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Prologue


‘What are you going to do?’ the man asked, staring in horror at the wispy hair sticking out of the top of the rolled-up quilt the two men had carried into the room.


‘Shut it!’ the smaller of the pair hissed, dropping his end of the bundle and shoving him forcefully down onto a chair. Then, turning to his mate, who was carefully setting down his end, he said, ‘Quit fucking about and go fetch the chainsaw. The pigs are waiting to be fed.’


The seated man’s face drained of blood when he realized what was about to happen, and his heart was pounding so hard he thought he might faint.


‘Please don’t do this,’ he croaked. ‘It’s barbaric.’


‘I thought I told you to shut it,’ the smaller one roared, kicking him and the chair over.


‘Pack it in!’ the other man snapped. ‘We haven’t got time for this. If you’re gonna do it, get on with it!’


Flashing him a dirty look, the small one pushed past him and made his way outside.


‘Please don’t let him do it,’ the man begged as he hauled himself up off the floor. ‘You’re not like him, and I know you don’t agree with any of this. But it’s not too late to start over. I’ve got money; I can help you. You just need to—’


‘Oi, dickhead, don’t be telling him what he needs to do,’ the smaller one sneered, walking back in at that exact moment and kicking the door shut behind him. ‘He’ll do as he’s told – same as you. Now, quit snivelling like a little bitch, and start this fucker up.’


He shoved the rusted chainsaw he was carrying into the man’s hands.


‘You’ll be doing the honours,’ he said, grinning nastily. ‘And no funny business, or the grunts’ll be getting double rations tonight.’









PART ONE









1


Jo Cooper waved the last of the guests off from the porch of her parents’ farmhouse. Once the car’s tail-lights had faded into the distance, she gazed at the bleak landscape on the other side of the lane. A low-lying mist lent a sinister atmosphere to the moorlands, and she shivered as she remembered the terror she had always felt whenever she’d had to walk home after dusk when she was younger; convinced that the twisted trees with their leafless, clawlike branches were going to come to life and drag her off the path.


The front door creaked open behind her, and Jo smiled as her father came out to join her. At sixty, Frank Peters was still a handsome man, but the dim bulb above their heads highlighted the silver strands in his once jet-black hair and deepened the shadows framing his kind grey eyes.


‘You look tired,’ she said, slipping her arm through his.


‘I am,’ he admitted. ‘It’s been a long day.’


‘Nice, though.’


‘Aye, it was,’ Frank agreed, gazing out into the gloom. ‘Looks like summer’s coming to an early end.’


‘You’re not kidding, it’s absolutely freezing,’ said Jo. ‘Let’s go back in and have a brew, eh?’


As her dad went back into the living room, where her brother, Evan, was lounging on the sofa in front of the open fire, Jo headed into the kitchen to make the drinks. Every surface of the usually orderly room was littered with used paper plates and plastic glasses, and the old oak table was covered with disposable silver trays bearing the remnants of curling sandwiches, half-eaten sausage rolls, and wilted salad from the buffet. Her mum’s apron, still dusty with flour from the last pie she’d baked, was hanging on the back of the door, and a wave of sadness washed over Jo when she realized she would never again taste her mother’s cooking, or share a pot of tea and a gossip with her over this table.


Determined not to start crying again, because it felt as if that was all she’d been doing for the last few weeks, Jo glanced at the clock hanging above the window. It was almost 9 p.m., and she bit her lip when she realized that she’d forgotten to ring her husband, Sam, to check that he and their five-year-old daughter had got home all right. This was the first night she had ever spent away from Emily and, even though she knew that Sam was more than capable of looking after her, she still felt guilty that she hadn’t been there to tuck her in.


Teas made, Jo carried them through to the living room. Evan smiled as he took his cup from her.


‘I was just saying, I reckon Mum would have been proud of the way Dad handled himself today. He did a belting job, didn’t he?’


‘Brilliant,’ Jo said, taking a seat on her mum’s chair and covering a yawn with her hand. Apart from the hour she’d spent perched on the uncomfortable pew in the village church that morning, listening as the boring vicar droned on and on for what had felt like an eternity, this was the first time she’d sat down all day.


‘Your mum arranged everything in advance, so I can’t take any credit,’ said Frank. ‘If I’d had my way, she’d have had nothing but the best, but she made me promise I wouldn’t change anything, so my hands were tied.’


As he spoke, his gaze drifted to a framed photograph on the mantelpiece. It had been taken on his and Maureen’s wedding day, and she’d looked like a beauty queen with her long blond hair in curls, and her sapphire eyes sparkling with the joy of being a new bride. Her physical appearance had changed after moving out here; her smooth skin coarsened by the unforgiving weather of the countryside, her waistline expanded from the hearty meals she’d cooked. That extra weight had dropped off her at an alarming rate in the months following her cancer diagnosis, but her fighting spirit had stayed to the bitter end, and they’d had some blazing rows over her refusal to take the course of chemo she’d been offered. ‘What’s the point?’ she’d argued when Frank had begged her to go for it. ‘We’re all going to die eventually, and I don’t want to waste whatever time I’ve got left being pumped full of poison that’ll make me even sicker than I already am.’


‘Are you all right, Dad?’ Jo’s voice pierced Frank’s thoughts.


