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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Jack Miller opened his eyes and groaned, the dull thud of pain behind his temples announcing itself yet again. For the sixth morning in a row, his head was pounding, like someone had lodged a hammer inside his skull and was slowly tapping away at his brain. He blinked groggily, feeling as though he hadn’t slept at all, and fumbled for his mobile on the bedside table. The bright screen flared into life, making him squint, and with a sharp swipe of his finger, he silenced the incessant beeping of the alarm. He exhaled heavily; the sound escaping into the quiet of the bedroom, and let the phone slip from his grasp onto the duvet.

Dropping his head back onto the pillow, Jack reached over and slid open the drawer of the bedside table, fishing blindly until his fingers brushed against the pack of paracetamol he’d stuffed in there a few nights ago. He tore the foil open, popped two pills into his mouth, and dry-swallowed them with a grimace, his throat tight. His eyes fluttered shut, and he took a deep breath, willing the headache to subside, wishing away the persistent throb that had taken up residence in his brain.

Jesus, Helen, he thought, his mind drifting to his late wife as it often did in moments like this. What’s the matter with me? Why all these bloody headaches?

But he knew it wasn’t just the headaches he had to deal with. A few days before they had started, he had felt sick almost every morning; the nausea creeping in as soon as he swung his legs out of bed. He’d even vomited once, right after getting up, the memory still vivid in his mind—a sudden, violent retching that left him weak and breathless. Something wasn’t right, and deep down, Jack knew what it was. But at eighty years old, he wasn’t one to rush to the doctor for every little thing. Still, the thought lingered.

Feeling marginally better, Jack eased his legs out from under the duvet and sat up, moving with the careful deliberation of someone well aware of his age. At this point in life, every movement was slow and considered, a reminder that his body no longer had the resilience it once did. The headache had dulled slightly, reduced to a bearable throb, but his stomach churned with an unsettling mix of nausea and emptiness. Shuffling his feet into his slippers, he stood, but his stomach rebelled almost instantly, forcing him to hurry, as fast as his tired legs would allow, to the bathroom.

Dropping to his knees in front of the toilet, Jack dry-heaved, his body convulsing as if it had forgotten how to be sick. After a few painful spasms, he regained control, pressing his forehead against the cool edge of the toilet seat. His breath came in shallow gasps, but at least he wasn’t vomiting this time. Small victories, he thought grimly.

He took his coffee out into the garden, stepping into the crisp morning air. The sunlight filtered through the trees, and Jack smiled as he listened to the birds chirping in the nearby bushes. When he’d finished his coffee, he would fill the feeders. He loved this garden. It had been Helen’s project for years, and even now, he could hear her voice, reminding him of all the little things that needed doing.

After a few more minutes, Jack pushed himself up from the garden seat and shuffled back into the house. He rinsed his face with cold water, the splash of it shocking his senses awake, and then set about his usual routine. He shaved his bald head with the precision of a man who had done it a thousand times before, brushed his teeth until they gleamed, and stepped into the shower, letting the warm water wash away the lingering fog in his mind.

Once he had put on his worn but comfortable dressing gown, he ambled down the hallway to the kitchen. On his way, he stopped at the small table by the front door, where a silver-framed photograph of Helen sat, as it always had. Jack picked it up, smiling softly at the image of his wife, taken on their wedding day nearly six decades ago. She was beautiful, her eyes sparkling with the joy of the moment, her smile warm and familiar. Jack kissed the glass gently.

“Our wedding anniversary’s coming up next week, babes,” he murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. “Fifty-nine years. Can you believe it?” He replaced the photograph and moved on, the weight of her absence as heavy as ever.

In the kitchen, Jack prepared his usual breakfast—a couple of slices of toast with marmalade and a large mug of coffee. The smell of the coffee was comforting; its warmth inviting. He sat at the kitchen table, staring out of the window as the early morning sun streamed in, casting golden rays across the room. The headache had lessened, but it still nagged at him, and he wished, not for the first time, that Helen was still here to tell him what to do. She always knew what was best for him, even when he didn’t want to admit it.

“Never mind the birds,” Helen’s voice rang softly in his mind, her familiar teasing tone unmistakable. “The garden needs weeding and the lawn cutting.”

