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      This one is for you, Graham. I finally found my true partner-in-crime and am more than happy to serve a life sentence with you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The couple lay sprawled out on their kitchen floor. Beth Stanford’s vibrant locks of dark brown hair matted with blood, making it impossible to distinguish where Joe Tasker’s bearded bruised face ended and her own began.
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        * * *

      

      The moonlight cast long, grotesque shadows on the worn-out floor tiles of what was once a picturesque semi-detached home in Gladstone Village. Gladstone is nestled in the lush countryside of North Warwickshire and exudes the charm of a quintessential rural village. At its heart lies a corner shop, a quaint establishment that has stood the test of time, offering everything from fresh produce to local gossip. Nearby, the village park invites both young and old for leisurely strolls and picnics under the canopy of ancient oaks and is the perfect cut-through to the local pub. The pub is the hub of community life, where laughter and stories echo against the backdrop of crackling firewood. All of Gladstone exudes the spirit of community and time-honoured traditions.

      Except this night was different.

      ‘You’d think they were just asleep.’ PC Bradshaw kept his voice low as he spoke to his colleague, the irony of the peaceful scene, brutally interrupted by the splattered crimson that painted the walls and cabinets.

      ‘They sure picked a hell of a way to nap.’ PC Mitchell swallowed hard, his gaze fixed on the knives the pair held.

      One in his hand.

      One in hers.

      Glinting, almost winking under the room’s dim light and covered in blood.

      The rustic charm of the house was marred by the chaos – the smell of a burnt meal, broken glasses, scattered utensils, and torn bits of paper that danced across the floor. A final, desperate struggle took place here.

      ‘The call. Anonymous, was it?’ PC Mitchell mumbled, wiping sweat from his brow with a gloved hand as he looked through post on the counter. ‘Joe Tasker and Beth Stanford.’ He held up a letter.

      ‘Yeah, the caller said they heard screams or shouting of some sort. Guess they didn’t want to be involved.’ PC Bradshaw’s eyes scanned the room, trying to piece together the violence.

      As the two officers leaned closer to inspect the wounds, Mitchell’s seasoned eyes caught a slight twitch in Joe’s fingers, a movement so subtle it could easily be mistaken for a trick of the moonlight.

      ‘Dammit, Bradshaw, he’s alive.’ Mitchell’s voice was layered with its familiar rasp. ‘Quick, check her pulse!’

      Bradshaw, eyes wide with surprise, pressed two fingers to Beth’s wrist. ‘Alive. Just ... faint.’

      Mitchell scrambled to his radio, his voice urgent. ‘Where the hell’s that ambulance?’

      The hushed stillness of the night was broken by the distant wail of sirens. There was only one question on the officer’s minds: What had happened in the once peaceful streets of Gladstone Village?
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            Chapter One

          

          JOE

        

      

    

    
      Joe and Beth drove to the train station in silence. She was angry with him, and as much as he understood, he’d explained he needed some time to sort things at work before he could head to Leek and be with her and her father.

      ‘What if he dies, Joe? What will I do?’

      Guilt punched him in the gut. ‘Hey.’ He reached across and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. ‘He took a turn for the worse, but you know what your dad’s like. He’ll be all right.’ He glanced over but she was staring out the window. He knew his words sounded insincere.

      ‘Nearly there.’ He turned left towards the front of the station. Pulling into a parking spot he got out and headed to the boot of the car, pulling out her case and placing it beside her. She was in her own world. ‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right? We could always ask if Kay can come and collect you.’

      Beth and her Aunt Kay had one of those up and down kinds of relationship. Although Kay had stepped in as a mother figure when Beth’s own mother had abandoned her, Joe knew how Beth still held grudges.

      She pulled the handle of her case up sharply. ‘No, thanks. I’ll be fine. It’s only an hour and a half or so by train.’

      Joe pulled her close. ‘Call me as soon as you arrive, and make sure you eat something.’ Beth had a bad habit of not eating when stressed, and worse, she drank to cope with the stress; a toxic mix. Fortunately, Joe only saw glimpses of this on a few occasions when they first started dating. With her anxiety and low tolerance for medication, anything that upset the balance caused mood swings and erratic behaviour.

      ‘I will. Right.’ She took a deep breath. ‘My train will be here shortly. I’ll go grab a coffee and snack for the journey.’

      Joe kissed her on her forehead and watched as she walked away.
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        * * *

      

      He got back into the car and drove into Langley town centre, parking his car in the lot behind the office building. Langley – conveniently located about a forty-minute drive from the village of Gladstone, though public transport extended the journey to around an hour – blends a bustling town centre with a strong community focus. The town centre itself is a hive of activity, boasting an array of businesses, with several pubs, cafés and a shopping mall.

      A prominent feature of Langley is its park, a large, green oasis that serves as the town’s lung and gathering place. The park includes well-maintained walking paths, open grassy areas for picnics and sports, and a children’s play area. Community events, like local markets or outdoor concerts, are held here, fostering a sense of togetherness.

      Central to Langley’s community spirit is Tasker House, a local charity led by Joe. When Joe’s grandfather died, he left a significant inheritance, which Joe used to start Tasker House. The organisation plays a crucial role in supporting vulnerable individuals in the area and works in collaboration with various agencies – health services, the police, and the council – to provide comprehensive support and advocacy. Their presence in the town centre underscores Langley's commitment to inclusivity and social welfare.

