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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 relieve his discomfort. Maybe he just needed to let go. Let it all out. Dark and with very few people about, he stopped fighting the lump in his throat. Instead, he let it rise up and burst, his vision blurring before he felt the trickle of tears running down his cheeks.

      Although he passed a couple of people on his walk, Jacob kept his attention on the ground. Maybe he would have recognised them, having lived in the village for as long as he had. Even more reason to avoid them. A dull ache spread along the base of his neck from how he held himself, his head hanging down. It aggravated the pains he’d accumulated from sitting on the shitty plastic chair at his father’s bedside.

      While walking across a bridge overlooking the train station, Jacob glanced down at it. He lived in a small village, so it had just two platforms, one going each way. Both were empty. The lights that ran the length of each platform gave off a fuzzy glow in the freezing fog.

      The metal bridge amplified Jacob’s quick steps as he marched down the other side. At the bottom he ducked into a nearby alleyway. Although a public right of way, the bumpy track also served as a driveway for three houses. The thick canopy of trees overhead shut out even the moon’s light, the uneven ground challenging his ability to remain on his feet.

      The route might have been more treacherous, but the darkness allowed Jacob to fully let loose his tears. Even if he did pass another person at that moment, they wouldn’t be able to see his face. He did his best to keep his grief silent while he breathed in the strong scent of pine surrounding him.

      The alleyway narrowed after Jacob had passed the houses’ driveways. It led to a better lit road on the other side.

      Before Jacob entered the new road, he wiped his tears away, pulled in a deep breath, and rubbed his eyes.

      Jacob’s crying had made his nose run, the cold latching onto his now damp top lip. He could already feel the tingle of a sore forming.

      Despite Jacob’s pain, the cravings had subsided. Maybe because he’d let some of his grief out like Lucy said he should. But now it felt like he couldn’t turn his feelings off. Where he’d been numb, blank, and sad, his emotions were now on the surface while a spiralling of his thoughts circled around the same selfish premise—his dad had always been there for him, but just like that, someone he’d loved as much as he’d loved anyone, someone he’d known his entire life, had left it forever.
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      God knew how long had passed, but when Jacob finally looked up again, he saw he currently walked alongside the local church. Ugly like many churches built towards the end of the previous century, they either looked like theme park rides or council offices. If God did exist, he’d be far from impressed with this attempt at a place of worship.

      Yet it still had the air of a church, of condemnation on an institutional level. Jacob shuddered. The large graveyard in front of it didn’t help to put him at ease either.

      No street lights along Church Road. Maybe the council thought the light of the peoples’ faith would guide them. Jacob smiled to himself.

      It seemed darker and lonelier than any other path he’d walked that evening. Fog hung around the graves as if trying to push down on the earth to keep the corpses from reanimating. Jacob shook his head and forced a laugh. Like a bit of mist would be able to stop them!

      A service must have been going on that evening. Saturday night and all the lights were on, the sound of a choir calling from the building. For some, it might have been comforting to listen to. For Jacob, it wound his back tight and he sped up. Clearly a large congregation, they sang with all their hearts. ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. He looked around at the blackness of night and shook his head.

      Once Jacob had passed the church, the path narrowed. It pinned him between a tall hedge and a line of parked cars. He walked in the hedge’s shadow. It stretched an inky blackness away from it that turned the interiors of each vehicle impenetrably dark.

      The line of cars spoke of the area Jacob lived in. Land Rovers, Mercedes, BMWs … He lived in a commuter town filled with the nouveau riche. The churchgoing folk came together once or twice a week before they returned to their fenced properties and closed their large front gates. They were your brothers and sisters on their terms only.

      The perfect commuter town, money had moved in about ten years previously, driving the house prices up with it. Had Jacob and Lucy not bought their place when they did, there was no way they would have been able to afford to live there now. And even then, had his dad not given them thousands of pounds, they’d probably still be in rented accommodation.

      The next car Jacob came to was an old Ford Fiesta. So beaten up it looked like a write-off. He stopped and stared at it. It stood out among the luxury stretching away from it in either direction. Although something else about it grabbed his attention. The darkness inside. It looked somehow darker than all the others. Then he saw something shift on the back seat.

      Surely he’d imagined it.

      He saw it again and gasped. A deeper pitch of black than the night surrounding it. It shifted again. Maybe a dog or even a person, a non-churchgoer forced to leave the house and then condemned to the cold and dark of the car.

      The form twitched again, forcing Jacob back a step, his pulse spiking. Billowing clouds of condensation spread in front of him. He could run now and forget about it. He should run now and forget about it. But something kept his feet glued to the ground. A need to understand the trickery in front of him. A desire to see the dog so he could laugh at his panicked reaction. He needed some form of rational reason for the night coming to life.

      After a quick check both ways to see no one else around, Jacob rested his hands on his knees, hunched down, and leaned towards the vehicle.

      The closer Jacob moved to the back window, the more he saw of the form. Not that he understood it yet; it twisted and squirmed like an eel in an oil slick. Jacob’s mouth dried and his heart hammered to watch the writhing torment. He held his breath to stop the condensation before leaning even closer.
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      No matter how close Jacob pushed his face towards the window, he couldn’t see the form any better. It felt like he should have been able to, but every shift closer did nothing to reveal the mysterious shadow. He could see something moving. Surely a person would have been visible by now. A dog would have barked. “What the fuck is it?”

      His arms shook from taking the pressure of him resting his hands on his knees. The sting in his eyes grew worse from not blinking, the cold air biting into them.

      Jacob continued to hold his breath and moved so close to the window his nose damn near touched the light layer of frost coating it.

      Suddenly, an explosion of white. It burst from the darkness and crashed against the glass with a loud thud!

      Jacob yelled and stumbled backwards. His hands in front of his face, he fell into the tall bush. His heart in his throat, the branches raked against his back. His head spun.

      Despite the clawing pain of the branches, Jacob didn’t step forward. He pulled his hands down and stared at the person in the car. They stared straight back. Male or female, he couldn’t tell. It had what looked like a pillowcase over its head. Three crude holes had been cut from it. Two for its eyes, one for its mouth. The once white sheet had yellowed with age. It stuck to its face as if the fabric were damp—maybe sodden with sweat.

      A twisting writhe turned through Jacob’s insides when the thing’s tongue appeared. Long and coated with a white ulcerated layer. The thing maintained eye contact while slowly licking the window. Even through the frost, he saw the slug trail of saliva it left behind.

      Not even the darkness could mask the fierce clarity in its blue eyes. They pinned Jacob to the spot. They were in control.

      After one final lick of the window, the thing pulled back.

      And then it was gone.

      Breathless and weak, Jacob looked up and down the road. Nothing. The singing still came from the church. The line of cars remained parked where they were. He looked back at the shitty Fiesta and saw only darkness. The same darkness as in every other car. “What the fuck?”

      Unable to take his eyes off it as he pulled himself from the bush, Jacob watched the old vehicle. It remained empty. Had he imagined it?

      It took for the cold to bite into the top of Jacob’s thighs before he realised he’d pissed himself. His heart beat hard, hammering on the precipice of panic. He stared into the car for a moment or two longer before he looked up and down the road again.

      Still no one.

      Jacob walked away, moving at a brisk march in the direction of home.
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      While holding his breath, Jacob closed the front door as quietly as he’d opened it. The sudden change from the sharp February air to the soft, central-heated house burned his cheeks. However, it did little for the cold sting against his lap where his piss had been chilled by the walk home. In the dark, he could hide his shame. He didn’t need any of his family seeing him at that moment.

      The kids would be in their bedrooms, and because of the volume of the television, hopefully he could get past Lucy without her seeing him.

      The door to the living room hung open, so Jacob peered in. Had Lucy sat on the three-seater sofa, she would have noticed him immediately. The two-seater had its back to the door. God knew what she watched, but she seemed engaged enough in it. For a second, he stared at the glass of red wine in her hand, and his mouth watered again. Fire burned in his gut.

      Jacob scooted past the open doorway and straight up the stairs, quickly but on tiptoes. After he’d changed his clothes, he needed to tell Lucy what he’d seen. Maybe she’d help him make sense of it. If nothing else, he needed to get it out of his head.
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      The second Jacob entered his bedroom, he undid his jeans before peeling them and his boxer shorts off. Where his hands had been numb only minutes ago, they’d already loosened up in the warmth of his house.

      Once he’d washed his lap and slipped into tracksuit bottoms, Jacob rushed to the bathroom with one ear listening for footsteps coming up the stairs. A shake ran through him as he washed the lap of his jeans and his underwear, soaking both of them. Because he didn’t have time to let them dry, he wrapped them in a towel and stuffed them in the washing basket. Hopefully that would pull enough moisture from them so if Lucy did put them in the wash before he had a chance, they wouldn’t seem too out of place.
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      The sound of the television called up the stairs as Jacob descended them. A power ballad played in the background, clearly raising the dramatic tension of what had to be a moment of love or loss. Lucy probably had tears in her eyes, and she wouldn’t move until the music at the end of the scene stopped. Would now really be the best time to tell her about what he thought he’d seen?

      As he listened to the nonsense on the TV, Jacob decided not to take his cynicism into the front room with him. It didn’t matter what he thought of her programme if she was enjoying it. It had taken him quite a few years to learn to keep his opinions to himself when they weren’t productive. Instead, Jacob opened his study door, flicked the light on, and entered the room.

      Regardless of the fact that he didn’t use his study regularly, it meant a great deal to him to have one. He didn’t hate his job, but he didn’t love it either, so if he had to keep going to work, he at least wanted a space at home to call his own. Somewhere to retreat to when it all got a bit too much.

      Books, a sturdy mahogany desk with a green leather top, a large and comfy chair, and his laptop. Beside the desk he had a drinks cabinet. A strange thing for a recovering alcoholic to own, but he’d always wanted one like it. In the shape of a globe, the top half pulled back to reveal the booze inside. The kids had bought it for him years ago. Inside the globe he kept one bottle of Jack Daniel’s and two tumblers. It helped remind him of both his addiction and his resolve. Alcohol existed in this world, and if he wanted to prove he didn’t need it anymore, he should be able to have it close by without touching it.

      Except, for the first time in years, Jacob found himself staring at the cabinet. Most days he barely noticed it. Today it felt like the only thing in the room.

      The same mouth watering, the same fire in his gut, the same desire to switch off and cut loose.

      A hand touched Jacob’s back, making him jump and spin around. The power ballad in the front room had stopped. He should have heard it. “Uhh … hi, Luce.”

      She could have said anything to him at that moment and had every right to. Instead, Lucy took Jacob’s hand and led him away from his study. She then turned the light off and closed the door behind them before guiding him to the front room.
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      About ten minutes passed where they both stared at the television before Lucy finally spoke. She kept her attention on the screen. “How was your walk?”

      The long tongue coated in white licked the window in Jacob’s mind. His stomach tensed, and he squirmed in his seat. She could help him make sense of it. She must have had experience with something like this before. “It was okay. Just good to stretch my legs, you know.”

      “And walk like your dad suggested?”

      The subtext of what Lucy said pulled Jacob into himself. He walked when he wanted a drink. At least, that was one of the reasons he walked. Jacob didn’t reply as he stared at the television, unable to focus on the images on the screen.

      It took for the warm touch of Lucy’s hand over the back of his to snap Jacob out of it. She said, “I’m here for you if there’s anything you need to talk about.”

      Maybe Jacob did need to talk about the figure in the car. Would it help her understand why his head had gone? But he’d craved booze before the walk. She’d just said it herself; it was the reason he went out in the first place. The attention of his wife burned into the side of his face while he continued to watch the screen. He nodded. “I know. Thank you.”

      “Anything. I won’t freak out, I promise.”

      Jacob didn’t reply.

      “It’s just, the kids never knew you back in the day.”

      And there it goes again. “Of course they didn’t; they weren’t alive.”

      “I would hate for them to meet that man.”

      Although he wanted to say something, Jacob clenched his jaw and kept his words in. She’d said she’d be there for him, but how could he talk to her about how he felt? Their lives were too intertwined for him to be honest. His alcoholism was a dark shadow hanging over both of them.

      “You’re a good dad and a kind man. I’d hate for them to see anything other than that.”

      The masked figure ran through his mind again. Would telling Lucy have any positive effect? Maybe it would make her suggest he seek help. Maybe he did need help. What the fuck was that in the car anyway?

      “Jacob!”

      “Huh?”

      A frown hooded Lucy’s brown eyes. “Did you hear anything I said?”

      “Um …” Before she could repeat herself, he cut her off and turned to face her. “Thank you for looking out for me. I appreciate it, I really do, but you don’t have to worry. I’m hurting, sure, but it’s a process. I’ll cope.”

      “Like you coped twenty years ago?”

      She had every right. She’d not been one to dwell on what had happened in the past, but he’d given her ample reason to worry now. “I’m not the same person I was twenty years ago.”

      “You promise you’ll talk to me when you feel ready?”

      A nod as he turned away from her and looked back at the television. Colours, lights, and sounds … nothing more. “Yeah, I promise.” Although he’d just said it, he knew at that moment that he couldn’t ever tell her about what he’d seen in the car. Their lives were too dependent on one another for her to know he was losing his mind.
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      A layer of frost covered the path, so Jacob walked on the edge of the grass beside it. Loafers and winter were never a good combination. It left him with numb toes and soles as slick as the inside of a chip shop fryer. He kept his eyes down, checking for dog shit as he went. If only he could catch the filthy bastards that left their dog’s mess on the pavement. The amount of times he’d seen parents guiding their small children to make sure they avoided it … He shook his head to himself. Some people shouldn’t be allowed to keep animals.

      Jacob had walked the same way to work every day for the past twenty years. Not one for change, he’d stuck to exactly the same route. Because he walked on autopilot, it gave him time to think about other things.

      On most mornings, Jacob moved at a slow pace. It usually took for his first coffee of the day on the train to speed him up, but today he walked faster from the start, riding an anxious energy about what lay ahead. As much as he tried to ignore his thoughts, they elbowed their way to the front of his mind. His colleagues knew about his dad. How would he deal with them and their awkwardness? Although, whether he went into work today or next week, he’d have to face them sooner or later. No doubt he’d spend his morning smiling and nodding at everyone who asked him how he felt. Then he’d spend the rest of the day under their watchful eye, proving to them he wouldn’t go to pieces. At least not publicly. Strange how he’d have to be the one to accommodate them rather than the other way round.

      Sean, Jacob’s boss, had told him to take time off. Lucy had told him to take time off too. Maybe they were both right, but what would he do at home? Lucy had to work, and the kids were at school. Left alone with nothing but his current thoughts would drive him nuts, so nuts that he’d see weird shit in cars late at night.

      It had been two days since his dad’s death, the weekend giving Jacob the time he needed to pull himself together. Whether he took a week off work or not, it would take much longer than that to fill the void left inside him. Besides—like he’d said to Lucy—if he took time off now, he’d just be creating more stress for himself in the long run.

      The wind picked up, snapping Jacob’s shoulders into his neck. He dipped his head into the force of it, plunged his hands into his pockets, and pushed on with the other commuters towards the station.
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      No less anxious for the train journey in, and now charged with caffeine, Jacob ignored his urge to turn around and go home when his office came into view. Instead, he quickened his pace, barged open the large steel door, and slipped inside the glass-fronted foyer. The satisfying squeak of the door’s rubber seal shut winter back out again.

      The regulated air turned Jacob’s cold face hot, a bit too hot a bit too soon. He struggled with a numb hand to undo the top button on his shirt, a thin layer of caffeine-driven sweat lifting on his skin. Not that it was any hotter than usual. The temperature in the place never changed from twenty-three degrees Celsius, the optimum atmosphere for a working environment according to their managing director. Although that would probably change next week after he’d read his next business manual. He’d have them all sitting on yoga balls or force them to use standing desks while eating avocado on rye bread toast.

      When Kathy at reception looked up and saw him, she winced. The first of many, no doubt. She got to her feet and rushed around to the other side of her desk, threw her arms wide, and wrapped him in a tight hug that smothered him with the scent of her strong perfume.

      Jacob held his breath and tensed up at the contact. They’d never been this close to one another before.

      Kathy pulled back, pushed out her bottom lip, and watched him like she expected him to cry. Almost like she wanted him to. And it nearly bloody worked.

      Jacob cleared the lump in his throat and stared back at her as he blinked against the itch of his tears. Instead of speaking, he simply dipped a stoic nod at her.

      Despite the overpowering scent, Jacob always thought Kathy presented herself well. Immaculate makeup, hair tied up in a bun, a tightly fitted, yet short-skirted suit. She’d aged better than he had. At forty-seven and with two kids, he’d given up on his looks a long time ago. Fat would have been a harsh description for him, but his waistline now increased quicker than his salary. He’d been threatening to join the gym tomorrow for over ten years.

      Kathy finally spoke, her face still locked in what looked like mock sympathy. “How are you?”

      Jacob nodded several times and looked for the cliché phrase that would placate her the quickest. He tried, “I’m holding up, thanks.” He then forced a laugh. “I had to come in so the place doesn’t go to hell in my absence.”

      The mood suddenly chilled as Jacob watched Kathy stroke her brooch. It showed an effigy of a crucified Christ. His cheeks heated, and he forced a smile at her.

      But Kathy quickly moved on, her head cocked to one side as she continued to wince at him.

      “Anyway,” Jacob said, shifting on the spot as if he could squirm free of his discomfort, “thanks for asking.” A glance at her brooch, he said it before he’d thought it through, “And God bless you.” His cheeks heated again.

      After pulling him a tight-lipped smile, Kathy returned to her desk.

      Jacob walked off in the direction of the sales office. Hopefully, the rest of his day would go a lot better.
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      Jacob focused on the door at the top of the stairs while he walked up them. The same door he’d climbed towards for over fifteen years now. He’d been working in the place so long, they’d given him paternity leave in his first few months after Julia had been born. Because he’d been there all that time, he held a lot of useful information in his head that kept things running smoothly. It wouldn’t be fair to the others to take that away from them. Whenever he went on holiday, he’d have to prepare for about two months to make sure he’d put everything in place. And even then he still came back to a mountain of shit.

      The second Jacob entered the office, the place fell silent. Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned his way. Even the phones stopped ringing. In the full glare of their attention, his throat dried, and he did his best to sate the arid itch with a gulp. After a cough, he said, “Please treat me like you would on any other day. Sure, I feel sad about my dad, but I’ve come back to work to keep my mind busy. So if you need me, please let me know. You’d be doing me a favour.”

      No one replied, so he headed for his desk. When he saw it, tension locked his jaw tight. Still aware of the attention on him, Jacob sat down, took several deep breaths, and opened the card.

      

      
        
        We’re so sorry for your loss.

        Your father was lucky to have had someone like you by his side.

        Stay strong and know you’re loved.

        Love,

        Everyone in the office xxx

      

      

      

      Next to the card sat a small box of chocolates. A Post-it note had been stuck to the top, and in beautiful blue handwriting, it read:

      

      
        
        From Accounts xx

      

      

      

      It made Jacob smile to look at the separate present from the ladies next door. The splinter cell who always kept their distance and always kept the door between the offices closed. If there was ever a mutiny, it would come from those four women. They might have been mild mannered and introverted, but if they decided to kick off, the rest of the company wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Marie—one of the newer girls—approached Jacob’s desk. Her usually pale face glowed red. “Um, can I get you a cup of tea?”

      Fresh out of school and only a year older than Andrew, the young girl wrung her hands and looked at the floor. Jacob spoke in a soft voice when he said, “That would be lovely, thank you. And please don’t feel awkward. People die; it’s okay.”

      The girl dipped a curt nod while she scuttled off backwards in the direction of the kitchen.

      Before Jacob could look at the pile of work on his desk, his boss, Sean Kavanagh, appeared beside him. A wall of a man, he stood as wide as he did tall. He drove a healthy slap against Jacob’s back and smiled down at him. “You’re a real champ coming into work today. Please remember though, if you want to go at any point, just go. Even if you only want to get your stuff in order and leave, it’s fine. Okay?”

      Jacob’s male ego wouldn’t let him rub the spot his boss had just whacked. “Thank you. I may take you up on that offer later.”

      “Atta boy,” Sean said and slapped his back again, shoving Jacob and his wheeled chair forward with the force of it.

      After Sean walked away, Marie appeared and placed the steaming hot mug of tea on his desk. Jacob smiled at her again. “Thank you. And how are you? Is everything okay here? Do you need me to help you with anything?”

      “No, thank you.” Still red-faced, she backed away from his desk before she spun on her heel and walked off.

      A sweet girl for sure, and surprisingly good at her job considering her lack of experience and confidence.

      After one final look around the office, Jacob let go of a relieved sigh. He’d made the correct choice to come in today. It wouldn’t have been any less awkward if he’d left it a week. Also, it stopped him thinking too much. At home on his own for hours would send him insane.
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      By eleven o’clock that morning, tar ran through Jacob’s veins, and he couldn’t hold a single thought long enough to take any of his tasks to completion. His eyelids had quadrupled in weight, and no matter how many times he drew a deep breath or straightened his back, nothing perked him up. He’d not slept well since his dad died, and now whenever he blinked, his addled mind thrust the memory of the masked figure to the front of his consciousness, the face slamming into his thoughts like it had against the car’s back window.

      Jacob looked at the other people in the office and saw all of them busy with their work. He had the desk in the corner, allowing him to look at whatever he liked without his staff noticing. Not that he abused the privilege, but sometimes he viewed websites that had nothing to do with his company duties.

