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      The second Jacob entered the building, he knew today was the day. It started as an anxious flutter in his chest, but the deeper he walked into the place, the heavier his dread got until it felt like he had lead in his ankles. If he could have, he would have turned around and walked out of there. But that wouldn’t change the inevitable. Today would alter his life forever whether he continued forward or not.

      Despite his numerous visits, Jacob never got accustomed to the smell of the place. The strong reek of bleach—sometimes so potent his eyes watered—filled his nostrils, forcing him to ruffle his nose. They say you get used to a scent after a while; maybe they hadn’t ever been here.

      The air might have reeked, but Jacob still inhaled deeply as he walked. Better to tolerate it so he could use what little meditation techniques he knew to calm his rampaging heart and relax his tense stomach. He needed to hold it together; at least for the time being. Although the breathing seemed for nought; the closer he got, the quicker his pulse ran and the knot in his guts tightened.

      Upon entering the ward, Jacob stopped and looked straight at his dad’s room. The door hung open. Although he’d gone private and had his own space, he wanted to feel like a part of the community, so he never shut them out. On more than one occasion, he’d talked about moving into the main area just for the company. But he didn’t really want that; dementia clouded his mind to the reality of the geriatric unit. The smell of death hung in the air as a heavy and cloying funk. It even overpowered the potent stench of bleach.

      Had Jacob visited his dad in different circumstances, he might have seen more to the place. However, the lens he viewed the entire hospital through had been tainted by bearing witness to his old man’s rapid decline.

      Even from where he stood, Jacob could see the failing of his dad’s physical form. What were once strong hands—safe hands, the hands of a protector—were now twisted with arthritis. They were so brittle, he worried he’d break them whenever he held one. Also, his once rigid back had buckled with time, the last few weeks seeming to wring every last drop of life from his form.

      Jacob did his best to ignore those around him, pulled in one final breath of the death-rich air, and moved towards his dad. Running away wouldn’t change anything. He had to face this. While he walked the last few steps, he focused on his old man asleep in his bed. After a long battle with pancreatic cancer that had spanned several months, his father had finally asked for his treatment to stop. Oddly enough, the thing that pushed him over the edge wasn’t the cancer, but rather the bedsore that had reopened on his right buttock. The festering wound, which sent up a rancid waft of decay whenever the old man moved, had gnawed away at his resolve like it had chewed into his flesh. At eighty-seven, he’d had a good innings, and the time had come for him to go and be with his wife again. It had been thirty-two years since Jacob’s mother died of the same rotten disease that now ate away at his father. His dad had waited long enough to be reunited with her.

      The chair screeched over the blue linoleum floor when Jacob pulled it away from the bed and sat down. His dad didn’t stir.

      A familiar line of pain shot up Jacob’s back and balled at the base of his neck. Despite snapping his head from side to side, it did little to relieve the pressure. The aches that he’d accumulated over the past few months felt like they’d stay there forever. A physical throb of pain to go with the emotional one that drained him so. But how could he complain about back pain with his dad in his current state?

      Because he’d come from work, Jacob still had his suit on. Not designed for comfort, it pissed him off every time its restrictive fit reminded him he had to wear it. Customers never visited his office, yet everyone there had to dress like clowns simply because it pleased the MD. A man with more enthusiasm than sense, he made up for what he lacked in insight with hard work and empty corporate speak. With a shake of his head, he put his work frustrations to the back of his mind.

      The stillness of the room smothered Jacob. Not complete silence because the ECG machine still emitted a quiet blip with every beat of his dad’s fading pulse, but all of the other devices had been removed.

      When Jacob reached over and put a hand on his dad’s arm, he flinched at the touch of his cold skin. The withered appendage looked and felt like it belonged to a corpse. If it had to bear too much weight, it would snap like a dry twig. Hell, the man’s entire body seemed that way now.

      A flutter of his eyelids, Jacob’s dad opened them to no more than slits. He lifted a crooked smile and spoke breathy words. “Hey, boy.” After several weak coughs, he added, “Don’t think it’ll be long now.” His smile broadened.

      The lump in Jacob’s throat nearly cut his words off, but he pushed through it and spoke them with a croaky voice. “You’re ready, aren’t you?”