      Joe was struggling with work commitments and illness was not something he coped with well. He always managed to say the wrong thing, which was probably why Beth was reluctant to share too much with him.

      She was so close to her father, and if the worst happened ... well, he didn’t want to think about that right now.

      Joe walked into Tasker House and headed straight to his office, for once unable to make eye contact and smile for his team. He had always made it clear to his staff that work and home life should be separated, so much so that he didn’t allow any personal items or photos in the office. This was partly due to the clients; some had criminal convictions and could use this to their own benefit. It was safer for his staff if the individuals they met with knew as little about their lives as possible. Joe also believed that it helped his team focus on why they were there … to help others. He had enough on his plate dealing with the community. Beth had once commented on how impersonal it sounded. Yet to Joe, he was thinking about his team as well as the individuals seeking their services. Private should stay private.

      Within minutes, AJ – a part-time counsellor on his team – was at his door. ‘Everything okay? You don’t seem your usual self.’

      ‘My fiancée’s father is in the hospital ... and it’s not looking good.’

      ‘Oh, shit. Sorry to hear that. What are you doing here, then? We’ll manage...’

      Joe appreciated the offer but there were a few big meetings for funding planned in the next few days. He didn’t trust anyone else to deliver and ensure that the charity got what was needed. ‘I’m sure you would, thanks, but I’m meeting with the council and I’m still working on the forms and my presentation. You know how important this is to me ... to all of us, really. If we don’t get this funding, who knows what the next six months will look like. Or what will happen after that.’

      ‘Well, the offer’s there ... between us all, I’m sure we could figure things out.’ The dig from AJ wasn’t missed by Joe.

      ‘If there’s nothing else? Only I really need to get on with this...’ Joe pointed at the application forms open on his desktop screen, his voice tight, a forced politeness that barely masked his impatience. Frankly, he could do without any interference from his team, it was bad enough having Beth mad at him. Joe swallowed hard, his hand hovering over the mouse. He needed space, time – just enough to keep the questions at bay and the records looking clean. Just enough to keep everything from unravelling.

      Over the next few hours, he’d reviewed the financials, dropping figures into the presentation that he hoped would impress his audience next week. Charities were ridiculously underfunded and his was no exception. If the money didn’t come through, he’d need to consider lay-offs, and this would have a ripple effect on the community they served.  He’d screwed up and put his charity in jeopardy … he didn’t want to think about that now.

      When his mobile rang, he nearly jumped out of his chair. ‘Hey, love. You’ve arrived, then?’ He glanced up at the computer screen to see the time.

      ‘Not yet. Bloody train delays, and Kay says Pops is in a bad way. I knew I should’ve travelled last night...’

      Joe could hear the blame in her voice. It was he who’d convinced her to go this morning after her aunt had rung yesterday. In either case, they wouldn’t have made it in time for the last train and Joe had had a drink so couldn’t drive her. He’d have loaned her his car, but he’d needed it to get to work and she had told him that long drives triggered her anxiety. As urgent as Beth’s situation was, she wasn’t the only person who relied on him. ‘I’m sorry. Hopefully you’ll be there soon.’

      ‘Yeah ... look, I’ve got to go. Just didn’t want you to worry.’

      Guilt, again. His thoughts drifted to Beth’s father, Kevin, and their first meeting only a couple of months ago.

      Her father hadn’t looked ill at the time. The cancer had spread quickly and now he was in hospital. If he died, Joe doubted if Beth would want to walk down the aisle without her beloved Pops by her side. Joe paused for a moment, feeling the weight of it all pressing in on him. Their wedding was set for May next year, and he hoped – truly hoped – that Kevin Stanford would pull through. And not just for Beth’s sake. It wasn’t that Joe didn’t care for Beth; he did, in his way. But sometimes, love was more complicated than feelings. It was timing, circumstance, survival. And right now, the last thing he needed was any more complications – especially not from the woman he was supposed to build a future with. He didn’t think he could handle navigating her grief, not with everything else teetering so close to the edge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BETH

        

      

    

    
      ‘I still remember, Pops.’ She smiled, holding his hand tight. ‘Matilda – the ghost. You said she was a mistreated young stable hand and died giving birth to the child of the master of the house...’ Beth wiped her father’s forehead with a cool towel. ‘But before she died, she cursed both the Craven family that owned the house and any future child that they had. Legend has it that not only were the Craven family afflicted with several children dying, but sightings from guests attribute self-slamming doors and footsteps to her.’

      Every time her father had taken her to Coombe Abbey as a child, he would tell her Matilda’s story and then sneak off to stomp on the floors or slam a door. She spent the next hour confessing her failings as a daughter, saying she was sorry. She had put him through the wringer in her younger years – anger and feeling abandoned by her mother led her down some dark trails. She knew he loved her, she knew he was proud of her despite everything ... but she just wasn't prepared or ready to say goodbye. He was.
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        * * *

      

      Beth clutched her father’s hand, listening to his final breaths. The death rattle they called it. His jaw hung open and Beth lodged the towel she had been holding under his chin to close it. She stared at his face as it changed before her. Kevin Stanford had been a burly man – his hair, grey with matching beard, was always well groomed, but now he was a shadow of his former self.

