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      UNDERNEATH THE MISTLETOE
LAST NIGHT

      
      Jack knew all about ‘being good for goodness’ sake’– he’d heard it in that song, but he didn’t think opening his presents
         a few hours early would count as being bad. Besides, he had been asleep and even if it was still dark outside, it was already Christmas Day, so it wasn’t really cheating, was it?
      

      He lay awake for a few minutes longer, wondering if it was snowing outside. If Rudolph shared that carrot they had left for
         him with all the other reindeer and if the elves were already working on the toys for next year. He tried thinking about all
         sorts of things, but he couldn’t keep his mind off those shiny parcels under the tree downstairs.
      

      He climbed out of bed.

      He decided that bare feet would be quieter, so ignoring the Spider Man slippers at the foot of his bed, he crept slowly out
         of his room and downstairs. He took one step at a time, wincing at every creak. The door to the living room was open, so he
         could see the tree before he reached the bottom of the stairs.
      

      He could see what was lying underneath it. Who …
      

      The red of his coat and the white of his thick beard. The shiny black belt and boots. Not as fat as Jack had been expecting,
         but maybe he was on a diet …
      

      He waited for a minute at the foot of the stairs, then padded softly into the living room. He had always thought it must be
         very tiring. All those houses to visit in one night. If Father Christmas chose this particular house to have a nap in, did
         that mean other children would not be getting their presents? Or was this the last house on his journey?
      

      Jack crept a little closer, then stopped. He let out a small gasp and clamped a hand across his mouth. He watched and waited
         for the chest to move, to hear a breath or a snuffle, but he could hear nothing but the low hum of the fridge in the kitchen and a strange hiss inside in his
         own head.
      

      One arm was lying funny.

      A boot was half off his foot.

      A different sort of red, where it shouldn’t have been.

      The boy turned and bolted up the stairs. He charged into his parents’ room, shouting for his mum. She sat up and blinked and
         he ran to her, breathless, fighting to get the words out.
      

      ‘Somebody killed Father Christmas …’

      Tom Thorne had not needed to think very long before signing himself up for the Christmas Day shift. It made no real difference
         to him. There was no family to spend it with and, far as he was concerned, Christmas Day was as good or bad a day to die as
         any other.
      

      None of his regular team was at the house when he arrived, and clambering into the plastic bodysuit in the small front garden,
         he exchanged cursory nods of recognition or understanding with those officers already there.
      

      We’re the sad buggers. The ones with no lives.
      

      Through a gaggle of SOCOs and police photographers, he was relieved to see the familiar figure of Phil Hendricks crouched
         over the body. The pathologist had been dumped by his partner a few weeks previously and he and Thorne had already agreed
         to have Christmas lunch together at a local pub if no calls came in. Now, it looked like they would have to settle for turkey
         sandwiches and a few beers at Thorne’s flat.
      

      ‘This is a strange one,’ Hendricks said.

      Thorne thought, They’re the ones I like best, but just nodded.
      

‘Who the hell would want to do Santa in?’ The pathologist laid a gloved finger against the dead man’s face. ‘The Tooth Fairy?
         Jack Frost …?’
      

      ‘I’m keeping an open mind,’ Thorne said. ‘What are we looking at?’

      ‘Single stab wound, far as I can see.’

      ‘Knife?’

      A DC Thorne did not know appeared behind him. ‘No sign of it,’ he said. He nodded back towards the kitchen. ‘Broken window
         at the back and sod all under the tree except our friend here. Pretty obvious he disturbed a burglar …’
      

      Thorne had to concede that it looked that way. Easy pickings for thieves on Christmas Eve. People out celebrating and a healthy
         selection of must-have gadgets sitting under trees in nine out of ten living rooms. ‘Where’s the wife?’ he asked.
      

      ‘Upstairs,’ the DC said. ‘Family Liaison Officer’s with her.’

      ‘What about the boy?’

      ‘A car’s taking him to his mum’s parents.’

      Thorne nodded.

      ‘By all accounts the kid didn’t get a good look, so he doesn’t know … you know. Not yet, anyway.’

