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Author’s note

As with all my novels, I would like to give any survivors some more information on the potential triggers they may face in this book, so that they can choose how to engage with it. These triggers might include sexual assault, rape, suicidal thoughts, mental health issues, self-harm and both physical and emotional abuse.
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2001

Josie’s father was chopping meat with a large and very sharp butcher’s knife, humming along to music, when his daughter came downstairs.

‘Dad?’

At first he didn’t hear her. The music was too loud.

Josie tried again, heart in her mouth.

‘Dad?’

The knife halted, mid-slice. Her father looked over to where Josie hovered in the kitchen doorway.

The girl wrung her hands together.

‘Sorry,’ she said.

Her father reached out, turned down the CD player, just enough to be heard over.

‘Are you a good girl, Josie?’ he asked, then.

Josie didn’t know how to answer that. The question, delivered so abruptly and without any context, felt like a trick.

She wrinkled her nose, fiddling with a strand of hair that had come loose from her braid as she worked through the best possible response.

If she said yes, her father would no doubt disagree. Worse, he’d be disappointed with her for lying. Josie knew she wasn’t a good girl. She had a hard time paying attention, was clumsy, frequently lost or broke things, and was often getting into trouble. A truly good girl would do none of those things.

If she answered no, however, her dad would be equally as disappointed in her. He would say she should try harder, then, to be good. He was alone now, he would remind her sternly. She should behave better.

Teamwork, he was fond of muttering, brows low with disappointment. It’s supposed to make the dream work, Josie.

And she tried, she really did, but sometimes she made mistakes.

Didn’t most people make mistakes?

Her father didn’t like mistakes very much.

Josie didn’t hold this against him. He had a lot on his mind lately. People (other adults) went out of their way to tell her that, wherever possible. Your dad’s got a lot on his mind, love. Don’t take it to heart. He still loves you.

It was best not to upset him, they said.

And yet here she was, interrupting his evening.

Her father stood waiting, head cocked to one side, face highlighted in a peculiar fashion by the harsh kitchen lighting overhead.

Josie scrunched her toes against the freezing tile floor. Rain assaulted the windowpanes of their cottage. It sounded like thousands of fingernails tapping the rattling glass. Wind whistled and moaned down the chimney in the living room.

Autumn is trying to get in, Josie. Can you hear her?

When Josie’s mother used to say that, Josie would imagine a long, earthy woman wrapped around their house like a strangling root, her tangled auburn hair draped across the roof, skin made of crinkly leaves, fingers that were spindly twigs, tap-tap-tapping on the panes.

Let me in.

It’s cold and wet out here.

Let me in!

‘Um,’ Josie said, stalling for time.

Thunder pealed in the distance, added percussion for the orchestral efforts leaking out of the CD player. Josie didn’t know what tonight’s music was called, but it had lots of violins in it, all hacking away together in a frenzied manner. It didn’t sound very nice, not to her ears. It sounded how she imagined a headache would sound. Her dad loved music like this. He liked cooking to it. Violin concertos were his favourite, he said. At first, she’d misheard him. She thought he had been saying violent concertos. She still secretly called them that. Josie didn’t know what a concerto was, exactly, but she did know they were very loud. Sometimes so loud, the music filtered into Josie’s dreams.

Perhaps that was why she was awake, now. Dad was cooking later than usual tonight. Josie knew better than to ask why. Dad had a way of turning questions into conversations she didn’t want to have, like have you done your French homework, or why are you bothering me, or did you take the money from the jar on the mantelpiece or when will you learn to fucking behave, Josie?

Her father hated questions almost as much as he hated mistakes.

Yet Josie had woken up, and now she could not get back to sleep.

And Dad was being weird, for some reason.

‘Well?’ he persisted. ‘Are you?’

Thunder rumbled again, closer.

Josie plumped for honesty. Being honest was good, wasn’t it?

‘I don’t know,’ she replied, looking down at her blue pyjamas with gold stars on them. A gift from her mother. She was getting too big for them but refused to wear anything else to bed. Her pale ankles stuck out well below the hemline, making her feet look twice as big.

An ant ran suddenly across her left big toe, a large black ant with a huge head capped with giant pincers. Josie gasped and twitched, jerked her foot. The ant scrambled off towards the kitchen cabinets.

Her father narrowed his eyes, murmured something, turned the volume dial back up on the CD player and went back to chopping meat, ignoring her entirely.

Minutes passed. The music swelled, rising to a crescendo that Dad seemed to get lost in. Eyes half-closed, head tilted back, his carpenter hands kept going at the meat. Josie marvelled at how skilled he was, how he never managed to cut himself. Like the meat was wood to be worked.