      In less than a week after diagnosis he was on palliative care and within two days of that, here he was, dead, before her. She’d just made it in time to say her goodbyes, no thanks to her fiancé, Joe. She shook her head. It wasn’t Joe’s fault the trains were delayed. He couldn’t know her father would take a turn when he’d had that drink.

      She was projecting again. Beth twirled the ring on her finger. Joe was a good man ... she wasn’t totally alone.

      A nurse walked into the room and gently touched her shoulder.

      ‘Do I have to go now?’ Beth wasn’t sure she was ready just yet.

      ‘Not at all, love. Take whatever time you need.’ The nurse was kind. Beth wondered how she coped with death and pain on a daily basis. She stood back and waited as the nurse lowered the bed, laying her father flat and placing an additional pillow behind his head.

      And just like that, he was gone. She couldn’t accept it. He’d put up with Beth while she was growing up – rebellion, drugs, alcohol, depressive episodes, crippling anxiety – and despite it all, he’d never kicked her out. Instead, he pushed the GPs to get her into programmes and therapy, and when she’d screwed it up, he was there to do it all again. The therapy had made her realise that her issues were about her mother.

      She still had crippling anxiety, but the medication helped. And now wasn’t the time or place to dwell on her past, or that woman.

      It was only last month she’d visited Leek, where her father had lived all his life. Even though the outside of the house had changed over the years, the inside remained much the same. She had happy memories there. Her father always made her feel that no matter where she was in her life he always had a place for her.

      She’d put off telling her father about her engagement initially. It was a big moment for Beth, one she thought would never happen. When she’d turned thirty, her father had joked that he wanted grandchildren and if she didn’t get a move on, at her age, it would only get more difficult. Now thirty-four, she wished she had made more of an effort to see him and not taken those moments for granted.

      When she’d finally felt ready to share the news at her last visit, it had been one of the few times she’d seen her father show emotion. He was happy his little girl had finally found someone to share her life with. After a bit of banter and teasing, Joe was welcomed into their small family with a hug and a handshake that turned her father’s knuckles white.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’re a good man, Joe ... but know this’—her father had leaned in close to his ear—‘if you hurt her in any way, you’d better disappear because you won’t want to be around to find out what I’ll do...’

      Sitting next to him, Beth remembers her reaction as if it was yesterday. Her eyes widening. ‘Dad!’ She tapped his arm. ‘Would you stop now. I’ll never get married if you scare them all away!’ She laughed. Joe laughed. Her dad glanced her way, dropped Joe’s hand and stepped back. Beth saw the lines by his eyes seconds before he burst out in the biggest belly laugh, bringing tears to all their eyes.

      ‘Your faces!’ Her father had pointed at Joe. ‘I couldn’t resist!’
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        * * *

      

      Beth rubbed her father’s lifeless hand. ‘How did we get here, Pops? You were supposed to walk me down the aisle, be the best granddad to my kids...’ Her chest constricted. It felt as if someone had her heart in their hands and was squeezing with all their might. She took a few deep breaths, but the pain didn’t go away.

      ‘C’mon love, let’s get you home for a cuppa.’

      Beth turned when she heard her Aunt Kay’s voice. Kay was like a mother to Beth, not that she knew what that meant. Their relationship was fraught, especially as Kay insisted on calling Beth by her birth name, Lisbeth, which she only used in a professional capacity. But Beth knew Kay always meant well, and on this occasion, her aunt was right.

      Beth struggled to let go of her father’s hand. Letting go would mean an ending; he was never coming back. Logically, she knew this, but her heart was telling her to keep hold as long as she could. As her dad’s older sister, Kay had her own grief to deal with, but she’d hidden it to give Beth the comfort she needed.

      Beth felt like she was having an out-of-body experience – she watched as Aunt Kay came up to her and removed her fingers one by one from her father’s hand, until all Beth could feel was a draught on her palm.

      She let Kay lead her into the corridor and a wave of sadness gripped her. Every part of her ached. Beth’s knees buckled and Kay couldn’t keep hold as she slid into a heap on the cold floor and cried with abandon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          JOE

        

      

    

    
      Joe’s mind wandered to when he’d first met Beth. His job often took him out of town and to the surrounding areas. After a meeting in Stafford, some colleagues had suggested going out for a few drinks to the pub. It was there he saw Beth singing by herself, as if no one was watching. There was something about the way she carried herself – confident, but not arrogant; vulnerable, but with a quiet determination. He knew, in that moment, he was going to marry her.

      He often wondered what she’d seen in him that night. Maybe it was his confidence, his ambition, the way he could make things happen. Beth had always appreciated someone who could match her drive, someone with a clear sense of where they were going. She liked that about him, how he seemed to have it all figured out. And for a while, Joe had believed that about himself, too.

      As they’d talked that evening, Beth shared stories about her troubles in the past, her plans for the future, her hopes for a family. There was a strength in her that intrigued Joe. She was resilient, and that made him believe they could withstand the ups and downs of life, despite their differences. With her, he saw the possibility of stability, a secure future. It was the life he’d always imagined – if only he could keep everything else from falling apart long enough to make it real.

      They had a whirlwind romance. Within a year he’d popped the question, and despite his friends telling him to tread carefully, he went for it. Although he and Beth were complete opposites, they shared important interests: their love of the outdoors, their interest in books and their passion to succeed in life. He was impressed when he found out that Beth worked as a paralegal and had hopes that one day, she would go on to get her law degree and practise as a lawyer.