      “This is my lot, son.” Jacob’s dad paused for a few seconds before he gathered the wind to keep going. “Who wouldn’t want an extra decade?” With a shake of his head, he covered his mouth while he coughed. “But not a decade like this. I’m ready to go now.” The blue of his dad’s eyes sharpened. The person before the cancer still resided within the wrecked shell, and when he came to the surface, he still looked at his son like he was the most important person in the world.

      Soft footsteps approached the room, and when Jacob turned around, he saw Jane—one of the nurses—in the doorway. She offered him a tight-lipped smile and pulled the door closed. The only thing she could give them now was privacy.

      Jacob watched his dad lie back in the bed. “Shall I read to you today, Pops?”

      The old man dipped his head ever so slightly while dropping a long blink. For a moment, it looked like he might not open his eyes again. When he did, they only lifted halfway.

      Not one for reading, Jacob had bought an e-reader when his father had been admitted to hospital. The man had consumed books with a rabid voracity, but his illness had taken that away from him too. Most days, he couldn’t do anything more than stare at the television in the corner of the room. If Jacob could offer him a little of what he loved when he visited, then the investment in the device had been well worth it. Besides, with the breathlessness that had characterised his father’s slow demise, they couldn’t rely on conversations to fill the silence. Because his father had expressed an interest in reading Charles Dickens for his entire life, they’d chosen to start there.

      After opening the reader, Jacob stared at the final page of The Pickwick Papers. A lump caught and swelled in his throat. Only a small accomplishment, but they’d finished at least one of the master’s books. His dad could pass with a small tick on his bucket list.

      “Oliver Twist today, Dad.”

      When Jacob looked up, his father had drifted away again. The clarity of only a few moments ago had vanished. In its place, a distant glaze to his stare.

      “Among other public buildings in a certain town,” Jacob read, “which for many reasons it would be prudent to refrain from mentioning, and to which I will assign no fictitious name, there is one anciently common to most towns, great or small: to wit, a workhouse; and in this workhouse was born; on a day and date which I need not trouble myself to repeat, inasmuch as it can be of no possible consequence to the reader, in this stage of the business at all events; the item of mortality whose name is prefixed to the head of this chapter.”

      Jacob laughed as he stared at the verbose paragraph. “Reading Dickens has given me a profound appreciation for the man. Sure, you can tell he was paid by the word, but I must say, when I get into the flow of his prose, I actually quite like him.”

      When his dad offered no response, Jacob looked up from his device. Cold dread sank through his heart. He loved this man as much as one human could love another, as much as he loved Lucy and the kids. His eyes were now closed to mere slits. He lay with his mouth hanging open as if he hoped to catch oxygen rather than inhale it. His chest barely moved with his respiration, and he made a slight click between inhale and exhale. Even the rattle that had come from deep within him in the past few weeks had gone.

      Probably the last chance he’d get, Jacob had to say something. He’d regret it if he didn’t. After putting the e-reader down, he said, “Dad, I don’t know exactly how to say this, so forgive my clunky delivery. As much as I’ve thought about what I’d say to you in this moment, I’ve never managed to find the words when I’ve tried to rehearse. I suppose words can’t do justice to how deeply I love you. You’ve been there for me every time I’ve needed you. You’ve always been there, watching over me, only intervening when I wanted you to. You were the fun dad when I was a kid. You played with me, you took me fishing, watched me climb trees, pushed me for hours on swings … You even bought me a puppy. Do you remember Wilson?”

      Jacob watched his dad for a second, a painful ball twisting through his chest. “Despite spoiling me with love, you taught me respect. Your selflessness knew no bounds, and your unconditional acceptance of who I am set me up to become a man. Nowhere near the man you are, but if I get even remotely close to it, my kids will be blessed. When Mum died, you were there. You hugged me when I needed it and gave me space at the right times. I never had to ask for anything. You taught me about the seven stages of grief and helped me accept each one as it hit me. Do you remember?” Taking a deep breath, he blinked away his tears as he watched him.

      “When I was lost to alcoholism, you never gave up on me. You stood by my side as a pillar of strength during my recovery. You even helped Lucy deal with it. You helped us buy our first house; you gave my kids a grandad to be proud of. You went to every sports day, every play, every show and tell … every single one of them.” With a deep stuttering breath, Jacob rubbed his sore eyes.