‘Just thinking what a stubborn woman your mother was,’ he sighed.


‘She certainly knew how to keep you in your place,’ said Evan. ‘And me, come to that. As tiny as she was, I didn’t dare answer back when she told me off. That’s why I was always out in the fields with you.’


‘Pity you didn’t keep it up,’ Jo sniped. ‘If he’d had more help since his heart attack, he might not have had to retire so early.’


Evan’s grin evaporated and he fixed his sister with an accusing glare. ‘I didn’t see you offering to give him a hand.’


‘I’ve got Emily to look after,’ she reminded him. ‘And you’re their son, so it was your job. Anyway, you live closer.’


‘I’ve already got a job, and a disabled wife.’


‘Marie manages just fine while you’re at work, so you could easily have switched to working here instead. And her so-called disability doesn’t stop her from going to bingo, so I don’t see why you have to run round at her beck and call all the time. I’m sure she puts it on to keep you away from your family.’


‘Why do you always have to be such a bitch?’ Evan glared at her. ‘It’s all right for you, with your Pilates, and your yoga, and all that other hippie me-me-me shit you’re into. But you don’t see Marie when she’s struggling to breathe, and . . .’


Frank closed his eyes and rubbed his throbbing temples with his thumbs. His kids had got along OK when they were small, but they’d started fighting like cat and dog as soon as they hit their teens: Evan using crude humour to get a rise out of his sister; Jo lashing out with the razor-sharp tongue she’d inherited from their mother. But they were both nearing their thirties, so they really ought to have grown out of it by now.


Unable to bear any more of it when their voices rose in volume, Frank slapped his hand down on the arm of his chair.


‘Right, pack it in, the pair of you! If you must know, we didn’t want either of you helping out on the farm, because you were both useless at it.’


Jo guiltily dipped her gaze. She’d been ten and Evan twelve when their father had lost his engineering job and invested his redundancy money in this place. It was only thirty or so miles from their old terraced house in Manchester, but it may as well have been a different planet for how isolated they’d felt. Out of sheer boredom, Evan had half-heartedly helped their dad on the land, but Jo had defiantly resisted their mother’s attempts to teach her how to cook, grow vegetables, or tend to the stinking chickens. As soon as they had been old enough to leave home, they had both hot-footed it back to the land of the living, and only visited for special occasions now, like Christmas, and their parents’ birthdays.


The fire crackled loudly as the wind howled down the chimney, and the three lapsed into silence and drank their tea. On the verge of falling asleep by the time he’d finished, Evan leaned forward and slammed his empty cup down on the table.


‘Oi, spud face.’ He kicked Jo in the ankle. ‘Fancy a fight?’


‘Don’t even think about it,’ she warned. ‘I used to want to kill you when you roughed me up. And I mean kill,’ she added ominously. ‘If you’d known how many times I plotted to murder you and bury you under the cowshed, you’d have steered well clear of me.’


‘Oh, I knew,’ he chuckled. ‘You wrote about it in your diary – in very gory detail, might I add.’


Jo’s mouth fell open. ‘You read my diary?’


‘Course I did,’ Evan said, without a trace of remorse. ‘It used to give me and my mates a right laugh. I can’t believe you didn’t know.’


‘You little shit!’ she squawked, her cheeks flaming at the thought of him and his spotty school friends reading her private thoughts.


‘Yep, that’s pretty much what you called me back then, as well,’ said Evan. ‘Little shit, little mong, little dickhead, little cu—’ He paused and gave her a curious look. ‘How come it was always little something, when I was so much bigger than you?’


‘How am I supposed to know? I was a child.’


‘But you just did it again . . . called me a little shit.’


‘Yeah, well, I guess old habits die hard, don’t they?’ Jo sat forward and put her cup down. ‘Right, that’s me done. I’m going to head up to my room and give Sam a quick ring.’


‘Why don’t you go home, love?’ Frank suggested when she stood up. ‘There’s no need for you to stay over.’


‘I’m not leaving you on your own tonight,’ she insisted. ‘You need company at a time like this.’


‘No one needs company when they’re asleep,’ he reasoned. ‘And you can go, as well, Son,’ he added to Evan. ‘You shouldn’t leave Marie by herself overnight; it’s not safe round your way.’


‘She’s got the dog to protect her,’ Evan argued. ‘And I’ve already told her I’m staying.’


‘Well, now I’m telling you you’re not,’ said Frank, rising stiffly to his feet. ‘Go on . . . get yourselves back to your families.’


‘You’re our family, too,’ Jo reminded him, ashamed of herself for already mentally packing the little bag she’d brought over that morning, containing her pyjamas, toothbrush, and make-up bag.


‘I know.’ Frank patted her shoulder. ‘But you’ve a long drive ahead of you, and the sooner you get going, the sooner you’ll get home.’


‘Only if you’re absolutely sure you’ll be OK?’


‘I’m positive.’


Aware that there was no use arguing once their father had made up his mind, Jo and Evan headed up to their old rooms to collect their things.


Frank was standing at the foot of the stairs with their coats in his hand when they came back down. Jo took hers and was slipping it on when her mobile started ringing.


‘It’s Sam,’ she said, glancing at the screen. ‘Won’t be a sec.’