      Almost without thought, Jacob opened Google and typed in white cotton hoods. The second he flicked his search results to ‘images’, his large monitor filled with pictures of Ku Klux Klan members.

      A surge of adrenaline, Jacob made a clumsy grab for his mouse, fumbling with it for a few seconds before he closed the window.

      He looked at Kelly, the temp, a girl of Jamaican descent. She glanced back at him and grinned. Shame set his skin on fire as he returned a tight-lipped smile before quickly focusing on his screen again.

      It took for Sean to clear his throat before Jacob spun around and saw him there. A deep frown on the man, he looked from Jacob to his screen and back again. Had he seen it? Not the best thing for his Nigerian boss to witness. “Uh …” he said.

      “You look tired, Jacob.” A deep voice. Ice cold. “I think it’s about time you went home for the day. What do you reckon?”

      Maybe he hadn’t seen it. Sean had his moody days, days where he looked like he’d kill someone if they even dared try to talk to him. It could be that. Although, Jacob saw something different in his current demeanour. Even at his grumpiest, Sean could be pulled out of it. Not today.

      A tightening of his throat, Jacob tried to hide the wobble in his voice. “I think you’re right. Sorry.”

      “What for?” The same hard expression. The same steely glare.

      Jacob didn’t try to talk to him again. And even though his boss stood beside him, watching, he quickly packed up his things and called out to the others, “Hey, gang, I can’t really focus, so I’m going to head home. I’ll be back in the morning though.”

      “See how you go, yeah?” Sean said. “Don’t rush back. I can see your head’s not in the right place at the moment, so don’t push it.”

      The office had quietened down when Jacob spoke. After Sean’s words, it sounded as if everyone held their breath.

      To break the silence if nothing else, Jacob said, “Does anyone need anything before I go?”

      No one responded.

      “Good. Well, I’ll be at home if you need me.” Jacob turned his computer off, stood up, and shifted past Sean, who seemed reluctant to move out of his way. “Call me if you need anything at all,” he said before walking out the door without looking back. Sean had definitely seen what he’d been looking at. How could he not have?
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      Just a few stops remaining, Jacob sat on the train and stared out of the window next to him on his left. The closer he got to where he lived, the greener the scenery. Maybe he did need to go home. His tiredness had made him a liability. Sean would forgive him one indiscretion, but if he did something like that again, he wouldn’t have a job to return to. However, it did mean going back to his house on his own. He squirmed in his seat. What did he have to be scared of though? What he’d seen in the car had been a trick of his mind, nothing else.

      On the plus side, the last person in the carriage had gotten off three stops ago, and he now had it to himself. A huge departure from the commuter-filled trains he’d gotten all too used to. Some days rush hour turned his thoughts so dark he scared himself.

      Jacob stretched out and continued to watch the world fly by, the low winter sun dazzling him. He’d done this train ride countless times, but because they moved so fast, he couldn’t possibly take everything in. On every journey he saw something different, be it an unusual house or a new trampoline in someone’s garden. He even noticed when things weren’t there, like the black horse that had vanished from the field one stop from his station. What had the owner done with it?

      Although there would be household chores when he got home, a dull throb of lethargy pulsed through Jacob. Hard to be motivated to do them at the best of times. He just about had the energy to walk home and flop on the sofa. Lucy would understand. He’d find a good film to watch, something light.

      The door at one end of the carriage opened, snapping Jacob from his daydream. He looked up to see one of the regular ticket inspectors. Before he could reach for his wallet, the inspector raised her palm at him as if to say stop. A tight-lipped smile, the guard passed him and walked out through the door at the other end.

      Jacob relaxed back into his seat.
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      The train entered the long tunnel just before Jacob’s stop with a clap of air. Whenever he’d travelled with the kids, they’d all tried to hold their breath to see if they could last the length of it. He’d always breathe first, and Julia would always make it the entire way, much to Andrew’s chagrin.

      Deep enough into the tunnel, the train turned dark, the weak lights in the carriage doing little to combat the effect of being underground. The train swayed on the tracks, and a monotonous click snapped up through the floor and into his seat.

      Jacob stared out of the window on his left at the brick wall. It had turned into a dark blur. Sometimes he’d catch a new piece of graffiti when a spark kicked up from the tracks. Very occasionally, he’d be quite impressed with it.

      Then the seat sank as if someone sat down on Jacob’s right. A second later, he caught a smell of damp. His body tensed. Stale fabric, it smelled of a garment that hadn’t been dried out before being put away. Or clothes left in the washing machine for too long. Another scent beneath the dampness. A smell he knew all too well … the strong reek of whiskey.

      Jacob trembled where he sat and continued to look out of the window. Everything would be fine as long as he didn’t turn around. His mind was playing tricks on him again. If he ignored it, it didn’t exist. He had to take control back.

      The weight on the seat next to him moved again as the thing shifted closer. Although he didn’t turn around, Jacob’s eyes flicked to the reflection in the window. Ice ran through his veins. The same hooded figure he’d seen in the back of the car. It stared straight at him, using the reflection like he did. It leaned close to him, so close its heavy breaths tickled his ear. A strong boozy reek smothered him, and his insides writhed.

      Jacob froze, powerless to do anything about the creature next to him. Its intense blue eyes remained fixed on his reflection. Its long, ulcerated tongue then pushed through the fabric, at first disturbing the soiled material before it emerged like a snake poking its head from a hole. Not only could he feel its hot breaths on him, but he could hear them too. A heavy pant, almost as if the thing felt aroused.

      When it leaned closer to lick Jacob’s face, he closed his eyes, wincing as he waited for the wet contact.
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      Light flooded into the carriage as they exited the tunnel, forcing Jacob’s eyes open.

      No reflection in the glass now.

      When he turned around, he found an empty seat beside him.

      Breathless and trembling, Jacob stared at where the thing had been. It might have gone, but the reek of damp and booze remained.

      Jacob gasped as the train’s brakes screeched on approach to his platform.

      When the train finally stopped, Jacob stood up on weak legs and walked to the automatic doors. With barely the strength to push the button that opened them, he slapped it with the heel of his hand instead, a loud clack from the contact.

      The double doors parted and a cold rush of winter flew into the carriage. It blew the stench of the thing away but not the memory.

      Jacob stumbled out onto the platform as the only person to alight at his stop. He moved towards the exit, his head down, his progress one step away from collapse. What was happening to him?

      When Jacob had walked about ten metres, the train moved off again. Everything inside him dared him to look back in through the windows, especially at where he’d been sat. For the briefest of moments, he resisted the urge, but when his carriage got closer, he looked.

      The man in the hood sat in the same spot he’d been in when they went through the tunnel. He stared straight ahead like a regular commuter. The thing paid Jacob no mind as the train sped up and left the station.

      Just a few metres from a bench, Jacob fell onto it, crashing down against the cold metal. Despite the outside temperature, a rush of heat surged through him, snapping his stomach tight and thrusting him forwards. The violent charge ended with an explosion of acrid sick, the taste of bile burning his throat on the way out.
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      He had no idea how much time had passed. Long enough for it to be dark outside. Long enough for Jacob to watch Avengers Assemble from start to finish. He’d seen the film several times, but never tired of it. The final credit had rolled about ten minutes previously. Since then, he’d sat unmoving while staring at the black screen.

      The reason Jacob hadn’t moved was because he knew where he’d go. As much as he’d like his next action to involve him finding something else to watch while he relaxed on the sofa, if he got up now, it would be to go to his study. He needed something to take the edge off. Just a little nip. Who would be any the wiser? And surely it would help dull the glare of his experience on the train.

      As if moving on autopilot, Jacob got to his feet and walked in the direction of his study. What harm would a little sip do? Surely he’d been off the booze long enough to be able to use it sensibly.

      So focused on getting into his office, Jacob only noticed the front door opening when a rush of cold wind hit him. The study’s door handle in his grip, he stared at Lucy, who stared straight back, her features slack.

      “Hi,” Jacob said. Not wanting to make too big a deal of it, he slowly let his grip go. “You’re home early.”

      Lucy still didn’t speak. Instead, she looked between Jacob and the door he’d nearly opened.

      “I was, uh, just going to do some, uh, online banking. Move some money around, check how my shares are doing.”

      Still nothing from Lucy.

      Now Jacob had started talking, he couldn’t stop. “Julia’s at Nick’s, and Andrew’s doing cross country tonight.”

      Lucy stared.

      When Jacob spoke next, his bottom lip buckled. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

      At that, Lucy closed the front door, walked towards him, and hugged him. She squeezed so tightly, it caught him off guard, forcing air from his body. She then gripped his wrist and led him to the front room.

      Once they’d both sat down, Lucy lifted Jacob’s hands and squeezed them. “I’m here for you, you know?”

      Shame, grief, humiliation. They all rushed to the forefront, and Jacob’s bottom lip buckled again. Because he couldn’t get the words out, he simply nodded before dropping his attention to the floor.

      “Whatever you need … whatever’s going on in your head … I want you to promise you’ll talk to me first.”

      What could he say to that? Maybe she would be able to help him make sense of the masked figure. Maybe she’d think he was mental. His behaviour hadn’t exactly been rational. Bringing up images of the KKK so Sean could see. He could do with that never being mentioned again.

      “Do you promise?” Lucy said. “I can’t go back to what it was like before, Jacob. I can’t let our kids go through it.”

      The fire still burned in Jacob, and he nearly snapped at her accusation. But he bit his tongue. Why deny it? She’d caught him. The sting in his eyes started as a slight itch before they burned with the swell of his tears.

      Another squeeze of his hands, Lucy spoke to him in a soft voice. “Let it out.”

      It turned the switch on. It had been years since his wife had seen him cry, but he couldn’t stop it now. A hot rush of emotion, he let it flow down his cheeks.

      Lucy shifted closer and pulled Jacob’s head into her chest. “It’s good that you’re releasing it, honey. You need to feel this. You also need to take every day as it comes. Don’t worry about what the future might look like.”

      A therapist for twenty years, she understood grief much better than he did. If anyone could guide him through this, it would be her. He should tell her about what he saw. “Lucy,” Jacob said. When he turned to look up at her, he suddenly lost his nerve. It sounded fucking mental. “I’m pleased you’re home. I needed you today.”

      “Next time I want you to call me, okay? I’m always here. I’m the support you need. Take a walk, call me, go for a run—just not that, okay?”

      Another rush of tears, Jacob pulled his knees up onto the sofa and curled into her. Thank god she came home when she did. “Thank you, Lucy. I really need you at the moment.”
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      Jacob’s heart kicked, driving the breath from his lungs. He stared at the hooded figure standing in front of him. Although close, so close he could smell it like he had on the train, it kept its eyes closed. The damp and yellowed fabric of its hood moved with the rhythm of its steady breaths. It projected a meditative calm while issuing the reek of damp and whiskey. Jacob felt the heat of its exhalations against his face.

      Paralysed by its close proximity, Jacob focused on slowing his heart down. Maybe the thing knew nothing of him being there. Then it opened its eyes, fixing him with its stark blue.

      Jacob gasped, threw his hands in front of his face, and woke up.

      In the pitch black of his bedroom—the thick curtains preventing even the moonlight from getting through—Jacob rode out his rapid breaths. He lay on his back, sweating as he stared up in the direction of the ceiling. Not that he could see it through the darkness. Spent adrenaline ran a shake through him. His mind threatened to show him the figure again.

      The sound of Lucy’s steady breaths anchored Jacob, and he slowly fell in line with her calm rhythm. A dry mouth, knots in his stomach, and gripped with an inability to move, he let the tension in his muscles slowly diminish.

      Other than Lucy’s gentle respiration, Jacob heard the roar of a distant car engine as it tore up the country lane that ran along the back of their house. No doubt a young boy with an exhaust large enough to fire a cannonball from. He probably wanted his one-litre-engined Vauxhall Corsa to sound like a rocket ship. The usual annoyance he would have felt at the offensive sound didn’t rise in him; tonight, it helped. It pulled him back into reality. Better to think about a little muppet in his car outside than the masked figure.

      Now considerably calmer than a few minutes ago, Jacob swallowed against the dry funk in his mouth. Where he’d tried to write the masked figure off as a strange trick of his mind outside the church, the train ride home showed him it wouldn’t pass that easily. But he shouldn’t worry about dreaming of the thing; of course he’d have nightmares about it. He closed his eyes—his heart still hammering—and tried to go back to sleep.
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      Jacob opened his eyes again and looked at the red glow of his digital alarm clock. One twenty-six in the morning. He had to get up for work in less than five hours. Maybe sleep wouldn’t return to him that night. A hard exhale to try to drive away the anxiety balling inside him, he closed his eyes once more.

      The figure reappeared instantly, making Jacob flinch. It had been easier to disregard when he’d seen it in his dreams, but now it stood in front of him whenever he closed his eyes, staring at him like it had every other time he’d seen it.

      Steady breaths, it exuded an air of confidence as it glared straight at Jacob. The damp fabric hanging down in front of its mouth moved with its respiration like it had in his dreams. The same blue stare that had fixed him only moments before focused on him again. Penetrative in its enquiry, it knew things he didn’t.

      No matter how much Jacob wanted to sleep, he opened his eyes again. Not as panicked as before, his heart still pounded like it wanted to get free from his chest.

      One twenty-seven a.m. If he had to go to work tired, then so be it. He refused to spend the next four and a half hours lying there while the thing tormented him. He wouldn’t let it win.

      Jacob pulled the heavy duvet aside and slid from the bed. The February chill bit into his exposed legs and ran gooseflesh up them. The tracksuit bottoms he’d worn that evening remained on the floor, so he slipped them on. A press on the alarm clock and the screen lit up. It cast a weak crimson glow over the dark room, showing him where his slippers were.

      To get to the door, Jacob had to walk past Lucy. He looked at her small form sleeping as if nothing had happened. The light from the alarm clock then died. Not yet close enough, he winced in anticipation of clattering into something on his way out.

      But he found the cold metal handle without further incident, pulled his dressing gown from the hook on the back of the door, and slipped the fluffy garment on. It went some way to combating the winter chill in the room. It did nothing for the frigidity spreading through him.

      Jacob bit on his bottom lip as he pressed down on the door handle. A popping creak called through the near silent room from the springs inside it. He then pulled the door open, the hinges groaning ever so slightly. Just before he slipped out onto the landing, Lucy half-snorted and stirred in the bed.

      She spoke slow words in a croaky voice. “Jacob? Are you okay?”

      “I can’t sleep.”

      When she lifted her head, Jacob raised his hands at her. “Don’t get up too, sweetheart. I’m fine. I’m going to go downstairs.”

      “You sure?” Even as she asked it, she sank back into the bed.

      Before Jacob could reply, the gentle sound of her breaths showed she’d drifted back off again.

      Jacob slipped out and closed the door behind him. On the landing, the bathroom light sending out a comforting glow, he breathed a relieved sigh. It might have been half one in the morning, but at least he didn’t have to look at that thing anymore.
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      Something about being awake in the early hours always made Jacob feel slightly nuts. God knew how people coped working nights. Yet, by the time he’d gotten downstairs to his study and turned the light on, some of his brain fog had cleared. And tonight it provided a better alternative. Better to be up and about than lying in bed waiting for the thing to gatecrash his mind whenever he closed his eyes.

      The daylight bulb in his study gave off a brilliant glow. By contrast, it made his view out of the only window in the room impenetrably dark. The void outside peered back in at him, taunting him, daring him to press his face to the cold glass. Something waited out there, cloaked by the night. For all he knew, the masked figure could be just out of his sight. Watching. Waiting.

      Jacob walked over to the window as a chill twisted through his body. Despite the daring part of his mind urging him to look out into the garden, he pulled the heavy velvet curtains shut. The whoosh of the metal rings reminded him that the rest of the house were still sleeping.

      For a few seconds, Jacob stared at the thick green velvet, his chest rising and falling. He listened for sounds from upstairs. Lucy slept like the dead, so she wouldn’t be up until morning. Andrew, however, had always been a light sleeper. They used to joke that a mouse farting in their neighbour’s house could wake him up.

      The moment’s pause let the chaos back into Jacob’s mind. Had the masked thing moved closer since he’d drawn the curtains? Did it now stand just metres away from him? Maybe he didn’t feel as empowered by getting up as he’d first thought. A look down at his chest and he watched the fabric of his T-shirt over his heart shift with his thudding pulse. What had happened to him over the past few days? He hadn’t been afraid of the dark since he was six years old. To think of that time reminded him of his mum and dad’s stories about his night terrors. Maybe the blow to his temple had done him some good. Apparently, his nightmares went with the injury.

      A shake of his head did little to make Jacob feel better, but it helped break him away from his staring fixation on the curtains. If he couldn’t see the masked figure, then he had to assume it wasn’t there. If someone planned on coming downstairs, he would have heard them by now. He walked over to his desk and sat down. He hadn’t ever been able to justify needing a study beyond it being a place he retreated to when he wanted head space. Lucy recognised his need to step away once in a while and didn’t complain. Some nights, after a particularly long day at work, he’d sit down at his desk for five minutes, and the next thing he’d know, Lucy would poke her head in the room hours later and announce she was going to bed. It didn’t happen often; at least, it hadn’t happened often before his dad fell ill. Over the past few months, he’d been quite hard to reach and had spent a lot more time in there. He didn’t want to hurt those close to him, but he’d found his life—and the relationships he had in it—hard to engage with at times.

      His mind wandering, Jacob’s gaze fell to the photo on his green leather-topped mahogany desk. Taken about fifteen years previously, it showed his dad standing outside Jacob’s house next to Jacob, Lucy, and Andrew. Lucy had a huge bulge from where she was pregnant with Julia, and Andrew—about two years old at the time—reached up and held Jacob’s hand while they stood to pose. It made him smile to look at his little boy. It took a lot to make the kid stand still then, even just to pose for photographs.

      Jacob’s smile broadened to look at the joy sparkling in his dad’s eyes. The picture had captured a magical moment. It encapsulated everything he loved about the man. He was someone who got more from giving to his son than he did anything else in this life. He looked as happy as he’d ever been to be able to help them buy their first house.

      The ever-present lump in Jacob’s throat swelled. The sharp pain in his heart twisted. It felt like a piece of shrapnel had wedged in there from the grenade that had gone off inside him moments after his dad had drawn his final breath. Now, a few days later, the emotional wound felt like it had turned septic.

      When Jacob took another look at the picture of his dad, the image blurred because of his tears. He shook his head. He should have done more for the man. All the times he’d left the hospital to come home to sleep, he could have remained there. He could have taken more time off work. He could have read more to him. One Charles Dickens book?! With an ambition to read them all, and months of inaction, he’d let his dad down big time.

      Jacob wiped his tears away with the back of his hand, reached across his desk, and flicked his computer on. The glowing monitor burst to life as he turned to his globe drinks cabinet. Cheesy, sure, but the kids had bought it for him, and it made him smile every time he opened it. It had a certain charm.

      Just one. Jacob looked at his dad again. “I’ll never go back to that place, I promise. But I need one. To not have you here hurts so much. I need to take the edge off.” For a moment, he looked at his dad as if seeking his approval. As if a photograph could allow his drinking.

      Two tumblers, both of them were coated in dust despite being inside the drinks cabinet. They hadn’t seen action for years. He only had the bottle to prove he could have it there and resist the temptation. Jacob used his dressing gown to wipe the dust from one of the glasses.

      The smell of whiskey breathed out of the bottle when Jacob broke the seal and unscrewed the cap. He raised it to his nose and inhaled deeply. His mouth watered and his stomach clenched. Both craving and regret encapsulated in one sniff. Craving, regret, shame, and failure. His dad didn’t drink. Never had. The perfect man and the perfect dad. How did he produce such a fuck-up of a son?

      Two fingers of whiskey into the glass, maybe a touch more, Jacob stared at it. Just one. That wouldn’t do him any harm. He had control of it now. Sober for twenty years, enough time had passed for him to be able to drink responsibly.

      A moment more of looking at his glass, his hand shaking, Jacob then knocked back the honey-coloured liquid. The burn of the spirit lubricated the barbed lump in his throat. Despite years of abstinence, it tasted good and left behind a warm glow that massaged his tight larynx. It fed the fire in his gut.

      Now the computer had started up, Jacob put the bottle and glass to one side, enjoying the stinging buzz that remained in his mouth. As much as he could feel his dad and wife staring at him from the photo on his desk, he refused to look at it. Instead, he reached across and put it face down against the green leather.

      Because he didn’t have Sean looking over his shoulder, Jacob searched again for people in white hoods. The same image search as at work. No doubt his internet activities sent up all kinds of flags on some government computer somewhere. He looked at the small circle at the top of his screen where the camera looked out at him.

      Countless images of Ku Klux Klan losers came up. Cowards that only found power when they were both anonymous and outnumbered their enemy. He sneered at the sight of them and muttered, “Fucking arseholes.” But these weren’t anything like the thing he’d seen. Their hoods were cleaner, drier, and pointier. The thing that he’d seen appeared to be wearing what looked like an old stained pillowcase.

      No matter how many variations Jacob tried on the search term, the internet seemed to only want to show him images of the KKK. He couldn’t find anything like the man he’d seen.

      Although he’d only had one shot, the booze had taken the sharpness from Jacob’s anxiety, and his throat glowed as if the lump in it had turned into a warm coal. Massaging fingers stretched up his spinal column and ran over the top of his head. Without thinking, he reached for the bottle and poured another. Just for tonight. Life had been hard lately. He’d wipe the slate clean tomorrow.

      The second shot went the way of the first. A third chased it down, just to be sure. As Jacob unwound, his tiredness from lack of sleep crept up on him.