      “You’re my best friend, my wisdom, my rock. I don’t know what I’ll do without you around, but you’ve suffered enough already. I know you’ll be watching over me. I suppose, above all else, I want you to know you’ve been the perfect dad. I want you to be proud of who you are and to go with your head held high.”

      Jacob’s bottom lip buckled, and his eyes continued to burn with tears. As he watched the blurred image of his father, he took a deep breath to try to settle himself.

      The gaps between his dad’s breaths increased. Inhale. Pause. Exhale. Pause.

      A snap then kicked through his father’s frail frame, and Jacob jumped back. The chair screeched as it dragged a few inches across the linoleum floor. Although he expected the sharp sound to startle his dad, the old boy didn’t seem to notice.

      Inhale. Pause. Exhale. Pause.

      Clarity suddenly returned to his dad’s eyes as if someone had switched a light on inside his skull. It burned brighter than Jacob had seen in weeks. Despite never having witnessed someone dying, he knew what lay before him at that moment. He’d heard it described as one last hurrah, one final kick of utter clarity. It was supposed to be the purest glimpse of peace and insight before the tenuous gift of life slipped away.

      But Jacob didn’t see joy in his father’s stare; he saw childlike panic. It twisted his face and cracked him wide open, exposing his soul. He’d never seen the composed man this raw. As he looked at him—the breath ripped from his lungs—he realised he was witnessing something other than fear. Regret maybe, almost as if the hood of strength that he’d worn for his entire life had been pulled back.

      Although Jacob’s dad spoke in a whisper, he forced his words out. “I’m sorry, son.” He looked at the moon-shaped scar on Jacob’s right temple.

      Jacob’s frown darkened his view of his dad, and he shook his head. “What do you mean sorry? You have nothing to be sorry for. You’ve been the most amazing dad. You’ve been there for me for every step of my life. I wouldn’t have been able to cope with Mum’s death were it not for you. I wouldn’t have been able to buy my first house were it not for you.” When he saw his dad needed to talk, Jacob shut up. He’d been too used to having to talk for both of them.

      “I’ve let you down,” his dad said. He reached out with his shaking hand and touched the scar. “This reminds me how I could have been better.”

      “What?” Tears blurred Jacob’s vision, and he shook his head. “Please don’t take guilt with you. I fell off my bike, Dad. You were the one teaching me. That’s what I remember, not the accident.”

      “Your memory,” his dad said, “it’s never returned.”

      “I probably wouldn’t have remembered much from before my eighth birthday anyway.”

      “I should have been a better father. I should have been stronger for you.”

      “No!” The burn of tears itched Jacob’s eyes again. “Don’t say that. Not now. I won’t let you go with regrets. You’ve been everything and more.” It took a couple of attempts for Jacob to find his dad’s withered hand through his blurred grief. When he found it, he squeezed and looked at the man.

      The clarity had gone. He’d closed his eyes. Jacob watched as the gaps between inhale and exhale lasted longer with each cycle.

      And then he stopped breathing.

      Having sat in that seat beside his father for months, the exhaustion of it finally hit Jacob. His energy flooded out of him, and he grabbed the side of the bed to stop himself from sliding to the floor.

      What little tension there had been in his dad’s grip eased. Jacob watched the pink hue drain from the man’s skin. A flat greyness swept up his arms all the way to his face. As he left this technicolour world, he slipped into the grey-toned existence of lifeless flesh. His eye sockets—already dark pits in his face—sank deeper. His mouth fell open a little wider.

      Jacob shook as his tears now ran hot streams down his cheeks. He fell forwards and hunched over his father’s corpse. He’d held on for months, trying to be strong while his dad lived; now, he let everything pour out of him.
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      Jacob stood before his front door and stared at it. The biting February chill stung his cheeks, but he didn’t want to step into the warm embrace of his house. Still, he had to remember his family needed him. His dad had done it for him when his mum died; now he needed to do it for his kids. He unlocked the door with a shaking hand and pushed it open to a groaning protest from the large hinges.