She rushed into the kitchen to speak to her husband in private, but she didn’t close the door properly, and Frank and Evan exchanged an awkward glance when her voice carried clearly out to them.


‘Hi, I was just leaving. No, I haven’t had a chance yet. I was going to do it in the morning, but he’s told me to go home so it’ll have to wait.’


There was a pause while she listened to whatever her husband was saying. Then, sighing, she said, ‘OK, I’ll do it now. But he’s not going to like it.’


‘Everything all right?’ Frank asked when she came back out into the hall.


Unable to look him in the eye, Jo shook her head.


‘Not really. There’s, um, something I need to tell you.’


‘Uh-oh, this sounds personal. Think that’s my cue to leave,’ Evan said, reaching out to open the front door.


‘No, stay.’ Jo touched his arm. ‘You both need to hear this.’


Curious to know what was going on, the men followed her into the living room and sat down. Nervous, because she had no idea how they would react when they heard what she had to say, Jo licked her lips and clasped her hands together in her lap before starting.


‘Right, this isn’t going to be easy. And I know it’s a terrible time to tell you, but Sam says I can’t keep putting it off.’


‘You two are OK, aren’t you?’ Frank asked. ‘You’re not thinking of splitting up, or anything?’


‘God, no!’ she spluttered. ‘It’s got nothing to do with Sam. Well, not in that way, anyway. It’s just . . .’


‘Come on, our kid, spit it out,’ Evan said impatiently when she tailed off. ‘You’ve got us thinking all sorts here.’


Breathing in deeply, Jo said, ‘We’re going to Australia.’


‘That’s nice,’ Frank said, wondering why she’d been so worried about telling them. ‘It’ll do you both good to take a break, and Emily will love it.’


‘I don’t mean for a holiday,’ Jo said quietly. ‘I mean we’re emigrating.’


‘What?’ A deep crease formed between Frank’s eyebrows. ‘When?’


‘Two weeks.’


‘Bloody hell!’ Evan drew his head back and stared at her in disbelief. ‘And you’re only telling us now?’


‘I’m really sorry, Dad,’ Jo addressed her father guiltily. ‘I wanted to tell you ages ago, but every time I tried, Mum got worse, so I couldn’t.’


‘So you thought you’d wait till the day of her funeral instead?’ Evan sneered. ‘Classy, that, Sis. Real classy.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Jo said again, struggling to keep her tears in check. ‘If there’d been any way to tell you sooner, I’d have done it. But there wasn’t.’


Frank stared at her for several long moments as if he didn’t know what to say. Then, leaning forward when a tear trickled down her cheek, he tugged a tissue out of the box Maureen kept on the hearth and passed it to her.


‘Don’t cry, love. You’ve no reason to be upset.’


‘Evan’s right, though,’ she sniffled. ‘It’s totally the wrong time to be telling you something like this. But it’s coming up so fast, and I might not have had another chance.’


Frank sat back and drummed his fingertips on the arm of his chair.


‘So . . . Australia, eh? Can’t say I was expecting that.’


‘It’s not that long since I found out, so it was a shock for me, as well,’ Jo said, dabbing at her eyes with the tissue. ‘But Sam’s been asked to manage his company’s new branch on the Gold Coast, and it’s twice the salary he’s getting now, so we’d be stupid to turn it down. They’ve leased a house for us, with a really good school close by, and a beach at the end of the road.’


‘Whoopty-do,’ Evan said scornfully, staring at her in disgust. ‘He buried Mum today, in case you’ve forgotten, and now you’re going to abandon him?’


‘I’m not abandoning him,’ Jo protested, even though she felt she was doing exactly that – and hated herself for it. ‘It’s only for two years, and we can call and email each other all the time. We can even Skype – if you can get your head around it, Dad.’


‘I’m sure I’ll manage,’ said Frank.


‘Never mind Skype,’ Evan interjected bitterly. ‘It’ll be winter soon, and who’s going to look after him if he gets snowed in or has a fall? Or – God forbid – another heart attack?’


‘That’s not going to happen,’ Frank said before Jo could respond. ‘This is a great opportunity for them, and I’d never forgive myself if they missed out because of me.’


‘But your heart—’ Jo said lamely.


‘Is stronger than it’s ever been,’ said Frank. ‘I haven’t had any problems since the doc put me on that new medication, and there’s no reason why that should change.’


‘She still shouldn’t be going at a time like this,’ Evan argued. ‘She’s being selfish.’


‘And you’re not?’ Jo rounded on him. ‘Expecting me to stay in case Dad needs looking after, when you’re only an hour’s drive away?’


‘You’re his daughter.’


‘And you’re his son – when it suits you.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Oh, come off it!’ Jo snorted. ‘You only ever visit when you want something, and he doesn’t see you for dust the rest of the year.’


‘You’re no better,’ Evan retorted angrily. ‘When was the last time you—’


‘Enough!’ Frank barked, shocking them both into silence for the second time that night. ‘Have you any idea how much it used to upset your mother when you squabbled like this? She hardly saw either of you from one year to the next, and she’d lay on a lovely spread whenever she knew you were coming. And how did you thank her? You’d wreck it all with this ridiculous, childish bickering – that’s how! It’s no wonder Sam and Marie can never get out of here fast enough when you fetch them over, because they can’t bear the flaming atmosphere you two create. None of us can.’


