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			Chapter One

			‘No, no, no, oh God, please no . . .’ Maddie Marlowe moaned at her blue Nissan as it ground to a halt halfway up a snow-­laden hill, somewhere in the Yorkshire Dales. A faint, but utterly offensive, burning smell filled Maddie’s nose as she pulled on the handbrake to prevent the vehicle from rolling backwards. In a bid to convince herself she couldn’t smell anything sinister, certainly nothing that might indicate her car was completely kaput, she pressed the Engine Start button. ‘Come on, come on, you know you want to . . . just for me, come on,’ she pleaded in her soft Edinburgh accent. ‘There’s a full wax and polish in it for you if you start now . . . OK, OK, you drive a hard bargain, but I’ll throw in a complete interior valet service too. Please. Just. Start.’ However, as Maddie pushed the button over and over again and made increasingly expensive promises to her transport, nothing at all happened.

			
			

			Maddie’s journey north from the newspaper office she worked at in Manchester had already been plagued with enough obstacles that, had she been anyone else, she might have whimpered her words, rather than tried to sweet-­talk the car engine. But given that her parents were of Scottish stock, she’d never be able to look them in the eye again if she whimpered out loud. Far better to act like you’re completely doolally by talking to your car directly and offering it services you couldn’t afford if you saved every penny for a year than be caught in a whimper. Even if there was nobody around to hear it. Even if she was stranded in the dark, icy reaches of . . . where exactly was she again? A narrow road on the outskirts of some lonely settlement with far fewer street lamps than a person might prefer, and not one soul out walking their dog or delivering last-­minute Christmas cards. But on December 24th in rural England that description didn’t exactly narrow it down.

			She’d definitely seen signs for Skipton and Settle not long ago . . . Quernby . . . hadn’t that been the name on the sign as she’d entered the village? Not that it mattered much what the place her car had broken down in was called. What was important was that the village in question was too small to be connected to anywhere else by bus or rail. That it was already six o’clock on Christmas Eve, so even if there were mechanics who worked here who might have had a bash at fixing her car, they’d have long since shut up shop for the day. At this rate, she was not going to make it back to her parents’ house on the outskirts of Auld Reekie for Christmas.

			
			

			Something about that hard, cold fact stirred the part of Maddie’s brain that dealt with creative thinking in a crisis. 

			The British Automobile Club.

			She had full breakdown cover. It was another monthly instalment she couldn’t really afford, but her dad had insisted on it when she’d bought the car.

			‘Why is it that when there’s something sensible needs doin’ you’ve got a list of excuses as long as the Tay not to do it? Cancel yer Disney Plus if you’re that hard up,’ Maddie remembered her dad barking down the phone at her in his sharp Perth accent when she’d quibbled over the cost of the fee. Maddie wagered any other thirty-­one-­year-­old would be outraged at being spoken to this way by their father but she had learnt the hard way over the years – as had her mother – that there was no changing her dad. And, though he invariably bungled the delivery of such sentiments, she knew everything he said did come from a place of love. Consequently, she’d learnt to deal with such outbursts by finding the funny side and had had to put a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing at yet another example of how irate he got at the smallest things. The thought of his no-­nonsense straight-­talk made Maddie smile again even now. Considering her current predicament, she was glad he’d been so dogged about it.

			
			

			Twenty-­four seven, three hundred and sixty-­five days a year, that’s the support the British Automobile Club policy had promised. Times like this were what membership fees were paid for. 

			Reaching into her coat pocket for her phone, Maddie swiped the screen with fresh hope that she might yet get a bowl of her mum’s cock-­a-­leekie soup before bedtime. Within seconds, however, all such hopes were dashed as she noted there was not so much as one bar of mobile signal. 

			Maddie stared out of the windscreen, trying to keep her breathing steady, and failing. It was starting to snow again and it was eerily quiet. Faint yellow lights gleamed from a few houses in the distance but that was the only sign of life. Glancing in the rear-­view mirror, she saw nothing but a dark, empty expanse there too. Returning her gaze to the front window, she took pains not to catch the green eyes she’d inherited from her mother in the mirror. The last thing she needed was to see fear swelling in them right now. A long time ago, she had seen first-­hand what could happen to young women who found themselves alone in remote places. She shook her head. Trying, at the same time, to shake away that image, that memory, that always found her without fail in stark, quiet moments.