      Where the image he’d seen in his dreams had been so raw it had forced him from his bed, he now felt more at ease when he thought about it. Just his mind playing tricks on him. He’d been through a lot lately. His eyes—burning with the prospect of tears since he’d watched his dad pass—now stung with tiredness. Jacob leaned forward to rest his head on the desk.

      Each blink grew heavier than the one before it. A warm throb ran through Jacob’s veins as the alcohol spread into his blood. He then lost focus on the world around him as the hypnotic lure of sleep tugged on his weary frame. After mounting a slight resistance to it, he quickly gave up and let it drag him under.
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      The second Jacob opened his eyes, needles of pain rode the light entering them and streaked through his brain. He pulled a sharp breath in through his clenched teeth as he closed them again instantly.

      Slower this time, he reopened them. It did little to relieve the deep throb that swelled through his face and head. Nausea balled as a tight lump in his guts, and he could still taste the whiskey he’d drunk, his mouth sticky from dehydrating during his sleep.

      Jacob groaned as he slowly woke up. He looked at the glass and bottle on his desk. The fire still burned within him, urging him to fuck it all off and set himself and the world around him ablaze.

      Still dizzy, everything cloudy through his bleary eyes, Jacob blinked several times and looked down at his desk. A patch of drool had pooled where he’d rested his head. He slipped his hand into the sleeve of his fluffy white dressing gown and wiped it away.

      It took a few more seconds for Jacob to realise what had woken him. Only faint on account of it coming from their bedroom upstairs, yet he still had a Pavlovian response to Lucy’s alarm. It always went off before his, and it always ran his pulse from resting to heart attack. Even from his study he wanted to tell her to turn the fucking thing off.

      Ten to fifteen seconds passed and the alarm continued to buzz. Not a morning person, Lucy usually took a while to respond to the sound. In fact, Jacob often turned it off before she did.

      A deep breath did little to clear his head or still his stomach, but Jacob drew another one regardless. Lucy would be down shortly. He had to sort himself out and put the booze away.

      When Jacob looked at the picture of his family that he’d put face down the previous evening, he released a deflating sigh. He reached across to stand it back up, knocking his computer’s mouse in the process. The large screen in front of him burst to life, the bright glare throwing another assault at his sore eyes.

      As Jacob stared at the monitor, his stomach sank. Morning, albeit early morning, brought a clarity of mind with it despite his hangover. “What the fuck was I thinking?” he muttered to himself as he looked at the images of the Klan members. Arseholes, every one of them.

      The sloshing whiskey in Jacob’s guts lifted pinpricks of sweat on his skin and quickened his pulse. Brow and palms clammy, he paused for several seconds to ride out the worst of it. Still dazed from the early start, it took him a couple of clumsy attempts to close the search on his screen.

      The sound of Lucy’s footsteps walked around upstairs before the shrill alarm stopped. Jacob picked up the tumbler he’d drunk from. He had to wash it out.

      The first signs of daylight poked from the bottom of the velvet curtain. Still dusky from where the day hadn’t fully woken up, but better than darkness.

      The room spun when Jacob got to his feet, tumbler in hand. Even with the glass lowered, the smell of whiskey snaked up to him, running up his nostrils and making him salivate. But he had much more control now. He understood himself infinitely better than he had twenty years ago. He wouldn’t ever go back to what he used to be.

      It took a few seconds of leaning on his desk before the world settled down. He walked over to the heavy green velvet curtain and pulled it open.

      “Whaaa!” he yelled and stumbled backwards, teetering on the brink of losing his balance.

      An instant and violent reaction took over, snapping his innards taut, running his pulse hard, and sending a shake through him. Jacob stared through the window.

      The masked creature stood in the garden outside, less than a metre away from him. Dusky light turned the air a grainy blue, framing the very clear image of his tormentor. In a brown trench coat and black trousers, it moved closer.

      Several steps forward, it stared at him the entire time until it had its face pressed to the glass.

      Jacob chased his breaths while stepping backwards again. His chest rose and fell with his rapid respiration. He stared at the creature the entire time. It pressed its face so close to the window, an ever-expanding patch of condensation grew from its breaths.

      The penetrating icy blue of the thing’s gaze bored into Jacob, searing his soul with its chilly blast.

      “Get away from me,” Jacob said to it, his voice echoing in his study.

      It moved its head slightly as if in response to Jacob’s words. But it didn’t step back.

      “I said,” Jacob still had the whiskey tumbler in his hand. It shook as he held it in a tight grip. Before he’d thought about it, he launched it at the figure and yelled, “Get away.”

      The second the glass left Jacob’s hand, his world seemed to slip into slow motion. It gave him enough time for dread to drop through him as he watched the tumbler spin through the air with only one possible outcome.

      Crash!

      A hole in the window where the masked face had been only moments before. Cracks streaked away from it, stretching to the frame on every side. A second later, the entire top half of the pane slipped from the wood holding it in place, dropped like a guillotine, and shattered. A sparkling mess littered the carpet while cold air swept into the room. It drove Jacob’s hangover away, and he clenched his jaw against the biting gust.

      As much as Jacob wanted to tidy the mess in front of him before anyone saw, he could already hear the thunder of footsteps running down the stairs. He flopped into his chair, pulled his feet up in front of him, hugged his knees, and stared out into the garden.

      The same grainy blue outside. Frost had turned the grass into a carpet of white. Jacob couldn’t see a single footprint in it. What had happened to him? The figure didn’t exist. Why did he keep seeing it?

      The cold wind picked up when someone opened the study door. Jacob looked to see Lucy and the two kids standing there. They stared at him, their faces slack. “Are you okay?” Lucy asked as she hugged herself for warmth against her nightie.

      Before Jacob could reply, Lucy looked from the smashed window to the bottle of whiskey. Her eyes remained on the alcohol as she said to the kids, “Why don’t you go back to bed?” The warble in her voice gave away her otherwise calm delivery.

      Jacob hadn’t realised he was crying until he looked at his children and suddenly saw himself through their eyes. A pathetic wretch of a man. Another hot wave surged through him. Shame, guilt, and fear drove his tears from his body in a torrent. As much as he wanted to control it, he couldn’t stop. Julia moved close to Andrew, who put his arm around his sister.

      After she’d shooed the kids away more forcefully, Lucy went to the desk and picked up the bottle of whiskey. She placed it back in the globe cabinet and closed the lid. Several seconds passed in silence as she stared at the cabinet before she finally said, “Are you okay?” She still didn’t look at him.

      “I’m fine.” Jacob batted the comment away with his hand. A long wet sniff, he then nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. I think I’m going to go and get ready for work.”

      Were the desk not nearby, then Jacob would have fallen back over when he stood up. Still drunk from the night before, he held onto it as the room swayed.

      A confused frown crushed Lucy’s brow as she looked up at him. “You do know it’s five in the morning, right?”

      “Of course,” Jacob said. “I’ve got to make up for going home early yesterday. Besides,” he added, “I don’t want to freak the kids out. It’s probably better for me to be out of the house than to let them see me like this.”

      “And what about me, Jacob? What about freaking me out?”

      Jacob dropped his head, moved past her, and walked out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Just a friendly lunchtime drink, Sean had said. Not that he looked very friendly when he walked over to Jacob and stared at the double whiskey on the table with a raised eyebrow.

      “It’s just the one,” Jacob said. “It’s helping take the edge off everything.” He hadn’t intended to drink that day, but when Sean told him about their planned lunchtime rendezvous, he’d spent the entire morning winding himself up to the point where he needed it.

      Sean sat down on the seat opposite and put his own drink down. Coke. Diet. “Is it ever just the one?” Because he’d known Jacob for years, he knew who he used to be. Who he was. Even though he’d stopped drinking by the time he’d started working with him, he couldn’t shake off the tag of alcoholic.

      “I’m not that person anymore, Sean.”

      “Does Lucy know?”

      The thought of their interaction that morning—of what he’d have to go home to later on—forced Jacob to sink a little in his seat. Instead of answering, he looked across the bar. He noticed a girl sitting on her own. An Indian girl, she looked to be in her early twenties, although her sad eyes spoke of someone much older. Hard to tell with her sat down, but she looked small. Five feet two, maybe a little more. She looked like a strong gust of wind would knock her down. A drink on the table in front of her, she had both of her hands wrapped around the glass as if she feared someone might try to steal it from her.

      “I’ll take that as a no, then,” Sean said, pulling Jacob’s attention back to him.

      The smashed window. The masked figure. The look of fear in his wife’s eyes. “She knows,” Jacob said.

      For a moment neither of them spoke. Jacob looked around the place again, glancing back at the Indian girl before taking in the large soulless chain pub. They’d gone to The Sun, the pub directly opposite the office. The place had no music, and they sold everything at a low price. The business model proved that if you provided the cheapest booze in town, you’d always get bums on seats, no matter what time of day. Tuesday meant curry and a pint for seven pounds fifty. He watched a waitress carry one of the meals past him, and his stomach tensed. The curry looked like it had been processed through a human body before being served. She had her attention firmly fixed on the slop so it didn’t slide from the plate. More a soup with rice than anything close to the nation’s favourite dish.

      They’d found a table in the corner, private enough so they could converse without any onlookers. Jacob didn’t need his bollocking to be public. The images of the KKK members snapped through his mind, and he tried to push it back. Until Sean mentioned it, he’d rather assume he hadn’t seen it.

      Still with his attention on Jacob’s drink, Sean sat with a frown that started just above his eyebrows and ran all the way over his bald head to the back of his neck. He wore his wrinkles like a swimming cap. Ever since Jacob had worked for him, Sean had been losing his hair. It felt like a relief the day he came in with it all shaved off, because no matter how big his hair had grown on the sides, the light continued to glint off his billiard-ball scalp.

      “Look, Jacob.”

      Not a good start.

      A deep sigh and Sean’s already rounded shoulders hunched further. “Up until now, you’ve been the perfect employee. I love having you work for me, and I’ve always been able to rely on you.”

      Jacob took another deep gulp of his drink and watched Sean stiffen in his seat.

      “When did you start drinking again?”

      Tension balled in Jacob. They’d already had this talk, and seeing as Sean currently spoke to him as a boss rather than a friend, he shot back, “I don’t see what that’s got to do with anything.”

      “You’re on company time and you’re drinking.”

      The man had a point. Jacob shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, returning to the subservience of a good employee.

      The crush of anger on Sean’s features morphed into one of frustration. The kind of look an understanding dad would give his son when he’d fucked up at school. “We’re all sorry about your dad, we really are. I wanted to take you out today because we think it’s too early for you to be coming back to work. You still have a lot of things to process, and I don’t think we’re seeing the real you at the moment. You haven’t even had his funeral yet. We’d hate for you to regret coming back so soon. You need time to process everything.”

      Pulse accelerated, Jacob thought about the man with the hood. The thing appeared when he spent time alone. He didn’t need to be at home with no one else around. He took another sip of his drink. The slightly fiery buzz of the booze loosened his tight stomach ever so slightly, and he tried to fake nonchalance. “I’m fine.”

      Another moment of silence followed where Sean watched the table between them. He then looked up again. “You’re not yourself. For the sake of your job, why don’t you take a few weeks off? Full pay. We know how hurt you are. I worry that if you spend too much time at work in your current frame of mind, you’ll damage relationships you’ve spent years cultivating. You might do something stupid that you’ll regret.”

      The images of the white-hooded losers flashed through his mind again. The look on Sean’s face. He must have seen it.

      “You need some time off,” Sean said.

      Time off meant time with the masked man. Jacob wound tighter and heard his own desperation in his strained voice. “But the office will go to shit if I’m not there.”

      “It won’t. And you know what—I didn’t say this—but so what if it does? In your life right now, there are more important things than making sure the office runs well. Pardon my French, but fuck the office.”

      It felt like the masked man stood at Jacob’s shoulder, waiting in the shadows until they were alone again. The fire in his gut burned stronger than before. The first few sips of his whiskey had been to calm his nerves. As he lifted his glass again, he knew the next one would be because he needed it. Sweat lifted beneath his collar. While tugging on it to help him breathe more easily, he said, “But—”

      Sean raised a halting hand to silence him. “I won’t take no for an answer. I’m telling you to take two weeks off. I’d rather not do it officially.”

      A look into his boss’ brown eyes, Jacob saw that he obviously cared. He thought being home alone would be good for him. Should he tell him about the hooded man? Yeah right, like that would help! They’d tell him to take even longer off.

      Before Jacob could say anything else, Sean stood up and held his hand out to shake. “I’m going back to the office now.”

      Jacob accepted the invitation and held his boss’ firm grip. For the briefest moment, he felt like holding on.

      “Take care of yourself and rest up,” Sean said. “You need to give it a bit of time, okay?”

      Heat burned Jacob’s cheeks, and he nodded as he watched the big man force a smile at him. “And go easy on the sauce. Don’t let a moment of weakness destroy everything you’ve worked so hard for.”

      Jacob watched on as his boss turned around and walked out of the pub.
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      When Sean had gone from view, Jacob sat still for a moment, shaking in his seat. A lot could go wrong if he spent the next two weeks on his own. But what choice did he have? The chair screeched over the cheap wood laminate flooring when he stood up and shoved it out behind him.

      Quiet in the pub, the barman watched Jacob walk up to him and said, “Same again, mate?”

      Jacob nodded. “Please.”

      While waiting at the bar, he pulled his phone from his pocket and read the message on the screen. From Lucy, it read, I’ve had the glass replaced in your study window. XX

      The shake he’d only just managed to lose returned as Jacob stared at the screen. When the barman put the drink close to him, Jacob handed his contactless card over without looking up.

      Thank you, Jacob typed, still not lifting his gaze when the barman slid his card back across to him.

      Jacob looked at his fresh drink. Sean was right, he would be mad to let everything go to shit because of a moment’s weakness. His dad would be at home with the family, supporting them, helping them get through. He wouldn’t dream of doing anything as selfish as getting wasted. Especially not with the past life of an alcoholic on his back.

      Sure, it hurt to lose his dad, but if Jacob wanted to live up to the memory of him, he needed to be better. He had everything at home. He shouldn’t cheapen it by throwing it all away.

      Jacob walked over to the Indian girl, who still sat on her own, staring at her drink. When he put the whiskey down in front of her, she looked up at him through large brown eyes, mistrust in her frown.

      “Cheers,” Jacob said before he walked out of the pub. Whatever else happened, he had a family at home, and they needed him as much as he needed them. The boozing stopped now.
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      After Lucy’s text about fixing the window, she sent Jacob another one explaining she’d gone into work late because of it, and that she’d see him that night. Being alone seemed to bring out the masked figure, so rather than returning immediately, he’d spent the day walking around the city. Go for a walk like his dad had suggested. It helped get the booze out of his system and helped him keep one step ahead of the cravings too.

      Dark by the time he got home, Jacob’s heart sank to see all the lights in his house were out. Someone should have been back by now. Although, the kids often didn’t tell him if they’d be home late, and he knew Lucy probably wouldn’t be there yet.

      As he approached his still house, Jacob did his best not to look at any of the windows, his mind telling him the masked figure watched him from every one of them.

      When the security light blinked on, Jacob jumped back. His hand covering his hammering heart, he released a thick cloud of white mist with his heavy exhalation. He’d be scared of his own shadow next.

      Jacob shook his head at himself and marched up to the front door. He pulled his keys from his pocket as he walked so he could unlock it without stopping.

      The second he entered the house, he coughed loudly enough for the dry bark to call through the place. Loud enough to tell anything that waited for him to fuck off.

      When Jacob switched the hall light on, the bright glow accentuated the darkness in each room by comparison. As he walked along the hallway, he turned the living room light on and then the one in the downstairs bathroom.

      Next Jacob came to his study. He opened the door, reached in, and flicked the light switch. When he stepped into the room, he shuddered. It hadn’t yet heated up from being windowless. A glance at the new pane, he let some of the tension leave his body to see his own reflection staring back at him.

      After he’d closed the curtains, Jacob walked over to his drinks cabinet and pulled the top half of the globe back. The whiskey had been taken from it. For a few seconds, he stared at the space where it had been before shutting it again.

      When Jacob looked back at the door, his heart leapt. “Jesus, Luce, you could have told me you were there.”

      After a lingering look at the drinks cabinet, she returned her focus to him. “I’ve just come in.” She took her coat off and left it with her bag on the hallway floor before walking into his study. The strain in her voice spoke of her clear effort to temper her reaction to what she’d just witnessed. “The new window looks good, doesn’t it?”

      “Thanks for sorting it out.”

      “It’s okay.”

      No easy way of saying it, Jacob just came out with it. “Sean’s told me to take a few weeks off work.”

      “I think that’s a good idea. How do you feel about it?”

      Petrified, paranoid, scared. Shrugging, Jacob said, “Yeah, I can see where he’s coming from. I’m not ready to go back yet.”

      Lucy stepped closer to him. “Do you want me to take some time off too?”

      Yes, of course he did, but what kind of adult couldn’t be on their own for any length of time? Besides, he needed to deal with this alone. To be able to not drink when he’s not being watched. “No, you’re all right. Thank you though. I think I need to find a way to deal with this by myself.”

      “You’re not alone, you know? I’m here for you. The kids are here for you too.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lucy held her hand in Jacob’s direction. He took the invitation and squeezed her warm grip.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s order a takeaway and watch shit TV.”

      For the first time that day, Jacob’s heart lifted. He looked into his wife’s compassionate eyes. The drinking had been a blip. She knew that. It felt good to draw a line beneath it. “Thank you, Luce. For everything.”

      The only response she gave him was to lead him out of there in the direction of the front room. Just before they walked out, Jacob flicked the light off and closed the door without looking back. The slightest smile lifted the edges of his mouth. His dad had always liked Lucy. He’d seen the good heart in her from the very beginning.
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      Andrew had told Jacob he had third period free. It meant nothing to him, so Andrew gave him the time for third period. The clock in Andrew’s car showed it to be eleven fourteen. Third period started at eleven fifteen.

      Having been there twenty-five minutes already, Jacob got out of the driver’s seat and into the passenger seat, ready to go when his boy turned up. Being the middle of winter, and seeing as he now had some time off work, it made sense to take him out for a driving lesson during the day rather than when it got dark. Especially with his test coming up so soon.

      Jacob had kept himself busy that morning, tidying the house and only looking where he had to. His imagination had spent the entire time trying to show him the masked man just beyond his peripheral vision. It felt good to get out of the house. Better to sit in a car for twenty-five minutes than tempt fate any more than he had to. A morning alone and no incidents. That represented a win in his life at the moment.

      It made Jacob smile to look around the inside of the little Renault Clio they’d bought Andrew for his seventeenth birthday. Not the car he would have got with the money, but the car Andrew wanted. Jacob remembered the kids from when he’d been at school when everyone started driving. The line between who chose their own cars and who had the cars their parents chose for them was glaringly obvious. He’d always been grateful his dad had given him a choice, which was why he and Lucy had done the same for Andrew. It didn’t matter that his dad knew better than Jacob at the time and would have chosen a far better vehicle, he recognised his need to choose style over substance and stood back while he did it. And Austin Metros were cool at the time.

      The driver’s door opened, and Jacob watched Andrew get in. A slight red hue to his son’s skin, he threw his bag on the back seat, adjusted his driving position, and looked in the mirror, lingering on it for a few seconds.

      A glance in the wing mirror showed Jacob the three girls watching, and he smiled to himself. “Good morning at school?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, mate, drive whenever you’re ready.” Jacob watched Andrew look at the girls behind again and saw them giggling. “One of them your girlfriend?”

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.” Andrew started the car.

      “Fair enough. Now start with a gentle biting point.”

      “I know how to drive, Dad.”

      Jacob laughed. “Sorry, of course you do.” He then watched his son press too hard on the gas and lift the clutch too high. The handbrake groaned from where it struggled to hold them back and the engine roared.

      Andrew’s hand shook as he tried to press the silver button on the handbrake, and just before Jacob could say anything, he got it off and the car shot away, lurching forwards and jumping a couple of times before they drove off down the road.

      What had been a slight glow on Andrew’s face had deepened several shades, and Jacob watched him check his rear-view mirror again. “Well done, mate, you’re doing fine.”

      Tight-lipped, Andrew did another mirror check.
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      Several shaky junctions later and Jacob had bitten his tongue on every one of them. Despite seeing what Andrew could do to improve, he clearly didn’t want to hear it at that moment, so he kept his mouth shut.

      When they came to a set of traffic lights and stopped, Jacob looked at his son again. The skin around his eyes had pulled taut from his scowl. “Grandad used to take me out driving when I was learning too.” A sudden wave of guilt washed over him. He’d been such an ungrateful brat as a teenager. “How are you feeling about his death?”

      Andrew looked across at Jacob, his hands tightening on the wheel. “Really? You want to talk about that now?”

      At that moment, the lights turned from red to green. Jacob nodded at them to put his son’s attention outside the car.

      Too much gas, a hard biting point, and the same problem with the handbrake. Although this time, Andrew stalled before he could get it off. “Fuck!”

      Jacob let the swear word slide as he watched his boy put the car back into first. “You need to restart it.”

      “What?”

      “You need to restart it. Turn the key.”

      “My instructor’s car starts by itself.”

      Despite the rising tension, Jacob fought to stay calm. “That’s okay. Just put it in neutral and turn the key to start it back up again. My instructor used to say to me that it didn’t matter if you stalled. It mattered more how you dealt with it.”

      While Jacob spoke, Andrew started the car up and stalled again. “Fucking hell.”

      “Just take a breath.”