      Beth was relieved to learn that neither of them had to worry about money. She’d told Joe that she’d had issues in the past but had worked hard to get herself out of debt. Joe’s parents were wealthy, and his grandfather had left him a substantial inheritance, which he’d used to start the charity, but after a few bad investments this was dwindling fast. A further lump sum had been set up in a trust by his grandfather and could be accessed once he was married. He needed the wedding to go as planned or he’d lose everything.

      He shook the thought out of his head. He didn’t want to think about that now.

      Back then, when he’d seen Beth singing karaoke at the pub, he’d taken a shot of whisky for courage and walked straight up to her. ‘Your voice isn’t bad...’

      ‘It isn’t that great either,’ she’d said, and there’d been a split second before they both burst out laughing. They’d spent every moment they could together since that encounter, and after a hike around Bluebell Forest in Hartshill Hayes Country Park, Joe had set out a romantic picnic and found the courage to pop the question.

      Beth had squealed and jumped around, shouting ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ before throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him. ‘We’re going to have such a good life, Joe Tasker’.
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        * * *

      

      Joe picked up his phone and listened to Beth’s message again.

      ‘He’s gone, Joe. He’s really gone. What am I going to do without him?’

      A part of him was furious that he hadn’t made the time to be with her when she needed him – but she understood, didn’t she?

      He called her back.

      ‘Hey...’ Her voice was a whisper.

      ‘I’m so sorry. I wish I was there with you but ... well ... you know. I’ll be up by the end of the week. Do you need anything from here?’ His words sounded hollow. He never knew what to say when there was bad news, so he tried to keep the conversation practical. He was a logical thinker and left the feelings to those better suited.

      ‘I need my father, Joe. That’s what I need. How can you be so blasé about Pops – didn’t you hear what I said?’ Her voice became louder. ‘It would have been nice to have my fiancé by my side as I said goodbye to him, but of course, your job is more important than me.’

      ‘Hey, you know that’s not true. Let me see what⁠—’

      ‘I know.’ Her voice cracked. ‘I’m sorry. Aunt Kay is here. She’s driving me nuts but she’s here.’

      Joe couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or understanding. He had responsibilities to a lot of other people besides her, but her father had just died, and he didn’t want to push her. If he did, who knows what she’d do.

      ‘I’m going to go now. It’s just been a bad day. The worst day of my life, in fact.’

      ‘I love you. I’ll be there as soon as I can. When’s the funeral?’

      She hung up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          JOE

        

      

    

    
      Joe had been staring at his computer screen since the call with Beth, trying to figure out what he could do to make it up to her.

      When they’d got serious about each other, she’d told him about her anxiety, but it had been a conversation she’d started while sweat was still cooling on their skin, and he hadn’t really been listening. At the time, he’d brushed it off as a fleeting admission, something they’d circle back to later. Now, as she told him today had been the most difficult day of her life, the weight of that earlier conversation hit him with a force he hadn’t expected. He realised, belatedly, that he’d never truly understood the depth of her struggles. He’d only ever seen glimpses – moments when she’d retreat into herself or snap at him unexpectedly – but he’d assumed it wasn’t about him, not really.

      But today… her anger was directed at him. He could hear it in her voice, in the way she spoke to him as if she were holding back something much larger. He felt a knot forming in his chest, an uncomfortable mix of guilt and frustration. Joe sent her numerous texts in the hours following the call, trying to smooth things over, but her replies were cold – one-word responses, if she replied at all.

      Did she even want him there? Was he wasting his time organising cover? What if she shut him out when he got there? Should he wait for her to reach out to him or should he take the initiative and go to her? All his questions led him nowhere.

      What was he even thinking? Of course he needed to be with her.

      He tried calling her one more time via the landline and was surprised when she picked up, but her voice was distant and cold.

      ‘I was worried after we last spoke. How are you holding up?’ Joe tried to sound as supportive as he could.

      ‘I’m fine. Kay’s still here. I don't really have the time or energy to talk right now.’ Her voice was little more than a whisper.

      Joe felt a lump form in his throat. ‘Beth, please. I want to be there for you. Can we talk about what’s going on? I feel like you’re shutting me out.’

      The line went quiet, and Joe feared Beth had hung up again, but then he heard her sigh.

      ‘What do you expect me to say? I’m overwhelmed right now. I need some time to process things without everyone asking me how I am every five minutes or giving me the side eye because I feel like having a drink to forget everything for the briefest of fucking moments.’

      It wasn’t the answer he’d expected, but at least she was still talking to him. The fact that she had mentioned having a drink hung heavy on his mind. He’d need to speak to her about that another time. With her medication and her history, alcohol was the last thing she needed. Why hadn’t Kay done anything to stop her?

      ‘I get it. I’m sorry for pushing and I’ll give you whatever space you need. I hate to see you this way.’ He reassured her.

      ‘Mmm…’ Beth mumbled.

      ‘Is Kay nearby? I’d like to say hello...’

      Beth didn’t respond but the next voice he heard was her aunt’s.

      ‘Hello? Give me a minute while I just go and grab my cuppa from the kitchen.’