			
			

			She had to do something. 

			Knock on somebody’s door and ask to use a landline? 

			It wasn’t really the done thing in the modern era, to bang on a stranger’s door for help, but needs must. All she needed was to make a quick call. She needn’t wait in the house if whoever she found in at home was severely put out by her presence. It would be far from cosy without the heating on, but she could just make her way back to the car and wait there. The only seeming alternative to imposing on strangers was sitting here in the car all night, alone with no help on its way and no means of contacting her parents. That was surely a recipe for getting hacked to pieces by an axe murderer. 

			Maddie unhooked her seatbelt and braced herself for the cold. Just as she did so, however, a loud knock came to the driver’s side window that made her cry out in shock.

			By the dim glow of a street light a wee bit further up the road, Maddie could make out an older gentleman standing outside her car. She frowned. How had he crept up without her noticing? Perhaps he had turned some corner behind the car that she could not see in the dark. However he had manifested, Maddie could have done without a shock like that just then.

			With her heart still in her mouth, she surveyed the figure outside the car window. A neatly trimmed white beard, which was bushier around the moustache, framed his face. Presumably he had the hair to match but that was impossible to verify as it was covered by the ear flaps on his winter hat. His watery grey eyes stared at Maddie in such a manner that she almost wondered if he were cross with her for some reason. Had she ‘parked’ on the hallowed grounds of a permit holders only street? If there was one thing she’d learnt in her time as a Scot who’d moved to England for work purposes, it was that, in these parts, parking was a big deal.

			
			

			The man was leaning on a walking stick, and only on registering that detail did Maddie notice that he also had a black Scottish terrier by his side. The dog had a bushy moustache to match his master’s and was wearing a rather festive crimson coat with a white fluffy trim. It must have been a particularly obedient hound, as it wasn’t on a leash. The sight of the animal made Maddie relax a bit, though she had no idea why. The family canines they’d had over the years were far more interested in where the next sausage was coming from than the moral integrity of their masters. 

			All in all, Maddie had to concede that the man looked harmless enough but she had seen every last episode of Happy Valley, so wasn’t about to take any chances just yet. 

			Unable to open the window due to the engine failure, she simply looked expectantly at him, hoping he’d get the hint and say whatever he wanted to through the glass.

			
			

			‘Terribly sorry, didn’t mean to startle you, it just looked like you were having a spot of trouble,’ was his opener, just loud enough for Maddie to hear through the barrier between them. His articulation was much posher than she would have expected to find in rural Yorkshire. 

			So, this man was only concerned about her welfare and not cross at her for some unspecified parking violation. The hard intensity she’d previously read in his eyes must simply have been part and parcel of his natural resting face.

			‘Is everything quite alright?’ he added.

			Maddie found herself nodding, even though that was a wholly inappropriate gesture under the circumstances. ‘My car’s broken down, that’s all.’

			That’s all? That’s enough, isn’t it? she thought, before relaying the real issue at hand: ‘And I’ve got no mobile signal to call for help. I’ve got breakdown cover but no way of reaching them.’

			The man pressed his lips together. ‘That is rotten luck, on Christmas Eve too. I thought I heard a car engine failing when I was walking along Aysgarth Road, there. With the weather, it seemed only right that I come along and see if I could be of assistance.’

			Ordinarily, Maddie would have been impressed by a person, perhaps particularly an older person who might have difficulty with hearing, being able to pick out the sound of a car breaking down a couple of streets away. But it was so quiet here, and as it rolled to a stop her vehicle had made the most horrific grating noise that, at a best guess, indicated every piece of the engine was disintegrating all at once. It would be difficult to miss a racket like that in the stillness of a Yorkshire village as small as this one.

