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CHAPTER ONE

Friday December 16th

According to the Met Office, it was going to be a white, blustery Christmas. The forecast was for severe blizzards across much of the UK, and those people living in northern counties were being warned to brace themselves for the worst of the weather. It was even likely that some towns and villages would find themselves cut off.

The prospect of being snowed in filled James Walker with dread. He wasn’t used to dealing with impassable roads and momentous drifts that brought life to a standstill.

In London, things carried on virtually as normal however bad the weather. But now he was living in Cumbria and this would be his first Christmas away from the capital. He was pretty sure it was going to be very different.

He and Annie had made the move seven weeks ago and he was still struggling to adjust. The pace of life was so much slower and he wasn’t sure he would ever get used to it.

Barely a month had passed since he’d started his new job as a detective inspector with the Cumbria Constabulary, based in the market town of Kendal, and he was already bored. He was missing the buzz of the Met, the big cases, the rush of adrenaline that he felt speeding to the scene of another major crime. 

The cases that had come his way since the transfer included two burglaries, a domestic violence incident on a remote farm and an act of vandalism against a village pub. A far cry from the murder and mayhem that had kept him busy during almost twenty years working in the capital.

He wasn’t blaming Annie, though. Remaining in London had simply become too risky after the brick was thrown through their living room window. His wife was lucky not to have been injured, and it had forced him to concede that the threat was one he couldn’t ignore. He had to think of Annie and his family – his parents, brother, two sisters, and a bunch of nephews and nieces. 

He still couldn’t be sure who was behind the attack. There had been no forensic evidence on the brick or the note that was attached to it. Naturally, Andrew Sullivan had denied responsibility when questioned, and he had a cast-iron alibi. But he could have got one of his gang members to do it for him, as revenge against James for the thirteen months Sullivan had spent behind bars before his unexpected release.

James looked across the open plan office from behind the desk that had been allocated to him. It was almost five o’clock on Friday December 16th, and most of the team had already departed for the weekend. No doubt some would be Christmas shopping, while others busied themselves with preparations for the big day. 

He left all that stuff to Annie, as she’d always enjoyed buying presents and organising things. This year she had made it extra hard for herself. As well as all the effort she was putting into renovating the house, she’d invited James’s entire family to stay with them from Christmas Eve until after Boxing Day.

James had breathed a sigh of relief when he’d learned that only nine of them, including three children, were coming. It meant they could be put up in the three spare bedrooms, while Annie’s uncle, Bill Cardwell, used the fold-down camp bed in the study. 

Annie hadn’t seen Bill since her mother’s funeral, when they’d had a bitter row over the fact that the house that he and his sister had grown up in had been left to Annie. He’d stormed out of the wake, claiming it wasn’t fair and demanding that she sell the property and give him half the proceeds. But Annie had refused because her mother had stipulated in her will that Annie should keep it so that she could pass it on to her own children when, God willing, she eventually had them. 

Annie was now determined to get back on speaking terms with her uncle, hoping her return to Cumbria would be a new beginning for both of them.

‘I’m surprised you’re still here, guv. There’s fuck all going on.’

It was the grating voice of DS Phil Stevens that interrupted James’s thoughts. The overweight detective was the only member of the team who had made him feel unwelcome. This was apparently because Stevens’s promotion to detective inspector had been put on hold as a result of James’s arrival.

He was also clearly jealous of the new DI’s years of experience with the Met and NCA, rolling his eyes whenever James mentioned London.

‘I was just about to wrap things up and go,’ James said. ‘What about you?’

Stevens shrugged. ‘I’m here till late and that suits me just fine. The in-laws are coming over for a pre-Christmas visit and they’re not my favourite people.’

With perfect timing, James’s mobile phone rang, providing him with an excuse not to continue the conversation.

He picked it up from his desk, glanced at the caller ID, then smiled at Stevens.

‘It’s the wife,’ he said. ‘I’d better take it.’