Frank’s face was puce by the time he finished, and Jo stared at him open-mouthed.


‘I’m so sorry, Dad. I had no idea you felt like that.’


‘Well, now you do,’ Frank replied bluntly. ‘I’m only glad your mum doesn’t have to suffer any more of it, because she deserved better.’


‘Yes, she did,’ Evan agreed. ‘But all this with me and Jo, it’s just banter. We don’t mean anything by it.’


‘Maybe not, but it’s time you both grew up and started treating each other with respect,’ Frank said gruffly. ‘If these last few months haven’t taught you the value of family, nothing ever will.’


When they both apologized again, Frank released his irritation on a long-drawn-out breath. Then, pushing himself up to his feet, he said, ‘We’re all tired, so let’s draw a line under this and call it a night, eh?’


After kissing her dad goodbye and telling him she would call round to help him clean up in the morning, Jo gave her brother a rare hug before heading outside. Evan followed seconds later, and Frank watched from the porch as they reversed their respective cars out onto the lane.


A blissful silence settled over the house when he closed the door, and he felt the tension lifting from his shoulders as he went back into the living room. It was years since the kids had left home, and he’d grown used to the peace and quiet. Today, with the house bursting at the seams with mourners, the noise had been deafening, and all he’d wanted to do was hide in the barn until every last one of them had gone – Evan and Jo included.


Especially them, by the end.


Frank lifted the larger coals out of the fire and made sure the embers were safely contained. Then, stuffing his hands into his trouser pockets, he gazed at the photograph of Maureen again. She had loved the peace and quiet as much as he had, and they had both enjoyed sitting in here of an evening: Maureen knitting and doing crosswords, while Frank scoured the internet for spares to renovate the old cars that now occupied the barn where his cows had once been housed. Now it would just be him, and his heart ached at the thought.


Sighing, Frank switched off the lights and went out into the hall. The doorbell rang as he was about to head up the stairs and, thinking one of the kids must have forgotten something, he opened the door without checking, only to find Yvonne Caldwell, from the cottage at the other end of the lane, standing in the porch with a foil-covered dish in her hands.


‘Evening, love.’ She smiled out at him from the circle of fur edging the hood of her coat. ‘I saw your Jo and Evan driving past and thought I’d pop round to check how you’re doing? And to give you this . . .’ She thrust the dish into his hands. ‘It’s nothing special; only a spot of stew I had left over from tea last night. I noticed you didn’t really eat much earlier, so I thought you’d probably be hungry by now.’


Frank wasn’t hungry, but he didn’t want to appear ungrateful, so he said, ‘Thanks, love. Much appreciated.’


‘You’re welcome,’ Yvonne said, pulling the collar of her coat around her chin to shield it from the wind. ‘It was a lovely send-off, wasn’t it? Great to see so many people paying their respects. Mo would have been pleased by the turnout.’


‘She would,’ Frank agreed. ‘Anyway, I’d bes—’


‘I don’t think she’d have been too impressed with that vicar waffling on like that, though,’ Yvonne continued. ‘No offence, because I know your Mo took her religion seriously, but I reckon she’d have been as bored as everyone else was.’


‘Probably,’ Frank said, pretending to stifle a yawn in the hope that Yvonne would take the hint and go home.


‘Your Evan’s speech was very moving, though, wasn’t it?’ she went on, as if she hadn’t noticed. ‘He had me in tears a couple of times. Oh, and didn’t your Jo’s girl look a picture, all dressed up like a little doll?’


‘She’s bonny, all right,’ said Frank. ‘Anyway, I’d best get this inside.’ He held up the dish. ‘Thanks again.’


‘My pleasure,’ said Yvonne. Then, tipping her head to one side, she peered at him thoughtfully. ‘I could always come in and warm it up for you, if you like? Give you a chance to put your feet up.’


‘To be honest, I’m pretty tired,’ Frank said politely. ‘I was on my way to bed when you knocked, so I’ll probably save this for breakfast.’


Yvonne’s smile faltered, but she quickly recovered.


‘Oh, right. Well, you know where I am if you need me. I’ll pop round in the morning for the bowl.’


Frank thought about transferring the stew into one of his own bowls so she could take hers with her. But he had a feeling it would be hard to shift her if she got her foot through the door, so he nodded, and murmured, ‘Night, then,’ before closing the door.


A frown creased his brow as he carried the bowl into the kitchen. He was pretty sure Yvonne had been wearing make-up, and that was odd, because he didn’t think he’d ever seen her made-up before. Then again, he’d never paid much mind to her appearance whenever she’d popped round to have a brew and a gossip with Maureen in the past, so she could have been plastered in it each time for all he knew.


He scraped the stew into the bin and washed the bowl, then placed it on the hall table, ready to hand straight out to Yvonne when she called round in the morning, and then headed up to bed. He hadn’t slept properly in months for worrying about Maureen taking bad in the night, but now it was all over, he hoped he would manage a few straight hours.


After undressing in the dark, he climbed into bed and pulled the quilt up around his shoulders. Almost immediately, the house came alive with noises he’d never noticed before. The creak of floorboards settling . . . the rhythmic ticking of the clock on Maureen’s bedside table . . . the drip of water leaking from the bathroom tap . . .