      Joe scanned his emails as he waited.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I don’t know what to do.’ Kay’s voice was hushed. ‘Beth’s a mess, and she needs you. Are you coming up soon? The funeral is not far off and if she isn’t coping well, I can’t imagine what she’ll be like then. I’ve invited some of Kevin’s friends around, many who can’t attend the cremation, and she’ll make a show of herself at this rate. Her behaviour is worrying, and her drinking... Well, you know about her mother ... it’s a slippery slope and she’s standing right at the top of it. When can you come up?’

      Joe listened, and since he couldn’t get a word in, he nodded, even though Kay couldn’t see him. ‘I’m doing my best to get up there as soon as I can. Until then, what can I do to help?’

      ‘Organise the funeral director. I’ll email over the details. Other than that, I think the best thing you can do until you can get up here is talk to her, even if she pushes you away. She doesn’t have any friends she can talk to. Never has had any real friends, just people who would flit in and out of her life as it suited them. I think they found her a bit too much.’ She whispered the last sentence as if she was making an attempt to spare Beth’s feelings. ‘Try to get through to her. I’ve tried everything, but she just won’t listen.’

      Joe could hear the desperation in her voice.

      ‘Sorry, I’ve just heard a beep,’ she said. ‘I have another call, so I’ll have to go...’

      Joe felt the weight of the responsibility on his shoulders, but he had to try. ‘Of course, I'll call Beth’s mobile now.’ He got up and closed his office door.

      For a moment, Joe thought about abandoning Tasker House to the care of his team and driving up to Leek so he was at Beth’s side. All that stopped him from doing so was doubt about the reception he’d receive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          BETH

        

      

    

    
      ‘She hasn’t stopped crying for days. She just sits in his chair, with that manky blanket of his wrapped around her, staring into space. We need to get everything sorted. People are asking about the funeral. Have you organised what we discussed? When are you going to get here? She needs you...’

      Although she pretended to be asleep, Beth listened to every word her aunt relayed to Joe.

      ‘Well, that’s not good enough, Joe. She needs you now, not in a few days or a week’s time. The shape she’s in, she’ll not be able to cope. Not with clearing this house, the funeral, all the organisation it will take...’ Kay paused, and Beth could feel her jaw tighten as her aunt’s fingernails tapped on the table. ‘Fine. I’m getting the doctor in. He might be able to give her something, let her get some proper sleep.’ Her aunt lowered her voice, but Beth was still able to hear the next damning words. ‘I’m afraid you have no choice in the matter since you couldn’t even be bothered to be here. I don’t want to hear your excuses. I’ve got to go now. Someone needs to look after her.’

      Beth jerked when Kay slammed down the handset. She wondered what exactly Joe had said. He had meetings that couldn’t be moved. She knew that. She’d told him she understood, so maybe it was her fault he wasn’t here. Her emotions were all over the place. Sometimes she thought she saw her father, but she knew that it was all down to the drink and her meds.

      Joe loved her. Didn’t he?

      Of course he did. He’d proposed.

      Kay came over and gave her hand a squeeze. ‘Sorry ‘bout that. I just want him... Never mind. Right. I’m calling Dr Griffin. He’ll give you something to sleep … and stop all that nonsense’—Kay pointed to the dregs of vodka in the glass by Beth’s side—‘it’s a slippery slope. You should know that, especially with your mother’s history.’

      Beth knew the comment was intended to be a reaction-provoking slap in the face, but she was too numb to care. If Kay only knew ... could only understand ... how hard it was for Beth to take that first sip. She’d been so angry with herself, but without it, she had other intrusive thoughts she didn’t want to act on.

      Beth’s mother had left when she was seven years old. Kay meant well, but the last thing Beth wanted to do was deal with her father’s death: dealing with family friends as they dropped in to offer their condolences, the funeral, clearing and then selling the house – it wasn’t fair. She wasn’t ready.

      Why did he have to die and leave her alone like this?

      ‘Call the doctor, you’re right. I need sleep and the vodka isn’t helping anymore.’ She swilled the glass and gulped the remainder down. ‘After he’s been, why don’t you go home? I’ll be okay. Sleep ... hopefully. You’ve done so much already, and Uncle Frank will be wondering where you are.’ Beth sat up and forced a smile.

      ‘Let’s just see how we go, love.’ Kay picked up the bottle of vodka that was by Beth’s feet. ‘I’ll make us some tea.’

      Beth nodded. It would be no good arguing; it would only make her aunt want to stay. She could hear Kay on her mobile, talking to someone in the kitchen. Ten minutes later her aunt returned to the living room with two mugs and placed them on the table, her glass of vodka was gone for now.

      ‘Doctor Griffin’s on his way. I’ll just wait till he goes and then I’ll be out from under your feet. I’m worried about you, love. I know the house feels empty without your dad. I still can’t believe it myself. He was my brother...’ Her voice was cracking. ‘But he wouldn’t want this for you. I can help, there’s no need for you to do it all on your own.’

      ‘How many times do I have to say it’s fine? In fact, you don’t need to stay, I’m a grown woman and can see the doctor on my own. Give my love to Uncle Frank...’ Beth took a sip of the tea and grimaced.

      ‘Honestly, I don’t mi⁠—’

      ‘Would you just go? Please,’ she pleaded. ‘I want to be on my own now.’ Beth pulled the blanket tighter around her and turned her back to her aunt, staring at the flames as the last few logs burned in the fireplace. The blanket smelled of Dad’s aftershave and the scent gave her far more warmth than the fabric.