James answered the phone as he watched his colleague turn and walk across the room towards his own desk.

‘Hi, hon,’ James said. ‘I’ll be heading home soon if that’s what you’re ringing to find out.’

‘It’s not, actually,’ Annie said. ‘I forgot to mention that the school nativity play is taking place this evening and I’m here now helping out. It means I most likely won’t be in when you get home.’

‘No problem. How has your day been?’

‘Good. I managed to clear all the junk from the bedrooms before I popped over to Janet Dyer’s house for lunch and a catch up.’

‘Isn’t she the one you used to be friends with at school?’

‘That’s right. She’s a great source of information for me because she knows the whats and wheres that I’ve missed since I’ve been away. She does have a tendency to get caught up in the village drama, though, and some people think she’s too loud and opinionated, but she’s helped me through some tough times in the past, and she’s a softie at heart.’

‘She sounds interesting,’ James said.

‘She is. Actually, I’m thinking about inviting her over tomorrow for a cuppa. I want to show her what we’re doing to the house and also give her some distraction. She’s a single mum and her ex-husband is picking her two boys up in the morning and taking them to spend Christmas with him and his new partner in Carlisle.’

‘Then I look forward to meeting her.’ 

‘I’m sure you’ll like her,’ Annie said. ‘Meanwhile, you drive carefully coming home. I’ve made a cottage pie for you and it’s ready to be put straight in the oven.’

‘Terrific. Love you lots and see you later.’

‘You too, sweetheart.’

One thing James didn’t miss about London was the traffic. Driving in the capital was a nightmare, and many streets seemed to be in a permanent state of gridlock. 

By comparison, getting from Kendal to Kirkby Abbey was a breeze. He headed east along the A684, crossed over the M6, and then north up the A683.

The roads took him through some of the UK’s most beautiful countryside, lying between the Lake District and Yorkshire Dales National Parks. Of course, at this time of night he couldn’t see much, as the darkness stretched into the distance on both sides. 

It was just after six when he arrived at the village, one of the smallest in the area with a population of just over seven hundred. 

He drove past the small Catholic church and The White Hart pub, and turned left at the village store. He then skirted the small square where they held the monthly Saturday farmers’ market, and passed through the residential area that was crammed with quaint, stone-built houses.

Their detached home was a short walk from the tiny primary school where Annie worked and had a driveway and a paved front garden. There were other detached houses either side, and across the road was a gated entrance to a field that offered stunning views of the distant peaks.

James parked up and saw that Annie had left the lights on in their two-storey house. As he climbed out of his Audi, he was once again struck by how quiet the place was. It was another aspect of life here in Cumbria that he still hadn’t yet got used to. 

He was approaching the front door when he noticed that a parcel had been left on the step. It was about the size of a shoebox and wrapped in Christmas paper.

His first thought as he picked it up was that it had been put there by one of the neighbours. But as he let himself inside, it struck him as odd that on the label that was stuck to it there were just three words written with a black marker:

FOR DETECTIVE WALKER

He took the parcel through to the kitchen and placed it on the table. Curiosity compelled him to open it before doing anything else. 

He tore off the wrapping and lifted the lid of the cardboard box. What was inside gave him such a shock that an involuntary gasp erupted from his mouth and he jumped back in horror. In the process, his hand struck the edge of the box and knocked it onto the floor.

A wave of revulsion swept through him as he stared down at the object that rolled out. It was a large, blood-soaked bird that was clearly dead. 

James tried to swallow but couldn’t, and for several moments he just stood there while a pulse thundered in his temples.

He noticed that the bottom of the box was lined with clingfilm, presumably to hold in the blood. 

‘Why the fuck would someone do this?’ he said aloud to himself.

After the shock wore off, he took a deep breath and knelt down to see if there was anything else in the upended box. But there wasn’t. However, when he stood again he spotted something attached by Sellotape to the underside of the lid. It was a Christmas card wrapped in clingfilm, and on the front of it were images from the carol The Twelve Days of Christmas. 