Only one sound was missing: that of Maureen breathing softly on her side of the bed. In all the years they had been married, apart from the times when she had been confined to hospital after giving birth, and the two weeks Frank had been kept in ICU following his heart attack, they hadn’t spent one single night apart, and the realization that he was never again going to hear her breathe, or feel the warmth of her body as they lay back to back in this bed, caused the tears Frank had been holding inside all day to spill over.
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Woken by the sound of a car pulling onto the driveway the next morning, Frank peeled an eye open and squinted at the clock on Maureen’s bedside table. Shocked to see that it was 10 a.m., he shoved the quilt aside and dropped his feet to the floor. As a farmer, he’d grown accustomed to waking before dawn. And, even now, some two years since he’d sold his livestock and rented out most of his crop-bearing fields to neighbouring farmers, he tended to wake before the sun had fully risen.


Wincing at the sound of the doorbell echoing through the hallway below, he stood up and quickly got dressed before clattering down the stairs and peering through the spyhole. It was Yvonne, so he snatched the bowl up off the table before opening the door.


‘Morning,’ Yvonne said cheerily, taking in his tousled hair and the stubble on his chin. ‘Didn’t wake you, did I?’


‘No, I’ve been up for ages,’ he lied. ‘I was, um, getting ready to go out, actually. I’ve got an appointment, so I hope you won’t think I’m being rude if I don’t invite you in. Oh, and thanks for the stew. It was delicious.’ He thrust the bowl into her hand before reaching behind the door for his coat.


‘You liked it?’ Her face lit up.


‘Very much,’ he said, looking around for his car keys. Spotting them on the table, he leaned back to get them, giving Yvonne a clear view of the hallway and the kitchen beyond.


‘Oh, my,’ she exclaimed when she saw the mess. ‘You’re going to need a hand clearing that lot up, so why don’t I—’


‘It’s OK, I’ll do it when I get home,’ Frank cut her off.


Yvonne drew her head back and gave him a stern look.


‘Not on your own, you won’t. I’ve got nothing important on today, and four hands are better than two, as my old mum used to say, so I’ll stop here and make a start while you go to your appointment.’


‘There’s really no need,’ Frank said, shivering when he stepped outside and pulled the door firmly shut behind him. It was bitterly cold, and he really didn’t fancy getting into the car with its frost-coated windscreen. But now he’d lied about having an appointment to go to, he had no choice.


‘It’s no trouble,’ Yvonne persisted, linking an arm through his and walking with him to the car. ‘This is what friends do for each other at times like this. Your Maureen looked after me when I lost my Don, so now I’m going to look after you. And don’t bother arguing, ’cos I won’t take no for an answer.’


Frank gave her an uneasy smile as he clicked the key-fob to unlock the car doors. Last night, he’d wondered if Yvonne might always have worn make-up. But, now, seeing her in the cold light of day, with her kohl eyeliner and scarlet lipstick, he was pretty sure he’d have noticed if she’d ever looked like this in the past.


‘What time will you be back?’ Yvonne asked, letting go of his arm when he pulled the car door open. ‘Will it be more lunchtime, or teatime, do you think? Only, if I’m coming over to help you clear up, I might as well pop something in the oven, so I need to know whether to do a light lunch, or a proper meal?’


‘I’m not sure how long I’ll be, so it’s probably best if you see to yourself,’ Frank replied evasively. ‘I’ll pick something up in the village.’


‘Oh, I didn’t realize you were going to the village,’ Yvonne pounced. ‘I was going to pop down there myself, so why don’t I leave my car here and come with you? I can do my shopping then wait for you in the café.’


‘I’m not actually going that way,’ Frank backtracked. ‘I was thinking of stopping off at the bakery on my way back, that’s all.’


‘Well, there must be shops where you are going, so I could still—’


‘No!’


Yvonne drew her head back as if he’d slapped her, and Frank immediately felt guilty.


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to bite your head off. But I really need to get going, or I’ll be late for my appointment.’


Yvonne nodded and patted his arm.


‘Don’t worry, love, I understand. You’ve had a rough time these last few months, so you’re bound to be feeling a bit fraught. But please stop thinking you’ve got to cope with it on your own, because I’m here to help. OK?’


‘OK,’ Frank conceded, sighing as he climbed into the driver’s seat.


Before he had a chance to close the door, Yvonne leaned in and planted a kiss on his cheek. Then, leaving a trail of cloying perfume in her wake, she waggled her fingers at him before heading to her own car.


Shoulders slumping when she’d driven away, Frank started the engine and reversed the car to the back of the house, before jumping out and opening the barn doors. Yvonne meant well, but he’d never been the best at making small-talk, and the thought of being trapped in the house with her filled him with dread, so he would park the car out of sight in the barn, he decided; make her think he was still out if she came back round.


Letting himself in through the back door after hiding the car, Frank had a wash and brushed his teeth, and then drank a cup of coffee and ate a slice of toast before getting stuck into the cleaning.


Afraid that Yvonne might be checking to see if he was back yet when the phone started ringing an hour later, he left it to go to answer-machine, but quickly snatched it up when he heard his daughter’s voice.