      The smell of roast chicken hit Jacob. Waiting for him in the hallway, Lucy stood with a child on either side. She held their hands, all three of them red-eyed and pale. They must have heard his car. They must have noticed the pause he took before he came in. The change from the cold outside to the warm central-heated air lit his face with pins and needles. His eyes still stung, but he’d wiped his tears away in the car. They were better left there.

      Jacob pulled a tight-lipped smile at them. They needed him no matter how he felt. “How are you all?”

      Lucy stared at Jacob for a moment as if she wanted to see the truth of his grief. When it didn’t come to the surface, she said, “We’re okay. Dinner’s ready.”
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      None of them spoke as they seated themselves in the dining room. The screech of chairs and chink of cutlery were the only sounds around them. After a few seconds of looking down at his dinner, Jacob lifted his gaze to take in the other three. “At least it’s a Friday night. The weekend tomorrow. I think we all need a couple of days off, right?”

      “I’d say you need more,” Lucy said.

      When Julia glanced at Jacob, he reached over and patted her shoulder. “So, how’s school?”

      Julia looked back down at the table as if freaked out by his positivity. Fifteen years old, she was small like her mother. At five feet two inches, the family wondered if she’d overtake Lucy’s five feet four. Despite her slight frame, she had the sass of a cockney street urchin. Not today though. She’d bounce back with time. They all would. Also, she’d not experienced a loss like this. When she looked at Jacob again, he smiled. It seemed to help loosen her tongue. “It’s fine. GCSEs soon.” She rolled her eyes. “They’re talking like they’re the most important thing we’ll do in our lives.” After a moment’s silence, she added, “It just seems kinda empty now, you know? Like there are much bigger things.”

      Jacob nodded and had a sip of his water. It took a large gulp to get the cold liquid past the tension in his throat. He looked across at Lucy and her glass of red wine in front of her. She stared back at him before he returned his attention to Julia. “There are more important things … but exams do help. Don’t put too much pressure on yourself, but don’t write them off either. It might do you good to have something to focus on. And I can help you whenever you need me to. I’m always available for you. The same goes for you, Andrew.”

      Since he’d hit puberty a few years previously, Andrew had shot up to over six feet tall, burst out in spots on his olive-skinned face, and had worn a permanent frown. That frown sat deeper than ever, as if hell-bent on destroying any other expression he dared even consider. He finally said, “But A levels do decide your future. I can’t fuck them up.”

      The swear word caught Jacob off guard, and he felt the edges of his smile falter, but before he could say anything, Lucy spoke. She reached across the table to both of their children and held their hands like she had in the hallway. “You can only try. Beyond that, don’t stress about it, okay? Just do the best you can. I appreciate the best you can do at the moment won’t be optimal for either of you. We’re only human, after all. You should be sad at the moment, and that’s okay. Normal, in fact.”

      “And if there’s anything we can do for either of you, just say,” Jacob said. They had to know he could support them. He’d be the rock they needed. He’d be the man his dad had been for him.

      A moment’s lull in the conversation, the chink of cutlery against porcelain, Lucy then said, “So what happened at the hospital today?”

      Jacob’s grief erupted within him. It stopped at the top of his throat with a sharp burn. He gulped several times and focused on cutting up a roast potato with shaking hands. Much easier than looking at his family. “Uh …”

      None of them spoke.

      They needed to hear it. Whether he wanted to show them his pain or not, they needed to hear how their grandpa had passed. Lucy knew that. Being a psychotherapist, she wouldn’t let him get away without talking about it.

      As he straightened his back, Jacob also laid his cutlery down. “I saw peace in him. I believe he chose to go. I think he’d endured enough and was ready to move on.” The memory of the stark blue fear his dad had stared at him made him flinch, but he didn’t need to tell them about that. Who wanted to know there was a possibility you could die in a state of total panic? Best to let them believe the romanticised version of letting go and sailing away into the ether.

      As Jacob watched his family cry, he held his own tears back. “I know I’ve already said it, but if there’s anything I can do for you”—he looked at Lucy—“for any of you, please let me know.”

      Lucy spoke this time as she fixed him with her penetrative stare. She saw straight into his heart. “The best thing you can do at the moment is focus on you. I love how you want to look out for us, but you need to feel this. You need to let the pain in. Even if it’s a little at a time, you need to be kind to yourself and accept your sadness. It’s the only way you can help us.”