James always carried a pair of latex gloves in his jacket pocket, so he put them on before reaching for the card, aware that he should have done so before opening the box in the first place. 

He used the tips of his fingers to peel away the Sellotape and flick the card open. There was no seasonal greeting printed inside. Instead, someone had scrawled a message that caused the air to lock in James’s chest.

Here’s a Christmas gift for you, detective Walker. It’s a little early, I know, but I just couldn’t wait. My very own take on the twelve days of Christmas, complete with a dead partridge. Twelve days. Twelve murders. Twelve victims. And they all deserve what’s coming to them.




CHAPTER TWO

Annie was struggling to hold back the tears, and her insides were churning with mixed emotions. But she wasn’t at all surprised. It was how she usually reacted when she watched a primary school nativity play.

She loved seeing Mary drop baby Jesus, the narrator stumble over his or her words, and the angels giggle amongst themselves because they had no real understanding of what was going on. It was all so touching and hilarious. 

But along with the joy there was always a sense of despondency and regret because none of the children on the little stage belonged to her.

The audience began to applaud as the cast rounded off their performance with a stilted rendition of Silent Night. Annie felt a jolt of jealousy when the parents started to cheer and wave, their faces glowing with obvious pride. One day, she told herself. One day I’ll be sitting amongst them instead of here on the side lines with the other teachers.

‘Are you all right, Annie? You look as though you might be about to cry.’

Annie turned to the woman sitting to her right and forced a smile.

‘I was just thinking back to when I played the part of Mary on this very stage,’ she fibbed. ‘I can’t believe it was thirty odd years ago.’

Lorna Manning smiled back. ‘I wish I’d been here then. It must have been a lot different with at least twice as many pupils and parents.’

Like many other small rural schools across the country, Kirkby Abbey Primary School was under threat because of falling pupil numbers and budget cuts. With only twenty-two children now enrolled, the council was considering closing the school, but Lorna – headmistress for the past ten years – was campaigning hard to keep it open.

If and when it did close, parents would have to transport their kids to the nearest other school, which was some fifteen miles away. It was one of the very few negatives that came with the move back to Cumbria but, as far as Annie was concerned, they were far outweighed by the positives.

She hung around as Lorna stepped up onto the stage to praise the children and thank all those who had come to see the show, especially the villagers who’d turned up to offer their support even though they weren’t parents. After that, everyone gathered in the reception area while the hall was cleared and the children got changed.

Annie hadn’t expected to get involved with school activities so soon after arriving in the village. But a staff shortage had prompted Lorna to offer her some part-time work as soon as she expressed an interest. And that suited Annie perfectly, because it meant she could divide her time between shifts at the school and renovating the house.

This was the first time since the move that she had been in the company of so many people. Some she recognised from before she left the village and moved to London thirteen years ago, others she’d met during the visits to her mother following her father’s death. But a good many of those around her she’d never seen before and she was keen to make their acquaintance.

A table had been laid with free soft drinks, mulled wine and mince pies. Annie positioned herself next to it so that she could explain to people what was on offer and introduce herself to those she didn’t know. But the first person to approach the table was Janet Dyer – her twin sons had played shepherds in the play.

‘A cracking show as always,’ Janet said, helping herself to a wine. ‘Just the right mix of chaos and confusion. I loved every minute.’

Annie laughed. ‘The twins were adorable, Janet. You must be so proud of them.’

Janet nodded. ‘I am. And I intend to do everything I can to make sure they don’t turn out to be like their shitty excuse for a father.’

It was three years since Janet’s husband Edward had left her for another woman. Annie had seen her a couple of times since then and had talked to her frequently on the phone. In the beginning, Janet had found it hard to cope and had confessed to being lonely. But eventually she had started to embrace being single again.

She was a short, thin woman, with a placid face and neat, shoulder-length, fair hair, who worked as a carer for elderly people living in Kirkby Abbey and the surrounding villages.