Jack nodded to himself, as though she were standing right behind him. “Yes, babes, I guess it does,” he muttered under his breath. “I’ll do it later. Not feeling up to it just now.”

“Have you made an appointment with the doctor yet?” she asked, her voice insistent. “If you leave it too late, you won’t get one today.”

Jack frowned, the creases on his forehead deepening. He took a deep breath, the scent of flowers from the nearby rhododendron bushes filling his nostrils. “I’ll call them as soon as I finish my coffee,” he said.

Just then, the familiar sound of a red van pulling up outside caught his attention. Jack smiled as the postie, a young woman with a spring in her step, made her way to the front door.

He opened it and smiled.

“Morning, Jack!” she chirped, her voice cheerful as always. “How’s things today?”

Jack shrugged, taking the envelope. “Got a damned headache,” he replied gruffly.

“Another one?” She asked, eyebrows raised in concern. “That’s the fifth one in as many days, isn’t it? You should really get yourself down to the health centre. At your age ...” she trailed off, realising her words might have hit a nerve.

Jack fixed her with his light blue eyes, one eyebrow arched. “At my age?” he asked pointedly.

The postie smiled awkwardly, pivoting on her heel. “I’ve got lots to do today. See you tomorrow, maybe!”

“And don’t bring any more damned bills with you,” Jack called after her, a small grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

As the van disappeared up the track, Helen’s voice piped up again. “She’s right, you know.”

Jack sighed, making his way back to the kitchen, feeling the ache in his joints. “Why does every woman in my life try to run it for me?” he muttered under his breath.

“Because if we didn’t, you’d probably end up a grumpy old man. Not that you aren’t one already,” Helen’s voice teased as he made his way back inside, the door creaking shut behind him.

* * *
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Jack sat at the kitchen table, gazing out at the late afternoon sunlight as it streamed through the window, casting a warm, golden glow across the room. The worn surface of the table felt familiar beneath his fingers as he absentmindedly tapped the edge of an envelope against it. Beside him, a cup of hot tea steamed gently, its warmth contrasting with the cool afternoon air that crept through the slightly ajar window. He could hear the distant rustling of leaves in the garden, the slow ticking of the clock on the wall, and the faint hum of the fridge—a soft, steady rhythm that seemed to fill the silence.

He glanced down at the envelope, its official imprint catching the light. “From the envelope, I reckon it’s the tax reminder for the car, babes,” he said, his voice breaking the quiet.

From behind him, Helen’s voice came, light and teasing. “I don’t know why you don’t just sign up for online reminders, Jack. It’s so much easier. Less faff.”

Jack chuckled, a soft sound that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He waved the envelope vaguely over his shoulder. “Because you always took care of things like this, babes. I’m bloody useless at all this online malarkey. You know that.”

He dropped the letter back on the table and took a sip from his cup. The tea was hotter than expected, and he winced slightly. “Hot,” he muttered, placing the cup down with a delicate clink. The steam continued to rise, twisting in the light like an unspoken thought.

His gaze drifted back to the window, but his mind wandered far beyond the garden and the low, sinking sun. The day was fading, much like the year had—quicker than he’d expected, leaving him feeling adrift. “Guess I should sell the old campervan,” he said, the thought coming aloud almost unconsciously. The envelope had stirred something in him. “Pity though. We had such great times in it, didn’t we? All those trips. Never took that last one to Norway, to see the aurora borealis, though. I was really looking forward to that.”

“Yes.” Helen’s voice was softer now, tinged with something bittersweet. “Me too. But you could always go on your own.”

Jack shook his head, a faint smile playing on his lips, though his eyes clouded with something heavier. “Wouldn’t be the same without you, babes. Besides, I’m too old now. The old bones wouldn’t make it.” He tried to laugh it off, but the sound fell flat.

“Stop thinking like that, Jack. You’ve still got years ahead of you.” Her words were firm, but he could hear the concern laced within them, like a note struck too sharply on a piano.

Yeah, that’s what depresses me, Jack thought grimly, though he didn’t say it aloud. He could picture those years—long and empty, stretching out in front of him, the days blurring into one another like an endless grey sky. A sigh threatened to escape him, but he swallowed it down, finishing his tea instead.