			
			

			‘Listen,’ the man said enunciating as he spoke through the glass. ‘I’m walking to the village pub, The Merry ­Monarch. It’s closer to this spot than my house, just shy of half a mile. There’s a phone there you could use and if you can’t get anyone out to you tonight, they’ve got rooms upstairs. I can show you the way if you’d like.’

			Maddie thought for a moment. She received nigh on constant reminders via her job as a reporter for the local newspaper, The Trafford Times, that this wasn’t the kind of world where a woman travelling alone could trust offers of help from a seemingly well-­meaning stranger. If she wandered off into the dark with this man, would she ever be seen alive and well again? As a reporter, she knew just how the headline to an article about her own death would read. And how foolish the living would think her for leaving the relative safety of her vehicle to go for a walk with a person she didn’t know from Adam.

			‘I know it’s a bit of a walk, but, even in a place as safe and as small as Quernby, I really don’t think it’s a good idea for a young woman like yourself to be stuck in a car out here all night,’ the man added when it was clear Maddie was hesitating.

			
			

			Maddie nodded to herself in resignation. The few houses she could see didn’t have any lights on, the residents were probably out somewhere visiting family or having Christmas Eve drinks at the very pub this man had suggested walking to. She didn’t know her own way to the pub, had no way of summoning Google Maps without any signal and, when it came down to it, didn’t really have other options. She had to trust this man who had, so far, done nothing but show concern for her wellbeing.

			She offered him a vague smile as she tentatively opened the car door, pulled the small case that had been sitting in the passenger footwell with her, and made sure the vehicle was all locked up before leaving it.

			‘My name is Curtis, by the way,’ the man said before gesturing to the dog. ‘And this is Barkley.’

			At this the terrier let out a surprisingly deep, but singularly controlled bark.

			Curtis chuckled, ‘He knows his name.’

			‘He certainly does,’ Maddie replied. ‘I’m Madeline, but everyone calls me Maddie.’

			At this, Curtis scrunched up his face. ‘Why on earth must people shorten names? I’m sure people would call me Curt if I gave them half a chance.’

			
			

			Given how stern his face looked in repose, Maddie couldn’t help but think this might not be such an ill-­fitting nickname for the man.

			‘Still, in your case Maddie is better than them shortening your name to Mad, I suppose,’ Curtis added.

			‘I’ve been told we have to be thankful for small ­mercies,’ said Maddie, doing what she could to force a smile but Curtis’s reaction told her she wasn’t fooling anybody.

			‘Try not to worry, my dear,’ Curtis said. ‘A car breaking down is just a little mishap in the grand scheme of things. I’ve lived in Quernby since I was a young man. This is a very safe village, and if any ne’er-­do-­wells, or raving lefties, do cross our path, I’m lethal with this.’

			At this comment, the man raised his walking stick and performed a kind of strange karate chop through the air with it.

			‘I believe you,’ Maddie said. In spite of herself, she was unable to suppress a little smirk at Curtis’s antics. His comment about ‘raving lefties’ offered her a litmus test of the politics in the village. Maddie made a note not to make her feelings about any political policies clear until after she’d accessed a phone or secured a warm bed for the night. His comment also made her reflect again on her earlier musings about the indiscriminate affections of dogs. Oh, Barkley, she thought. In the time-­honoured tradition of hungry wee hounds, it sounds as though you might have sold out for sausages here.

			
			

			As they walked together towards the promised warmth of the village pub, their shoes crunching through snow so thick that poor Barkley was half-­buried in the stuff, Curtis pointed out The Merry Monarch standing in the near distance. Between the darkness and the weather it was impossible to make out any intricate details, but Maddie did notice that it was more brightly lit than the other few scattered houses that surrounded it. Like many travellers to the Yorkshire Dales likely had before her, she did her best to focus on the welcoming yellow of those lights. While she was on, she tried to think more positively about her situation. 

			This was a safe village, Curtis had assured her of that. And The Merry Monarch had both a phone and rooms to stay in if it came to it. She might not get the Christmas she had hoped for but so long as she could reach her parents on the phone and let them know where she was, everything would be alright. That’s what Maddie told herself as the snow fell heavier and yet heavier still. 