      “Shut up, Dad.”

      Before Jacob could reply, the car behind them beeped their horn.

      Andrew slapped his palm against the centre of his steering wheel, his horn blaring a prolonged fuck you. He then undid the window, stuck his finger up at the driver behind them, and made sure they got his sentiment by shouting, “Fuck off!”

      The vehicle behind them beeped again.

      When Andrew got out of the car, Jacob jumped out too.

      His face glowing red, Andrew walked towards the person behind them and spread his arms wide. “What the fuck? I’m a learner, you fucking arsehole.”

      The man in the car—a black Range Rover with a personalised number plate ending in NXN—looked like he wanted to get out too. He then looked at Jacob, who glared at him before turning to Andrew. “Get in the passenger seat and let me drive us away from here.”

      The man in the Range Rover beeped again, and although Andrew did as Jacob asked, he still eyeballed the idiot as he walked past the front of his car. For a moment, Jacob wondered if he’d kick his vehicle. Secretly, he wouldn’t have minded if he had. The guy clearly needed to check himself. Everything about the man showed him to be an obnoxious prick.

      The second after Jacob got in the car, adjusted the driver’s seat, and Andrew put his seatbelt on, the light turned green. This time Jacob drove them away, slowly so he could do more to wind up the idiot in the car behind them.
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      The man who’d beeped at them went the other way at the next junction. Silence in the car for a few seconds before Jacob finally said, “I’m sorry I mentioned Grandad. It was the wrong time to bring him up.”

      “Yeah, not your best move, Dad.”

      Again, Jacob bit back his response. He saw the tears forming in his son’s eyes and didn’t want to push him. “It’s important you don’t bottle it up, mate. You can talk to me or your mum. We need to get through this together.”

      A warble rocked Andrew’s words. “Can we talk about this another time? I’ve got to go back to school in a minute.”

      Andrew undid his seatbelt as Jacob pulled up outside the front of his school. He opened the door before they’d stopped.

      When he’d come to a complete halt, Jacob said, “I’ll see you—” the slamming door cut him off, and as Jacob watched Andrew walk into school without looking back, he finished his sentence “—tonight.”
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      Jacob sat on the sofa and stared at the television. Daytime TV melted his brain, but he preferred it to silence. Why had he brought up his dad’s death with Andrew when they were out earlier? Not the best timing. And the man in the car behind them … what a moron. Good on Andrew for telling him where to go. Because he had no other way to apologise to him, on the way home, he stopped at a petrol station and put half a tank of fuel into Andrew’s car.

      The clock on the wall in the front room read just past two p.m.; he’d only been sat there for an hour. It felt like twice that at least. It would be two to three hours before anyone came home, unless the kids had something to do after school, and then it would be longer.

      Jeremy Kyle—a blond-haired, big-eared arsehole—dominated the television screen as he leaned into the face of an illiterate teenage father. He destroyed the kid about his parenting skills with words the poor child looked like he didn’t understand. The audience applauded the vicious twat, riled up by him as they bayed for the youth’s blood. One of the worst programs he’d ever seen, but with the remote on the other sofa, Jacob couldn’t be bothered to move to turn it over.

      Maybe Jacob should do admin in his study. He’d spent up to a year ignoring some of the jobs he needed to do. But should he really go in there at the moment? Just the thought of the drinks cabinet—even empty—made his mouth water. No way could he sit next to it in his current frame of mind. It had taken several attempts to get off the booze when he’d been drying out the last time. The hardest parts came when he found himself alone. Nothing but the voice in his head and the fire in his gut. The fire that threatened to consume everything if he didn’t feed it with a little nip of booze. Every time it convinced him it needed just a mouthful to ease it. Just one more swig to silence the chaos.

      The last time Jacob had been trying to get off the drink, either his dad or Lucy found him whenever he’d fallen from the wagon. By the time they’d rumbled him, he’d normally passed the point of no return and threw a barrage of hate at them. He’d been such an arsehole, no wonder Lucy didn’t want to go back there again.

      To think of those times, of how his dad had loved him unconditionally regardless of how much of a dick he’d been, started Jacob’s tears again. Now familiar hot trails ran down his cheeks, his nose running, his heart hurting, his throat on fire. All of it needed numbing.

      Jacob couldn’t take it anymore. He got to his feet, looked at Jeremy Kyle for a few more seconds before muttering, “You fucking bellend,” and walked out of the room.

      The door to Jacob’s study hung open. It invited him to enter, but he walked past it and dared not look in. The masked figure probably waited in there, just beyond the edge of his peripheral vision. Then he saw it. A streak of white, it moved past the window outside. A sharp intake of breath, he looked at the window before he could stop himself. Nothing. At least nothing now, but he’d definitely seen something.

      After shaking his head like it would rid him of the memory, Jacob moved off at a quicker pace in the direction of the kitchen.

      The fire in Jacob’s gut powered him like a steam engine’s furnace, driving him towards the cupboard where they kept the booze in the corner of the room. A tug on the handle showed him Lucy had locked it. He could smash it open. But then he reached up and ran his fingers along the top of it.

      “Nice try,” Jacob said as he retrieved both the small ornate key and a pinch of dust. Lucy clearly didn’t give him that much credit. She’d try to restrain him with a Chinese finger trap next.

      With a shake of his head, Jacob opened the cupboard. “Damn,” he muttered. Nothing but soft drinks inside. No point in looking anywhere else in the house. If Lucy had removed the booze from there, she’d removed it from everywhere.

      Still a few hours left before anyone returned, Jacob headed for the front door. He fought against his urge to look into his study again and picked up Andrew’s car keys as he passed them. Maybe it would do him good. If he went out and only bought a little bit now, he wouldn’t be able to go out again if he craved any more later. Just enough to take the edge off. Just enough to push him over the legal driving limit.

      The second Jacob stepped out of the front door, the February chill bit into him because he’d left his coat inside. His jeans pocket then vibrated with the buzz of his phone.

      A text from Julia. Dad, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but can I have a lift to Nick’s tonight, please? We’re all going out later. Xx.

      Jacob stared at the message for a few seconds, the cold wind cutting through his shirt, forcing every muscle in his body to lock up. If he had a drink now, he wouldn’t be able to drive her anywhere. If he couldn’t drive her anywhere, Lucy would know why.

      After re-entering the house and putting Andrew’s keys down on the side again, Jacob replied to his daughter. Sure. What time?

      Sevenish? Xx.

      The replies always came quicker when she wanted something. Sure. Clarity shone a spotlight on him. Thank god for her text. If only she knew how she’d just saved him from himself.
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      His saviour—for that day at least—beside him, Jacob blinked against his tiredness as he drove Julia to Nick’s house. “You know,” he said, “the older I get, the harder I find it to drive in the dark.”

      When no comment about his age came back at him, Jacob looked across at his daughter. She stared straight ahead, clearly refusing to look his way. “What’s wrong, Jules?”

      Her face blank, she remained motionless.

      “Come on, love, you can tell me. I’ve already had a rough time with Andrew today.”

      “He told me.”

      “What did he say?”

      “That you were a dick.”

      “Your brother’s a genius when it comes to articulating himself, eh?”

      Julia didn’t reply.

      When Jacob saw the bus stop up ahead, he checked the mirrors, signalled, and pulled over.

      It took for him to come to a complete stop before Julia said, “What are you doing?”

      “Tell me what’s going on.” Because of the response he got from Andrew earlier, he didn’t mention his dad’s death. Best to let her say it.

      Julia’s eyes glazed. Her bottom lip twitched. Knotting her brow, when she blinked, tears ran down her cheeks.

      Jacob reached across and rubbed his daughter’s back. “I know how you feel, love.”

      Blotches on her pale face, Julia slapped her hands up to cover it and wailed into them.

      Cars flashed past on the busy road. They had to move from the bus stop before a bus arrived. After pulling his hand away from Julia’s back, Jacob looked over his right shoulder and moved off.
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      When Jacob pulled up to the McDonald’s drive-through, he said, “What do you want?”

      Puffy eyed, her nose running, her splotchy face pale, Julia turned to her dad before looking at the menu outside the car. “A nugget meal?”

      “Sure. Large?”

      She nodded while dabbing her eyes with a tissue.

      “Chocolate milkshake?”

      With a deep wet sniff, she nodded again.
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      After he’d taken their meal through his open window and gave it to Julia to hold, Jacob parked in the car park. Easier to stare out of the front windscreen than at his daughter, he fed a salty chip into his mouth and said, “Do you remember the time when Grandad shit himself after having McDonald’s?”

      For the first time that evening, the slightest smile cracked Julia’s pale face, and she said, “We had to get a new sofa.”

      “I know. Your mother was furious.”

      The smile broadened as Julia said, “And what did he blame it on?”

      Jacob laughed. “Cold and flu medication.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. Not the twenty-seven-piece McNugget box he ate all to himself.”

      “With fries, shake, and an apple pie. I think that hot pocket of sugary goodness was what done him in the end.”

      Both of them laughed.

      Julia stopped first and stared out of the window again. A moment or two of silence, her voice cracked when she said, “Nick’s dumped me, Dad.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” This time, when Jacob reached across to hug her, Julia undid her seatbelt and nestled against his chest, bringing the smell of her strong perfume over with her. She shook against him with her heavy sobs.

      “I needed him now more than ever.”

      “I know, sweet. What a shit bag. Boys are snakes. Better to find that out now than later on down the line.” Jacob then hugged his little girl tighter as she let go of her grief in wailing sobs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      God knew how long had passed, but when Julia finally pulled away, she looked like she’d spent her tears for now. She wiped her nose and eyes with the coarse McDonald’s napkin.

      While she stared ahead and drew deep, calming breaths, Jacob found a fresh packet of tissues and handed them to her. She took them and sipped on her shake. The gargling sound of her suction called through the car. After blowing her nose, she pulled a nugget from her box. As she ate it, she finally spoke again. “Thanks, Dad. I needed that.”

      The fire in his stomach, the image of the white mask, the shame, the guilt, the sadness … for the first time in days, it had gone. No room for it because of his concern for his daughter. Jacob reached across and squeezed the shoulder of his saviour for that day. “Me too, sweetheart. Me too.”
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      At least Jacob had helped Julia feel better the previous night. He’d told her that morning she could stay home if she wanted. She said she didn’t want to give Nick the satisfaction. Good for her, but he could have really done with the company.

      Andrew told Jacob he had third period free again. Only just past nine thirty in the morning, he couldn’t leave yet to meet him. Instead, he cleaned up the downstairs of the house. Lisa, their cleaner, would be coming tomorrow. At this rate, she’d have nothing to do.

      When Jacob picked up Andrew’s shoes—which he’d left on the mat rather than in the shoe rack—he saw they were covered in mud. Must have been why he didn’t wear them to school. More into spending money on computer games and movies, Andrew rarely invested in new clothes or took care of the ones he had.

      Before he put the shoes away, Jacob opened the front door and banged the dried mud from them by crashing them against the wall. He lifted his head to look out into the garden. His blood ran cold.

      In the bushes, staring at him, Jacob saw the white fabric of the mask. The backs of his knees weakened, and he had to rest against the wall for support. No matter where he went, the thing would follow him, waiting for him to be on his own. Maybe it had been there all the other times he’d sensed it too … just beyond his peripheral vision.

      A strong and bitter wind cut across the front of the house, raising gooseflesh along Jacob’s skin. Then he saw the fabric move. Caught by the wind, the carrier bag came untangled before it flew away on the breeze.

      A hard exhale, a cloud of condensation, Jacob watched what he’d mistakenly thought to be the masked figure fly away before he shook his head to himself. “I’m such an idiot. Seeing ghosts where there aren’t any.”

      Jacob turned around and went back into the house, closing the door behind him.

      The place suddenly seemed emptier than it had a few moments ago. The cold from outside stayed with Jacob as he walked down the hallway, refusing to look out through any of the windows on either side of him. A carrier bag this time, but next time it could be the real deal. When he got to the kitchen, he took his jumper he’d left on the side and slipped it on. The fire burned in his gut. He needed to do something.

      Andrew’s car keys were on the side where Jacob had left them the previous day. It probably didn’t need it, but maybe he could go and clean his car for him. Something to do that would get him out of the house. Not quite a walk but as good as.

      Because he didn’t want to give himself too much time to think about it, Jacob left the house again, locking the door behind him before he went to Andrew’s white Clio. It looked immaculate, but another clean wouldn’t do it any harm.

      When Jacob got in the car, he pushed the clutch down but found the seat to be too close. The whoosh and then crack of it glided along the runners when he slid it back and it locked in place. Now he had more space, he looked down into the footwell. The pedals were covered in mud.

      Jacob started the engine and watched the petrol gauge. Half a tank yesterday, the needle now only showed a quarter full. “Little shit,” he muttered. Although he pulled his phone out to text Lucy, he stopped as soon as he’d opened a new message. She didn’t need the worry. She already had too much on her mind. What with his drinking and all.

      The fire in his stomach burned brighter than before. At least he had something to clean now. An excuse to get away from the house and be on his own. Jacob strapped himself in and turned the car around in the driveway. He should have noticed from the angle it had been parked at that someone else had driven it since him. And maybe he would have had he not been desperately trying to avoid looking in the bushes where the carrier bag had been.

      “My god, what’s wrong with me?” Jacob said once he’d turned the car the right way around. As he pulled away, he shook his head to himself.

      A good one hundred metres from the house, Jacob finally looked in the rear-view mirror. He stopped the car with a screech of the tyres. Not a carrier bag this time, the thing stood in the middle of the driveway where he’d been only moments ago. Like it had done every time he’d seen it, it stood dead still and stared straight at him.

      Jacob grabbed at his throat as if it would somehow help him breathe more easily. He fought the rigidity in his muscles that threatened to pin him to his seat, turned out of the end of his road, and drove off, refusing to look back again as he rode out his giddy panic with quickened breaths.
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      At least Jacob had cleaned the car, and at least he’d gotten out of the house. Nothing else about that morning mattered. The sooner he forgot about it, the better. Just past eleven, Andrew would be out soon. Although he hadn’t yet worked out how he’d approach the subject of him driving the previous evening. Not the easiest kid to talk to, and yesterday’s lesson hadn’t done much for their relationship.

      As Jacob sat in the car with the radio on, he breathed in the smell of lemon from the air freshener the car wash people had put in. Despite the mirrors around him, he didn’t look in them. Mirrors revealed much more than he wanted to see.

      The buzz of Jacob’s phone in the plastic door pocket gave off an angry growl. He fished it out to see the message. Don’t come today, Dad. I have to stay late in physics and won’t make it out in time.

      The digital clock on Jacob’s phone read six minutes past eleven. They lived twenty minutes from the school. What did Andrew think, that he hadn’t left yet?

      After letting go of the tension in his jaw, Jacob relaxed a little. At least he’d gotten out of the house and away from that thing. Even though he had to return, getting away for a time had helped. It had allowed him to take the edge off.

      Just before he drove off, Jacob got out of the car, opened the boot, and fished the empty whiskey bottle from inside the spare wheel. He threw it in a nearby bin. Probably a good idea he didn’t take Andrew out anyway.
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      The hangover started in Jacob’s limbs before it crawled up his back. It currently nestled behind his eyes as a banging headache. Not that he could tell Lucy that. What had he been thinking? Drink didn’t help anything. How many times did he have to do it before he worked that out?

      Just gone ten in the evening, Jacob and Lucy sat on the sofa together watching a stand-up comedian on the television. They usually liked her, but neither of them laughed. Lucy sipped water rather than her usual glass of wine. Not that she’d declared it, but the house had become an alcohol-free zone.

      The sound of keys in the door made both Jacob and Lucy look in the direction of the hallway. Jacob squirmed in his seat. He’d already developed a Pavlovian response to unidentified noises. How long would it be before the masked figure grew brazen enough to simply stroll into a room with other people there?

      “Andrew?” Lucy called, and Jacob blushed at his own stupidity. Of course it was Andrew. With Julia already upstairs in her room, it had to be.

      When Andrew poked his head through the doorway, he looked at Lucy but not Jacob. His cheeks reddened.

      “You’re late back,” Lucy said to him.

      “I went to Wilf’s house. We played some games together.”

      “Oh,” Lucy said, nodding at his response. She then turned to Jacob. “I forgot to ask you, how did your lesson go earlier?”

      He’d been an arsehole to turn up to his son’s driving lesson drunk. Bad enough he did it when he was driving, let alone putting his kids in danger.

      “Didn’t Dad tell you?”

      Despite the shame at his own actions, Jacob couldn’t let go of his annoyance at being blown out at the last minute. “Oh, yeah,” he said, “he didn’t turn up.”

      “I did text you.”

      “Less than ten minutes before we were supposed to meet. I was already there, Andrew.”

      Instead of arguing with his dad, Andrew looked at his mum, the sound of laughter from the television adding a strange soundtrack to the tense room. “I had to do extra physics. I’ve been struggling to focus as of late.” Then to Jacob, “You want me to do well in my exams, don’t you?”

      Jacob clenched his jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “Of course I do, mate; just try to let me know a little earlier next time, yeah? I would rather have found out about it before I drove to your school.”

      Tight-lipped, Andrew glared at Jacob, his red-faced shame giving way to crimson fury. He acted like he had a right to be pissed off.

      “Anyway,” Jacob said, “it did me good to get out of the house. Your car needed a clean because it had mud all over the pedals.” As he said it, he watched both the tension and colour leave Andrew’s face. “I’m not sure how it got in such a state, but I thought it would be good to get it valeted for you.”

      For a few seconds, Jacob and Andrew stared at one another. While holding eye contact, Jacob added, “The petrol was quite low too. That thing seems to drink the stuff.”

      Still nothing from his son.

      “Maybe we should get it looked at; what do you think?”

      Andrew shrugged.

      “I mean, we didn’t do many miles in it yesterday, yet it used over a quarter of a tank.”

      Lucy had clearly picked up on the tension, looking from Jacob to Andrew. If Jacob told her, she’d lose her shit. But then he remembered what his dad had said to him once. He’d told him that sometimes you needed to take your kid’s side, even when you didn’t want to or shouldn’t. Sometimes they needed reminding you were in their corner.

      “Anyway,” Jacob said. “It’s all sorted now.”

      A wary nod, Andrew pointed at the ceiling. “I’m going to go upstairs and do some more work.”

      “Okay,” Lucy said.

      After they’d listened to Andrew walk up the stairs and close his bedroom door, Lucy reached over and put her hand on Jacob’s knee. “I might go to bed too. I feel worn out at the moment. You coming?”

      Jacob shook his head. “I don’t feel tired. Doing very little during the day doesn’t wear me out much.”

      Lucy stood up, leaned towards Jacob, and kissed him, bringing the floral scent of her perfume forward with her. “Don’t stay up too late; you don’t want to screw your body clock up for when you have to go back to work.”

      “Night, love.”

      Lucy’s footsteps went the same way as Andrew’s. The gentle click of their bedroom door showed she’d gotten to the top.

      For the next few minutes, Jacob watched the television. The comedian pinged about on the stage while she made the audience laugh. It didn’t feel like he’d laugh again. Even with the rest of his family in the house, he felt so alone. Maybe he should tell Lucy about the masked figure. But how could he possibly explain it?

      Jacob’s breath then caught in his throat when he heard the front door again. He hadn’t heard any keys like when Andrew came in. A cold winter chill rushed from outside into the house. For a moment he sat on the couch, frozen to the spot while he continued to stare at the TV. Then he got to his feet. He wouldn’t be a victim to it anymore. He had to face it head-on. A deep breath did nothing to calm him down, but it gave him the impetus to walk out into the hallway and confront it.
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      “Julia?” Jacob said, slightly breathless from his rapid pulse. “What the hell?” He looked through the kitchen door at the clock on the wall. “It’s gone ten. I thought you were upstairs in bed.”

      Her hair falling in front of her face, Julia looked at the floor.

      “Oh, darling, you’ve been to see Nick, haven’t you?”

      When she looked up, her glazed eyes swelled, magnified by her tears.

      “Sweetheart, you’re fifteen, not eighteen. You shouldn’t be going out this late on your own. Why didn’t you call me or Mum? We could have come to collect you. We could have dropped you there too.”

      After pulling her phone from her pocket, she stared at it while turning it over in her hands. “I would have, but my phone ran out of battery.”

      As if on cue, her phone buzzed, the screen glowing with the alert. A moment’s silence, she kept her focus down and murmured, “I needed to do it alone.”

      “But it’s dangerous for you to be out on your own this late. Especially in the middle of winter.” Despite what stood in front of Jacob, at least he didn’t find himself face to face with the masked figure.

      Although she looked up at him, Julia didn’t reply. Pale and blotchy skin, she sniffed against her running nose.

      “Come on,” Jacob said. “Come and sit with me in the front room.”

      Jacob led the way. He sat down on the sofa, and Julia sat next to him. “Has something else happened, sweet?”

      Now she’d sat down, some of Julia’s tension left her frame. As her body slumped, she sobbed harder than before. A few seconds later, she said, “He’s with someone else.”

      “Already?!”

      “I know!”

      After a breath to temper his response, Jacob allowed his pulse to settle. His anger wouldn’t help things. “Who is it?”

      Derailed by another surge of tears, Julia wiped her face with the back of her sleeve and sniffed before she said, “Alicia.”

      “As in—”

      “My best friend, Alicia.”

      “What a cunt!”

      The word choice had been conscious. A way to snap Julia from her grief. She stared at her dad for a moment, her flow of tears halted, her jaw hanging loose. The slightest smile then lifted one side of her mouth. “That’s what I said.”