      Kay placed her mug on the table with a thump, and Beth waited until the front-door lock clicked before dumping the tea into the plant pot on the table – so unlike her. She pulled the other bottle of vodka out from the side pocket of the chair where she’d hidden it and filled the mug up.

      If she missed the doctor’s visit – she could always rearrange.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          JOE

        

      

    

    
      Joe stopped at the corner shop and picked up some beers on his way home. He was exhausted. Once inside, he kicked his shoes off. If Beth were here, she’d have a fit. ‘Everything has its place,’ she’d say, but Joe wasn’t bothered by a little untidiness.

      After speaking to Beth and Kay, and overwhelmed with questions and accusations, he now had a headache. He went digging around for some ibuprofen, washing it down with a cold beer. Although Beth drank when they were out socially, she didn’t like having any alcohol in the house unless people were coming around. Beth had told him that it triggered bad memories and she didn’t want the temptation. She’d fought hard to beat her own problems with alcohol. From what Kay was telling him now, though, old habits had crept in.

      He took his drink into the living room and flung himself down on the couch, placing his feet on the table as he flicked through the channels. Another thing Beth would cringe at if she were here.

      He felt a buzz in his pocket and sighed. Looking at the screen he realised it was Kay.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hi, Joe. I hope I’m not disturbing you.’

      She was whispering and Joe sat up. ‘Of course not. Is everything okay? How’s Beth?’

      ‘That’s why I’m calling. She’s in a bad way. Drinking, not eating... I’m really worried.’

      This wasn’t news. Joe wasn’t sure whether Kay was exaggerating, since she said it every time she called. Beth had told him more than once her aunt was prone to histrionics.

      ‘It’s only been a few days since her father died,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. Is she there? Can I speak with her?’

      ‘I’ve just left. Doctor Griffin is on his way to see her and she wouldn’t let me stay. I’ve had to chuck out her booze, but who knows what she does when I’m not around.’

      ‘Beth can’t really handle her drink, especially with the medication she’s on. I’m not surprised she’s overdone it. Who is Doctor Griffin?’

      ‘The family GP and an old friend. I told him the situation and although he was hesitant at first, I think I convinced him to prescribe some sleeping tablets, and that way she⁠—’

      ‘Hang on. You know how Beth feels about that. I don’t think it’s a good idea.’ Joe was standing now, looking out of the front window. While Kay was chattering in his ear, he was trying to work out a way he could get up to be with Beth.

      ‘… Do you know what I mean?’

      Joe hadn’t heard a thing Kay had just said, too absorbed in his own thoughts. ‘Sorry, could you repeat that, I was⁠—’

      ‘Too busy thinking of yourself? I mean, really Joe. Lisbeth needs you. You should never have let her come up here on her own. I’ll keep you posted on what Doctor Griffin says and sorry to have bothered you.’

      The line went silent. Joe needed to speak to Beth, but her number just rang out to voicemail when he tried. After a third time attempt, he left a message.

      ‘Hey, hon. I’m going to try and shift some things around so I can get myself up there as soon as possible. I love you.’ He threw his phone on the couch and when he couldn’t find his laptop, he went out to the car, the last place he remembered seeing it.

      Looking through his work calendar, Joe’s frustration grew. Two critical funding meetings loomed, both of which couldn’t be moved – or trusted to anyone else’s care. These weren’t just routine check-ins; they were make-or-break moments for the charity, the last chance to secure the money that would keep everything afloat. If he lost this funding … well, that didn’t bear thinking about. He couldn’t afford another failure, not after the damage already done by his own bad decisions – decisions no one else could know about.

      Maybe the second meeting could be done via Zoom, he thought, trying to find some flexibility in a situation that felt more and more like a noose tightening around his neck. But even that felt risky. He couldn’t leave these meetings to chance, not now, not when everything was hanging by a thread. And yet, the weight of Beth’s silence gnawed at him. He knew she needed him, but if he didn’t secure this funding, there wouldn’t be anything left for them to build a future on.

      A knock on the door startled him to the extent he gave a small jump.

      ‘Hi Joe. We heard Beth’s father was unwell and we all pitched in to get her some flowers.’ Mrs Grenfell from next door handed him a bouquet, a small white envelope taped to the wrapping bore Beth’s name. ‘We were going to wait until she was back, but then saw your car and assumed…’

      Word travelled fast in a village.

      ‘Thanks so much. Beth’s father unfortunately passed away a couple of days ago. I’m sure she’ll love these, thank you.’ He was about to close the door, but their neighbour had more to say.

      ‘Oh, that’s terrible. Why aren’t you up there with her... It’s Leek, right? Not that far. You could probably get there in⁠—’

      Joe felt his neck redden. ‘Thanks for the advice. I’d better go.’

      Who the hell does she think she is?

      Joe chucked the flowers on the counter. No point putting them in water, they’d be dead before Beth saw them.

      He took a picture on his phone and sent it to Beth with a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        From the neighbours, for you. X

      

      

      

      

      

      He grabbed another beer, returned to the living room and drew the curtains, noticing Mrs Grenfell talking to Bob and his wife across the road. She looked over and gave him a wave.