‘Morning, love. Did you get home all right?’


‘Obviously, or I’d be lying in a ditch somewhere instead of calling you,’ Jo replied bluntly. Then, sighing, she said, ‘Sorry, Dad; didn’t mean to snap. Sam’s arranged for a letting agent to call round this morning, and I’m stressing out because the house is an absolute mess. But never mind me . . . how are you? Did you manage to get any sleep?’


‘Like a log,’ Frank lied, deciding not to mention the tears he’d cried, because that would only make her worry. ‘I actually had a lie-in,’ he went on. ‘Didn’t wake up till Yvonne called round at ten.’


‘Wow.’ Jo sounded surprised. ‘It’s not like you to sleep so late, so you must have needed it. What did Yvonne want?’


‘She came for her bowl.’


‘Bowl?’ Jo repeated, suspicion in her voice now. ‘What bowl? Everything in that kitchen belonged to Mum, so she’d better not be trying to lay claim to anything, or I’ll—’


‘It was hers,’ Frank interrupted. ‘She’d noticed I didn’t eat much yesterday, so she called round with some stew when you and Evan had gone home.’


‘You didn’t eat it, did you?’ Jo asked. ‘She gave me a piece of cake once, and it had half a dead cockroach in it.’


‘Don’t worry, it went straight in the bin,’ Frank assured her. ‘And I know she’s only being neighbourly, so I shouldn’t complain, but like I told you and Evan last night, I don’t need looking after, so I’m hoping she’s not going to start calling round all the time to help out.’


‘Good luck with that,’ Jo snorted. ‘Anyway, subject of helping you out, that why I’m calling: to let you know I won’t be able to get over to yours till later this afternoon. Can you bear with the mess till then?’


‘I’ve already taken care of it,’ Frank told her. ‘And I was actually thinking I could pop over to help you. There must be loads to do if you’re leaving in two weeks.’


‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ Jo said sheepishly. ‘No offence, Dad, but I’ve got a routine, and you’ll only get under my feet.’


‘Like mother like daughter,’ Frank chuckled, remembering the way Maureen had always shooed him out of the kitchen whenever he’d tried to help.


‘Oh, no,’ Jo groaned as her doorbell chimed in the background. ‘The letting agent’s early, and I’m nowhere near ready for him.’


‘You can’t pack up ten years’ worth of belongings without making a mess, love,’ Frank said. ‘I’m sure he’ll have seen worse.’


‘I don’t want him seeing it like this and thinking it’ll be OK  to shove any old scruff-bag tenants in,’ Jo replied edgily. ‘We’ve worked really hard on making the house nice, and we want people who’ll treat it with respect.’


‘Stop flapping,’ Frank said calmly. ‘Everything will work out fine.’


Jerking the phone away from his ear when Jo yelled, ‘All right, I’m coming!’ at the sound of her bell ringing again, Frank said, ‘Love, go and let him in. I’ll speak to you later.’


He replaced the receiver in its cradle and shook his head as he picked up the bags of rubbish and carried them out to the bin. Jo had two weeks to sort the house out, but, as usual, she was trying to do everything at once, and her stress levels would be through the roof by the end of it. Still, there was nothing he could do if she didn’t want his help, so he’d just have to leave her to it.
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The two weeks’ notice Jo had given Frank flew by, and before he knew it, she’d jetted off with her little family to start their new life in the sun. She rang the following afternoon to tell him they had arrived safely, that the weather was fantastic, and the house was amazing, with its own swimming pool and three enormous en-suite bedrooms. As happy as Frank was for her, the realization that he wasn’t going to see her again for two years settled over him like a lead weight, and the future began to look like a bleak and lonely place.


Still grieving for Maureen, and now missing Jo and Emily as well, Frank only left the house if he absolutely had to during the next three months. Evan hadn’t called round since the funeral – mainly because Frank had asked him not to; and the few conversations they’d had on the phone had been brief. Jo, who had always been better at keeping in touch than her brother, had phoned every Sunday for the first few weeks, but that had gradually petered out, and Frank felt truly alone for the first time in his life. He had no desire to ‘join some groups and meet new people’ – as Jo had ordered him to do before she’d left. And he had neither the energy nor the motivation to resume renovating the cars in his barn, which had once been his passion. Most days, he couldn’t even be bothered to get dressed, and he was sitting in his stained pyjamas with a glass of whisky in his hand when he got a rare phone call from his son early in November.


‘All right, Pops,’ Evan said cheerily, as if it hadn’t been weeks since they had last spoken. ‘What you up to?’


Ashamed to admit that he was wasting another day away watching mind-numbingly boring daytime TV, Frank said, ‘Just cracking on with some jobs around the house.’


‘Great stuff,’ Evan said – sounding relieved, Frank thought, that he wasn’t wallowing in grief. ‘I won’t keep you if you’re busy,’ he went on. ‘I only wanted to let you know we’re having Christmas dinner at ours this year.’


Frank couldn’t think of anything worse. Not only would this be his first Christmas in some forty-plus years without Maureen, he would now be subjected to a day of being growled at and eyeballed by the mangy dog his daughter-in-law treated like the child she’d never had.


‘I’m not sure what I’ll be doing yet,’ he said evasively. ‘I’ll have to let you know nearer the time.’