      Jacob pulled her in for a hug. “I’m sorry this has happened, but like I said yesterday, at least you know what kind of people they are now. Better to find out about them than not.”

      The light changed in the hallway, disturbed by something passing it. It spiked Jacob’s pulse and he turned to look. He relaxed when he saw her. “Hi, love.”

      Looking between her husband and daughter, Lucy said, “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it, Mum.”

      “But something’s upset you.”

      Julia bared her teeth. “Get out of my head, yeah? I’m not one of your patients.”

      Before anyone else could speak, Julia pulled away from Jacob’s hug, got up, and marched from the room. Her footsteps beat a heavy thud against the stairs before she slammed her door at the top.

      “Don’t worry,” Jacob said after a few seconds of silence.

      “What do you mean don’t worry?”

      “She’s had her heart broken. It’s a rite of passage. Besides, she only gets shitty with you because she can.”

      Dressed in just a nightie, Lucy placed her hands on her curvy hips and frowned at him. “No, she can’t.”

      “What I mean is she’s secure enough in her relationship with you that you can be a sounding board. She’ll talk to you when she’s ready, and the advice you’ll give her will be perfect. Just let her be upset first.”

      Lucy visibly relaxed and nodded at him. “You’re right.” Then, “We make a good team, don’t we?”

      “We sure do. The kids have learned: come to Dad when you want to vent but don’t want any useful advice; then go to Mum when you need to move forward in life.”

      After leaning out of the room and looking in the direction of the stairs, Lucy said, “You coming to bed?”

      He’d ridden his luck long enough that night. Any longer downstairs and he’d be asking for the masked figure to turn up. Jacob smiled and nodded. “Yeah. I will now.”
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      Jacob sat at the breakfast bar in the kitchen and watched Julia leave the house. Andrew and Lucy had already gone. Although he had two slices of toast in front of him, just the smell turned his stomach. Since he’d woken up, the fire had burned brightly in him. Only one thing could quell it. But he needed to stop. He’d tried to take his son on a driving lesson when he was pissed, for God’s sake.

      Another long day ahead of doing nothing. At least it was Friday. Tomorrow he’d have people around him. Distractions to keep him away from himself.

      The sound of keys rattled against the other side of the front door. Jacob could see it from where he sat. The masked figure? No, it had to be Julia. She always forgot something. Her phone charger more often than not.

      When the door swung wide and Lucy entered, Jacob frowned at her. “What are you doing here?”

      “What, you’re not pleased to see me?”

      “Yeah, of course I am. It’s just, I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “I’ve decided to take a day off. I think we need to spend a bit of time together.”

      She wanted to watch him. Did she know he hadn’t stayed sober? Surely she suspected it.

      Before Jacob could reply, Lucy said, “Get something warm on.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re going for a walk.”

      She definitely knew he’d been drinking again.
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      The same biting chill he’d grown used to over the past few months, Jacob did his coat up to his neck and put his gloves on as they walked down the road.

      “I’m worried about the kids,” Lucy said.

      Jacob let her speak.

      “They’re not talking to me like they used to. Whenever anything went wrong in the past, they’d come to me within a matter of hours.”

      “They’re teenagers. At some point they’re going to try to deal with life on their own. They know you’re there for them.”

      “But I need them as much as they need me at the moment.”

      A deep sigh, white clouds of condensation billowing out in front of him, Jacob nodded. “You’re a good woman, Luce, and a great support. A lot’s gone on this week, and we all need a little time to let the dust settle. Just be patient and let everything calm down. Things will be back to the way they were soon enough.”

      “I hope so. I worry they’re not coping very well. That they’re not working on what’s going on inside them. It can lead to really destructive behaviour.”

      Just before Jacob could say anything else, he looked up to see the Ford Fiesta outside the church. No other cars on the country lane, it looked like it hadn’t moved since he’d seen it the other night. He suddenly felt colder than before, his jaw trembling against his hard clench.

      Lucy didn’t continue the conversation. Maybe she thought she’d made her point. Maybe she sensed his tension and knew when to lay off.

      As they passed the church, Jacob made small talk. “I hate that building.”

      After a second of looking at it, Lucy nodded. “I know what you mean. It’s a monstrosity, isn’t it? They should put a ban on building any new churches because of the sins to architecture they end up committing.”

      Although Jacob tried to smile, the tension in his jaw wouldn’t let him. The Fiesta was just a few metres away; he glanced at it again. At least he had daylight on his side today.

      As much as Jacob wanted to keep his attention ahead, when he got next to the crappy red car, he looked in the back seat. The flash of white sent him jumping to the side. Then he saw it more clearly. A dust sheet. Just a dust sheet. Had he imagined it the other day? He almost laughed at himself. Of course he’d imagined it. But then what about the smell on the train back from work?

      A few metres past the car, Jacob looked at his wife, who’d watched his strange behaviour without commenting. He reached his hand out to her. She took it and squeezed. “The kids will come to you soon,” he said. “They’ll be ready to talk and reconnect. Just be patient, and everything will get back on track.”

      Lucy breathed out a deep sigh, her shoulders relaxing a little.

      The walk had done them both good. The fire had eased, and Jacob had seen the truth in the back of the car. He wouldn’t drink again. No way would he risk losing his family. No way.
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      When they got back to the house, Jacob pulled his phone from his pocket and checked the time. Nine fifteen. “I’ve got to meet Andrew for a lesson later. That kid has so many free periods.”

      “We’ve talked about the kids already,” Lucy said, staring at him while she walked past, undoing her coat.

      “Huh?” Not that he needed to ask. He knew her well enough to know exactly what she meant. His heart beat quicker.

      After she’d let her coat slide to the floor, she removed her jumper, then her bra.

      Jacob swallowed as he stared at her naked back and watched her slowly strip the rest of her clothes off. She discarded one item at a time while heading up the stairs.

      Barely taking his eyes from her, Jacob slid the catch across on the door, locking it with the chain. The kids shouldn’t be home for hours, but better to be safe. He took in her nakedness at the top of the stairs. She still had her back to him. As sexy as when he’d met her, she’d always worn her curves well. More a cherub than the slight thing he’d married, she now also had the experience and confidence of a woman to go with the wide hips and round arse. He much preferred her now.

      Jacob kicked his shoes off and ran up the stairs after her, removing his clothes as he went. By the time he entered the bedroom, he found her on the bed, smiling at him. Now naked too, he lay on top of her, their warm bodies pressing against one another.

      They kissed like they hadn’t kissed in months, their tongues probing each other’s mouths as they ground their hips together. To feel her hot dampness against him sent Jacob down her body, drawing a line of kisses as he went. A slight bite on each nipple, he worked his way to her crotch. He listened to her gasp at his first lick.
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      Despite his desire swelling within him, Jacob took his time, pleasuring his wife as she reached down and ran her fingers through his hair. When she couldn’t take any more, she twisted away from him.

      Jacob let her drag him back up, and he entered her. He looked into the glaze of her brown eyes. In that moment, he knew everything would be okay. They’d get through this. She then bit down on her bottom lip, arched her back, and pushed against him.

      Obsessed with her wide hips and arse, Jacob turned her over and took her from behind, grabbing a handful of her hair and pulling on it like she always wanted him to.

      They found their rhythm. Pressure built up within Jacob. Close to orgasm, he lifted his head. Not looking anywhere in particular, he glanced over at their en suite bathroom.

      His heart kicked, stopping him dead. The door hung ajar. The masked figure in the middle of the room. In the shadows, it watched him fuck his wife in the same way it had watched him every other time he’d seen it. A long trench coat, dark trousers, piercing blue eyes staring through the soiled and damp pillowcase.

      A nudge from Lucy as she pushed back into him, Jacob felt his lust vanish with his rhythm.

      When Lucy shoved against him again, she must have felt him lose his erection. He pulled out of her and stepped from the bed, finding his underwear so he could hide his shame as quickly as possible.

      After he’d pulled his boxer shorts on, he looked at Lucy, and Lucy stared back, her brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?” she said.

      He stared at the bathroom. The thing had gone. “I’m sorry.”

      “What is it, honey? You can tell me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Already backing out of the room, he said, “Uh, I need to go and meet Andrew at school.”

      “But you have plenty of time to do that.” She sat up, her dishevelled hair hanging around her flushed face. “Stay with me a while. Talk to me.” As she spoke, she pulled the bedcovers over her as if ashamed of her nakedness. “Don’t leave like this.”

      “I’ll be back later. I’m sorry.” And with that, Jacob slipped from their bedroom, gathering the clothes he’d discarded as he went.

      Andrew’s car keys were by the door. Before Lucy could come from their room, Jacob had already dressed, picked them up, and walked out of the house.
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      The same spot he’d met Andrew in every other time, Jacob checked his phone while rolling a large mint around his mouth with his tongue. Eleven fourteen and no text, so he must be coming. How would he go home to Lucy after this? What could he say that would possibly explain his behaviour? He couldn’t tell her the truth. He didn’t know the truth himself.

      The door opened and Andrew got in. He threw his bag on the back seat like he had the last time and acknowledged Jacob with a nod.

      “Have you had a good morning?” Jacob asked.

      After a shrug, Andrew said, “So-so.” He adjusted his driving position. “It’s school, so it’s never going to be great.”

      “Do you feel like you’re getting back on track with your work?”

      “I’m trying.” He started the car up, checked over his right shoulder, signalled, and pulled away. “One day at a time, eh?”

      “That’s so true. And well done, by the way, that was much smoother than the other day.”

      A fixed scowl of concentration, Andrew glanced in the rear-view mirror. “Don’t speak too soon.”

      The next few junctions went well, and Jacob kept his mouth shut as they approached the same set of traffic lights they’d been at the other day. The air seemed to thicken between them. He watched Andrew wring the steering wheel and clench his jaw. A check in his rear-view mirror. Another check. As much as he wanted to tell him to relax, he needed to do it on his own.

      The red light turned green, and Jacob watched Andrew get the biting point. He shook as he fumbled with the handbrake. When he finally released it, the car pulled away, a few seconds slower than an experienced driver would do it, but at least he got them away without stalling.

      Once they were clear of the lights, Andrew threw a sideways glance at Jacob. The suggestion of a smile tickled his stoic face.

      “Well done, mate.” If truth be told, Jacob would have quite gladly not done the drive today. Not after the last time they went out. Thank god he had. It went some way to swinging his mood back from what he’d experienced that morning. Although, at some point he’d have to have a conversation with Lucy about it.

      The longer Andrew sat in the driver’s seat, the more he relaxed his body. A tall kid and still wearing the scrawny frame of a teenager, he’d been a mess of angry angles when he first sat down. He still looked too big for his car, but at least he appeared to be more comfortable. “Thanks, Dad,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “For not telling Mum I drove my car on my own. We had such a bad lesson the other day, I needed to go out to make sure I could still do it.”

      “Well, it’s helped, but that doesn’t mean I condone it. We all make mistakes, and no one was hurt. Just don’t do it again, yeah?”

      Andrew nodded.

      “Hopefully after tomorrow you’ll be able to drive legally. What time’s the test?”

      “Eleven eleven.”

      “What?”

      “I know, weird time, right?”

      “Why’s it at that time?”

      When Andrew shrugged, the car shifted closer to the curb, and it took all Jacob’s restraint not to reach across and grab the wheel. Not now, not with his confidence back to where it needed to be. “I asked Jane, and she said they’re all at weird times.”

      “Does she think you’re doing okay?”

      “Yeah, she said I’m ready. I drive her car better than this one.”

      “I suppose you’ve driven it more.”

      “Yeah.”

      Because they didn’t have long until Andrew’s next lesson, he’d doubled back and pulled them up at the spot Jacob had collected him from. After gently drifting in close to the curb, Andrew yanked up the handbrake and let out a long sigh. “Thanks again, Dad.”

      “No problem.”

      Andrew retrieved his bag from the back seat. Before getting out of the car, he said, “Oh, Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You need to change your aftershave.”

      “Huh?”

      “It stinks. It makes you smell like an old soak.”

      The slamming of the driver’s side door crashed through Jacob—a sound effect to go with the blow he’d just taken from his son. While he watched him walk away, he curved his hand around in front of his mouth and breathed into it. He could only smell mint. Hopefully Andrew wouldn’t mention it to Lucy.
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      The more time that passed since Andrew had gotten out of the car, the more time Jacob had to think. Andrew had smelled the whiskey on his breath. He had to be more careful. Why was he so weak in the first place? Another sight of an imagined man and he hit the bottle again. What a loser. If his dad could see him now … maybe his dad could see him now. Maybe he looked down on him with disgust at the weak wretch his son had become. Again.

      Before Jacob could think on it any further, his phone buzzed, the sound amplified by the hard plastic pocket in the driver’s side door. He leaned across from the passenger seat, fished it out, and looked at the screen. A message from Lucy. Julia’s in trouble with the school. Meet me here. I’m waiting out the front now.

      “Shit!” If Andrew could smell it, Lucy would pick up on it instantly. And he couldn’t go into a meeting at school reeking of booze. The mints hadn’t done any good. Maybe toothpaste and a toothbrush would make a difference.

      He’d only had a nip of whiskey, but still, anything was too much. Jacob jumped over into the driver’s seat and started the car. The local shop would have what he needed. Go there, sort himself out, and then he could meet Lucy. Better to make her wait for a few minutes than turn up in his current state.

      The first Jacob knew of the other car on the road came when it beeped at him just as he pulled away. An instinctive slam on the brakes, his heart damn near exploded. He watched the large Range Rover drive past. A red-faced angry man screamed something he couldn’t—and didn’t care to—hear. Both of them had their windows shut.

      As he watched the car pass him and then drive off, Jacob drew deep breaths. He rubbed his sweating palms on his trousers. Now the Range Rover had passed, he saw the number plate more clearly. The last three letters read NXN. The man they’d had a row with when Andrew had stalled at the lights. On any other day, it might have been funny.

      This time, just before he moved away, Jacob checked over his right shoulder. No cars. A shaky pull off, he drove up the road in the direction of the local shop, his arms and legs still shaking from the adrenaline surging through him.

      By the time he’d gotten to the end of the road, Jacob’s phone buzzed again, a mechanical duck quack created by the vibration in the plastic pocket beside him. He checked to see he didn’t have anyone waiting behind him before he looked at it. Another message from Lucy. Where are you?!!!!! Still no kiss on the end.

      Jacob dropped the phone back in the side pocket and pulled off, driving quicker than before as he headed away from the school in the direction of the shop.
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      After he’d come out of the local shop, a new toothbrush and toothpaste in his hands, Jacob opened the boot of Andrew’s car and looked at the bottle of whiskey he’d stashed inside the spare wheel. What he’d told himself had been just a sip, he now saw to be nearly half a litre. Too much to be taking his son out on a driving lesson. The same image of his father’s disappointed face above pressed down on him. What an idiot. He had to pack it in now. It didn’t matter what he saw, nothing excused the boozing. Nothing.

      Jacob brushed his teeth without water and spat the toothpaste out behind a bin before getting rid of the toothbrush and paste. If anyone was watching him at that moment, they probably didn’t know what to think.

      Back in the driver’s seat, he looked at his phone again. This time Lucy’s message read ??????

      “All right,” Jacob said to his phone, started the car, checked over his shoulder, and accelerated away.

      The journey to school took just a couple of minutes, but in that time his phone buzzed twice, so he pressed harder on the accelerator, picking his pace up as he threw the little car round the next several bends.

      The school in sight, Jacob threw a left signal on and drove into one of the parking spaces out the front.

      When he got out of the car, his breaths grew shallow and he tightened his grip around the ignition key in his hand. He hadn’t seen the police following him.

      Two officers in the vehicle, a woman drove and a man sat in the passenger seat. They both glared as they pulled up alongside him, the man winding his window down. “Do you know how fast you were driving then?”

      “I’m so sorry, officer.” Was he slurring his words? Where Jacob had convinced himself he’d been fine to take Andrew out, he’d suddenly lost that confidence. Would they search the car and find the whiskey?

      “Well?” the policeman said.

      Jacob didn’t reply, swallowing a dry and minty gulp.

      “Do you want to try to explain why you were driving a Renault Clio with L plates on like you’ve stolen it?”

      A look at the wide front of the school, many faces staring down on him from the classrooms, Jacob said, “Sorry. I got a message from my wife to say our daughter’s in trouble and I needed to get here as soon as possible. I’ve just finished giving her brother a driving lesson, hence the L plates. I panicked when I got the message. I should have been more responsible.”

      When Jacob looked down to see a breathalyser kit in the policeman’s hand, his stomach clamped around the half litre of whiskey inside it.

      The officer watched Jacob for a few seconds, eyeballing him in a clear display of dominance. He finally nodded. “Okay. I don’t need the hassle of having to do paperwork, and I trust this isn’t the way you normally drive.”

      “Not at all. Sorry.”

      “Just remember it’s an offence to drive with L plates on if the driver isn’t an insured learner.”

      “Sorry.”

      The policeman nodded again, did his window up, and stared ahead as his colleague drove them away.

      The tension left Jacob’s body in a relieved sigh. He’d been so close to losing his licence. In front of his kids’ school too. What an idiot. He couldn’t ride his luck any longer. If he didn’t sort himself out soon, his world would fall apart.
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      Still buzzing from his interaction with the law—and his lucky escape—Jacob walked into the school at a quick march, ignoring the still onlooking faces from the many windows. He’d been given a big let-off. He’d best not risk it again.

      His teeth brushed, confident the smell of booze had gone from his breath, Jacob walked over to reception to sign in in time to see Lucy and Julia walking away. “Wait up,” he called at them, his voice echoing in the grand entrance. The kids’ secondary school wore its history on its sleeve. Large archways, hard floors and walls, and cast-iron radiators with chipped paint showing the many coats they’d had over the years. Authoritarian and severe. Speak when spoken to and know your place.

      When Lucy and Julia looked over, Jacob saw Lucy’s eyes narrow and her nostrils flare.

      After signing himself in, Jacob jogged to catch up with his wife and daughter and followed them into the headmaster’s office.

      Richard Coles, a judge in his spare time. The fat man stood just short of six feet tall and had a thick black beard. He must have dyed both it and the hair on his head because neither showed any trace of grey. He paraded around the dark, wood-panelled room before sitting down on his throne of a chair. Two plastic seats on the other side of the desk, he encouraged Jacob and Lucy to sit.

      In another plastic chair in the room sat Julia’s physics teacher, Mr. Feeble. In his mid-forties, the man had short, brown, greasy hair, a Hitler moustache, and a portly belly. He had thin lips and beady eyes. He also had a strange brown growth on his chin, which Jacob couldn’t take his eyes off. He’d hated him from the moment he met him at Julia’s last parents’ evening. A small-minded man who thought his knowledge of physics meant he didn’t have to try in any other aspect of life. When he looked at Julia with a sneer on his pallid face, Jacob ground his jaw and clenched his fists. The teacher glanced at Jacob and his eyes widened at what he saw staring at him. He quickly looked away.

      Before Richard could speak, Jacob said, “I see you dusted off the good seats for us, then?”

      A hard glare from Lucy, but Jacob ignored it. It always got his back up when people tried to exert their power over him. It reminded him of his old middle school teacher. A fat man with a fragile ego, he’d taught Jacob that respect is something you needed to earn. That it should never be given on account of social hierarchy. He’d gone through his teens actively hating authority because of him. As an adult, he’d learned to see when the baggage he carried didn’t serve him. That didn’t mean he always reacted in the best way for each situation. Maybe Lucy feared now would be one of those times.

      The large man eased into his leather throne and raised an eyebrow, but didn’t respond. Jacob drew a breath to say something else, but then Lucy touched his back. It helped calm him down.

      Silence hung in the room for a good twenty seconds, everyone focusing on Richard. He finally said, “Thank you for coming. We’ve called you in because Julia swore at Mr. Feeble today.”

      Julia stepped forward. “That’s because—”

      “Did I ask you to speak?”

      A more educated Jeremy Kyle, Richard clearly used his power and presence to intimidate. Jacob shook his head at the man and stared at him before turning to his daughter. “What happened, Julia?”

      Tears stood in Julia’s eyes and her face reddened. Her voice shook as she pointed at Mr. Feeble. “He told me to stop being a mopey little girl.”

      Heat flushed Jacob’s face, and he tugged on his collar while staring at the pathetic excuse of a man. “Is that true? Did you say that to her?”

      Again Lucy touched Jacob’s back, but he didn’t yield.

      While breathing in through his nose, Mr. Feeble’s moustache twitched as he straightened in his seat. “She was being exceptionally moody.”

      Lucy looked at Julia. “Were you?”

      Still red-faced, her hands balled into fists, Julia dropped her attention to the thick carpet. “Yes.”

      “It’s hardly surprising though, is it?” Jacob said while staring at Mr. Feeble. “I mean, if that’s how he deals with vulnerable kids in his class, what does he expect? You see they’re upset and you call them names? Hardly an example for a teacher to set, is it, Feeble?”

      The outburst even unsettled Richard. To have a member of his faculty challenged in that way in his dark wood-panelled room—the exceptional students immortalised by having their names etched into the walls—clearly didn’t happen often. Before he could defend his staff member, Jacob pointed at Mr. Feeble. “No wonder she swore at you. I’ve a mind to swear at you right now.”

      “Now hang on,” Richard said, resting his ample weight on his desk as he leaned forward.

      “No, I won’t hang on. Her granddad died less than a week ago.”

      What little skin Jacob could see on the fat, bearded man’s face flushed red. “Oh.” He turned even redder when he shot a dark stare at Mr. Feeble and spoke through clenched teeth. “I didn’t know that.”