He stood up slowly, his joints creaking in protest, and caught the edge of the table as he staggered slightly, a wave of dizziness washing over him. The days of moving with ease had slipped away without him noticing, replaced by this quiet fragility. He took the cup and saucer to the sink, his hand shaking a little as he ran hot water over the crockery. The tremor was something he had been trying to ignore for weeks.

“Did you ring the surgery yet?” Helen’s voice interrupted his thoughts, gently nudging him.

Jack gripped the edge of the sink and looked up at the ceiling, his shoulders sagging slightly. “You know I haven’t, Helen,” he replied, his tone weary. “I’ll do it tomorrow, when I’m not so tired.”

“There’s still time now, Jack. The surgery’s not closed yet,” she reminded him gently, though there was a firmness there that told him she would not let it go.

He frowned, feeling a flicker of annoyance, but it was more at himself than at her. Running the water over the dishes, he muttered, “Okay, okay, woman. Stop with the nagging.”

With a reluctant sigh, he dried his hands, shuffled back to the table, and fished out his mobile. His fingers hovered over the screen for a moment, unsure, before he tapped in the number. Five minutes later, he had secured an online appointment for the next day at eleven o’clock. A minor victory, but it left him feeling strangely deflated.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of mindless distractions. He read for a while, though the words didn’t seem to settle in his mind, then switched on the television. The noise filled the surrounding space, but it couldn’t fill the quiet inside. By the time the ten o’clock news rolled around, Jack could barely keep his eyes open. He switched off the TV, the soft glow of the screen fading to black, and made his way upstairs to bed.

The bedroom felt colder than usual, with a chill that settled into his bones. He climbed into bed, pulling the duvet up to his shoulders. The weight was comforting in a way he hadn’t expected. He rolled onto his left side, as he always did, and slid his hand under the pillow next to him, waiting for that familiar touch—the feel of Helen’s hand curling into his, as it had done every night for so many years.

“Goodnight, babes,” he whispered into the stillness, his voice barely audible. “Thanks for another great day. Love you.”

His eyes grew heavy, and he fell asleep before he could hear her answer. But he didn’t need to. He knew what she would have said.

“You too, Jack,” her voice whispered softly in the space between dreams and wakefulness. “Always have. Always will.”

* * *
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Jack was up early the next morning, groaning as he pushed aside the headache that had settled behind his eyes. His stomach churned with nausea, but he forced himself to swallow down a piece of toast, hoping it might settle. The bitter taste of coffee lingered on his tongue as he sat at the kitchen table, laptop open, eyes narrowed in concentration. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, slightly trembling as he tried to focus. The NHS software he needed for his appointment wasn’t cooperating. Every attempt to load it seemed to stretch his patience thinner.

He rubbed his temples, wincing as the dull throb of his headache grew sharper. “Come on, come on ...” he muttered to himself, half-expecting the thing to crash for the umpteenth time. But then, with a flicker, the screen came to life. Relief flooded him as the software loaded, a small victory that felt more satisfying than it should have. He let out a breath and leaned back in his chair, a lopsided grin creeping onto his face.

“See? Said you could do it,” came Helen’s voice, soft and reassuring from across the kitchen.

Jack’s grin faltered, and his features clouded with an all-too-familiar sadness. He turned toward the voice, though the chair across from him was empty, just as it had been for years now. “It was much nicer when you handled all this techy stuff, babes,” he murmured, the ache of her absence like a shadow that never quite left him.

Glancing at the time displayed on his laptop, he saw that he still had an hour before his consultation. “Enough time for a nice hot shower,” he said, pushing himself up from the table.

“Be careful on the stairs, Jack,” Helen’s voice echoed in his mind, a warning laced with affection.

Jack chuckled softly under his breath. “Don’t go burying me just yet, love. We’ll be together soon enough. Don’t you worry.”

His legs felt heavier than they used to as he made his way upstairs, but he forced himself into the routine—taking a shower, shaving, and dressing in his best suit. It felt a little silly getting dressed up for a video consultation, but somehow it mattered. A sense of formality, of showing respect to the doctor, maybe even respect for the situation he found himself in.