			But the logic wouldn’t quite stick.

			Perhaps it was the eerie silence of the dale or the fact that there was not another soul to be seen, not even so much as the headlights of a car driving in the distance. Whatever spurred the strange feeling that overcame Maddie as she looked over the wintry landscape, there was no denying that something about Quernby village put her on edge. It gave the distinct impression of being the kind of place where if anything untoward did befall you, nobody would hear you scream. 

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			On the way to The Merry Monarch, Curtis had mentioned, in passing, that the pub had an open fire. This tiny nugget of information had steeled Maddie to trudge forward through the growing blizzard. On pushing open the heavy oak door of the establishment, she was vaguely aware of Curtis and Barkley heading over to the bar and greeting whoever was behind it, but her top priority was to find said fireplace at once. 

			Her walking companions were seemingly used to nights as Baltic as this one had been so far, and thus had no interest in warming themselves up after a stint in the snow. In Barkley’s case, he had both his own fur coat and a festive jacket to protect him, putting the pooch at a decided advantage over Maddie. Yes, growing up on the outskirts of Edinburgh, she had seen her fair share of snow. But that stuff so rarely settled and melted almost as quickly as it fell. Maddie made a personal pact with herself right then to never live in a place where weather as glacial as this happened frequently enough for people to get used to it. She missed the luxury of having feeling in her hands too much. And the end of her nose. It might seem like a trivial thing to some, but Maddie had become quite accustomed to being able to sense the end of her own hooter. 

			
			

			Given the size of the village, there were more people gathered than Maddie might have expected in the small bar area but she was too cold to be polite and acknowledge a single one of them, even in passing. On spotting the fire over on the right-­hand wall from the entrance, she strode straight to it, pulling her luggage behind her, and stood as close as she could without catching alight herself. Peeling off her sodden woollen gloves and stuffing them in the pocket of her navy duffel coat, Maddie held up her reddened hands to the flames until the feeling started to return to them. Only when the warmth had reached her frozen core, did she take a few moments to properly assess her surroundings.

			It was quite an odd little pub in some respects. There were small snugs in the corners of the room, complete with frosted glass tinted red and green, sheltering parts of the space from prying eyes. Maddie couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a layout quite like it, perhaps in one of the old coaching houses she’d visited in Pitlochry while on a weekend away with her ex-­boyfriend, Lance. To Maddie’s mind, these secluded little areas added a certain antiquated charm to the place.

			
			

			There was certainly no mistaking that it was Christmas in here. The owners had really gone to town with the decorations. While warming her hands, Maddie had noticed that a long, green garland hung around the fireplace, decorated with ornaments in the shape of robins and partridges. A large Christmas tree stood at the opposite end of the room and Maddie was struggling to think of the last time she’d seen so much tinsel. It snaked around the branches in streaks of blue, silver and red to the point that it was almost difficult to spot the greenery. An angel, whiter than the snow now falling outside, sat atop the tree, overlooking the various baubles, bells and other trinkets that adorned the boughs below.

			It seemed that Christmas cards had been strung up in every spare bit of coving and Maddie also noticed that thick bunches of mistletoe hung here and there in one or two of the smaller snugs.

			Unlike the bars she frequented in Manchester, The Merry Monarch didn’t smell of stale lager and sweat. Instead, the scent of pastry browning in an oven somewhere filled the room. Quite possibly, it was the smell of a very good steak pie cooking. At the mere thought of hot puff pastry and tender steak, Maddie’s mouth began to water. Her depressing lunch of a brought-­from-­home cheese roll felt like a very long time ago just now. Unlike a lot of companies, the paper didn’t pay its employees before Christmas so Maddie had brought cheese rolls into work for lunch for the whole of December in order to afford some nice gifts for her family. 