‘Marie’s already started organizing it, and she needs to know how many she’s cooking for,’ said Evan. ‘Anyway, what you on about – you don’t know what you’ll be doing? We’re the only family you’ve got left, so you’ll be spending it with us – end of.’


‘I’ll let you know,’ Frank repeated. ‘Now, is that all? Only I’m in the middle of something here.’


‘Cut me off, why don’t you?’ Evan snorted.


‘Sorry,’ Frank sighed. ‘But you know what it’s like when you stop halfway through a job – it’s really hard to get started again.’


‘All right, I’ll get off and leave you in peace,’ Evan conceded. ‘But can I ask you a favour first?’


‘What kind of favour?’ Frank asked warily, taking a swig of whisky.


‘I don’t suppose you could pop round to Jo’s and check on the boiler, could you?’ Evan asked. ‘The letting agent called me this morning and said the tenants have been bugging him about it. I know I said I’d handle the maintenance, but I’m snowed under at work, so I’m not sure when I’ll get the chance.’


‘It’s fine,’ Frank said, relieved that Evan hadn’t asked for another loan, as he’d been expecting. It wasn’t that he minded lending him money, but Evan had a habit of forgetting that he’d borrowed it, so Frank rarely if ever got it back.


‘Cheers, Pops, you’re the best,’ Evan said. ‘And I’ll tell Marie to count you in for Christmas, ’cos there’s no way I’m suffering her folks on my own.’


Frank shook his head when the call was finished, and raised his glass to take another swig. Instantly changing his mind, he placed the glass on the table and headed upstairs to get washed and dressed. He didn’t really fancy the hour-long drive to Jo’s house, but now he’d promised, he didn’t have much choice.


Surprised to find that it was snowing when he left the house, Frank pulled his gloves on to clear the car’s windscreen. It was early for snow, and he hoped it didn’t augur another terrible winter like the one they’d suffered a couple of years earlier, during which the central heating had broken down and he and Maureen had almost frozen to death before the engineer had finally managed to get to them.


Making a mental note to stop off at the village garden-centre on the way back, and stock up on extra coal for the fire, Frank set off down the lane – putting his foot down as he passed Yvonne’s place, in case she spotted him and tried to flag him down. For the first couple of weeks after the funeral she had called round almost daily, bringing food he never ate, and offering help he neither needed nor wanted. Unable to bear it, he’d politely asked her to give him a bit of space, and to her credit she hadn’t called round since. But it wouldn’t be long before she was back at his door if she saw him out and about, and he wasn’t sure he was ready for that.


Jo’s house was situated at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac, and her neighbours were mostly retired couples – who clearly had a lot of time on their hands, judging by their well-tended front gardens. Both too busy – and neither particularly green-fingered – Jo and Sam had employed a gardener to tend their front and back gardens, but the tenants who’d moved in a few weeks after their move to Australia had obviously decided not to bother with his services, and Frank eyed the overgrown lawn and weed-infested borders with disapproval as he parked up on the driveway and climbed out of his car.


No one answered when he rang the bell, so he let himself in using the spare key Jo had given him. The furniture belonged to Jo and Sam, as did the white goods in the kitchen, but the personal effects belonged to the tenants, and Frank felt like an intruder under the gaze of the strangers in the photographs hanging on the hallway walls. The house smelled completely different, and the absolute silence in there, which was totally at odds with the chatter and laughter he was used to when he visited, only served to remind him of what he’d lost.


Desperate to get out of there as quickly as possible, Frank hurried through to the kitchen and checked the boiler. Pleased to discover that all it needed was a refill and for the pilot to be relit, he dealt with it and then rushed back to his car.


Worn out by the long drive after months of inactivity, Frank dumped the bags of coal he’d bought on the way home in the shed, and then made his way inside. After heating a tin of soup and buttering a couple of slices of bread, he settled in his chair to watch TV while he ate. When he’d finished, he reached for the glass he’d left behind earlier, and topped it up with fresh whisky.


Relaxed, he gazed around the room, looking at it properly for the first time in months. The bowl and saucer he’d just placed on the coffee table was surrounded by yet more dirty crockery and microwave-food containers, and every piece of furniture was coated in a thick layer of dust. He didn’t need to imagine how disgusted Maureen would be if she could see the state of the place – or the state of him, with the dark bags under his eyes, the messy, unwashed hair, and the peppery half-beard he’d grown out of laziness rather than desire. He felt as if he’d aged twenty years since the funeral, and if Maureen were here she’d be telling him to pull himself together. And she’d be right to, because he had fallen into a pit of self-pity that was sapping the life out of him.


It was time to start living again, and he would begin by getting an early night. Then, in the morning, he would open the curtains and windows to air the place out, before tackling the dusting and the vacuuming. And then – maybe – he would make a start on clearing Maureen’s clothes and shoes out of the wardrobe.


That last thought had been hanging over Frank for ages, but he’d resisted putting it into action because he hadn’t wanted to admit that Maureen was never coming back. But that was the truth of it, and he knew that she’d have packed his stuff off to the charity shop a long time ago if the shoe had been on her foot instead of his, so that was exactly what he was going to do, he decided.