      “I’m not surprised when you employ imbeciles like him. What kind of way is that to deal with children in his care? Maybe he should try to help rather than call them names. Maybe he should understand what setting an example means.”

      The touch from Lucy this time spoke of support rather than restraint. Although Richard opened his mouth to reply, Jacob cut him off. “We’re going to take Julia home now. You can have the half term to think about how to deal with your teachers. Might I suggest some extra training?”

      Again Richard opened his mouth, and again Jacob cut him off. “Now, Julia, while I completely understand why you spoke to him in the way you did, two wrongs don’t make a right. Can you please apologise to Mr. Feeble about your language.”

      It took Julia a moment of chewing the inside of her mouth and staring at her physics teacher before she mumbled, “Sorry”—the word spat more than spoken—“I should have been bigger than you were and risen above it.”

      “You call that an apology?” Mr. Feeble said.

      “I call this entire situation one complaint away from Ofsted,” Jacob shot back.

      Neither Mr. Feeble nor Richard spoke. Jacob stood up, as did Lucy, all three of them leaving the room without another word.

      When they stepped out into the bright and fresh February morning, Julia hugged Jacob. “You were amazing in there.”

      Even Lucy smiled at him.

      “Thanks,” Jacob said. “I know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of a bullying little man like that. I won’t have my kids mugged off like I was.”

      The smile turned into a nod of approval from Lucy. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go home.”
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      Nearly lunchtime on Saturday, Jacob, Lucy, and Julia all sat around the breakfast bar, staring down at Jacob’s phone. “I don’t know why we’re waiting so soon,” he said, the clock on the wall reading eleven thirty. “He won’t call yet.”

      Instead of replying to him, Lucy turned to Julia. A slight twist in her posture showed her fear of rejection. Since Julia had split up with Nick, she’d kept her mum at arm’s length. “Jules?”

      The girl looked at her but didn’t reply.

      “Do you want to go shopping this afternoon?”

      At first Julia looked like she might say no. After a moment’s pause, she nodded. “Sure, why not?”

      The tension left Lucy’s frame and she grinned. When she looked at Jacob, her smile faltered. “Are you okay?”

      The half bottle of whiskey the day before had left him feeling like shit. An all too familiar lethargy ran through his veins, and a layer of sweat coated his skin. He batted her concern away with a wave of his hand. “Yeah, I’m fine. I think I’m getting a bit of a cold. Probably the last few months catching up with me.”

      Before Lucy could press him any further, his phone rang, the buzz of it an angry growl against the breakfast bar.

      Julia, Lucy, and Jacob all looked down as one.

      “It’s Andrew,” Julia said, stating the obvious.

      Best for Andrew to tell them all at once, Jacob pressed the speaker button. “Hi, mate, you’re on speaker.”

      Silence.

      “Andrew?” Lucy said.

      The sound of his deep sigh came through the quiet room, and Lucy clapped a hand to her mouth. “Don’t worry,” she said, “there’s always next time.”

      Andrew’s deep voice called out through the tinny speaker. “I’ll see you when I get home, yeah?”

      After he’d hung up, the three of them continued to stare down at Jacob’s phone. Lucy spoke first. “Do you think we should see if he wants to go out this afternoon?”

      The rattling of keys in the front door stopped Jacob replying. All three of them looked in the direction of the sound, and Julia said, “Who’s that?”

      Jacob stared at the door, his jaw tight. When Andrew opened it, he said, “How did you get back so quickly?”

      A usually apathetic kid, Andrew’s face had reddened slightly, and he wore the hint of a grin. “My test was at ten, not eleven like I told you.” He pulled a blue sheet of paper from behind his back.

      “What is it?” Lucy asked.

      “Duh!” Julia said. “It’s a pass certificate, innit?”

      As she looked from Julia to Andrew, Lucy’s jaw fell open. “You passed?”

      Andrew’s smile spread.

      “You passed!” Lucy repeated as she ran towards him and wrapped him in a tight hug. She then stepped back and slapped him on the chest. “My god, you little shit.”

      While laughing, Andrew leaned forward and hugged Lucy again, his long arms enveloping her. “I passed, Mum.”

      Jacob had to wait in line, letting Julia hug Andrew before he patted him on the back. “Well done, mate. We’ll have to get you insured on the car now, eh?”

      Still beaming, Andrew nodded. “Yep. Thanks again for taking me out, Dad, it really helped.”

      “So, I’ve been thinking,” Jacob said, the attention of the family turning to him. “You girls are going shopping today, right?”

      “Riiiiiight,” Lucy said, mistrust in her eyes.

      “Do you want to get some suntan lotion and swimming gear?”

      Julia stepped forward. “Why?”

      “I think we all need a break.”

      “But it’s—”

      “After the funeral,” Jacob said, cutting Lucy off before she could say it. “Can you kids get all your work done between now and Monday? I’ll find us somewhere hot to go so we can fly out on Tuesday.”

      “But it’s February, Dad,” Andrew said.

      “Lanzarote and some of the Canary Islands are nice at this time of year.”

      Silence.

      “Well?” Jacob said.

      The kids looked at their mum, who nodded. “Yeah! Why not.”

      Hopefully spending his second week off work on a beach would kill Jacob’s desire to drink. It would do him good to distract himself. “All right. You girls go shopping. Andy, I’ll get your car insured so you can take it out for a spin.” With a half smile, he added, “Are you okay driving it on your own for the first time, or do you want me to come with you?”

      A slight tightening around his eyes, Andrew looked at Jacob as if searching for the wind-up. “I think I’ll cope.”

      “Good. Once that’s done, I’ll book us a holiday.”

      For the first time that week, Jacob looked at his family to see all three of them smiling at the same time. Getting away with the people he loved would definitely keep him off the booze.
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      Other than the occasional gasp of grief, the hum of the limousine’s tyres existed as the only sound in the sombre space. Jacob sat on the wide leather seat in the back with his family. He inhaled deeply to try to stop himself crying too. He dragged in the scent of flowers from the bouquets in the car with them. “At least we’re going away tomorrow, eh? I don’t know about you guys, but I really need a change of scenery.”

      Tight lips and teary eyes regarded him. Lucy straightened in her seat. “It will do us all good to get away.”

      Despite Andrew passing his test and wanting to drive everywhere, they’d spent a good chunk of the previous day hanging out as a family. They had gone for a walk and eaten a roast together. It had done them good, especially with what lay ahead of them today. Jacob hadn’t craved booze at any point.

      As much as Jacob tried to hold it in, blinking repeatedly against the burn, he couldn’t stop his hot tears. When he looked at Andrew and then Julia, both of them turned away. They hadn’t seen him cry often, and it clearly made them uncomfortable. He looked out of the window. A blurred view of the world outside, it felt easier to stare at the scenery flashing by than it did to look at his family.

      Where Andrew and Julia avoided eye contact, Lucy wanted nothing but, staring into him as if she wanted to know his every thought. Sure, it showed she cared and wanted to help, but it could be overwhelming at times. “At least the sun’s shining,” she said.

      No one replied.

      The limousine slowed down, snapping Jacob from his thoughts. He looked through the front windscreen to see they were entering the crematorium. The kids and Lucy looked where they were heading too. When he glanced at Lucy again, she dropped her attention to his hand on his leg before covering it with her own. She gave it a gentle squeeze.

      The crematorium had a long driveway with speed bumps. They’d clearly arrived just as another service finished. Unlike his dad’s funeral—which would be attended by just the four of them and the vicar—the one currently ending had what looked to be about two hundred people, the bulk of which were solemn-faced teenagers. At least his dad had had a good innings, not that the lazy cliché suited his life at all. The old boy didn’t even like cricket, but he had died late in life and had been given the chance to fulfill many ambitions, including being the best dad anyone could hope for. A fresh surge of grief forced hot tears from Jacob, blurring his view of the mourners exiting the chapel ahead of them.

      Lucy, Andrew, and Julia all sat with the same hollow stare, the familial resemblance uncanny as they watched the large crowd from the service before them. They all cried freely.

      It hurt more for Jacob to watch his children suffer than it did for him to feel his own loss. His dad would have known how to comfort them. He always knew what to do. He forced his words past the lump in his throat in an attempt to live up to the man’s legacy. “It’s okay, guys,” he said, tears cutting him off halfway through. When he spoke again, his face twisted out of shape and his words lifted in pitch. “Dad wouldn’t want us to be sad.”

      Both Julia’s and Andrew’s faces hung limp while they looked at him as if to say what the hell? “You know what?” Jacob said. “You’re right. For once I’ll have to disagree with him. It’s fucking tragic.”

      Julia flinched at her dad swearing.

      The hearse had squeaky brakes, the grating sound hailing them coming to a stop outside the crematorium. The mourners from the service before were now dispersing. They would be gone by the time Jacob’s dad’s service ended. There would probably be another crowd waiting to send someone else off. The revolving door that is the business of death. Next, please.

      They’d asked Jacob if he wanted to carry the coffin, but he’d declined. He didn’t know if he could carry his own weight, let alone that of his father’s too.

      Once they were all out of the limousine, Lucy looked at Jacob. She clearly saw she needed to take control. She led the kids into the chapel, and he followed behind.

      An unnervingly neutral place, the beige room for the service had to be used to cater for whatever ceremony the loved ones wanted. Chairs were lined up on either side with an aisle down the middle. The coffin sat over in one corner, the motorised burgundy curtain ready to conceal it at the end of the service.

      The vicar waited at the front of the room wearing a clearly well-practiced smile. He beamed joy at Jacob and his family, joy at the wonderful send-off his father would have. The man had given the assemblies at Andrew and Julia’s primary school. Not a family of churchgoers, he seemed like the best person for the job on account of their familiarity.

      Where the vicar would normally stand behind a lectern to deliver the service, he waited for Jacob and his family to sit down before he pulled a chair up in front of them. For the next few seconds he watched the door until Jacob finally had to admit, “This is it. Dad didn’t have any friends or relatives other than us.”

      A sad but sombre nod, the vicar said, “Very well. Dearly beloved …”

      The man’s words drifted away as another strong wave crashed through Jacob, forcing both his eyes and nose to run. He looked over at Lucy and the kids to see all three of them in a similar state. As much as he wanted to help, he had nothing for them. Not today. Not with his heart so completely torn in two.

      Jacob stared at the floor, the world blurry through his eyes. A knot in his stomach had taken control of his body, locking his entire frame tense. His jaw ached. He didn’t know whether to cry or vomit.

      Lucy put an arm around Jacob and he tensed up further.

      God knew how long had passed, but after a few prayers, Jacob finally found it in himself to look up at the vicar again.

      “… a wonderful man, father, father-in-law, and grandfather …”

      Jacob looked over towards the coffin, and his heart jumped so hard it damn near launched through the top of his skull. In the front row on the other side of the aisle sat the masked figure. It stared straight ahead as if it had come to pay its respects too. Jacob shook as he watched it. He wanted to scream. To jump to his feet and demand it leave them. What the hell did it think it was doing there? But Lucy and the kids hadn’t noticed it. They were staring at the floor. He needed to keep his head. No way could he start shouting at apparitions now.

      When Jacob looked back at the thing, it turned his way. The damp and soiled pillowcase hid everything but its piercing stare. Its brilliant blue glare that told him, regardless of what he thought, it would be wherever it wanted to be, whenever it wanted to be. It had control, not him.
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      After the service, Jacob led the way from the chapel. His stomach, jaw, and shoulders locked tight as he walked past the masked figure with his family behind him. He stared ahead, doing his best to ignore the thing. The smell of damp and whiskey assaulted his olfactory senses when he got close to it, but he didn’t flinch. It wouldn’t win.

      By the time Jacob stepped from the church, he sweated from head to toe. His throat clenched and his stomach bucked. He burst past his family, ran to the closest bush, and bent over double while he threw up all over it.

      It took a few seconds for his family to catch up with him, Lucy rubbing his back while another wave of acrid vomit sprayed the shrubbery. It glistened in the wintry sun.

      After he’d puked for a third time, Jacob stood up straight and looked into his wife’s eyes. He knew that look, and as much as he wanted to defend himself by saying he hadn’t been drinking, he couldn’t mention it in front of the kids. They didn’t know it to be an issue in the first place. Instead, he held her with his focus and said, “This is an emotional response to today. Nothing else.”

      Despite lingering on him for a few more seconds, Lucy dipped a slow nod before looking across the car park at a taxi with an idling engine.

      “You go home,” Jacob said. “I need some time to clear my head. Besides, I don’t want to have to pay fifty quid for throwing up in a taxi.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Jacob looked at the kids before he returned to Lucy and lifted both of her hands with his. “Everything’s okay. I promise. I just need some time to clear my head.”

      Crow’s feet spread across Lucy’s temples. She paused for a few seconds before nodding. “Okay. See you when you get home, yeah?”

      They hugged, and then Jacob hugged his kids one after the other. After what he’d seen in the church, he needed to be on his own.
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      Dressed smarter than anyone at work had ever seen him, Jacob walked into the office looking fresh from his dad’s funeral. Despite how he looked, it took an effort to even put one foot in front of the other, and the taste of sick still burned in the back of his throat. He’d also cried for most of his journey over there. Maybe he should have stopped at the bathroom on the middle floor to sort his face out. The looks from his colleagues confirmed it. They all stared at him, and no one spoke. The ladies from accounts kept their door closed, but they all lined up at the window between the two offices to watch him.

      Because he had to say something, Jacob pointed in the direction of Sean’s office. His emotion nearly betrayed him, the act of speaking much harder than he’d anticipated. “I’ve come to talk to Sean about something.”

      The attention of the room burned Jacob’s cheeks with nearly as much ferocity as the fire in his stomach. Nothing else for it, he walked towards Sean’s office and knocked as he peered through the window in the door.

      Sean waved him in as he finished up his phone call. His usual scowl, he shrugged his wide shoulders. “What are you doing here? I told you to take two weeks off.”

      “Was that Dee on the phone?”

      The scowl deepened. “Yep.”

      “How is she?”

      “Fine.”

      “And the kids?”

      It took for Sean to look past Jacob for him to realise he’d left the door open. Yet he didn’t have the wherewithal to do anything about it. Instead, his boss stood up from his seat, walked past him while staring at him for the entire time, and closed the door. As he returned to the other side of his desk, he said, “Wasn’t it your dad’s funeral today?”

      Jacob laughed. “Why do you think I look like this? It’s not often I put a full suit on. You know me, I hate the fucking things.”

      The swear word deepened Sean’s frown. “Then why are you here and not with your family?”

      As much as he’d fought to hold it back, Jacob’s eyes glazed and his jaw trembled.

      Sean glanced at the window in his door as if conscious of the people in the main office.

      But Jacob had come here now, he needed to go through with it. “I’m seeing things, Sean.”

      “What?”

      The first time he’d said it aloud, it sounded fucking ridiculous. Jacob picked at his nails, his hands shaking. “I keep seeing a masked man. He’s following me.”

      The frown of irritation morphed into something else. As many wrinkles on his brow as before, his mouth now hung open and his eyes widened. “A man in a mask?”

      “Sounds mental, doesn’t it?”

      Sean didn’t reply. If you can’t say anything nice …

      “Since Dad’s death, I’ve been seeing what looks like a man in a mask. He keeps appearing. He was at the funeral today.” Jacob looked up to see the same confusion staring back at him. “He was watching me all the way through the service. Just eyeballing me.”

      “Who else have you told?”

      “No one. You were the only person I could think of to come and see.”

      “Why haven’t you told Lucy?”

      “Because I have to live with her.” A breath to steady himself, Jacob took a tissue from the box on Sean’s desk and wiped his nose. “If I tell her, I’m worried she’ll look at me like you’re looking at me now.”

      A slight pause, Sean appeared to be thinking about his reply. “Are you still drinking?”

      “No. And I saw it before I’d even had one. It was what drove me back to it.”

      The clarity he could have done with having on the walk over there suddenly hit Jacob like an icy blast. The stark reality of his current situation only just dawned on him. He shouldn’t have come here.

      “Look,” Sean said, “I’m not the person to help you with this. I’m your boss, Jacob.”

      Despite seeing everything more clearly, now Jacob had started, he couldn’t stop himself, his voice getting both louder and higher in pitch. “I’ve got no one else.”

      Another look through the window to the main office, Sean lowered his voice. “I’m sorry. I truly am, but I’m your boss. If you can’t talk to your family, you need to go and seek professional help.”

      “What, like a shrink?”

      “Or a doctor.”

      “Right! Good advice, Sean. Go and see a doctor, get put on some bullshit medication, and spend the rest of my life on a register for nutters. I won’t even be able to get travel insurance if I do that.”

      “Watch yourself, Jacob. I can see you’re troubled at the moment, but remember who you’re talking to, yeah? Your mental well-being outside of work is not my responsibility.”

      When Jacob opened his mouth to reply, Sean cut him off. “I suggest you leave before you say something you might regret.”

      A tight clench of his jaw helped Jacob keep his response contained. Without another word, he got to his feet, turned his back on his boss, and walked away from him. He slammed the door as he left his office, the stud wall shaking with the force of it. Although he felt the attention of all his staff on him, he stared straight ahead, his eyes watering again, his face on fire.
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      The most natural reaction in the world, Jacob left the office, crossed the road, and walked straight into the pub opposite. He paused in the doorway and turned around to look up at Sean’s window. The large bald man watched him. For a moment, Jacob lingered there. Then he turned his back on him and headed straight for the bar.

      Despite only being a Monday lunchtime, half the seats in the place were already taken. Because Jacob had been in or walked past the pub a lot over the years, he’d seen the familiar faces of the locals. He’d been one of them in a different pub in a different county. Back then, whenever he looked in a mirror, he’d seen the same sad look in his own eyes that he now saw staring back at him from the group gathered around the end of the bar. He’d promised himself he’d never rejoin them. If he knew the name of the bar staff in a pub, something had gone seriously awry. The Sun’s locals were a group of older gentlemen—probably retired, probably single. They appeared to be taking advantage of the booze and food offer that day. Pizza between twelve and two, the entire place had a palpable funk of sweaty cheese.

      As much as the greasy tang didn’t help Jacob’s turning stomach, he did his best to ignore it. The same barman he’d seen the other day, the man nodded at him. “Double JD?”

      The familiarity nearly made Jacob turn around and walk out, but the fire burned bright in him, and if he didn’t get it here, he’d just get it somewhere else. Tight-lipped, he nodded before accepting his lot with a begrudging, “Thank you,” making sure he didn’t read the name badge pinned to the guy’s chest.

      Just before Jacob could pay for his drink, he heard a female voice behind him. “Hey, handsome, wanna get me another one?”

      Had he not been so focused on getting a drink, he probably would have seen her sooner. He looked at the slim, dark-skinned girl he’d given his whiskey to the other day. She sat at a nearby table. The exact same table she’d been sat at before. At a guess, Jacob would have said she was Indian, but he couldn’t be certain. It took him a few seconds of looking at her—her brilliant smile saying something her sad eyes didn’t—before he turned to the barman. “Can I have the same again, please?”

      With a curt nod, the barman filled another glass. As he slid the drink back to Jacob, he muttered beneath his breath, “Be careful of that one.”

      Jacob gave the man his card and didn’t reply.

      When he put the drink in front of the girl, Jacob said, “Enjoy.”

      A tilt of her head to the side, one half of her mouth lifted in a smile. “What, you’re going to make me drink alone?”

      “I didn’t want to be presumptuous.” Jacob sat down, the place around them alive with chatter. He held his hand in her direction. “I’m Jacob.”

      Not a handshake, more a hand hold, her touch felt soft and warm. “Mia. You look like you’ve had a rough day.”

      A wave of sadness rushed forward, crashing into Jacob’s eyeballs and throat. He coughed and wiped his face. “You’ve no idea.”

      “Give me one, then.”

      Jacob looked around the place again. Despite his paranoia, no one watched him. He couldn’t see anyone from work or the masked man. “It was my dad’s funeral today.” The first sip of his whiskey, it hit him instantly, releasing some of the tension stored in his muscles.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Another sip of his drink, Jacob’s stomach eased and the fire died down. “It’s okay, he was in a bad way at the end. It was for the best.”

      “For him maybe,” Mia said.

      It disarmed Jacob and he had to clear his throat again. A few seconds later, he said, “Anyway, I’ve had enough sadness for one day. Tell me about you. What’s your story?”

      The same broad and radiant smile she’d greeted him with. It operated on a completely different frequency to her deep brown eyes. Long-held sadness swirled within her stare while black hammocks of exhaustion hung beneath them. “I’m not sure we have time for that today.” She looked over her shoulder out through the bank of windows showing the high street beyond. “Sunny out, isn’t it?”

      A nod, Jacob said, “That it is.” He raised his glass. “To the weather.”

      They chinked their tumblers together.

      “Cheers,” Jacob said.

      Mia smiled. Her eyes didn’t.
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      The sun in his eyes, Jacob looked left and right at his family on either side of him and shouted, “The last one to the bottom buys the ice cream!” before launching himself down the water slide.

      Although he’d started level with Lucy and the kids, Jacob now left them behind, accelerating quicker and heading towards the pool at the bottom.

      Moments before impact, Jacob winced, crashing into the water. Half of the pool seemed to fill his mouth and nose, choking him momentarily. The other half lunged away from him in huge waves as he cut through it.

      While coughing and spluttering, Jacob laughed as he turned around to watch Andrew, Lucy, and then Julia splash into the pool at the bottom. Julia skimmed over the surface like a flat pebble. Looking up at the top of the slide, squinting against the sparkling reflection of the sun, he saw the guard up there waving his arms, encouraging them to clear the way for the next people.