Annie was about to ask her what time Edward was picking the twins up in the morning, but Janet spoke first.

‘Oh, bloody hell,’ she said. ‘Here comes trouble.’

She was staring at a man and woman who were walking towards them after exiting the hall. Annie recognised them immediately and felt a stab of apprehension. 

Charlie and Sonia Jenkins ran The White Hart pub and they were by far the most striking couple in the village. She was slim and in her late thirties, but looked much younger. Her husband, who Annie herself had actually had a crush on in school, was a dead ringer for Michael Bublé. The pair had been together since Sonia fell pregnant with their daughter, Maddie, at the age of seventeen. 

Sonia reached them first, and she had a face like thunder.

‘I want to ask you a question,’ she said, spitting her words at Janet and filling the air between them with the smell of alcohol.

Charlie quickly came up behind his wife and placed his hands on her shoulders.

‘I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t make a scene here,’ he said. 

‘That was before I saw her looking at you in the hall,’ Sonia replied. ‘I could tell what she was thinking.’

‘Really?’ Janet said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Are you able to read minds when you’re drunk then?’

Sonia clenched her jaw. ‘How dare you say that? I’m not drunk.’

Janet tutted loudly. ‘You could have fooled me, Sonia.’

Annie could barely believe what was happening. The Christmas spirit that had prevailed only moments ago was shattered as the two women glared at one another.

Charlie put an arm around his wife and tried to move her away, but she refused to budge.

‘I’m not going anywhere until I’ve heard what she’s got to say for herself,’ Sonia said.

Janet responded by rolling her eyes. ‘Then get to the point, for pity’s sake. What is it you want to ask me?’

Annie was tempted to intervene, but didn’t dare for fear of inflaming the situation. Most of the other people in the room were still oblivious to what was going on and she didn’t want that to change.

Sonia lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and said, ‘I want to know if it’s true that you’ve been having an affair with my husband.’

Janet pulled a face. ‘No, it bloody well isn’t. Where the hell did you get that idea?’

‘You told one of the elderly folks you visit in the village,’ Sonia said. ‘He told someone who mentioned it to someone else and this morning it was passed on to me.’

‘Well it’s total rubbish,’ Janet insisted. ‘I don’t sleep with married men. Surely he’s told you it didn’t happen.’

‘Until I was blue in the face,’ Charlie said, clearly embarrassed. Then to his wife: ‘Look, Sonia, it’s either a malicious rumour or a huge misunderstanding. But whatever you think, this is not the place to talk about it.’

Sonia’s face changed in an instant, as though she was coming out of a trance. She sucked in a shaky breath and started to speak, but the words tumbled out as wet sobs.

‘Let me get you home,’ Charlie said, and this time when he ushered her towards the door, she didn’t resist.

After watching them go, Janet turned to Annie and said, ‘I can’t believe that just happened.’

Annie shook her head. ‘Me neither. Are you all right?’

‘I will be once I’ve calmed down.’

Annie noticed that she was shaking and her face had paled. 

‘Is there any truth in what Sonia claimed?’ Annie asked.

‘Of course not,’ Janet replied. ‘You heard what I told her. I reckon someone is out to make mischief.’

She reached for another glass of wine and downed it in one go.

‘I’d better go and find the twins,’ she said. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow, if that’s okay.’

‘That’ll be great. You take care.’

Annie was relieved that the altercation hadn’t spiralled out of control. But it had unsettled her.

She kept her feelings to herself as she bid a fond farewell to the children and their families, then helped Lorna and the other teachers to clean up.

It was eight o’clock when she left the school and headed home. She forced herself not to think about what had happened, but she was in no doubt that it would be one of the topics of conversation when Janet came to the house tomorrow. 

It was a beautiful Cumbrian night, the sky crammed with an array of bright stars. Annie’s hooded parka kept the cold at bay as she walked along the narrow streets, safe in the knowledge that she wasn’t about to be mugged, stabbed or confronted by Andrew Sullivan.