      Thorne watched as the funeral directors came into the room. They unzipped the body bag and knelt beside the dead man, which
         Thorne took as his cue to go upstairs and meet the widow.
      

      Wendy Fielding sat on the edge of the bed, a female Family Liaison Officer next to her. Each cradled a mug of tea. Always
         tea, Thorne thought, wondering why the Murder Squad was not looking towards Tetley for some sort of sponsorship. He told the
         FLO to step outside, asked Mrs Fielding if she felt up to talking. She nodded and Thorne sat down on a large wooden trunk against the wall.
      

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he said. The room was dimly lit by a bedside lamp, but the first milky slivers of morning light
         were creeping through a gap in the curtains.
      

      She said, ‘Thank you’ and tried to smile. She was in her late thirties, Thorne guessed, though for obvious reasons she looked
         a little older. She wore a powder-blue housecoat, but when she shifted on the bed, Thorne could see that the front of the
         pale nightdress beneath was soaked with blood.
      

      ‘Can you take me through what happened this morning?’ Thorne asked.

      She nodded without raising her head and took a deep breath. ‘It was just after one o’clock,’ she said. ‘I know because I looked
         at the clock when Jack came in.’ She spoke quietly and quickly, as though worried that, were she to hesitate even for a second,
         she might fall apart. ‘He told me that Father Christmas was dead … that someone had killed him in the living room. I told
         him to stay here … I tucked him up in bed and …’ Then there was hesitation, and Thorne watched her swallow hard. She looked
         up at him. ‘He doesn’t know it’s his dad. He still believes in …’ She puffed out her cheeks, swallowed again. ‘When do you
         think I should tell him?’
      

      ‘We’ll put you in touch with bereavement counsellors,’ Thorne told her. ‘They’ll be able to advise you.’

      ‘Right,’ she said.

      Thorne thought he could smell booze on her, but said nothing. He could hardly blame the woman for needing a stiff drink to
         go with her tea.
      

      ‘Tell me about the Santa outfit,’ he said.

      Another attempt at a smile. ‘Alan had been planning it for ages,’ she said. ‘It was his office party last night and they always
         have a Father Christmas, so he decided he was going to bring the costume home then dress up in it to take Jack’s presents up. He pretends to be asleep, you
         know? You have kids?’
      

      Thorne shook his head.

      ‘Alan thought it would be special, you know? If Jack saw Father Christmas putting the presents at the end of his bed …’

      ‘So you went downstairs …?’

      ‘He was just lying there, like Jack said he was. I knelt down and picked him up, but I knew he’d gone. There was so much blood
         on his chest and coming out of his mouth … sorry.’
      

      ‘Take a minute,’ Thorne said.

      ‘It’s fine. I’m fine.’

      ‘Did you hear anything before that?’ Thorne asked. ‘The glass in the back door breaking? Somebody moving about downstairs?’

      ‘I’m a heavy sleeper,’ she said. ‘I was dead to the world until Jack came in.’

      Thorne nodded, wondering if the alcohol he could smell had actually been drunk the night before.

      ‘So, you think they were in the house when Alan came home?’

      ‘We’re still working downstairs,’ Thorne said. ‘But if he disturbed a burglar that would mean he was already wearing the costume,
         which seems a bit odd.’
      

      ‘Maybe he changed into it at the party.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Thorne said.

      They both turned at the soft knock to see the Detective Constable standing awkwardly in the doorway.

      ‘Something you need to see,’ he said.

      Thorne got down on his belly to peer beneath the tree and saw a mobile phone sitting hard against the skirting board. He gave
         the officer the nod and the man crawled under the tree, his plastic bodysuit snagging on the branches as he stretched to reach the phone. Having retrieved
         the handset, he handed it across to Thorne, who almost dropped it when it began to ring in his hand. Everyone in the room
         froze.
      

      ‘Write the number down,’ he barked.

      The DC scrabbled for pen and notebook and scribbled down the number on the phone’s display. They waited for the phone to stop
         ringing, then heard the alert that told them a message had been left.
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