When he returned to his laptop, freshly dressed and with his bright eyes reflecting the sunlight, he clicked to start the call. The screen flickered and then revealed a pleasant-looking woman with kind eyes and a gentle smile. “Good morning, Mr. Miller,” she greeted him with professional warmth. “I’m Dr Vasant.”

“Hi, Doc. How are you?” Jack asked, offering a weak smile of his own.

“More to the point, how are you feeling today? What can I do for you?”

For the next ten minutes, Jack recounted his symptoms. He caught himself downplaying them—his headaches, the dizziness, the relentless nausea—but even as he spoke, the weight of it all pressed on him more than he liked to admit. The doctor asked a barrage of follow-up questions, digging deeper into his health history, and he answered as honestly as he could.

When she finally leaned back and began typing her notes, Jack observed her expression, trying to gauge her thoughts. Perhaps foolishly, he had hoped that she would brush it all off as something minor, something that she could solve with a pill or two. But the slight furrow of her brow told him otherwise.

“Well, Mr. Miller ...”

“Jack,” he corrected, feeling the need for a bit of informality, something that felt less clinical.

“Jack,” she repeated with a nod. “I’m a little concerned about the severity and frequency of these headaches, so I’m going to refer you for a CT scan at the hospital. They’ll contact you soon, hopefully within the next couple of days, to schedule the appointment. I understand Dr Harrison discussed the possibility of this happening when he first told you about the tumour?”

Jack’s stomach sank at her words. He had tried not to worry too much about what was going on in his head, but hearing it out loud from a second professional made it harder to ignore. He nodded slowly, the motion making his head throb again.

“In the meantime,” the doctor continued, “I’m sending a prescription to your local chemist that should help ease the headaches and nausea. Hopefully, that will bring you some relief until we can get a clearer picture of what’s going on. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss?”

Jack shook his head gently, careful not to exacerbate the pain. “No, I reckon you’ve covered it all, Doc.”

“Alright, Jack. If you don’t hear from the hospital by Tuesday, please call me, and I’ll follow it up. We’ll get this sorted.”

“Thanks, Doc. I appreciate it,” Jack said, managing another small smile before ending the call.

He sat back, rubbing his forehead as if that might somehow soothe the ache. The house felt unnervingly quiet around him, the silence broken only by the faint tick of the clock on the wall. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to gather himself.

“Best get down to the chemist and pick up those pills,” came Helen’s voice again, gentle, familiar. She always had a knack for reminding him of the little things.

Jack smiled faintly, her voice still so vivid in his mind, as if she were standing right behind him. “Yeah, yeah, I’m going,” he muttered under his breath, forcing himself to his feet.

As he grabbed his keys and headed for the door, he glanced at the empty chair in the kitchen.
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Three days later, Jack sat across from Dr Harrison, the air in the consultation room feeling both stifling and sterile. The doctor’s face was a careful mask, a thin veneer of professional composure that couldn’t quite conceal the weight of the news he was about to deliver. Jack had been here before, in rooms like this, hearing difficult things from well-meaning professionals. But this time was different. This time, he already knew, somewhere deep inside, what was coming.

He stared at Dr Harrison with a resigned expectation, his expression unreadable, as if the weight of impending reality had already numbed his emotions. The doctor shifted slightly in his seat, his hands resting calmly on his knees, but Jack could see the subtle tension in his fingers, the way he was preparing to break the news that would change everything. The silence between them was thick.

“Jack,” Dr Harrison began, his voice low and measured, each word carefully chosen. He leaned forward slightly, his eyes softening. “I want to be upfront with you, as I know that’s what you want.” There was a brief pause, long enough to show that he was weighing his next words, trying to find the right balance between the starkness of clinical truth and the human need for empathy.

“Your scan shows your glioblastoma multiforme has grown in the last two years,” he said, allowing the name of the disease to land between them, heavy and cold. “And as you know, it’s a highly aggressive tumour. And it’s in your brainstem, which ...” He hesitated, his professional calm faltering slightly. “... makes it inoperable.”