She found comfort in the fact that it was very rare for something really bad to happen in a place like Kirkby Abbey.




CHAPTER THREE

Almost two hours had passed since James had unwrapped the parcel with the dead partridge inside. The repulsive ‘gift’ and the card that had come with it were still causing his mind to race in all directions. 

He just wasn’t sure what to make of it. Was it a genuine threat or someone’s idea of a sick joke?

It was troubling to think that so much thought and effort must have gone into it. The sender had either killed a bird or found a dead one, then stuffed it into the box with the card, before leaving it on the doorstep. It was strange, reckless, shocking and sinister. It couldn’t be ignored.

James had already called it in and had taken photos of the partridge and the handwritten message, which he’d sent to his superior. A patrol car was due to arrive at any minute to pick the bagged parcel up and take it to the forensic lab so it could be analysed for prints, DNA and any other trace evidence that might offer a clue as to who was responsible.

The house to the left was empty, as usual, because the owners lived in Manchester and stayed there only occasionally. The property to the right was occupied by retired couple Roy and Jennifer Gray. James had just returned from asking them if they’d seen any cars parked out front this evening or noticed anyone carrying a parcel. But they hadn’t because they’d been too busy watching television. 

If this had been London or any other major city there’d be a good chance that CCTV cameras could be used to help solve the mystery. But there weren’t any in Kirkby Abbey, which was not at all unusual for such a small village.

The questions were piling up inside James’s head as he sat at the breakfast bar with his hands wrapped round a mug of steaming coffee.

How long had the parcel been lying on the doorstep? Was it put there soon after Annie left the house to go and help out with the school nativity play? If so, was it possible that she’d seen the person who’d left it?

He checked his watch again and wondered when his wife would arrive home. The play must surely have finished by now, but he supposed it was possible she was still helping to clean up or that she had gone for a drink with some of the other school staff at one of the pubs in the village.

He reached for his phone and brought up the photo of the message in the card.

Here’s a Christmas gift for you, detective Walker. It’s a little early, I know, but I just couldn’t wait. My very own take on the twelve days of Christmas, complete with a dead partridge. Twelve days. Twelve murders. Twelve victims. And they all deserve what’s coming to them.

His boss, Detective Chief Inspector Jeff Tanner, had asked James if he could think of anyone who might have embarked on a cruel mission to ruin his Christmas.

‘It would have to be someone with a twisted fucking mind and a serious grudge against you,’ Tanner had said.

There was one person who fit that description, of course.

Andrew Sullivan.

Annie arrived home just as the patrol officer was placing the bin bag containing the parcel in the boot of his marked BMW.

James watched her approach and cursed under his breath because he wished he didn’t have to tell her what was going on. But he had no choice for two reasons. Firstly, he wasn’t prepared to tell an outright lie when she asked him. And secondly, he needed to know if she had any idea who might have done it.

‘Is everything all right?’ Annie asked when she reached him, her breath steaming in the cold evening air.

James flicked his head towards the house.

‘Let’s go inside and I’ll tell you, hon,’ he said. ‘It’s freezing out here.’ He gave the officer the thumbs-up before he and Annie hurried along the short garden path and into the house. He had already cleaned up the kitchen so that she wouldn’t be confronted by the bloody mess on the floor. 

He helped her off with her coat and scarf and went to make her a hot chocolate while she removed her shoes.

Then he told her

















PROLOGUE

Sunday December 24th

It was 6.30 p.m. on Christmas Eve and Robert Bateman felt like getting drunk. He accepted that it would have to wait until he got home though, as he didn’t dare risk being stopped and breathalysed by the police. That’d be a disastrous end to what had already been a crap day.

He decided instead to polish off what was left in his glass and resist the urge to order another pint at the bar.

Mary had expected him home ages ago. He’d phoned her directly after his meeting in Kendal with the bank manager, telling her he was on his way. But rather than drive straight to the farm – which would have taken him only about thirty minutes – he’d opted to make a pit stop at his favourite pub, The King’s Head, in Kirkby Abbey.