			
			

			Glancing around the tables, she noticed a couple of guys seated near the bar. Sure enough they had a steak pie apiece and were tucking in with great enthusiasm. It was difficult to remember a time when she’d been this jealous of another person. After being so disciplined during a month when everyone else tended to loosen the purse strings, and after the truly horrendous journey she’d had, didn’t she deserve a wee treat? Perhaps, if she had a wait on her hands for the car to be fixed, she could enjoy a quick bar meal and drive the remaining distance to Edinburgh full and satisfied. The food here probably wasn’t too expensive. At this rate, it would be well after midnight by the time she reached her parents’ house so she’d defin­itely need the extra energy. 

			Beneath all of the festive accoutrement, it was possible to get a sense of what the pub was like at any other time of year. Maddie noted that the pub’s decor was just as traditional as the dishes on the menu. The interior walls were built of the quaintest stonework, each block its own irregular shape, but the stones had been arranged in such a manner that every piece appeared to be in just the right space. The walls were adorned with a miscellany of vintage paraphernalia, including an oval mirror with an intricate brass frame, a set of bronze pans and several wooden plaques into which local landscapes had been etched. There were also numerous shelves lined with books and old pottery, but one object in particular made Maddie start to look at it. Tacked up next to one of the shelves was an old, hand-­painted mask. Probably made of enamel or some other similar material. The face was divided diagonally in two: one half painted black, the other white. On the black half, a teardrop had been marked out in white, right next to the eye. Maddie couldn’t quite put her finger on what was so creepy about it, but a shiver ran through her and she decided to divert her gaze somewhere else.

			
			

			Unfortunately, this strategy didn’t much help matters.

			Turning around to face the corner of the room that had thus far been behind her, Maddie came face-­to-­face with a snarling leopard standing on its hind legs. Since this was the last thing in the world she had expected to see in a snug in the corner of a quaint pub in the middle of the Yorkshire Dales, she let out a sudden, and very high-­pitched, yelp. Blinking hard, she stumbled backwards and put a hand to her chest in a bid to recover herself as she realised that the creature poised to attack was, in fact, stuffed.

			
			

			‘Eeee, I ’ope Cindy Clawford dint scare yer, lass,’ a man standing behind the bar called over. He laughed then and the buttons on his checkered shirt, which already looked like they were under considerable strain, pulled each time his stomach inflated. It wasn’t that the man had a particularly large tummy, though he was quite stout in frame. It just looked as though perhaps the shirt he’d picked out was a little small for him. ‘She is a bit of a sight to be’old if you’re not expectin’ it,’ he added.

			That’s the understatement of the night, Maddie thought as she raised an eyebrow and looked the creature up and down. ‘Cindy Clawford’s a good name though.’

			‘Aye, sadly I can’t take credit for that. Mind you, I like to think I would have come up with somethin’ just as clever. That was the name the seller gave ’er. We got ’er on Etsy,’ the man said.

			‘Barkley’s not a fan of Cindy,’ Curtis added, standing at the bar with a glass of whisky. As if to confirm this fact Barkley, who had been lying out on the maroon weave carpet that seemed to have been laid in every part of the pub, raised his head and let out a short growl at the mention of Cindy’s name.

			
			

			‘Without wishing to offend you in any way, I think I might be with Barkley on this one,’ Maddie said, making her way over to the bar. 

			Again, the man laughed at Maddie’s reaction to the beast.

			‘This is Mickey, the landlord,’ Curtis explained. ‘I’ve already relayed to him the unfortunate predicament with your car.’

			‘There’s a public phone over there, love,’ Mickey said, pointing over to the other side of the room, ‘next to the grandfather clock. And if for any reason you can’t get ’elp there are a few rooms left upstairs. They’re not the biggest rooms, mind. The biggest one’s already been booked but . . .’

			Maddie held her hands up to indicate Mickey didn’t have to qualify the help on offer any further. ‘If for any reason I can’t get the car moving tonight I’ll be grateful of any available warm bed. I appreciate the help. I can’t have any alcohol in case I do need to drive tonight but while I’m on the phone do you think you could make me a hot drink of some kind? I’m not fussy, I’ll take anything you can make with hot water.’