Sure that Maureen would approve of his plans, Frank carried his glass and the whisky bottle upstairs and placed them on the bedside table while he got ready for bed. He knew he’d been drinking too much lately, and that was another thing he planned to address. But not tonight.
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Despite his intention to get an early night, Frank couldn’t sleep, and he was re-reading an old book about serial killers, third whisky in hand, when he heard a loud bang coming from the back of the house at 2 a.m. Conscious that it might be burglars – like the gang who’d broken into a neighbouring farm not long before Maureen had passed away, and beaten the farmer and his wife so badly they’d been hospitalized – he shoved the quilt off his legs and groped under the bed for his cricket bat.


Clutching the bat, he crept down the stairs, avoiding the ones that creaked, and quickly checked the front and back rooms before heading into the kitchen. The moon was full and high, floodlighting the snow-covered yard. Able to see the garden and the outbuildings clearly through the window, he did a scan of the land, his gaze sweeping from left to right and back again. Seeing nothing suspicious, he decided a fox must have knocked one of the bins over. But as he was about to head back up to bed, a movement between the old chicken coop and the barn caught his eye, and when he squinted to get a better look, he was sure he could see someone crouching in the shadows.


Aware there could be more than one of them, Frank stood the bat in the corner and quickly unlocked the cupboard where his shotgun was housed. In all the years he’d lived on the farm, he had never used the gun – and he hoped that wasn’t about to change as he loaded it now before unlocking the back door and stepping outside.


‘I can see you, and I’m armed,’ he warned loudly as he aimed the gun in the direction of the figure. ‘You’ve got five seconds to get the hell out of here before I start shooting . . . Five . . . four . . .’


‘Please, no shoot!’ the figure cried, lurching up from its hiding place, hands in the air.


Shocked to hear that it was a woman, Frank narrowed his eyes and peered at her. Most of the people who lived in the area were Yorkshire born and bred, but this woman sounded foreign. And she definitely wasn’t dressed like a local, because no one who’d experienced a winter out here would go out at this time of night in the short skirt and thin blouse she appeared to be wearing.


‘Are you alone?’ he called.


‘Yes, is only me,’ she replied shakily.


‘It’s OK, you can put your hands down,’ he said, lowering the gun.


Visibly shivering, the woman lowered her arms.


‘I am sorry for disturb you,’ she said. ‘I mean no trouble. I was only look for warm place to sleep.’


‘Are you hurt?’ Frank asked when he noticed a dark shadow on her cheek.


‘No.’ She shook her head and covered her cheek with her hand. ‘I fall. Is nothing.’


Guessing that must have been the bang he’d heard, Frank said, ‘Is there someone you can call to come and pick you up?’


‘There is no one,’ she replied. ‘But is OK. I will find another place to sleep.’


Concerned when he saw her sway, Frank glanced around again to check that nobody else was hiding, and then jerked his head at her.


‘Come inside and sit down for a minute, love. I’ll make you a warm drink, and then I’ll give you a lift home.’


‘No!’ Her eyes widened and she took a step back. ‘I cannot go back there.’


‘Well, you can’t stay outside in this weather dressed like that,’ Frank said bluntly. ‘You’ll be frozen solid by morning – if you make it that far.’


The woman bit her lip and gazed around. Then, turning back to Frank, she said, ‘Is safe to come inside?’


‘Absolutely,’ he said, stepping away from the door and waving for her to enter ahead of him.


She hesitated for a moment, as if weighing up her options, and then limped across the yard and stumbled over the threshold into the kitchen. Frank followed her in and locked the door.


‘Whoa, steady,’ he said, catching her by the elbow when her legs started to buckle. ‘Sit there and catch your breath.’ He guided her to a chair. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’


When she was seated, Frank switched the light on and frowned when he saw that the bruise on her cheek was worse than he’d initially thought. Her clothes were filthy, and her torn blouse appeared to be spattered with dried blood. There were more bruises on her arms, some more recent than others judging by their varying shades, and yet more on her legs.


Strongly suspecting that this was the result of an assault and not a fall, he said, ‘Who did this to you, love?’


‘No one,’ she replied quietly, dipping her gaze. ‘Was my fault for be clumsy.’


Frank didn’t believe her, but he couldn’t force her to talk about it if she didn’t want to, so he locked the gun away and then filled the kettle.


‘I think I may be sick,’ the woman mumbled, covering her mouth with her hand. ‘Where is bathroom, please?’


‘Top of the stairs.’ Frank pointed the way. ‘First door on the right.’


She rushed out of the room, and Frank took two cups out of the cupboard. About to put teabags into them, he dropped the canister when he heard a heavy thump on the floor above, and ran up the stairs.


‘Hello . . .?’ He knocked on the bathroom door. ‘Are you OK in there?’


When no answer came, he tried the door. It wasn’t locked, but something was obstructing it, so he had to use his shoulder to force his way in. The woman was sprawled on the floor behind it, her face as white as a sheet, the bruises even more livid under the bright light. Squatting down beside her, Frank gently shook her.


Her eyes fluttered open, and she swallowed loudly before asking, ‘What happen?’


‘You blacked out,’ he told her, slipping his arm under her back. ‘Let’s get you sat up, eh?’


‘I do not feel good,’ she croaked, leaning against his shoulder when he eased her into a sitting position.
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