He’d hoped it would allow him time to calm down and get his thoughts together before facing his wife and daughter. But after nursing his beer for almost an hour, his insides were still tied up in an anxious knot.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if it was just the news from the bank manager that he had to worry about. But there was also the text he’d received earlier, which had planted a heavy weight in his chest. He tugged his phone from his pocket to read it again and found it just as alarming as he had when he’d first seen it.

I’ve had enough now and I’m not going to take any more of your shit. You’re about to discover that I don’t make empty threats, Bateman.

It seemed like the pressure was being ramped up by the hour and there was nothing he could do about it.

It didn’t help that he knew he was solely responsible for the fact that they were being forced to sell the farm. He’d failed to rise to the challenge of keeping the business afloat during tough times, and he’d made matters worse by trying to reduce the mountain of debt through gambling, as he’d placed far more bad bets than good ones.

Now he had no choice but to make his wife aware of the true extent of their financial woes. She knew that they were going to have to leave Oaktree Farm, their home for over twenty years, but she had no idea how much money they would still owe even after that. Or just how hard it was going to be to get back on their feet.

They were both in their early fifties and the farm had been their life for two decades. Job prospects for people like them were pretty dire, and it seemed highly unlikely that he’d be able to get another business off the ground at this stage.

It was no wonder, therefore, that he was weighed down by guilt. He’d let his family down. And now he was going to have to face the consequences.

He looked around at the other customers in the bar. They all lived in the village and he’d known most of them for years. He would certainly miss them if he and Mary were forced to move away from the area, something they might have to consider given the mess they were in.

The thought that this could be their last Christmas as part of the community filled him with sadness. He so wished it hadn’t come to this.

He issued a heavy sigh before finishing the last of his beer. Then he pushed his chair back, stood and pulled on his padded, waterproof jacket. He was about to head for the door when he paused, deciding to buy some booze to take home.

Martha Grooms, the landlady, was behind the bar. She was a large woman in her sixties with an oval face framed by shapeless grey hair.

When she saw him, she said, ‘I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to come over and chat to you, Rob. But as you can see, we’re busy this evening.’

‘No problem, Martha,’ he replied. ‘I only popped in for a swift one. I’ve been into Kendal for a meeting with the bank manager. Now I have to get home to the missus.’

‘And how is Mary?’

‘Oh, she’s grand, thanks.’

‘Will we be seeing you over Christmas? We’ve still got spaces if you want to come for lunch tomorrow, and we’re laying on a special Boxing Day buffet.’

Robert shrugged. ‘I’ll have to speak to Mary. She’s got loads in. My daughter Charlotte and her boyfriend Neil are staying with us. But if they’re up for it, I am.’

‘Well, pass on my best wishes if you all decide to stay at the farm.’

‘I will. Now before I go, can you give me two bottles of your house white wine and a bottle of sherry?’

‘Coming right up,’ she said, and moments later passed them to him in a plastic carrier bag.

He paid her in cash and she handed over the change along with a receipt.

Outside, the temperature had plummeted and the snow that had fallen earlier lay like a blanket across the village. Once Robert was behind the wheel of his Land Rover he switched on the heater.

As he pulled out of the car park, he tried to force his mind away from his mounting problems so that he could concentrate on driving. Home was nine miles from the village and the ice and uncleared snow made the roads treacherous.

The journey along the winding country lanes was slow and thankfully uneventful, and he finally arrived home just before seven.

Oaktree Farm was situated off the beaten track between two of Cumbria’s many spectacular fells. It gave off the only light for miles around.

Robert pulled up in the large front yard between the two-storey house and the old barn. He switched off the ignition, then the lights.

He told himself that he wouldn’t burden Mary with their money worries until after Boxing Day when their lawyer came to the farm for the meeting he had arranged. Instead, he would try his best to make this an enjoyable family Christmas. After all, the last time he saw Charlotte was when they got together to celebrate Mary’s fifty-fifth birthday three weeks ago. Their daughter had moved into Neil’s flat in Kendal back in June and since then had only visited the farm a handful of times.