      She was right. He could’ve been in Leek this evening. Beth would never forgive him for this. She may even call off the wedding. If Joe didn’t marry her, all his plans would crumble. His head throbbed as he thought about all the bad investments he’d made. He needed to make this right. To show Beth that it was just a stupid lapse of judgement. He needed to prove he’d be there when she needed him.

      He could commute to and from work while staying with Beth. It would mean a lot of time on the road, but he could shift his more important meetings to the middle of the day to ease his workload; he’d be able to arrive late and leave early, and extra hours could be put in on his laptop while he was up there. It seemed like a decent plan until he thought of the M6. Did he really want to endure three to four hours of that every day? Wouldn’t he just end up as frazzled as Beth was? They always fell out when under stress. He was damned if he did, and damned if he didn’t.

      And it took a lot less effort to be damned for what you didn’t do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          BETH

        

      

    

    
      Beth could feel her body shaking, a stern voice saying her name with each shake.

      ‘Lisbeth! Wake up, come on now.’ She felt herself being pulled forward and forced open her eyes. The stench of stale vomit hit her nostrils, making her gag.

      ‘What ... huh...’ A sharp pain pierced her skull. ‘What the hell?’ She pulled her arms away from the stranger in front of her.

      ‘It’s Doctor Griffin. You might not recognise me now that I’ve gone grey.’ He laughed the genial laugh Beth had heard so often as a child, but she wasn’t amused today. ‘Your aunt left a key for me under the mat. Sorry if I frightened you.’ He sat down in the chair opposite. ‘Would you like to clean yourself up?’ He pointed at the vomit on her shirt.

      Beth wobbled as she stood to make her way to the kitchen and clean the mess as best she could. She grabbed a T-shirt from the laundry basket and changed before returning to the living room. She sat back down in her father’s chair. ‘I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine.’ She ran her fingers through her hair, a finger catching in the knots that had formed.

      ‘No one’s said anything is wrong with you, they’re just concerned. Your aunt mentioned you haven’t been eating or sleeping much.’

      ‘No, not really. Every time I try to sleep, I see his face ... his jaw hanging open ... hear his last breath.’ Beth covered her ears and closed her eyes to block out the memory.

      It didn’t work.

      The doctor leaned closer. ‘You’ve just lost your father, but that’—he pointed at the half-empty vodka bottle on the end table—‘isn’t going to help. With your drug hypersensitivity, the alcohol is going to cause problems. You need proper sleep and some food in your system.’

      Beth didn’t like the tone of his voice. ‘Who do you think you are, coming in here and telling me what I should or shouldn’t be doing? My dad is gone. Why didn’t you catch the cancer sooner? I wouldn’t be like this if you’d done your job properly!’ Beth’s shoulders shook and the tears came again. ‘You should’ve saved him.’ She leaned over, clutching her stomach. All she felt was pain in her limbs and organs, like a knife cutting through each slowly. Making her feel something when she just wanted to be numb again.

      ‘Lisbeth.’ His voice dropped, softer in tone and not as accusatory as before. ‘I wish I had caught it sooner – but that’s a conversation for another time? How about I make us a coffee, or maybe you’d like some water?’

      Beth eyed the vodka. ‘Water, please.’

      Dr Griffin stood and reached across her, grabbing the vodka bottle and tucking it beneath his arm while he picked up the two mugs from the coffee table. Beth’s arm shot out to grab the bottle back. The doctor put his hand over hers. ‘I’ll not dump it, just moving it out of here for now, okay?’

      She wasn’t sure if she should trust him. She wasn’t sure of anything, but she let go of the bottle. If he dumped that one, she knew where she could find some more.

      While the doctor was in the kitchen, Beth stood, looking at herself in the mirror hanging above the fireplace.

      ‘Jesus.’ No wonder he’d been concerned. Her eyes were red and puffy, and her nose matched. Her hair was matted, and her skin was pale and greyish in colour. She hadn’t changed her clothes since leaving the hospital. She was so tired; she couldn’t remember when she’d last had any meaningful sleep.

      She heard a cough behind her and turned.

      ‘I didn’t want to frighten you again. I found some biscuits, not the healthiest of snacks but at least it’s something.’ He placed everything down on the coffee table and pushed the glass of water towards her.

      ‘Thank you.’ Beth took a sip of the bland liquid and winced.

      ‘Did you want to talk about your father?’

      ‘Not really. I’m sorry, you’ve probably wasted your time coming out here.’

      ‘Against my better judgement, I’ve brought some sleeping tablets. I normally wouldn’t do this, but...’ He shook his head as if he’d already said too much and reached into his pocket and pulled out a prescription bottle, as if it had all been planned in advance. ‘There’s enough to last a week or so, and I’ve checked they shouldn’t affect the medication you’re already taking – but you have to promise, no alcohol when you take them. It could be dangerous.’

      ‘Why are you giving them to me, then?’ Her face was hot. She hated having to take the medication she was already prescribed, so was wary of adding something new to the mix. She could feel her anger simmering beneath the surface as she realised he was treating her like she was an alcoholic and out of control. ‘I’m not my mother, you know. I’m just stressed and low. And if you’re so worried, don’t bother leaving them. What kind of GP just drops by with drugs in his pocket, anyway?’ She didn’t want to snap at him, but the way he was looking at her made her feel like a child.