			‘Can’t believe a woman as blonde and beautiful as you needs a drink to warm her up, you’re hot enough as it is, aren’t you?’

			
			

			Maddie was so taken aback by this comment that it took her a moment to realise who exactly had said it. Certainly not Mickey or Curtis. And unless Curtis had been modest about his dog’s talents, probably not Barkley.

			Slowly, Maddie turned her head in the direction of where the comment had come from. A younger man had appeared behind the bar. He wore a black shirt unbuttoned low enough to reveal a small tuft of chest hair and his face was haloed by a thick crop of brown curls. He wasn’t Maddie’s type, not that she really had a type, she just knew that he wasn’t it. Looking into his blue eyes, however, she could imagine quite a number of women her age finding him attractive enough to date. Perhaps on the agreement that he kept any talking to a minimum. Maddie couldn’t think of anyone she knew who wanted to hear lines like that.

			‘James!’ Mickey barked at the younger man. Maddie hadn’t meant for any distaste to show on her face but even when she didn’t voice her opinion on something out loud, her expression regularly gave her away. Mickey clearly didn’t appreciate James making his customers feel uncomfortable and Maddie couldn’t much blame him, that kind of thing was hardly good for business.

			‘Don’t mind ’im, love. James is me son. Twenty-­eight and ’e’s still got a lot to learn about communicatin’ with people. You’d like to think that would be a basic life skill but, somehow, it’s passed this idiot by.’

			
			

			James didn’t look put out one iota by his father’s words, which Maddie found quite strange. She and her parents had their differences at times but there was no way they would speak like that about her to other people.

			‘My name’s James,’ he said as though he hadn’t heard a word of what his father had just said about him, and maybe he hadn’t. He leant over the bar to add: ‘But most folk around ’ere call me Jack, as in Jack the lad. Know what I mean?’ At this he winked at Maddie, which only deepened her confusion. Was it her imagination or was James proud of his nickname? He seemed to be. So proud in fact that Maddie wondered if he fully understood the negative associations with that phrase.

			‘She doesn’t need yer life story, James,’ Mickey interjected. ‘She needs a hot beverage to warm ’er up and nowt else out of you, thank you.’ 

			James gave his father a sour look which Mickey completely ignored. 

			Instead of engaging with his son, the landlord turned back to Maddie and asked: ‘’Ow about a ’ot chocolate? Eeee, my wife Sofia makes a cracking ’ot chocolate. Marshmallows. Whipped cream. The works.’

			‘Oh, it’s a great shame that your wife is already married, Mickey,’ Maddie said in an attempt to lighten the mood after the harsh words he’d exchanged with his son. ‘With those credentials I’d snap her up in a heartbeat.’

			
			

			The thick crease that had settled along Mickey’s brow subsided at her comment and he cackled in appreciation. ‘I’ll get Sofia to sort you the ’ot drink and you see what you can do about yer car.’

			‘I’ll be here when you get off the phone in case I can be of any more assistance,’ said Curtis. ‘I don’t know exactly how I might help but I was a solicitor before I retired so I’m quite the dab hand at conflict resolution.’

			‘Oh, that’s kind of you, Curtis, but it’s Christmas Eve,’ said Maddie. ‘If you’ve got other plans you shouldn’t let my wee drama get in the way of them.’

			‘It’s not putting me out in the least,’ said Curtis. ­‘Barkley and I will be here quite late this evening, you see, we’re taking part in the Christmas Eve scavenger hunt.’

			‘We do one every year,’ Mickey clarified. ‘Being so remote we don’t do big business on a Christmas Eve so at eight o’clock we send the few who aren’t takin’ part ’ome to watch Morecambe and Wise, again, and everyone else stays for the scavenger ’unt.’

			‘Mickey’s doing a good job of skirting around the fact that he puts it on so that those of us without anywhere else to be, or anyone to be with, can enjoy a bit of company on Christmas Eve,’ said Curtis. ‘Since my wife Edith passed away six years ago, I’ve been glad of the tradition. I know several others feel the same.’

			
			

			Mickey didn’t respond verbally to Curtis’s words, he simply patted the old man on the shoulder and gave said shoulder a squeeze. 