The words hung in the air, a death sentence in sterile medical language. Jack’s face didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted—a subtle stiffening, as though the impact of the news was sinking deep into his bones. He nodded slowly, as if he’d been expecting this all along. “I see.”

Dr Harrison’s voice softened, and there was a quiet respect in his tone, acknowledging the enormity of what he was saying. “I know you’ve mentioned before that you’re not seeking aggressive treatment, and I respect that choice.” He folded his hands together in his lap, trying to offer a sense of calm stability. “We could discuss chemotherapy, radiation—there are options. But I want to be clear, none of them would be curative in this case. They might give you a little more time—months, maybe—but they won’t stop the tumour from progressing.”

Jack didn’t respond immediately. His gaze drifted to a point just over the doctor’s shoulder, unfocused, as though he were already somewhere else entirely—somewhere far beyond this sterile room, beyond the looming shadow of his diagnosis.

“I’m here, Jack,” the voice whispered in his ear. “I’m here, love. I’m with you.”

Dr Harrison continued gently, his voice carefully modulated to avoid overwhelming Jack with the harshness of the truth. “The brainstem controls many of the body’s most vital functions—breathing, heart rate, motor skills. And as we discussed when you were first diagnosed, as the tumour grows, you’ll likely notice more symptoms. Basic things like balance, swallowing, speaking—they’ll become harder.”

Jack’s eyes slowly refocused, finally meeting the doctor’s again. The question came out flat, as though he were asking about someone else’s fate. “How long?”

“If untreated ...” Dr Harrison hesitated, his own humanity showing through. “... a few months. Six at the most, though it’s difficult to say for certain.” He paused again, letting the weight of the prognosis sink in. “But I want you to know, Jack, that whatever choice you make, we’ll do everything we can to keep you comfortable. Palliative care can help manage pain, nausea, and other symptoms. The focus would be on quality of life, ensuring that what time you have left is peaceful and painless.”

Jack sat back in his chair, a long exhale leaving his lips. The tension seemed to drain from his body, leaving behind only a quiet acceptance. “I made my peace with it two years ago,” he said, his voice steady but soft, as though the fight had already left him. “I don’t want to spend the time I have left fighting something I can’t beat. I just want it to be ... as painless as possible.”

Dr Harrison gave a small, understanding nod. “We can absolutely focus on that.” He leaned forward, his tone growing warmer, more personal. “You’re not alone in this, Jack. We’ll walk this road together, every step of the way. And I’d like you to speak with our head nurse in palliative care. She can help guide you through the next steps, make sure you’re comfortable.”

Jack nodded again, feeling the weight of the conversation settling into him. There was no room for denial now. The finality of it all was as solid as the chair beneath him.

Later, Jack sat in the hospital car park, the engine of his car silent, his hands resting loosely on the steering wheel. The world outside felt distant, muffled by the thick fog of his thoughts. He stared ahead, but his mind was somewhere else, trying to grasp the enormity of what he’d just been told. The words of the diagnosis buzzed in his head—glioblastoma multiforme, inoperable, months, brainstem—but they seemed to blur and twist, like they were just pieces of some incomprehensible puzzle.

The air in the car felt too still, too cold. He bowed his head, his forehead resting on the steering wheel, and the first tears pooled in the corners of his eyes, threatening to spill over. He had known two years ago, somewhere deep inside, that this was coming. But knowing didn’t make it any easier.

A soft sigh from the back seat reached his ears, the sound so gentle it could have been imagined, but it wasn’t. He felt the lightest touch on his shoulder, barely more than a whisper of warmth.

“Guess that’s it then, babes,” Jack said quietly, his voice breaking slightly as he spoke to the presence he felt behind him. “Guess that’s it.”

* * *
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Jack didn’t remember the drive home. It was as if the car had steered itself, moving him through the familiar roads while his mind hovered elsewhere, detached and lost. The hum of the engine, the dark ribbon of road beneath the tyres—all of it blurred into the background, swallowed by the fog of disbelief that clouded his thoughts. He barely registered pulling into the driveway, nor when he stepped out of the car. His legs carried him on autopilot to the garden table, his body moving without thought or purpose.