      ‘No need to be defensive. I’m only trying to help, and have to warn you that mixing alcohol and this medication’—he shook the bottle—‘may give you hallucinations, increase your anxiety and paranoia – or worse, it might kill you.’

      Beth softened. ‘I’m sorry. I know you’re only doing this because you’ve known my family for so long. I obviously do need some proper sleep. I’ve been snapping at everyone and have a lot to sort out over this next week. I promise not to drink vodka with them, okay?’ She knew he was only doing his job, and Dr Griffin had been a big help to her when she had gone through some dark times growing up.

      The doctor finished the rest of his coffee and stood. ‘Your aunt has my home number if you need anything else. I’ll show myself out.’

      Before he left, he turned back. ‘I’ll leave this with you.’ He placed the spare key on the bookcase. ‘Goodnight, Lisbeth.’

      She heard the lock click as the door shut behind him. The silence pressed in, thick and suffocating as she walked over to her father’s drinks cabinet, her hands trembling as memories from her past washed over her – nights she’d sworn she’d never repeat, promises she’d made to herself. She had fought so hard to manage her drinking, and for a while she had been winning. But tonight was different. The pull was too strong, and the need to numb the chaos in her head overwhelmed everything else. Beth told herself she was in control now; she wouldn’t fall down that slippery slope. No one needed to know. She reached into the cabinet, finding the bottle of gin she’d been looking for, and opened it, pouring half a cup into the GP’s empty mug. She hesitated for a second, a flicker of doubt in her mind, before brushing it aside. What did it matter? The doctor had prescribed the pills, hadn’t he? What difference did it make how she took them? Opening the pills, she took one and gulped it down with a mouthful of liquid oblivion.

      She returned to her dad’s chair, pulling his blanket over her legs and staring at the floor. Her eyes already heavy.

      ‘He said not to take it with vodka, he didn’t mention anything about gin.’

      She cried, the mug slipping from her grasp as sleep finally took over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          JOE

        

      

    

    
      At work the next day, Joe’s heart raced as he moved cash from one account to the other, he glanced up from the computer screen every now and again to ensure he wouldn’t be interrupted or caught. A few months ago, he had made some bad investments and now his company and personal finances were taking the hit.

      It was easy to do at first, and he felt no guilt at all, after all, the money was being reinvested into the charity and allowed him to keep existing staff as cuts from the government continued. But then, when he lost some of the money in bad investments, he had to use money from his and Beth’s personal accounts. It was only small amounts each time, just ahead of potential partnership meetings, but now that the accounts were going to be audited, the panic set in. If he wasn’t careful, mistakes would be made and mistakes are what would land him in a heap of trouble with the board … and the police.

      ‘I brought you a coffee.’

      Joe jumped. ‘Shit. You shouldn’t sneak up on people, AJ – but thanks.’

      AJ sat opposite, placing the mug on Joe’s desk. ‘You’re looking a little pale. Not nervous about the meeting, are you? Once they see how we can add value to their agency, I’m sure they’ll want to work with us.’

      Joe rubbed his eyes. ‘Uh, yeah. Just going over everything. I know it’s all part of the business, but I could do without it right now. Will you be okay covering the other stuff when I head up to Leek? You can do the additional days remotely, if need be, and I’ll make sure you’re paid for any extra overtime.’

      AJ was only part-time because Joe couldn’t afford or justify the additional costs and offer any more hours unless there were exceptional circumstances. Like now. With no reason or access to the financial accounts, Joe was confident that the rest could be handled by others on his team.

      ‘I don’t see why not. Unless something bad happens.’ AJ laughed.

      Joe didn’t see the humour and scowled.

      ‘Sorry, not the time, I guess. Speaking of which, do you have plans after work?’

      ‘To be honest, I’ll probably be here late. Why?’ Joe’s head began to throb. All the pressure was getting to him.

      ‘A few of us are going to grab a bite and drinks at The Swan. Won’t be a late one – you should come. You look wrecked and a couple of hours in the pub might be good for you. Plus, you’ve been a bit of an arse lately.’ AJ had been with him since the beginning and they had enough of a friendship for her to get away with this sort of bluntness. Anyone else would have got a bollocking.

      Joe sat back in his chair. He’d been irritable, but hadn’t realised it had been so obvious to his team. He was usually very good at hiding his feelings. ‘Can I give you a provisional yes – if I can get through the bulk of this work before you all head out, then I’m in. Deal?’ He shouldn’t be spending any money at the moment, but one drink wouldn’t break the bank.

      AJ stood. ‘Fair enough. Remember though, you’ve a whole team behind you – you don’t have to do all of this yourself.’

      Before Joe could reply, AJ was gone.

      True. Joe did have a team, but if they knew what he’d been doing just to keep the charity going, he may not have them for long.
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        * * *

      

      Joe spent the rest of the day looking over spreadsheets and reports, making sure that at least on paper, everything was accounted for. He looked up and noticed that everyone was packing up for the day, so he did the same. AJ had been right earlier, he did need to step away from things.

      ‘First round is on me!’ Joe called out as he walked into the open-plan office. He had to keep up appearances and they’d find it odd if he didn’t at least offer

      ‘Are you trying to bribe us? Because if you are, it’ll take at least two rounds,’ AJ said, and the staff remaining all laughed.

      Joe must have looked confused, and a hand slapped his back.

      ‘Relax. It was
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