			‘I’m really sorry to hear about your wife, Curtis,’ Maddie said. She never quite knew what to say to people who had lost someone they loved. Though death was a fact of life, it was still such a difficult and sensitive subject and no words, no matter how well-­meant, were going to heal a wound like that for someone.

			‘Thank you, my dear,’ Curtis replied. ‘Perhaps if you end up staying here tonight, we’ll be on the same scavenger hunt team?’

			Maddie smiled. ‘You can count on it.’

			Turning from the bar, Maddie scanned the room and soon picked out the grandfather clock Mickey had mentioned, and the phone sitting next to it. On doing so, however, Maddie noticed that the men who had been tucking into their steak pies earlier were watching her with more than passing interest. How long they had been watching her, she did not know, but they weren’t being particularly subtle about it.

			One of the men was shorter than the other, with a round face and jet-­black hair. The taller of the two was much softer in his features, or maybe Maddie just felt that way because he was dressed in a thick grey jumper that looked like the cosiest garment she’d ever seen. 

			
			

			But no, it wasn’t just that.

			The gentle waves of ash-­blond hair around his face and the soft curve of his jaw lent his features an air of sensitivity his companion did not have.

			When the pair realised that Maddie had caught them looking over at her, they both averted their gazes and continued whatever conversation they had been having before their curiosity about her interrupted the flow of it.

			And that’s how she chose to read the strange look they’d given her. 

			Curiosity.

			This place was hardly a grand metropolis after all. They probably knew every other face in the pub except hers. They were bound to be wondering who she was and what she was doing here. Yes, Maddie told herself, she was sure it was no more sinister than that.

			Walking over to the phone, she picked up the receiver and, after pulling up the number in the contacts list on her mobile, dialled the number for the BAC.

			As the phone rang in her ear, Maddie noticed the two men sitting near the bar were once again looking in her direction. Before she had a chance to react to this unwanted attention, however, an operator picked up at the other end.

			
			

			‘Hello, British Automobile Club, Nancy speaking, can I help you?’

			‘Oh,’ Maddie said, looking at the men, who were still looking at her, ‘yes, I really do hope you can.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			Caught in a morose daze, Maddie slowly put down the receiver on the phone. Nancy from the British Automobile Club had not faltered once in her cheerfulness as she’d relayed the bad news: the heavy snowfall had made all roads that led to the part of the Dales Maddie had broken down in impassable. On confirming that Maddie did have somewhere she could stay for the night and would not need an emergency airlift out of the area, Nancy advised her to stay put until morning came. Maddie admitted privately that she was tempted, just for a second, to lie and pretend she did need the airlift. That’s how badly she wanted to see her parents and be back home in Scotland. But, of course, she could never bring herself to do such a thing. While they were needlessly airlifting her, they might be unable to help somebody else who was in actual physical jeopardy. Nancy had assured her that if the snow stopped, they’d be able to get someone out to her the next day. Since there was nothing else to be done, that would just have to be good enough.

			
			

			Maddie took a deep breath and tried to blink back the tears pricking behind her eyes. If her parents frowned on whimpering in public, they’d most definitely disapprove of her wailing over something that was well beyond her control. She could just imagine how her dad would respond to such a thing. ‘You’ve got a bed for the night, haven’t yae? And yer not going hungry? Well it can’t be the end of the world then, can it, bucko?’ And he’d be right of course. So why, then, did it feel like it was?

			If she was honest with herself, she’d admit that the move she made to Greater Manchester the October before last had been more difficult for her than she’d expected it to be. When the position at The Trafford Times had popped up in an online job search just two weeks after she’d broken up with Lance, it had seemed like the perfect move at the perfect time. She needed to be somewhere she wouldn’t be reminded of everything that gowk had done to her before they’d parted ways. And there was a much lower chance of running into Lance and his new, thinner, younger girlfriend in Manchester than there was in Edinburgh, which had made the idea all the more appealing.