      A wide grin on his face, Jacob waded from the pool. Thank god he’d shown restraint the previous day. He’d only had one drink with Mia in the pub when he could have easily had more. The turbulence, insane cab driver, and now the water slides wouldn’t have worked well with a hangover.

      When Jacob had told Mia about the holiday and his family, she’d been the one to suggest he go home. She clearly knew she could have drunk for free on him all day, but she spoke sense. And he had listened to her.

      Jacob waited at the edge of the pool for his family. The hard ground had absorbed the sun’s warmth, and he dragged the heat up through the soles of his feet. Laughing at the deep frown on Julia’s face as she got closer to him, pulling her bikini straight after her undignified landing, he said, “Ice creams are on you, then?”

      “It’s not fair.”

      Both Lucy and Andrew were smiling too.

      “Because you came last?”

      Julia patted Jacob’s paunch when she got close to him. Her wet hand against his wet belly made a loud slapping sound. “Because you have gravity on your side. It’s like racing a planet down the slide when I come up against you.”

      Faux shock, Jacob opened his mouth wide and looked at Lucy and Andrew. Neither of them took his side. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll get the ice cream.”
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      Something about being surrounded by other middle-aged and overweight Brits helped Jacob let go of his self-conscious need to wrap himself in a towel. The strong sun had dried him off already, and he could feel the beginning of a tan damaging his pallid skin. They queued up at the beach bar for ice cream. Unlike back home where booze and family fun were often separated, the bar had a line of spirits along the back of it. A bottle of Jack Daniel’s sat among them. To stare at it made his mouth water. Maybe he’d be okay. Maybe he could have one and that would be all. Like he’d done yesterday. Although, he’d only left yesterday because Mia told him to. It had taken a stranger to remind him of his duty to his family.

      When he felt a nudge in the back, Jacob turned around to see Lucy. A different expression to a few seconds ago, her lips had thinned as she looked from him to the alcohol along the back of the bar.

      “Can I help?” the teenage boy serving them asked.

      Before Jacob could focus, Julia shoved past him. Maybe the desire for ice cream drove her, but the boy did have a good tan and looked like he worked out. “Hi,” she said, arching her back so her boobs and bum stuck out like a social media selfie.

      As much as Jacob wanted to intervene, he didn’t. She didn’t need embarrassing at that moment. He looked around to make sure she hadn’t attracted the attention of any older men. Then he might have spoken up.

      The boy blushed and didn’t reply.

      All the while Jacob watched his daughter and the boy, he could feel Lucy watching him.

      Julia ordered for them. “Can I have a Magnum, a Cornetto, a Solero, and, Dad, what do you want?”

      “Um … sorry … I … uh, I”—he looked at the whiskey again—“I’ll have a ninety-nine with a Flake, please.”

      While Julia handed the ice creams out, Jacob paid the boy at the till. As they walked away, Lucy continued to glare at him. Nothing else to say, he raised his ice cream in a toast. “To Grandad.”

      The family mimicked his gesture. “To Grandad.”
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      “It feels strange to wear shorts and a T-shirt in February, eh, guys?” Jacob smiled. He’d done a lot of that today. They sat in one of the restaurants along the front, the beach opposite them still busy despite the setting sun. Today had been a good day. Time with his family, laughter and fun, and he’d only craved a drink once. Certainly an improvement on how he’d felt back home.

      The kids smiled at him, enthusiasm a little out of their grasp as both of them threw an occasional self-conscious glance around the restaurant. They were at the age where being out to dinner with their parents was not cool at all. They weren’t in the nicest of venues either. Not that the strip had much better to offer. All of the restaurants had plastic chairs and tables covered with plastic tablecloths. They all had laminated menus with pictures of the food just in case you didn’t know what egg and chips looked like. The restaurant they’d chosen had a bar in it that looked like it had been inspired by something you’d see on a Caribbean beach. It had an open kitchen, which was what appealed to Jacob. At least they could see what the chefs were up to in there. Give it a few days to scope the place out and they’d find somewhere better to eat. The day swimming had left them all ravenous. Tonight they just needed to find the first place that looked like it wasn’t infested with cockroaches. They’d had to pass quite a few to get to this one.

      “It’s been a good day,” Lucy said while sipping on a glass of red wine. “Just what we needed after yesterday.”

      Julia regarded Jacob through narrowed eyes. “Where did you go yesterday, Dad?”

      “I went for a walk to clear my head. Probably not the best way to deal with it, but I needed some time alone. I’m sorry.”

      The kids shrugged the comment away. He needed to do what he needed to do. However, he felt Lucy watching him as he spoke. She knew he’d drunk something, he’d been with her long enough to understand the non-verbal accusation.

      So he didn’t have to look back at her, Jacob looked out of the open-fronted restaurant. A road ran along the seafront, the restaurants and bars on one side, the beach and sea on the other. An hour or two of sunlight left, it set on the lobstered tourists, who were still semi-naked as they made their way back from a day’s sunbathing, bags under each of their arms with towels, balls, inflatables, and a whole host of other beach paraphernalia spilling from them.

      “Despite the constant reminder of Britain,” Jacob said, “it’s nice to forget about everything that’s been going on back home.”

      Lucy finally pulled her attention from Jacob and looked down at the table as she spoke. “It’s been a rough few weeks.” When she looked up, she did so to look at the kids. “How are you two holding up?”

      Non-committal shrugs from both of them. Jacob’s dad would have known what to say to get them talking.

      A deep inhale of the salty air, Jacob looked out of the restaurant again. “You know, we should have lived by the sea. The air’s so much fresher. The infinite horizon makes it feel like you have all the space you want. I mean …” But before he could finish his thought, Jacob’s words died in his throat.

      Although he could feel his family looking at him, Jacob said nothing. Instead, he watched the masked figure. It stood in the middle of the beach, resolute in its strong posture. Still dressed in a trench coat and dark trousers, it glared at him like it always did. “What the fuck?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Lucy said.

      When Jacob looked at his wife, he noticed the kids were giggling. “Sorry.” The waiter came over at that moment. “Can I have a double Jack Daniel’s please?”

      Lucy’s head snapped his way at the request. Jacob ignored her, turning to the kids instead. “And two pints of lager. A relatively weak one.”

      Andrew perked up. “For us?”

      “Of course,” he tried not to look out at the beach and forced a smile, Lucy’s glare still burning into the side of his face, “we’re on holiday.”

      Although she had an olive complexion, Lucy still turned red. She grabbed the waiter and said, “Two halves instead of two pints, please.” After shoving her wine aside, she added, “And I’ll have a water.”

      As much as he didn’t want to, Jacob looked over at the beach again. The figure remained in the same spot. It stared at him. It reminded him it could turn up whenever it chose to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time the food arrived, Jacob had drunk most of his whiskey. As the waiter placed their plates on the table, Jacob said, “Can I have another one, please?”

      “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” Lucy asked, her sharp eyes flitting from him to the waiter.

      A look back over at the masked man on the beach, Jacob shook his head and knocked back the rest of his drink, his face twisting in response to the strong taste. It lit up the liquid’s trail down his throat to his stomach. “No, I don’t. I need this at the moment. My dad’s just died.”

      A vein along Lucy’s right temple pulsed. Only slightly, but he knew her face too well not to notice it. She drew deep and slow breaths while fixing her stare on him. Although she looked like she might shout, after glancing at the kids, she returned her attention to him and spoke measured words. “You do know no amount of booze will fix what’s going on inside you, right?”

      “I’m in control of this, Lucy. Just trust me, yeah? I need to cut loose. We are on holiday, after all.” Even though he’d said the words, he didn’t believe them. It looked like he sure as hell couldn’t convince Lucy either. She turned away from him and stared at the same spot where the masked man stood. If only she saw him. Then she’d get it.

      Even after just one, Jacob felt the fuzzy dulling of his senses. He tucked into his gammon, egg, and chips. Much less in the mood for it than he had been—and hard to get a taste for it with the whiskey he’d already drunk—he ate in silence with the rest of his family.

      The waiter brought over another large Jack Daniel’s, which Jacob raised to his lips, making eye contact with Lucy as he held it there. Instead of tipping it back, he had a sip, inhaled its potent smell, placed it back on the table, and took another bite of his dinner.

      He looked back at the masked figure while he chewed. It continued to watch him.
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      By the time the waiter had taken their meal away, Jacob’s head felt like it had been wrapped in a hot towel. The slight docile buzz of intoxication rose in him. Now night-time outside the restaurant, he could still hear the splash of the waves over the competing sound systems from the bars all along the front. Give it another hour or two and the bad pop music would be loud enough to drown out everything else.

      Despite the dark, the masked figure remained, a beacon of white in the blackness. Jacob stared at it like it stared at him.

      “Jacob!”

      “Huh?” He turned to his wife and shrugged. “What?”

      “I’ve said your name about seven times now. Did you not hear me?”

      He shrugged again and winced from how her shrill words hurt his head. “What do you want?”

      “Don’t talk to me like that.”

      Another look at the masked figure. He should go to it. Confront it once and for all.

      When Jacob didn’t reply, Lucy said, “I think we should go for a walk.”

      At that moment, the waiter placed another whiskey down for him. “I can’t be bothered.” Jacob looked back at the masked figure. Had it moved closer?

      “We haven’t come on this holiday to watch you get pissed, you know? We’ve come because we all need a break, not just you.”

      Another look at the figure. It had definitely moved closer. It remained on the beach, but stood just a metre or so away from the road. Bad enough that he had to watch it from afar, but now it closed in on him, Jacob felt the same nausea he’d experienced at his dad’s funeral. “He was my dad.”

      Lucy pointed an aggressive finger at Julia and Andrew. “And their grandfather. And my father-in-law. The man who was there for me when you weren’t.”

      On any other day, Lucy’s words might have stung, but the masked figure had most of Jacob’s attention. It had crossed the road and now stood outside the restaurant. Every time he looked away, it moved closer. Giddy with the adrenaline running into him, he quickly looked at his wife again. “Fuck you, Lucy.”

      Both of the kids jumped at his aggression.

      The masked figure had entered the restaurant.

      A look at both of the children, Lucy picked her bag up from the floor. “This is what your father used to be like, kids. We all feel sad about Grandad dying, but there’s no excuse for his behaviour.”

      Although both Andrew and Julia stared at Jacob, Julia’s look bothered him more. For the first time in their life, she looked horrified by him. She looked at him like he was a monster, not the protector he’d tried so hard to be.

      Lucy went on. “He used to be an alcoholic. Grandad supported both him and me through it. He gave up drinking before Andrew was born, which is why you’ve never seen this before. I made one promise to myself after that experience.” She turned to Jacob. “I promised that I wouldn’t let it happen again. I shouldn’t have even let this holiday happen. When Andrew showed me the half-drunk bottle of whiskey he’d found in his boot, I knew you’d past the point of no return again. I didn’t want to believe that you’d take our son on driving lessons when you’d been drinking, but I suppose that was naïve of me, eh? I should have learned the last time that you’ll do whatever the fuck you want to do. That you’ll do whatever suits you.”

      This time when Jacob looked out of the restaurant, he jumped in his seat. The masked man now stood next to Julia, leaning close to her. Its long tongue poked through the slit in the yellowed fabric. “Get away from her,” Jacob said.

      Lucy and the kids fell silent and stared at Jacob. When he looked around the restaurant, he saw other people staring too. Another family of four sat close to them. The kids were both boys and younger than Andrew and Julia. They’d stopped eating as they watched him.

      After scowling at the dad of the family, Jacob said, “What the fuck are you looking at, pal?”

      The dad frowned. “Huh?”

      “Don’t give me that. I just clocked you looking at my fifteen-year-old daughter. You some sort of fucking nonce or what?”

      Although he opened his mouth, the man didn’t speak.

      “Jacob!” Lucy said. She turned to the man. “Please excuse my husband. He’s drunk and is making a fool of himself.”

      The masked man had his ulcerated tongue just millimetres from Julia’s cheek. Jacob spun on the dad with his family again and pointed at him. “I saw you looking at her. So I’ll ask you again, are you some kind of nonce?” A shake of his head, he lifted his top lip in a snarl. “And sitting there with a young family too. You’re disgusting.”

      The man’s discomfort and embarrassment looked to have changed into something more. Younger, larger, and clearly fitter than Jacob, he clenched his fists as he stared at him. All the other diners had fallen silent as they watched on. A couple walked into the restaurant at that moment, looked around the place, and left.

      “We don’t think you were looking at anyone,” Lucy said. “Sorry, please ignore him.”

      “Don’t apologise to him, Lucy. He’s a fucking nonce.”

      Lucy shook her head and stood up. “You’re an embarrassment.” She pulled her wavy brown hair back from her face and pointed at Andrew and Julia. “Look, Jacob, look at how ashamed your own kids are to be out with you. You’re a mess.”

      Jacob looked across at Julia to see her pale skin had flushed red and her eyes watered as if on the verge of tears. He did all he could to shut out the masked man next to her. A look at Andrew and he saw him staring at his lap, his food pushed away from him.

      He looked back at the masked man. He wouldn’t win. He couldn’t control him. Jacob glared at Lucy. “Why don’t you stop being such an uptight bitch? You need to chill the fuck out.”

      “Come on, kids,” Lucy said. “Let’s go back to the apartment.”

      Slumped back in his seat, Jacob didn’t watch his family leave. Instead, he picked up his most recent whiskey and stared directly at the masked figure. Now Julia had gone, the thing stood up straight again. Although he couldn’t see its mouth through the fabric, he could tell by the sparkle in its eyes that it was grinning.
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      Jacob’s eyes burned when the bright light woke him up. Dehydrated from boozing the night before, a thick funk lay on his tongue. The saliva in his mouth had turned into a sticky paste. A deep groan as he sat up on the sofa, he belched the combined stale taste of last night’s drinking and dinner. He clenched his jaw against his need to vomit and took slow and shallow breaths.

      Only then did Jacob realise he hadn’t woken up naturally. Both Andrew and Julia stood by the door next to their cases. His diminutive, yet fierce wife stood over him, hands on her hips.

      “Lucy?” Jacob’s voice came out as a whispered croak.

      “We’re leaving.”

      “Huh?” When Jacob tried to stand up, a twinge ran down his back. His hand on the base of his spine, he shifted on the cheap foam sofa. On his second attempt, he got to his feet, his bare soles against the warm tiles. A few seconds later, his entire world spun one sharp turn, his legs weakened, and he sat back down again before he fell over.

      After watching him go through it, Lucy sneered. “I honestly don’t know what’s going on with you. Or maybe I do. And maybe that’s what scares me more. I can see you’ve got something dark inside you. It’s more than the death of your dad. But know this, the only thing your drinking will drive away is us. At some point you’ll have to sober up and face whatever’s going on inside you. I can’t promise we’ll still be here by then.”

      When Lucy looked over at their two children, Jacob did the same. The shock on their faces drove a sharp pain through his chest. They looked at him like they didn’t know him.

      “These two have important years coming up,” Lucy said. “They need to get through their exams without any of your bullshit. They need to keep their heads down. In your current frame of mind, you’re too much of a disruption to our family.”

      The post-booze clamminess took over Jacob, forcing pinpricks of sweat from his brow. He shook his head. “Please, just give me a—”

      Lucy had been relatively calm until that moment. She threw her arms wide and leaned towards him, shouting in his face. “A what, Jacob? A chance? You want a chance? When it comes to boozing, you ran out of chances twenty years ago.”

      The force with which Lucy delivered her aggression made Jacob pull back from her, but she didn’t stop. “And what kind of a chance do you want us to give you that I haven’t given you already?”

      Jacob opened his mouth to reply, but when he stared into his wife’s wide brown eyes, he thought better of it. He dropped his attention to the terracotta tiles at his feet. Several ants moved around on them.

      “We have our flights home booked. You have another few days here on your own, so make the most of it. Think about whatever you need to think about and know I’m here for you if you come to me and speak honestly and are sober. I don’t want to throw away everything we’ve built together, but you’re pushing me to the edge. Soon I’ll be forced to make that choice. Whatever’s going on, booze and lies won’t fix it.” She tapped against the side of his head where he had the moon-shaped scar. Each contact with her index finger boomed through his skull. “You need to fix what’s going on in there.”

      Again, Jacob withheld his reply and dropped his eyes to the floor.

      “We hope you feel better, Dad,” Julia said as she opened the apartment’s door and stepped out into the hallway.

      Andrew didn’t speak, but instead offered his dad a tight-lipped smile as he followed his sister through the front door.

      Just before Lucy walked out, she stopped and turned to him. “We love you. It’s not too late, but you need to sort out whatever shit you have going on and come home ready to talk about it. I understand your dad’s death has been hard for you, but we can’t continue like this.”

      The lump in Jacob’s throat cut off his words. He nodded at his wife and watched her follow his kids out the front door.
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      The heavy bass swell of house music throbbed through the bar as Jacob sat on a stool at the edge of the dance floor and swayed with both the music and the alcohol in his blood. The oldest person in there by far, but he deserved to have a good holiday too, so screw whether he fitted in or not. As he looked at his whiskey, he sneered. He didn’t have a drink problem. He’d sat by the pool all day without touching a drop. But what else could he do in the evening? There were only Spanish-speaking programs on the television.

      A young woman who looked to be in her early twenties moved to the heavy rhythm. Wearing a tight-fitting white Lycra dress, her hips hit every beat. Her arms above her head, she flicked her long blonde hair from side to side. She didn’t dance with the music, she rode it.

      As Jacob watched her, swigging his drink, he couldn’t help but smile. Oh, to be young and energised like that. Now, whenever he stayed up late, he couldn’t enjoy the night because he mostly thought about how he’d feel the next day. And the day after that. And quite probably the day after that.

      A line of blue lasers cut across the dance floor, spreading out like a fan. Smoke machines thickened the air, the light show swirling and turning with the spinning clouds.

      Now he’d finished the free drink he’d been given for entering the bar, Jacob looked at the complimentary luminous blue shot they’d also poured for him. It looked like something he’d put in his car. He caught the barman’s eye and flicked his head up at him to call him over.

      Sweaty and red-faced, the barman’s pupils were dilated. He worked his jaw as if chewing on the air. Before Jacob could ask him for another drink, he looked down at the shot. “Not drinking that, pal?”

      “I don’t know whether to drink it or clean my paintbrushes in it.”

      The joke fell flat, the barman’s face dropping, although he continued to move his jaw. “You drink it.”

      Jacob resisted rolling his eyes at him and held up his empty glass. “Another double, please.”

      “Got it.” The barman danced as he walked off. Not quite as captivating as the girl in the white dress.

      Not only had Jacob found himself looking at the girl in the dress, but it looked like a lot of other people were too. Boys and girls alike. Many of those there didn’t look much older than Andrew. The boys wore their egos on their sleeves, their chests puffed out, their jaws tight as if fighting against any desire to smile.

      When the barman returned with his drink, Jacob handed some money over and took another kick of the fiery spirit. The gradual effects of the booze worked into his tense body, helping him forget.

      The barman returned with Jacob’s change. Another sip of his drink, Jacob then looked back at the girl and damn near fell from his stool. The same lithe body, the same swaying rhythm, the same wild abandon. But right beside her, he saw the masked figure. A shake of his head, he said, “Come on, leave me alone.”

      The thing stood right next to the girl like it had with Julia in the restaurant. It looked at him. Jacob grabbed his drink and took another hard hit from it, the muscles in his neck pulling tight from the large gulp. As he put it back on the bar, he refused to break eye contact with the thing and said, “What do you want with me?” Not loud enough for anyone to hear over the music, but he knew the masked man heard him.

      “Hey!”

      The call snapped Jacob from his daze, and he looked at the boy who’d said it. Like all of the other boys on the strip, he wore a shirt, had gelled hair, and held himself like he thought the world wanted to fight him.

      “What the fuck are you looking at, you old perv?”

      Still frowning from staring at the masked figure, Jacob looked back at the girl to see she’d stopped dancing and now stared at him too. The masked figure had gone. A quick glance around the room showed him most of the people there now looked his way. He returned his attention to the boy, who had now come close enough for him to see the scar down the side of his face. “I don’t know what you think you saw—”

      “I saw a dirty old man—old enough to be her father—stare at my girlfriend. Are you telling me I’m wrong?”

      Jacob could argue with him, but what would he tell him? The truth? That he wasn’t staring at the girl, rather the masked man that stood next to her that only he could see. Not much time to think, and the swell of intoxication taking him over, Jacob said, “Fuck you, you generic man child.”

      The boyfriend threw such a wide punch he took out half of the bar with his swing. Glasses full of luminous shit fell to the floor and splashed as they broke on the hard ground.

      By the time the punch connected with the top of Jacob’s right shoulder, he barely felt it. But he still fell from his stool, landing on the sticky floor with the spilled poisonous shots and broken glass.

      The boy yelled an indecipherable call as he stood over him, raised his fist, and brought it crashing down. This time the punch landed square on Jacob’s nose. A flash of light burst through his vision; the hot pain of what felt like a broken bone seared his sinuses.

      Despite his compromising position—blinded by booze and the punch—Jacob laughed. At least the masked figure had gone. Silver linings and all that.

      The boy ground his jaw, his heavy brow crushing with his rage. But before he could launch into another attack, he shot backwards.

      Jacob rubbed his eyes to help him see better. Although it worked, it didn’t give him total clarity. However, he did make out the Lanzarote police dragging the boy away and out of the bar. When they got outside, they threw the boy to the ground and laid into him. Boots and batons flew as they kicked the shit out of the skinny kid.