He was looking forward to finding out how the pair were getting on and if Charlotte was enjoying her new job as a shop assistant in the town.

As he stepped out of the Land Rover with the bag of drinks, he glanced up at the brightly lit windows and felt a tremor of anxiety. It suddenly occurred to him just how hard it was going to be to put on a brave face and enter into the spirit of Christmas. In fact, he was pretty sure that he wouldn’t be able to make it work without plenty of booze inside him. So, getting tipsy as soon as possible was a priority. The thought actually made him smile as he headed towards the house.

But the smile slipped away when something caught his eye.

There was a set of shoeprints in the otherwise pristine snow, and Robert was sure that they hadn’t been there earlier. They were coming from the road and leading over to the steps on the right side of the house, the ones that descended to the cellar door.

And yet there were no prints going in the opposite direction.

It puzzled him because the cellar door was always locked and there was only one set of keys, which hung from a hook in the kitchen. What’s more, Mary rarely ventured down there because she’d convinced herself many years ago that it was haunted.

He tightened his grip on the bag and went to investigate. What he saw made him frown further.

The shoeprints went down the steps and stopped in front of the door, which suggested that whoever had gone in there hadn’t yet come out.

But who could it be?

He was about to go down and check when the sound of raised voices suddenly came from inside the house. They were loud enough to cause a blast of alarm to shoot through him.

Instinct told him that what was going on in the house had to be more important than what might be happening in the cellar, so he turned sharply on his heels and rushed towards the front door.

Just as he reached it, the shouting was drowned out by a high-pitched scream that sent his pulse racing.

Then, as he pushed the door open, another sound reached him.

The sound of breaking glass.




CHAPTER ONE

Wednesday December 27th

James Walker woke up suddenly, his mind dragged from sleep by the shriek of the alarm telling him it was 07.30.

He stretched his arm out from under the duvet and switched it off.

‘Is it time to get up already?’ his wife murmured beside him.

He rolled over so that he was facing her, just making out her features in the dark.

‘I’m afraid so,’ he whispered. ‘Work beckons once again.’

Christmas had been and gone and today he was due to return to his job as a detective inspector with the Cumbria Constabulary based in Kendal. He wasn’t looking forward to it because he had really enjoyed spending so much alone time with Annie, especially given that this was their last Christmas as a family of two.

Annie was finally expecting and they couldn’t be more thrilled.

‘I’m going to miss you being here,’ she said, snuggling up to him. ‘It’s been fun with just the two of us.’

He felt a rush of emotion and ran a hand through her thick black hair.

‘Well at least you don’t have to go back to work yet,’ he said. ‘So, make the most of the next couple of weeks.’

Annie was now employed full time as a teacher at Kirkby Abbey’s primary school, which had been given a reprieve from closure for at least a couple of years. The job suited her well and the school was only a short walk from their cottage on the edge of the village.

‘There’s plenty to keep me occupied,’ Annie said. ‘For one thing, I want to start thinking seriously about what to do with the baby’s room. It’s time we stripped off the old wallpaper and put some thought into what it will look like. What colour we paint it will have to wait until we know if it’s a boy or girl, but I can order the cot now along with some other stuff.’

James couldn’t help but smile. For years they had dreamt of having a baby but for a reason that had never been determined hadn’t been able to. Despondency had turned to despair and it even got to the point where they began discussing adoption. But then two months ago, at the age of thirty-six, Annie discovered that she was pregnant at last, and now they were looking forward to welcoming their offspring into the world in the middle of next summer.

‘I’d better get a move on,’ James said, kissing his wife’s forehead. ‘Shall I make you a cup of tea after I’ve showered?’

‘No, I’ll make you one along with some breakfast. If I stay here, I’ll probably fall back to sleep and I don’t want to.’

