing dead Father Christmas and I can’t bear it. I have to get them out of the house. That’s the most important thing. I have to protect them. I cannot let this ruin Christmas. I fill one of the abandoned coffee mugs with water and take two paracetamol and then two ibuprofen as well for good measure. I have to start thinking clearly.

First things first, I rummage around in the paper recycling, find a flyer for gutter cleaning (another thing to add to the mental list of ‘jobs I haven’t done that mean I’m failing as an adult human’) and scrawl a note on the back.

Don’t go in here. Cat has been sick.

I tape it to the larder door. That should put everyone off for now. If there’s even a hint that they might be asked to clean something up they will all steer well clear. I casually lean the mop against the door to ram home the point.

The noise of the water has stopped so Oli must be out of the shower. That’s good. I head upstairs and go for the easy target first.

‘Lily!’ I say, wide-eyed and in a weird sing-song voice that makes me look and sound like a woman most definitely on the edge. ‘Time to get dressed! We’re going for festive Frappuccinos!’ I settled on Starbucks as the one thing that might appeal enough to both of them to make this work.

‘Cool!’ says Lily, almost looking up from the iPad. ‘Can I bring the iPad?’

‘Yep yep!’ I chirp back. ‘Bring anything you like! Just get dressed!’

She gets out of bed, still tapping at the screen, and props it up on her dressing table where she can keep an eye on things while she gets her clothes on. One down.

I stop at Ben’s door. I can’t hear snoring anymore, so I give a tentative knock. ‘Ben?’ I say, pushing the door gently open. Ben is up, shoving laundry into his basket in the corner of the room. He jumps and looks almost as guilty as the time I walked in on him doing something we’ve all silently agreed never to speak about.

‘Oh you’re up!’ I say. ‘Excellent! We’re going to Starbucks.’ I look again and take in the scene more clearly. ‘Wait, you’re up? And sorting laundry? Is this some sort of Christmas miracle?’

He scowls at me. ‘Don’t take the piss, Mum, I’m tidying up. You know, ready for Christmas, like you keep banging on about.’

I narrow my eyes but I don’t have time to question him. ‘Thank you, now get dressed – we’re going out.’ I leave the room and shut the door before he has time to protest. Two down.

‘Where’s my coffee?’ asks Oli when I go into our bedroom. He’s out of the shower and dressed, sitting on the bed putting on his socks. He’s wearing jeans and the black roll-neck I got him a couple of birthdays ago and he looks pretty dishy. I have words with myself for the use of ‘dishy’, which is what my mum uses to describe Monty Don. ‘There’s just something about the way he handles the soil,’ she likes to say.

‘I thought we could all go out for coffee instead,’ I say. ‘To Starbucks. As a treat.’ He looks confused. ‘For Christmas,’ I add.

‘Go out?’ he says. ‘But we have the house to clean up, Anna. Remember the twenty-six hours and whatever it was until everyone gets here? And all the jobs and the cake decorating? I was going to get the Vax out.’

‘Oh there’s loads of time!’ I say, in a high-pitched voice. ‘And the most important thing about Christmas is that we all spend lovely precious family time together!’ Of course what I really think is how nice that he was going to clean the carpets. I wonder if the police will approve of vaxxing a crime scene?

‘In Starbucks?’ he says.

‘They have a tree up,’ I say, as though that settles it.

‘Was this the kids’ idea?’ he asks, clearly bemused as to why I’ve not leapt on the comment about the Vax.

‘It’s my idea,’ I say. ‘I want to do something nice together before everyone gets here and your mother starts.’

‘Starbucks it is then,’ says Oli. He stands up and rubs his hands together, like we’ve decided to sail the world and he has to go and organise supplies and hoist important things on the boat. ‘I’ll wake up Ben.’

‘Oh he’s already awake,’ I say. ‘He was sorting laundry.’

‘Sorting laundry?’ says Oli. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Definitely,’ I say. ‘He had a big armful of it when I went in. He was looking a bit suspicious if I’m honest. But he’s up and that’s the main thing, so let’s not question it.’

It takes me about ten minutes to round everybody up and get them into shoes and coats. There’s a tense moment where Ben heads to the larder muttering something about Pop-Tarts, but I make promises about toasties and muffins and placate him enough to get him into the car. Starbucks isn’t far, so it’s only five minutes later that we pull into the car park and we all trek inside.

Now we’re all here and out of the house I’m not entirely sure what happens next. We can’t stay here indefinitely, so I need a plan. I’m going to have to talk to Oli, but I don’t know how to manage it with the kids here. Perhaps I should have done this at home? The corpse though, Anna, you’re protecting the children from the corpse.

‘You two go up and have a look,’ I say to the children, ‘decide what you want, and Dad and I will find a table.’ I shoo them towards the counter and scuttle off to the table in the farthest corner. Oli makes to go with them but I grab his sleeve.

‘I want to look at the sandwiches,’ he protests, but I drag him with me.

‘I need to talk to you,’ I whisper.

‘What’s the matter, Anna?’ he says. ‘You’ve been acting really weird. All this family time stuff – what’s going on?’

I’m a bit affronted that he thinks it so unlikely that I would want to spend quality time with my family on Christmas Eve, but I know I’m not going to get long on my own with him so I let it go.

‘Something has happened,’ I say, ‘at home.’

‘What’s happened?’ he asks.

‘There’s no nice way to say this,’ I say, ‘but there’s a body in the larder.’

‘Oh no,’ says Oli, ‘which one is it?’

I don’t know what to say. Which one? How many are there?! I bloody knew it. I’m the pea salesman’s wife, aren’t I? They say it’s always the quiet ones but you never really imagine it will happen to you. He’s being so cool about the whole thing too, like it was only ever a matter of time, and now I’ve discovered his secret he can progress to stage two – kill off the wife. He’s probably got a kill kit in the boot. Thank God we’re in Starbucks; maybe I can get a message to Jennie if I pretend to go to the toilet. I blame myself of course, if only I hadn’t insisted on that freezer for the garage.

‘I did think Tommy was looking a bit iffy yesterday,’ he says. ‘He left half of his dinner.’

Wait, what?

‘Tommy?’ I say. ‘What’s he got to do with anything?’

‘Is it Tuppence then?’ he asks. ‘Shame. She was my favourite. Don’t tell Tommy mind.’

I realise what’s happening. He thinks one of the cats has died. I feel a sense of relief, mixed with guilt that I was so quick to accept the notion of my husband as a serial-killing pea salesman.

‘Oh the cats!’ I say.

‘Of course the cats,’ he says. ‘What did you think I meant?’

‘Oh nothing!’ I say, laughing quickly in what I hope is a very casual and relaxed sort of way. ‘Ha-ha! Definitely nothing at all! It’s not even a big enough freezer!’

He really does look confused now. I lean in closer to him.

‘It’s not a cat,’ I say. ‘It’s Colin.’

‘Colin?’ he says. ‘As in your boss Colin?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘And he’s dead.’

He exhales loudly and leans back in his chair. ‘Shit, good shout getting the kids out while the ambulance comes. Heart attack was it? I wonder what he was doing in the larder though.’

‘It wasn’t a heart attack,’ I say. ‘He’s been murdered.’

He runs his hands over his face and through his hair. ‘Fuck me, Anna,’ he says, and then, more quietly as he leans back in, ‘You killed Colin?’

‘What the fuck? No!’ I hiss. ‘I haven’t killed him!’

Why does everyone keep assuming I killed him? Am I giving off serial killer vibes? Do people look at me and think, Ah yes, there’s a woman who has it
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