			What she hadn’t counted on when she took the leap and moved to Lancashire, was the homesickness. She missed the misty mountains of the Highlands so much it hurt. She also missed having the Scottish accent in her ears on a daily basis, something other than her own soft Edinburgh tones. She missed looking out over the Firth of Forth and meditating on what tomorrow might bring. And after just over a year’s worth of perspective, Maddie cringed at the thought that she had given all that up for a good-­for-­nothing boy who had shacked up with someone new two minutes after he moved out of what was once their flat.

			
			

			Maddie looked back over to the bar, unsure of what to do first. Secure a room or call her parents? One glance at the scene over by the bar, however, made the decision for her. Mickey and James were standing on the other side of a swing door that separated the serving area from the kitchen. She could see their faces in profile through a round window cut into the door. Maddie didn’t know what James had done to aggravate his father now, but their discussion looked heated to say the least. Mickey was shouting right in his son’s face. She could also just make out his finger pointing aggressively in his son’s direction. For his part, James was looking at his father like it was nothing he hadn’t heard before. As jovial as Mickey had seemed earlier, Maddie sensed this was not the moment to interrupt them and so, instead, turned her attention back to the phone.

			
			

			She knew that hearing her mother’s melodic Inverness intonation just then was going to make fighting the tears back even harder, but she had to let them know what was happening. Break the news that she wouldn’t be home in time for Christmas morning.

			Sighing, she dialled her parents’ number and twirled the telephone wire around her finger as she waited for someone to pick up.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Mum? It’s Maddie.’

			‘Och, I was just wondering where you were on the road, hen. I—’

			Her mother was interrupted by her dad shouting in the background. ‘Who’s that on the phone on a Christmas Eve? Haven’t they got anything better to do than be on the phone to yae? Tell ’em to pour themselves a whisky and settle down for the night.’

			Maddie couldn’t help but smirk at her dad’s trademark insensitive comment. Imagine if it was somebody who did have nothing better to do? Someone widowed, like Curtis, or alone for other reasons. How would they feel hearing her dad shout something like that out in the background? Though that would be a mortifying situation if it happened for real, her dad’s devil-­may-­care attitude to social etiquette was blackly entertaining in the abstract.

			‘It’s our Maddie, Callum. Pipe down, will yer, so I can talk to my own daughter,’ Maddie’s mother said, before adjusting her tone to address Maddie again. ‘Sorry, hen, you know what he’s like. Were you calling to let me know what time you’ll be landing?’

			
			

			‘Not exactly,’ Maddie said, ‘I’m stuck in the Yorkshire Dales tonight, at a pub called The Merry Monarch.’

			‘The Yorkshire Dales? What’re you doin’ all the way out there?’

			‘There was a pile-­up on the M6 after an accident so I decided to try an alternative route. Anyway, that wasn’t a good move because my car broke down and the BAC can’t come out because heavy snow has made the roads impassable.’

			There was a pause then, much colder than the snow drifts outside.

			‘So you . . . you won’t make it to us tonight then?’ 

			Maddie could hear the sharp disappointment in her mother’s voice and that alone was enough to break her heart. The smile she was still wearing after her dad’s little sideshow faded and she was back to fighting the tears again.

			‘I’m really sorry, Mum. I’m just as down about that as you are but there’s nothing I can do. The pub has accommodation so I’m going to hole up here for the night and pray the snow has melted enough for the BAC to get my car started tomorrow.’

			
			

			‘Well, I suppose the important thing is that you’re safe,’ said Maddie’s mum. ‘But och, I was really looking forward to seein’ you tonight.’

			‘I know. I really wish this wasn’t happening but there’s nothing much I can do about it. Hopefully the snow will clear overnight though. And when it does, I’m going to do everything I can to be back with you for Christmas dinner. I—’

			Maddie was about to tell her mother just how much she’d missed her but was interrupted by an odd clicking sound. 

			‘Mum?’ she tried, but there was absolute silence at the other end of the receiver. Panicking more with each moment that passed, Maddie put down the phone and then picked it up again in the hope of redialling, but it was no use. 

			The line was dead.
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