Slumping into the old wooden chair, Jack let his gaze drift across the garden to the hills that rose beyond the bay, their outlines softened by the afternoon mist. The scene, once a place of calm and reflection, now felt distant and unreachable, as if it belonged to another life—a life he had already started slipping away from. He stared blankly, but his thoughts were far from the view.

Somewhere buried deep in the recesses of his mind, he’d known something wasn’t right with him. He’d felt it—subtle at first, creeping in with moments of dizziness, a misplaced word, a faltering step. But this? He hadn’t expected it to be so quick. He shook his head as though trying to dislodge the diagnosis from his thoughts, to calm the frantic thumping of his heart. He wasn’t ready to accept it. He couldn’t. He had been hoping for over two years.

His mind raced, fragments of half-formed questions swirling like leaves in the wind. Would it be painful? Would it come quickly, like a sudden storm, or linger like a slow, insidious poison?

Each thought came too fast, too jagged, for him to grasp fully. It was all too much, too overwhelming to make sense of. Jack squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled deeply, as if drawing in enough air could steady him, could slow the panic rising in his chest.

“I’m so sorry, Jack.”

The voice was soft, familiar, and achingly distant all at once. His chest tightened, and a single tear slid down his cheek. He didn’t need to open his eyes to know who it was.

“It’s okay, babes,” he whispered, his voice cracking under the weight of his emotions. “I still have you. You know you’re my strength, right?”

Helen had been gone for years now, taken too soon, but her presence was as real to him as the ground beneath his feet. He could feel her—the warmth of her hand on his shoulder, curled in his as they slept, the faint scent of her perfume lingering in the surrounding air. She had always been his rock, the one who could steady him when everything else felt like it was spinning out of control. Even now, in this moment of unimaginable fear, it was her voice he turned to, her memory he clung to, like a lifeline pulling him back from the edge.

The first drops of rain fell softly against his skin. But Jack didn’t notice. The light drizzle turned into a steady shower, the kind that would have once driven him inside to seek shelter, but today it was as though the world outside didn’t exist. He was sinking deeper, spiralling into the void of his own despair, the weight of the diagnosis pressing down on him like a lead blanket. The words the doctor had spoken echoed in his mind, circling endlessly: inoperable; months at most; no cure.

He closed his eyes again, trying to escape the reality of it all. The rain soaked through his clothes, chilling him to the bone, but the numbness inside him was far colder. He tipped his head back, feeling the cool drops on his face, but his mind was already drifting, lost in the dark, heavy fog of depression that had settled over him. There was nothing to do, nothing to fight against, and the weight of it all became too much. He exhaled slowly, his body sagging with the release of a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding. Moments later, his exhaustion overtook him. His head lolled back, and without thinking, without choosing, he slipped into a fitful sleep, his breath turning to soft snores as his body gave in to the overwhelming fatigue of the day.

For now, it was easier to retreat, to let the darkness swallow him whole. The truth, the raw, terrifying truth, could wait until tomorrow. Tomorrow, when the sun was shining again. Tomorrow, when he could sit in the garden’s warmth and pretend, if only for a few moments, that Helen was still there, beside him, guiding him through it all.
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Chapter 3
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“Damn!” Jean Nolan switched off her mobile with a sigh of frustration and sank down heavily beside her husband, Harry. Her face was tight with worry, a familiar knot forming in her stomach.

“Still no answer?” Harry asked, glancing at her with a frown. He muted the TV and turned to face her, his dark eyes filled with concern.

Jean shook her head, rubbing her temple as if to ease the tension building there. “It’s been two days now, Harry. Two days, and not a single word. I’m really starting to worry. What if something has happened? He might have fallen or ...” she hesitated, her voice dropping, “or worse.”

Harry leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, the creases in his forehead deepening. “I’m sure he’s fine, Jean. He probably just forgot to charge his phone or misplaced it. You know what he’s like.”

But Jean couldn’t sit still. She pushed herself off the sofa and paced the room, wringing her hands together as her anxiety bubbled over. “No, Harry, you don’t get it. This isn’t like him. He calls me every single day. Every day without fail, just to check in. He knows how much I worry. And now ... now there’s just nothing.”