      The kids said nothing as Lucy continued, “If you spend too much time focusing on us, I worry you won’t help yourself. Whatever happens over the next few weeks and months, I want you to promise us now that you’ll treat yourself with the same love and kindness you’ll be sending our way.”

      The weight of Lucy’s words crashed into Jacob, and he held her stare for a few seconds before he looked down at her wine again.

      “Do you promise? You can only help us by helping yourself. Healing comes from within, no matter how much you focus on fixing things around you.”

      Although Jacob nodded at his wife, he’d already started to push his pain down. What use would he be to them if he fell apart? His dad had managed to hold it together when his mum died. If he had any hope of being a fraction of the man his father was, he had to take it on the chin. Life didn’t stop just because of someone’s death.
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      It had been years since Jacob had last had a drink. Once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic. Just a sip could drag him back down again. At least, that was what he’d been led to believe. One thing he knew for sure: he didn’t miss the hangovers. For some reason, when he woke that morning, he felt hungover. His limbs were heavy, his mouth dry, and his head pounding. He’d been awake for at least half an hour and hadn’t yet moved. The need to urinate burned in his bladder, but he couldn’t muster the will to do anything about it. He stared up at the white ceiling in their bedroom. It had been several years since he’d painted it last. Maybe he needed a new project to keep him busy.

      They say things get easier, time’s a great healer, try not to think too far ahead, and all that other bollocks. Lucy had told Jacob he needed to feel it, that he needed to let his pain in. At least he could do something with that. But with it so raw, he didn’t want to feel it, not yet. He snorted an ironic laugh and shook his head. It served as a searing reminder of his headache and forced him to drag an inhale through his clenched teeth. Although the fact remained, he had no choice over whether or not to feel the pain of his dad’s passing. He could choose, however, whether he’d wallow in it. Were his dad in his situation, he would carry on. When you have a family that needs you, you have no choice but to show up.

      To think of his family’s needs, however, made Jacob sink even deeper into his mattress. Especially because it was Saturday morning. Since he didn’t have to go to the hospital anymore, he had more free time than a normal Saturday, but as a dad of two teenage children, Saturday didn’t belong to him. Could he really face it today? Maybe he should go out on his own and text Lucy to tell her he needed the space. They’d all understand. The fire in his bladder derailed his thoughts. Before he did anything, he needed to piss.
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      Dressed and relieved, Jacob got to the bottom of the stairs, the smell of bacon and toast doing little for his non-existent appetite. He had his car keys in his pocket. If he wanted to, he could walk out of the front door without going into the kitchen. He could hear the voices of his family. All three of them were in there.

      Julia stood out over the other two. It sounded like the sass had returned. Not hearing everything she said, Jacob made out Nick’s name and a few of her other friends. He couldn’t walk out now. His dad would have stayed, so he needed to do that too.

      If Jacob thought about it any longer, he’d choose the coward’s way out, so he walked to the kitchen door and thrust it open, the conversation stopping as they all turned to look at him. Other than the hiss of cooking bacon, silence swept through the room.

      Then Julia broke it. “You look like shit, Dad.”

      “Julia!” Lucy said.

      Jacob laughed. Better for her to be like that than walking on eggshells. “I feel like shit, sweetheart.”

      Raised eyebrows as if to say see, Julia looked at her mum.

      Lucy let it slide.

      “Andrew?” Jacob said.

      With a flick of his head to show he’d heard him, Andrew looked up, frowning at his dad.

      It hurt to say it. His dad would have done better, but Jacob wasn’t his dad. “I really don’t feel like taking you out driving today. I hope you understand?”

      “Of course. We can go out driving any time. I have a lesson this weekend, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “Are you sure? Your test is so soon.”

      “One day off won’t do any harm.”

      Jacob nodded. “Thank you. And, Julia, where do you need to be dropped today?” A shake ran through him, his energy depleted.

      The touch of his wife’s hand against his back nearly broke the dam Jacob had erected in front of his sadness. When he felt his knees buckle, he leaned on the cold worktop to remain upright. He had to keep it together for the sake of his family. They didn’t need to see him falling apart. That wouldn’t help anyone.

      “I’ll take her today,” Lucy said. “You need to chill out and take some time for yourself.”