Thunder grumbled again, closer still.

Another ant emerged from under the fridge, ran after its companion.

Josie waited for the most dramatic part of the concerto to die down. In the brief gap between tracks, she worked up enough courage to ask the question she had come into the kitchen for in the first place.

‘Daddy,’ she said, trying to feel brave and failing. ‘I can’t sleep.’

A snort.

‘What’s new,’ came the reply. The knife moved up and down.

Josie was undeterred. In for a penny, in for a pound, as her mother would have said.

‘Will you tell me a story?’

This request, she knew, would go one of two ways. If he was in the right sort of mood, her father would be kind, funny and accommodating – he would willingly follow her upstairs and tuck her back into bed, read to her patiently, using all the funny voices, and let her snuggle into his chest while he spoke, all the while gently re-braiding her hair into the usual, long neat plait he preferred. Or – and this was the more likely outcome – he would be in the wrong sort of mood, and shout at her, tell Josie to grow the fuck up and stop being such a fucking baby, before sending her back to bed. If she was lucky, she would escape without being spanked on the behind, soundly. If she wasn’t . . .

He’d go back to normal soon enough, her teacher reassured her when she caught Josie crying in the playground one breaktime. It would just take a while. He was grieving.

Be patient, she was told. Be a good girl, for his sake.

Josie knew she should go back to bed, leave Daddy be.

But Josie didn’t want to go back to bed, not alone. Something made her uneasy, frightened, something worth risking the threat of a smacked bottom. Whether it was the storm, or some other noise she heard, or maybe a bad dream, she didn’t know.

She just wanted someone to sit with her for a little bit.

And seeing as how her mother wasn’t around anymore, her father would have to do.

Josie held her breath, counting to ten in her head. A flash of lightning lit up the sky outside the kitchen windows on the count of seven. Josie briefly glimpsed the tall larch trees in her garden whipping around in the fierce wind, rain hammering the roof of her dad’s shed, where she wasn’t allowed to go, on pain of severe punishment. Then the dark returned, filling the windowpanes. No stars – the storm was right on top of them.

The black was punctuated instead by the pale reflection of her dad’s face in the rain-spattered glass. The counter lights shone in such a way it seemed as if the man had no shoulders, no body. He was just a head, his eyes shadowy holes. Like he was wearing a mask, Josie thought.

Uneasy with this image, Josie’s eyes darted around the kitchen, seeking comfort.

She noticed her mum’s favourite fern, wilted, browning at the ends. She saw cobwebs gathering in the spaces above the kitchen cupboards. She saw her cat, Max, asleep on a pile of laundry dumped next to the washing machine. A bowl of half-eaten cat food spilled on to the tiles nearby. The litter tray was just beyond, several fly-specked deposits noticeable under a dusting of pellets. She could smell it, a faint, foul under-odour. The house had never been untidier than it was right now. Josie didn’t like it.

Then she spotted Dad’s jacket, hanging on its peg by the back door, dripping. His bike helmet was dumped on the hall stand, right where Josie’s mother had always asked him not to leave it. Rainwater had run down the visor, was probably staining the wood underneath. By the back door – her father’s biker boots, caked in fresh mud, brown stuff splattered over the floor tiles. The boots should have been upside down on their pegs in the porch outside, where the mud wouldn’t get tracked into the house.

It was beginning to feel like Mummy had never existed at all.

‘Daddy?’

The knife ceased chopping and slicing once again. Josie’s father sighed and set the utensil to one side while he registered the request, flexing his knife hand, working the kinks out. Freshly cubed meat lay in a large mound on the chopping board before him.

His hands, Josie saw, were wet and red, almost all the way up to the wrists.

‘Josie,’ he said, eventually. Irritation carried his voice above the concerto. ‘I have to make these pies. It’s the Devil’s March tomorrow, and I promised three of them. And now your mother isn’t here to do it . . .’

He used the poppy tea towel to wipe his fingers clean. Different shades of red bled together on the fabric.

Josie frowned. The towel was Mummy’s favourite.

That was one step too far.

‘Mummy says you should wash your hands with soap before wiping them on the towels,’ Josie blurted, her mother’s exact tone and intonation still strong in memory.

Then, because her father didn’t like talking about Mummy very much, she plugged her thumb into her mouth.

She started counting to ten again, feeling panicked.

On the count of five, another sheet of lightning flared, followed by a gigantic clap of thunder that rattled the windows and set a dog barking somewhere down the lane. Max stirred, stretched one leg out straight as a rod in front of him, let it fold lazily and fell back asleep.

Josie cringed, waiting for her father’s response.

Another ant scuttled out from beneath the fridge.