Harry’s face softened. He knew how close Jean was to her father, especially after her mother’s tragic accident when Jean was fourteen. Her dad had become almost a lifeline, and she’d been vigilant about keeping in touch, fearing the day he might need help and no one would be there. Harry shifted on the sofa, watching her pace back and forth. “Do you want me to go round and check on him? Maybe he’s just had a bad cold or something, and you’re imagining the worst.”

Jean paused, chewing her lip in thought. “No, I’ll go. I need to see for myself. Besides, I think I’d feel better if I were the one to check on him. Could you hold the fort here? You’ll be alright with the kids?”

Harry chuckled, standing up and stretching his arms. “Jean, they’re hardly kids anymore. Luke’s nearly twenty-three, and Emily’s leaving uni soon. Knowing those two, they’re probably up in their rooms glued to their screens, anyway.”

Jean managed a small smile, grateful for his support. She leaned in to give him a quick peck on the lips. “Thanks, love. It’s probably just me being overprotective, as usual. I just need to make sure. I’ll give you a ring when I get there, okay?”

“Of course,” Harry replied, pulling her into a brief hug. He looked down into her blue eyes, still filled with worry, and squeezed her shoulders reassuringly. “Drive carefully, though. It’s getting dark, and the weather’s turning.”

“I will,” Jean nodded, grabbing her coat from the hallway and slipping on her boots. She hesitated for a moment before opening the door, as if a part of her didn’t want to leave the safety of home. But she had to. Her father might need her.

As the front door clicked shut behind her, Harry settled back down on the sofa. He glanced at the muted TV, where the opening credits of some new Netflix drama were rolling. It looked like it might be decent, and soon enough, he found himself engrossed in the storyline, letting it distract him from Jean’s earlier worries.

In the back of his mind, he knew she was probably overreacting. Her father had always been a bit absent-minded, prone to leaving his phone in the most inconvenient places, or switching it off without realising. It wouldn’t be the first time something like this had happened.

Harry smiled to himself as he recalled the countless times he’d found the old man chatting to himself, wandering around the garden, muttering about everything from the weather to the football results. A quirky habit, but endearing in its own way. He was probably just fine.

* * *
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Jean’s father lived in a stone cottage on the far edge of town, nestled against the rolling hills that sloped down to a secluded bay. It was the place most people dream of retiring to—calm, picturesque, with a view that stretched out over the water. Her dad had bought the cottage shortly after he’d retired. A long-held dream finally realised. As Jean turned out of her road and made her way through the winding country lanes, she smiled at the memory, when she was just a small child, of her mother, who had spent hours in another garden tending to her beloved flowerbeds and growing vegetables with a quiet passion. Her hands had always smelled of soil.

The wipers flicked on automatically as the first drops of rain spattered against the windscreen. It started lightly but quickly turned into a steady downpour, the kind of rain that blurs the line between road and sky. Jean’s headlights barely cut through the misty haze, and she blinked against the glare of oncoming cars, their lights smearing in the rain-soaked night. She gripped the steering wheel tighter. The roads here were narrow and winding, and she hated driving at night, especially in weather like this.

Her mind kept drifting back to her father. It wasn’t like him not to answer the phone. And now, with the rain hammering down on her windscreen, her anxiety felt even sharper. What if he had fallen? What if he were unwell and unable to call for help? The thoughts crowded in, making her stomach clench.

After a tense ten-hour drive, she finally pulled to a stop outside the cottage. The stone walls gleamed wet in the headlights. The windows were dark. The sight of her dad’s car parked neatly in the driveway was both a relief and a worry. If he was home, why wasn’t he answering the phone? And why was the cottage in darkness?

Jean hurried out of the car, pulling her jacket tightly around her against the pelting rain. The path to the front door was slippery with wet leaves, and she could feel the cold creeping into her bones as she reached the doorbell. She pressed it firmly, listening for the familiar chime inside. Nothing. Not even a flicker of light from within. The place was eerily silent, and with each second that passed, her heart thudded harder against her ribs.

Tapping her foot anxiously, she tried again, waiting, straining her ears for any sound. Still nothing. Panic bubbled in her chest. She reached for the handle and twisted. Locked.

Jean peered through the window. The cottage was dark, the only light coming from the occasional flash of headlights as a car passed on the distant road. She couldn’t see any movement inside. Where was he?