      At first Jacob couldn’t speak. He walked over to the coffee machine, slid a mug into it, and nodded. Several taps to set the machine, he then watched the black liquid fall into his favourite mug. A Star Wars mug given to him by his dad. After a deep breath, he nodded. “Thank you. I can’t help feeling like I’m letting you all down. Like I shouldn’t let what’s happened stop me doing what I need to do for the family. God knows Dad would have kept on. He would …” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

      When Lucy turned back around from the oven, she had a bacon sandwich on a small white plate for him. “Your dad was amazing with what he did for you. For us. But when your mum died, he didn’t have the support of a family around him. I’m sure if he were in your situation, he would lean on his family a little bit too. The kids are older than you were. They understand. And I’m here.”

      A moment to compose himself, Jacob looked at his breakfast. The smell of fat turned his stomach. “I suppose it’ll be good for me to feel fresh for work on Monday.”

      With a sharp drop of her brow, Lucy leaned closer to him. “You’re going into work on Monday?”

      “I think it’ll be less stressful. The last thing I need to do is sit at home and dwell on all the crap I’ll have to go back to if I take time off. The place falls apart when I’m not there.”

      After a moment of silence, Lucy’s face relaxed. “Just see how you feel, yeah?” Before Jacob could reply, she added, “Oh, and tonight I thought we could get a takeaway. Julia’s at Nick’s, and Andrew’s staying at Duncan’s. I really can’t be bothered to cook.”

      Maybe he needed to accept he couldn’t be for his family what his dad had been for him. Lucy was right; they had older kids who could at least understand and process what had happened. And he had her to share the pressure of familial responsibility. Also, months of sitting at his dad’s side had caught up to him. If nothing else, he needed to get his strength back from that. He felt stretched thin, weak, and light-headed. As he bit into his hot sandwich, the grease-soaked bread and melted butter tweaked his gag reflex. But he pushed through it and swallowed. It wouldn’t do him any good to starve himself. When he looked back at his family, he saw all three of them watching him. A nod, he said, “Thanks, guys. Thanks for understanding.”
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      The Beatles played as Jacob walked into the dining room. ‘Eleanor Rigby’. Maybe not the cheeriest of songs, but Lucy knew him well and knew how he loved it. Not only had she put on his favourite music, but she’d also dimmed the lights and lit candles, which she’d placed around the room.

      His hair still wet from the shower, Jacob looked at his meal as he sat at the table. Chicken tikka masala, lamb madras, rice, and popadoms. On most days, it would be perfect. However, with the rock he had currently balled in his stomach, the size of the portion intimidated him.

      Lucy walked in, the flickering candlelight hiding her smile for a few seconds until she stepped into a brighter spot in the room. She had a bottle of red wine and a wineglass in her hand.

      After he’d watched the bottle for a few seconds, Jacob met Lucy’s eyes and said, “Thanks for giving me a day off today. It was nice to have a Saturday where I wasn’t running around after the kids. Although, I feel like I’ve let them down.”

      While sitting in the chair opposite him, Lucy shook her head. “Don’t feel like that. You need time. They understand. We all need to be kind to one another at the moment.”

      After he’d pulled a tight-lipped smile at her, Jacob said, “When are you picking Julia up?”

      Spooning curry into her mouth, Lucy shook her head. “She’s staying at Nick’s tonight.”

      “In separate rooms?”

      Although she shrugged, Lucy waited to finish her mouthful before she nodded. “Of course.”

      More because it was there than him fancying it, Jacob snapped a popadom in two, scooped up some mango chutney, and bit off a sweet and crunchy chunk. Exhausted, he stared down at his plate and lost focus. The rich scent of his meal turned his stomach. It took for Lucy to speak again to break him out of it.

      “You know I’m here for you whenever you need to talk.”

      Ever the therapist, she couldn’t not talk about issues as they came up. “I know. Thank you. It’s all a bit raw at the moment. I think I just need some time to process it.”

      Not a condescending smile, but certainly a well-practiced one from her job, Lucy accepted what Jacob said before spooning another mouthful of curry in. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but he didn’t know if he could eat. He tried a mouthful anyway.