James heaved himself out of bed and stretched, curving his spine as he padded across the room to the window. He pulled back the curtain and looked out on the new day.

It had been another white Christmas in Cumbria, and the snow still covered their short driveway and the road in front of the house, along with the fields he could see beyond the village. Morning light was struggling through murky clouds and trees swayed in the wind and snatched at the sky.

It was a far cry from the view they used to have from their previous home in London, which they were now renting out. There all they could see were brick walls, rooftops and endless queues of traffic.

They’d made the move to Cumbria fourteen months ago, and after spending twenty years as a detective in the Met, it took James a while to adjust to what was a much quieter life. As much as he missed his family – who were scattered across North London – he now wouldn’t swap the rolling hills and lakes for anything. And there was no doubt in his mind that the land of Wordsworth and Beatrix Potter was a much better place to raise a child than the crime-infested capital.

He still found it hard to believe that he had already spent two Christmases here.

During the past twelve months he and Annie had carried out renovation work on their four-bedroom cottage, which had been left to Annie by her mother, and they’d made a conscious effort to play an active part in village life.

It had been easier for Annie to settle in because she’d lived in Kirkby Abbey before moving to London. For James it had been much more of a challenge, especially after the terrible events of a year ago when a serial killer went on a rampage in the village.

It took many months for the villagers to get over the shock of it and for life to return to near normal. But thankfully it had, and what had happened back then no longer dominated every conversation.

When James came out of the shower, he saw that Annie had already gone downstairs. He got dressed as quickly as he could, putting on a suit instead of jeans and a jumper for the first time in just over a week, and when he glanced at himself in the wardrobe mirror it made him sigh.

He’d got used to not wearing a shirt, tie and jacket, and he felt uncomfortable. But that was too bad because he didn’t have a choice. Coppers were always being reminded that they had to look smart and respectable in order to maintain public confidence.

When he walked into the kitchen a minute later he found Annie standing in front of the oven.

She turned towards him, and said, ‘Wow, I’d forgotten how dashing you are when you’re going to work.’

‘I think it’s time you started to wear glasses,’ he replied. ‘I’m forty years old with a paunch and hair that’s going grey.’

She smiled and it lit up her face. ‘That’s true, but when you’re wearing a suit those flaws are not so obvious.’

Teasing each other had always been one of the aspects of their marriage that he treasured. It kept them on their toes and never failed to liven up dull moments.

‘I’m making you a bacon sandwich and some coffee,’ she said, turning back to the oven. ‘Take a seat good sir and I’ll serve it up.’

Annie was wearing her thick pink dressing gown with a belt tied around the waist. As James sat at the table, he thought yet again how lucky he was to have her as his wife. As well as being beautiful, with delicate features, bright blue eyes and shiny long black hair, she was also kind, funny and considerate. He knew that if he ever lost her, he wouldn’t want to go on living.

She sat across the table from him while he drank his coffee and demolished his bacon sandwich, both of them watching the local news on the wall-mounted television.

It had been a relatively quiet Christmas in Cumbria for the emergency services. Very few serious crimes had been committed and, despite the heavy snowfalls, there hadn’t been many road accidents.

‘This is what I want to hear,’ James said. ‘With any luck I won’t even have to leave the office today.’

Annie nodded. ‘It’d be different if you were still working for the Met. I watched the national news while you were in the shower and they were saying that in London over the past three days there have been no less than six murders, five non-fatal stabbings and two arson attacks on commercial properties.’

James whistled out a breath. ‘Well that’s one of the good things about living in this part of the country. What happened here last year was a very rare event. I suspect it’ll be a long time before we see anything like it again. If we ever do.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Annie said. ‘I’m still so relieved that we actually got through Christmas without another bout of bloodshed.’

James felt the same, although he didn’t want to admit it. He’d been worried that some psycho would decide to mark the first anniversary of those murders by embarking on another festive killing spree.

Thankfully, though, that didn’t happen.
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