Her father never left without letting her know, especially at night. That his car was here only deepened her anxiety.

Trying to stay calm, Jean made her way around the side of the cottage, her boots squelching in the rain-softened earth. Maybe the back door was open. She had barely rounded the corner when she froze, her breath catching in her throat. There, just a few steps away, she could see a figure slumped on the ground near the back door. A sickening dread flooded her veins.

“Dad?” she called out, her voice shaky, almost drowned out by the rain. She hurried forward, her feet slipping on the wet grass, almost tripping in her rush. “Dad! No, no, no.”

Her heart was racing as she dropped to her knees beside him. In the faint light, she could make out his familiar face, now so pale. He lay awkwardly, his body soaked through, with his hand half-buried in the mud. Jean’s hands trembled as she reached for his wrist, her fingers desperately searching for a pulse. When she felt the steady beat beneath his skin, relief surged through her like a wave. “Thank God,” she whispered.

“Dad,” she said softly, gently patting his cheek. “Dad, can you hear me?” Her voice was shaking, but her hands remained steady, cradling his face as if she could will him back to full awareness.

He groaned, his eyes fluttering open. He blinked a few times, disoriented, then squinted up at her through the rain. “Jean?” he croaked, trying to sit up. “What are you doing here?”

Jean’s heart ached with both relief and fear. “Oh, Dad,” she said, her voice catching in her throat. “I thought ...” She couldn’t finish the sentence. Shaking the rain from her face, she leaned in and pressed a kiss to his forehead, her chest still tight with emotion. “Come on, let’s get you inside. Can you stand?”

Her father frowned, his pride stirring despite the situation. “Of course I can stand. I’m not an invalid, Jean.” His voice was gruff, though weakened by the cold. He shifted, trying to push himself up. “I tripped over something, that’s all. Just before you arrived.”

Jean’s eyes flickered over his sodden clothes, noting how thoroughly soaked he was. He’d been out here far too long for it to be a recent fall. She bit back the urge to argue, knowing now wasn’t the time to challenge him. The rain was coming down harder, and they needed to get inside before he caught pneumonia.

“Let’s just focus on getting you indoors,” she said firmly, slipping her arm under his to help him up. He grumbled, but accepted her support, wincing as he stood.

Together, they made their way to the back door, the wind and rain lashing at their backs. Jean couldn’t help but steal a glance at her father’s face, pale and drawn, yet still filled with that familiar stubbornness. As they stepped into the warmth of the cottage, she prayed silently that whatever had caused this wasn’t something more serious than a simple fall. But deep down, the knot of fear tightened.

* * *
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The next morning, Jean stood at the reception desk of the health centre, frustration bubbling beneath her calm exterior. She was trying her best to stay composed, but it was taking all her willpower not to snap.

“But I need to see a doctor today,” she said, her voice tight as she leaned forward on the counter. “It’s urgent.”

The receptionist, a woman in her fifties with short, greying hair, barely looked up from her computer screen. “I’m sorry, Mrs Nolan,” she said, her fingers tapping briskly at the keyboard. “The earliest appointment we can offer you is tomorrow at eleven.”

Jean clenched her jaw. She knew it wasn’t the receptionist’s fault, but it didn’t stop the rising frustration. She forced herself to breathe slowly, reminding herself that getting angry wouldn’t help. “I understand, but my father had a fall last night,” she said, her voice lower now, struggling to keep her temper in check. “He was lying outside in the rain for who knows how long. I just need to speak to someone, now.”

The receptionist gave her a sympathetic but firm look, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but that’s the best I can do.”

Jean was about to agree to the appointment when she spotted a familiar figure at the far end of the corridor—their family doctor, Dr Mitchell, emerging from the consulting rooms. Without thinking, Jean hurried over, her heart pounding. Dr Mitchell had always been the one to deal with her father, and she trusted him.

“Dr Mitchell, I’m really sorry to interrupt, but can I have a word?” Jean asked, catching her breath. “It’s about my dad. He had a bad fall last night. I think he’s been unwell for a while now, and I’m really worried about him.”

Dr Mitchell paused mid-step, taking in Jean’s anxious expression
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