      The rich, salty sweetness of chicken tikka masala sat on Jacob’s tongue, daring him to test his stomach’s resilience. After chewing several times—more of the rich flavour spreading through his mouth with each bite—he swallowed against his inclination to do the exact opposite and paused for a second as it went down.

      Lucy didn’t press Jacob to talk. A seasoned pro, she understood people and could adapt herself to them. She knew how to challenge them, but more importantly when to challenge them.

      Although he didn’t feel hungry, Jacob’s mouth watered when he stared at Lucy’s wine. He looked up to find her watching him. Heat spread through his cheeks, and he dropped his attention back to his dinner before taking another loaded spoonful into his mouth. It had been years since he’d craved a drink, so why did his desire for it have to return in front of her?

      To watch his food while he ate it stripped even more of Jacob’s appetite. But where else would he look? A glance at his wife showed him she still had her attention on him as if waiting for him to explain himself. A simmering panic sat in her usually warm eyes.

      Unable to control it, Jacob looked at her glass of wine again, just for a second.

      Without confrontation, Lucy lifted the glass in his direction. “Shall I not drink tonight?”

      “I’m not going to fall off the wagon, you know.”

      “I didn’t say you would.”

      “I can have booze in the same house as me.”

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

      Jacob stopped talking. His words weren’t aimed at her. She wasn’t the one who needed convincing. “I’m sorry,” he finally said. “Being an alcoholic, even one who hasn’t had a drink in twenty years, kind of hangs around your neck. It feels like everyone’s watching me. Waiting for me to fuck up again.”

      “You have to accept that though. Especially from the people who went through it with you. An addict doesn’t exist in a bubble.”

      A reaction ignited in Jacob, snapping his upper body tense, but he didn’t reply. As much as he wanted to tell her to fuck off, he had no right. He’d put her and his dad through hell the last time. She had every reason to worry. Especially because they had kids now.

      After taking a moment to reset himself, Jacob said, “Thank you for everything today.”

      “You don’t need to keep saying it. We’re married. We’re a family. We should be able to help each other out.”

      “I know. It’s just … thank you. Everything’s been a bit intense today, like the brightness has been turned up a little too high. You’ve picked up on how I feel and given me exactly what I need without me having to ask for it. Just like Dad used to.”

      Lucy shrugged. “It’s fine. Honestly. As you know from when you lost your mum, it’s a process. You have to go through it, and you have to feel it.”

      “Dad taught me about the seven stages of grief all those years ago.”

      “He was a wise and compassionate man.”

      The words cut into Jacob, his sore eyes stinging with unspent tears. “He was.”

      When he pushed his plate away, Lucy frowned. “You struggling to eat?”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry.”

      She smiled. “Don’t be.”

      Jacob stood up. “Look, Luce, I need to go for a walk to clear my head.”

      “It’s pitch black out there.”

      “I’ll take a torch.” Jacob’s eyes fell to the wine in Lucy’s glass again. He saw her wince.

      At that moment, the song changed to ‘Hard Day’s Night’. Another one of Jacob’s favourites. Not enough to make him want to stay though. The fire of craving burning in his stomach, he walked out of the dining room. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Lucy called after him as he headed down the hallway towards the front door. “Take as long as you need, honey.”
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      On his way out of the house, Jacob had grabbed his thick coat and fished an extra pair of socks from the tumble dryer. The warmth currently encased his feet, the small hug he needed. Not much, but it offered some comfort against the bitter chill.

      When Jacob had been in recovery, he’d learned that walking helped. Whenever he had a craving, he’d promised his dad he’d go for a brisk stroll—exercise to exorcise the demons. Not that he needed to worry about falling off the wagon. He had control of it now. It had been years since he’d last had a drink.

      The road close to Jacob’s house led to the train station. He’d walked it so many times, it didn’t matter that it had no street lights. He could have taken the same route with his eyes closed. Besides, the crescent moon provided the slightest glow to light his way. In its current phase, it looked like an apple with a large bite taken from it, just like the scar on his temple.

      While hugging himself for warmth, Jacob watched his breath fog in front of him. Clouds of white mist, they formed before he burst through them a second later.

      The cold air did little to help ease the sting in Jacob’s tired eyes. They itched like he’d swam in a pool with too much chlorine. No matter how many times he blinked, it did nothing to
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