Josie’s father smiled, a wistful gleam in his eye that could have been a tear, but that was unlikely. Daddy didn’t cry – at least, Josie had never seen him cry. Maybe he did it in private, in his shed.

Or maybe he just didn’t get as sad about things as she did.

The music shifted to something slower, more mournful, as if reading Josie’s mind. An adagio, her father had tried to tell her, multiple times. He didn’t like those movements as much. Too soppy, he said. Too sentimental.

Dad crumpled the tea towel and threw it at the laundry pile festering on the floor near the washing machine. Max the cat looked up in surprise, sniffed the towel, closed his eyes in disdain.

‘Mummy won’t mind,’ he told Josie, gently. ‘She’s dead, remember?’

Two more ants scrambled across the kitchen tiles, then three. Then four, five. A column formed. It moved quickly, climbing the cabinets, headed for the countertop where the meat sat, ready to be made into festival pies.

Her dad did not seem to notice.

Josie sucked her thumb harder, hurt by his words. She did remember that her mother was dead. Of course she did. Sometimes she forgot, but usually only right after she’d woken up from a sleep, and only for a short while.

Sadness flooded in, heightened by the music. There had been a funeral. All the grown-ups had been crying. Josie’s father had given a speech, his voice cracked and funny. There had been flowers and cards and, strangely, a cake, like they were having a birthday party, only everyone wept openly at this party and there were no candles – at least on the cake – and no games, no pass-the-parcel, no musical statues. Everyone had been dressed in black and grey. Relatives she had never met had pinched her cheek and patted her hair, eyes bright from crying. Josie had not liked being touched by any of them.

She missed being touched by her mother.

Josie’s lip wobbled. Suddenly her face was hot and wet.

Six more ants joined the column.

Her father sighed, again.

‘Come on now,’ he said, finally crossing the kitchen and scooping Josie up with his meaty hands. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. None of that.’

Josie tensed, hoping the leftover red on her father’s hands and arms wouldn’t stain her pyjamas. Then, as the sadness jabbed at her heart, she wrapped her legs around his waist, taking some reluctant comfort from his familiar bulk. He smelled like no one else she knew: a combination of wood shavings, motorbike oil, raw meat, smoke. Sweat, too, a sour tang that made Josie wrinkle her nose.

He carried her out of the kitchen, towards the staircase.

‘You have to be braver than this,’ he muttered, as she sniffled into his neck, exhausted. ‘You have to be strong, we both do. No choice. Can’t cry forever.’

Josie wasn’t so sure. She sometimes felt like there was an endless supply of tears in her body, but she let her father carry her away, back up to bed. Tonight, he was Good Daddy, and she would have to make the most of that. Josie never knew when Bad Dad, or Sad Dad, was going to take over, so she exploited the moment, snuffling and snuggling into him as he hit the stairs.

‘Can I have some milk?’

Her mother used to make her warm milk before bedtime. Her dad only made it when Josie asked, and sometimes not even then. Not my forte, he said, meaning domestic things, chores, anything to do with cleaning or tidying. Pies were different, pies were for the festival. Pastry and chopped onions and diced meat.

Warm milk was another thing altogether.

He made the milk differently to Josie’s mother, burning it in the pan, sometimes, she thought, on purpose, then adding honey, he said, to sweeten it, to correct the mistake.

‘Daddy? Milk?’

‘Will you leave me alone if I do?’

Josie nodded. She didn’t mind the burned taste, or the skin of milk that always grew on the top of the mug as it cooled. She just liked that her dad made it every now and then. It made her feel special, like she mattered more than his grief, and she always slept after, soundly, waking groggy and gritty-eyed the following morning.

‘Fine. Story first, then milk.’

Satisfied, Josie cast one last look into the kitchen over Dad’s shoulder before they ascended. Another sheet of lightning flared outside. Thunder boomed. The red beef sat lurid under the strong counter bulbs.

A large line of black dots now traipsed across the wooden countertop, coalescing into a dark, crawling mesh as the insects swarmed over the meat. From the way they moved, they resembled a strange, living sort of net, a net that moved with purpose, the individual strands tightening over the cubed beef with perfect intention, lifting and turning it, like a baker turning dough.

Josie wriggled against her dad as her skin started to feel itchy.

She hoped none of the ants ended up in the finished pies.

Seeing them made something in the back of Josie’s mind itch, too. Some memory of crawling things and bugs and meat and the colour red, or maybe all those things together, but then Josie was beyond sight of the kitchen, up the stairs, being carried towards her bedroom. There her dad would tell her a story while the rain splattered hard against the windows. There she would drink sweet burned milk and fall asleep, and get one more night, one more bad dream, away from the day her mother died.
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