      It took until that moment for Jacob to realise the music in the bar had been turned off. Everyone either looked at him or the boy outside. He got to his feet. Thankfully what remained of his whiskey had stayed on the bar unspilled. He knocked it back in one, turned in the direction of the bar’s exit, stared straight ahead, and strode out of there. Let the kids in that place think of him as a pervert. Better to be a pervert than fucking insane.
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      “You fucking lunatic. What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

      Jacob didn’t bother to turn around to look at the person shouting at him. Instead, he ploughed into another shirted townie, knocking him so hard it stung his shoulder.

      “You prick.”

      Since being punched, Jacob had left the bar and now walked along the strip. Although in a bad state himself, he still had to step over or walk around plenty of unconscious teenagers. He passed bars that smelled of stale booze and sick, and nightclubs whose sound systems shook the ground with their bass. He’d stopped several times to get another drink, and currently walked with a Jack Daniel’s in his hand.

      Jacob might have upset nearly every person he encountered, but at least his walk along the strip had banished the hooded thing. It seemed like the more people he upset, the farther he got away from it. Maybe he’d get another kicking. They could beat the thing out of him.

      As Jacob walked past another bar like all the others, he saw this one advertised their bargain-basement booze on full-length mirrors. They’d written the drinks and prices in pink and blue neon. While staring at it, swaying with his glass in his hand, he looked at his reflection for the first time since he’d been punched. A goatee of blood, stains on his yellow T-shirt, and his hair a dishevelled mess. No wonder no one wanted to fight him. He looked fucking mental. He smiled at himself and set off again, crashing through the middle of another group of boys.

      “You bellend.”

      “Arsehole.”

      “Go home, old man.”

      The next person Jacob walked into stood both taller and wider than him and must have weighed twice what he did.

      “Fucking hell, pal,” the brute called out, but Jacob kept moving. Whatever it took to get rid of that thing.

      As Jacob got close to a phone box on the side of the road, a drunk girl of no more than about twenty fell out through the door and hit the hard concrete face first. Further evidence as to why so many European countries hated holidaying Brits.

      Jacob stepped over the drunk girl and shoved her away with his foot so he could close himself in the box. It took cards, so he slipped in his credit card and called home.

      Lucy sounded groggy when she answered. “Hello?”

      “Hi, love.”

      “Jacob? Do you know what time it is? And what’s that noise in the background?”

      So pissed he hadn’t thought about the sounds of the bars and clubs when calling her, Jacob now heard the loud music as something that would hinder the phone call.

      “I …” he said, struggling to get his words past what felt like lips too thick to speak through. “I just wanted to check you got back okay.”

      “What are you even saying? You’re slurring your words, and it’s too loud for me to hear you. Why are you calling?”

      “I wanted to check you got back okay.”

      “I can’t understand a word you’re saying, Jacob.”

      “Just take care of yourself, Luce. I love you.”

      Lucy tutted on the other end of the phone and hung up.

      A tone sounded in Jacob’s ear to encourage him to put the phone down too. “Luce? Luce?”

      When he got no response, Jacob drank the rest of his whiskey, stepped out of the phone box and over the drunk girl then turned back around and threw his empty glass against the phone. It exploded inside the booth with a loud smash.

      Jacob stared at the broken glass and swayed for a few seconds before he spun on his heel and walked away, crashing into a couple of girls in his path.

      “You dick!” they called after him.

      Someone then grabbed Jacob’s arm, spinning him around. When the expected punch didn’t come, he frowned at the long-haired greasy man. He had dark skin like he either lived on the island or had spent a lot of time on Lanzarote.

      “You need to watch yourself, pal.”

      Jacob raised his fists.

      The man laughed. “You’re a fucking mess. Now, unless you want to be taken away by the police—and believe me, you don’t want to be taken away by the police—then I suggest you wind your neck in and sober the fuck up.”

      Unable to stop himself swaying, Jacob shrugged. “What the fuck do you care?”

      “I have a proposition for you.”

      Jacob focused on remaining upright.

      “I have access to all the pussy a man could want.”

      The sudden change in tone threw Jacob off guard, and he lowered his fists. “What?”

      “Pussy,” the man said. “You like pussy?”

      “Sure.”

      “The finest pussy this island has to offer?”

      Jacob hadn’t ever done this before. Excitement and fear swirled through him in equal measure, and he shrugged, his senses sharpening a little. “Okay.”

      “We have any girl you like. We have fat, we have thin, we have big titties and little titties. We have old, and we have barely legal.”

      “Barely legal?”

      The same fearless smile on his greasy face, the man raised his hands defensively and leaned closer. “Truth be told, they’re at least twenty-one, but some people like it when they look young.”

      “I don’t.”

      The man raised his hands higher and shrugged. “Each to their own. So, are you game?”

      Not that Jacob had said yes. Although, when the man led him away, he definitely hadn’t said no either.
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      The narrow doorway sat nestled between a bar and a club. So covert, Jacob wouldn’t have seen it were he not being guided by the long-haired man. After he’d looked up and down the strip, he saw no one watching him, so he followed the greasy man in.

      The door frame, the stairs, the carpet … all of it had been finished in black. Were it not for the red lights in the ceiling, and mirrors on virtually every surface, it would have been like descending into a coal mine. Hardly an inviting place, Jacob hooked a thumb over his shoulder and said, “You know what—”

      But the man cut him off with what sounded like a well-practiced line. “It costs nothing to look, my friend.”

      About halfway down the stairs, the music from the strip behind them faded, and Jacob heard the beat that belonged exclusively to the place. A house music baseline like every other venue, it throbbed through him as a pulse. A few steps later he entered an atmosphere soured with a heady mix of cheap perfume. It caught in his throat and tasted like fly spray.

      The skinny and greasy man who’d enticed him in scooted off ahead after he’d hopped from the bottom step. Jacob nearly turned around again at that point. He didn’t belong here. If he wanted a family to return home to, he needed to sort himself out. Although his chances of returning to his family were probably low now anyway. He’d just fucked that up in the phone box.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Jacob came to a small bar area. A barman in a shirt and a bowtie said, “Would you like a drink, sir?”

      Aware of the other punters in the waiting room, Jacob focused on the man behind the bar. He didn’t have to feel ashamed when he looked at him. “Please.” He nodded. “Jack Daniel’s, please.”

      The impassive server acknowledged Jacob’s request with a tilt of his head before he turned to the spirits behind him.

      A red sofa curved around a shiny black table that looked to be made from onyx. In another establishment, Jacob might have trusted that judgement. In here it was probably plastic, maybe glass at the very best.

      Jacob sat down on the sofa, another john to his right, whom he avoided making eye contact with. The barman walked over and put his drink down on the table. “Thank you,” he said and raised the glass to his lips, his hand shaking with the adrenaline running through him.

      The strong smell of whiskey overpowered the reek of perfume as Jacob took a large sip of his beverage. It helped relax him, a warm swell in his penis as he thought about what lay ahead. After all, what goes on in Lanzarote stays in Lanzarote.

      A doorway led through to another part of the building. No doubt where the girls and their rooms were. Jacob watched it to see when the skinny man would emerge.

      Another sip of his drink, Jacob then put it back down on the table again. This time, the reek of whiskey remained despite it being too far away for him to smell. Strong and stale, it had something else to it.

      Jacob sniffed again to drag the scent in. The tang of whiskey and … damp.

      Before Jacob looked at the man next to him, he already knew what he’d see. His shake got worse. The strong tang of perfume in the air suddenly choked him, and his throat constricted.

      As much as he didn’t want to look at the man, he had to be sure. Jacob slowly turned around. The blue eyes, the soiled pillowcase, the jagged and dirty mouth hole. “No,” he said and stood up. He tripped over while backing away, fire igniting in his hip when he landed across the first several stairs. While he scrabbled back to his feet, he pointed at the masked figure. “You’re not going to win. You’re not.”

      But even as he said it, he knew he’d already lost, the attention of the room on him.

      The masked man continued to stare at Jacob—to stare into Jacob. He saw him. He knew about his family at home.

      “I’ve never cheated on Lucy,” Jacob said.

      But the masked man didn’t care. It was the thought that counted.

      “This isn’t me.” Jacob continued to back away up the black stairs.

      At that moment, the Hispanic man emerged through the door with three girls. “Hi, mister, which one do you like best?”

      Jacob shook his head as he turned around. He ran out of there while calling back, “I’m sorry.”

      “Huh?”

      He fished a twenty-euro note from his pocket and threw it back down the stairs. “I’m sorry. This is for the drink, but I can’t do this. I’m sorry, I thought I could.”

      Although he couldn’t see it anymore, Jacob felt the monster’s glare burning into his back.

      “Mister,” the man called after him.

      But Jacob didn’t stop or turn around. Instead, he ran with all he had, up the dark stairs, out into the strip full of drunk teenagers, and back towards the apartment block he currently stayed in.
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      It didn’t matter what the people said on the television, Jacob watched it anyway. So what if he didn’t understand Spanish, at least he found the cadence of the language pleasing.

      The local kebab shop had given Jacob a paper plate to eat from. He currently had it resting on top of a large hardback atlas he’d found in the apartment. The food tasted like shit, especially after the day he’d had of drinking nothing but Coke beside the pool. The mixture of sugar, caffeine, sun, and hangover had left him with a throbbing headache. The deep self-loathing and the swelling in his face from where he’d been punched didn’t help his mood much either.

      The one bright part in Jacob’s day had also broken his heart. He’d found a book Julia had left behind for him. It had a note inside. He’d cried when he read it, and even thinking about it at that moment brought tears to his eyes. This might help keep your mind off things, Dad. Love Julia.

      So Jacob had spent the day reading the book, even with his throbbing head. The first of The Hunger Games trilogy. A little too much teenage angst for his liking, but he found it to be an easy and engaging read. It also reminded him that he had people who loved him at home. It helped him to connect to his little girl to think of her reading it too.

      When Jacob couldn’t distract himself, his mind returned to the brothel. First, the fact that he’d been there at all, and second, the masked figure. It showed up everywhere. The smell of the hood made his stomach churn, but the eyes were the worst part of it. Boring into him, laser sharp in their penetration, they pinned him to the spot. But at least it had stopped him having sex with a prostitute.

      Once he’d finished his dinner—still over half of it remaining on the now grease-stained plate—Jacob folded it up in the paper wrapper and put it in the bin. The heavy weight of saturated stodge pushed down on the lump in his stomach. It probably didn’t help that he’d tried to wash it down with even more Coke. They’d given him a two-litre bottle in the kebab shop. Every time he burped, he tasted stale oil.

      At least he hadn’t had a drink today. And as lonely as it felt watching people on the television speaking a language he couldn’t understand, he probably needed the time on his own. Maybe his family also needed time to remember why they loved him because he certainly hadn’t given them much cause to lately.

      The sparsely furnished apartment hadn’t been designed for much other than sleeping in. The foam-filled sofa hurt Jacob’s back when he sat on it. It gave way wherever he put pressure. The television had a grainy picture, and the terracotta floor, which must have been the best option for a country so hot, offered little comfort beneath his feet. Even with socks on.

      Not that he’d be able to relax anyway. Jittery with sugar and caffeine, consumed with self-loathing, and strung out because of that fucking thing in the mask, he’d be on edge in a warm and soapy bath.

      When he returned home, he’d make sure his family knew how much he loved them. No use calling them and throwing empty words down the phone. Take the break and give them space. It had gone beyond words now. His family needed to see he’d sorted himself out through his actions.

      Jacob picked up The Hunger Games and read the message inside again, especially the last few words. Love Julia. He’d make them proud of him. He’d live up to his dad’s legacy.
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      The taxi’s tyres crunched over Jacob’s gravel driveway, tightening the knot in his stomach. He leaned forward in his seat and scanned the windows for lights. It looked like everyone had gone to bed already.

      Time on his own in Lanzarote had given Jacob space to think, to assess his current path in life. If arsehole credit existed, he’d blacklisted himself over the past week. However, there seemed little point in calling home to talk about it. Lucy had had enough of his empty promises. Actions mattered. Nothing else.

      Also, since Jacob had stopped drinking, the masked figure had gone too. He didn’t trust it had gone for good, but at least it left him alone for now. When it did come back, he wouldn’t give it the same power. After all, it only ever stared at him, hardly something to fear.

      After paying the taxi driver, Jacob stepped out into the bitter February night. Huge puffs of condensation formed in front of him as he remained still and stared at his small detached house. Although small, they had a Surrey postcode. They didn’t come cheaply. Were it not for his dad, they wouldn’t have been able to purchase it in the first place. Were it not for his dad, he would have lost Lucy a long time ago because of his drinking. Were it not for his dad, his life would have been a wreck. He filled his lungs with the sharp wintry air to compose himself.

      Jacob couldn’t stand there all day, especially shivering as he did. His behaviour in Lanzarote had put everything on the line, so he needed to make amends, and he needed to start right now. A few days without booze had been a good start, but it didn’t undo all the strange behaviour his loved ones had witnessed. Now he needed to show them he could behave normally. Either that, or he needed to admit to them that he’d lost his fucking mind.

      Another deep sigh, it did nothing for Jacob’s churning stomach, but he knocked on the door anyway, the hard wood stinging his cold knuckles.

      It took a few minutes before Lucy came down the stairs, turned the hall light on, and opened the door. Dressed in her pyjamas, the twist of sleep crushed her dark features. She appraised him through one open eye. After several blinks, some kind of clarity settled on her face. She pulled her hair back and tied it up while keeping her attention fixed on him.

      As much as Jacob had promised himself it wouldn’t be his opening, it came out before he’d had a chance to think. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      Paranoid about the masked figure, Jacob looked past her into the house. It seemed clear.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “Um …” Jacob scratched his head. “Nothing, I was just …”

      Lucy’s jaw tensed and her arms moved away from her body. While lifting her chest, she spoke through clenched teeth. “So that’s all you’ve got?” A deep breath, her cheeks then puffed out when she exhaled. “After what happened in Lanzarote, you say sorry and then act as if I’m not here.”

      Jacob caught his next apology before it came out. “I’m off the booze now.” As he spoke, a shadow moved across the house’s hallway, taking his attention with it. When Ernie the cat walked past, he let out a gentle sigh.

      Eyes narrowed to slits and with a slow shake of her head, Lucy said, “We don’t know who you are anymore.”

      A damp weight plunged through him. Dear John …

      “Your own daughter’s scared of you, and Andrew’s embarrassed by your behaviour. I can take a bit of weirdness. After all, your dad died. I get you’re in a state, I’ve seen it plenty in my job. But now it’s affecting the kids, I can’t stand by in silence. I can’t go there again, and I can’t take them with me. Both of them have important exams coming up in the next few months. You seemed like you wanted to ask me for help a while back, but you haven’t. If you don’t tell me what’s wrong, how can we move forward?”

      Jacob opened his mouth to deny he had any issues, but Lucy cut him off before the words came out. “It’s obvious something’s going on with you.”

      The shadows in the hallway goaded Jacob. He might not have seen the masked figure for the past few days, but he felt it now, watching him as it stood just beyond the edge of his vision.

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Huh?” Jacob looked back at her.

      Lucy threw the door wide to reveal a large suitcase. “I took the liberty of packing your stuff for you.”

      “But … where will I go?”

      “Your dad’s house is empty.”

      “Come on, Luce …”

      “Look, I’m not saying it’s over. I won’t throw away what we’ve built together overnight, but I’m certainly taking a step in that direction. For now, all I’m asking is that you get yourself straight. I’m trying to protect the kids, so you need to sort yourself out away from here. When you’re ready, come back to me, and maybe we can fix things.”

      Unable to grasp the word for a second, Jacob finally said, “Maybe?”

      Lucy released a weary sigh. “Just take this time to focus on you, yeah?”

      Although Jacob wanted to reply, he had nothing to say. So when Lucy stepped aside to let him into the house, he grabbed his suitcase and looked around. He already felt like a stranger here. A stranger in the house his dad’s money had helped purchase.

      The heaviness of the case surprised Jacob when he lifted it. “You’ve packed a lot.”

      “You need time. We need time. I’ve pressed and ironed a suit.” Lucy pointed at the back of the kitchen door and the suit bag hanging there. “I’ll call you a cab,” she said before guiding him out of the house again and closing the door with a definitive click.

      As Jacob stood there on his own, the light in the hallway turning out a few seconds later, he shivered again. This time, the February chill cut to his bones.
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      Maybe Jacob should have tried to go to sleep when he got to his dad’s house, but the trip home and then the conversation with Lucy had left him wide awake. The clock on the mantlepiece showed him it had just gone midnight. Even if he went to bed now, he’d be staring at the ceiling for hours.

      A sip from his glass, the fiery whiskey burning his throat on the way down, Jacob changed the channel. Not many options at this time in the morning, especially on his dad’s old set. The first fifteen minutes of free-to-view porn, a twenty-four-hour feed of some reality show where all of the contestants slept, and reruns of Britain’s-Got-X-Factor-Pop-Idol bollocks.

      As he sat on his dad’s old sofa—the seat so worn it bowed in the middle—he looked away from the television at the messy room. A heavy sag of regret slumped through him. All the things his dad had done for him and he let him live like this. It would have taken a few weekends to do the place up, but he was too busy with his life to look at his dad’s. He took another hit of the strong drink.

      The next contestant on the talent show—a skinny man in his fifties—came on dressed in just a pair of jeans. For the next few minutes, Jacob felt slightly nauseated to watch him swallow coins and regurgitate specific ones on demand. By the end, one of the judges—who looked like she’d had one bump too many—threw her arms in the air. Wide-eyed and with dilated pupils, she damn near foamed at the mouth as she slammed the golden buzzer. Foil confetti rained from the ceiling, and the crowd of mostly teenagers went wild. He took another hit of the strong drink.

      It must have been why his dad only ever came to Jacob’s house. Maybe he liked the excuse to get away from his run-down surroundings. Whatever the reason, the dusty little bungalow he’d grown up in needed a lot of work done to it. It made sense why his dad constantly repeated his why replace something that isn’t broken mantra. He’d used it as an excuse to plough all of his money into spoiling Jacob and his family.

      Another glug of whiskey. Jacob tried to burn out the lump in his throat with every fiery swig. What would his dad—a teetotaller—think of his son if he saw him now? He looked up at the ceiling as if he could feel his disappointment bearing down on him. Although, even at the height of Jacob’s drinking, his dad had only ever shown him love.

      When Jacob stood up, he rocked on his heels and windmilled his arms to stop himself falling back onto the tatty sofa. His balance regained, he walked from the living room to the kitchen and looked down at the threadbare carpet that should have been replaced years ago. It showed him the lonely tracks his dad had made over time.

      The kitchen looked no better than the rest of the house. Still the same units he’d grown up around as a child. Some of the doors barely hung on; they must have been at least forty years old. Why hadn’t Jacob questioned why his dad had so much money to spend on him and his family? He’d clearly given to them to his own detriment.

      As Jacob stood in the kitchen with the lights off, he lifted the bottle of Jack from the table and poured. Tears flowed down his cheeks. Whatever the reasons for his dad not doing the place up, he should have asked the questions much sooner than this. “I’m sorry, Dad. I’ve let you down big time. I was so caught up in my own life. I’m sorry.”

      Movement in the back garden caught Jacob’s eye. When he looked out into the darkness, his legs weakened and the hairs lifted on the back of his neck. He stared at the masked man. It stood so far back, he almost couldn’t see it for the darkness. Almost. It watched him like it always did. It owned him, and they both knew it.

      Jacob darted forwards and snapped the old curtains shut with a whoosh. Not that it banished the image from his mind or removed it from the back garden, but at least he couldn’t see it anymore.

      After flicking the light on—the old strip bulb sending a disconcerting strobe through the room before it kicked to life—Jacob drank his whiskey straight from the bottle. The burn of it travelled down his throat into his guts. It didn’t burn enough. Maybe he needed to set fire to it as he drank.

      Out in the hallway, the glow of the kitchen behind him, Jacob looked out of the small window by the phone and saw him again. In a different spot, but exactly the same distance away, almost hidden by the night, but not quite.

      “No!” Jacob shouted and dragged the curtain across to shut it out.

      In his dad’s bedroom, he shouted again and shut the masked man out with another whoosh of the curtains. “No!”

      Jacob shut the curtains in the bedroom, en suite bathroom, and the spare bedroom. The masked figure followed him through every room. It even moved to the other side of the house when he got there.

      The world’s most twisted drinking game, Jacob knocked back a gulp of whiskey every time he pulled a curtain across.

      The clumsy stomp of Jacob’s feet called through the house as he moved down the hallway back towards the front room. He reached into the second bathroom on his way past and drew the curtain without looking.

      Upon entering the front room, Jacob jumped backwards and let go of his bottle of whiskey. The crash of it breaking on the floor barely registered as he stared at the only window he hadn’t drawn a curtain across.

      Pressed up against the glass, a large patch of condensation spreading away from its hot breath, the masked man looked in. Like it had done through every window, it stared straight at him.

      As much as Jacob didn’t want to look at it, how could he not? The whoosh of him snapping the curtains shut hid it from sight. But it stood just metres from him. Waiting. While he panted for breath, his chest tight and his heart galloping, a pig jumped hurdles on the TV and the crowd applauded.

      It didn’t matter that he’d closed every curtain and flicked on every light because the thing existed outside the house, waiting to peer in whenever he looked out.

      When Jacob saw his dad’s car keys in a bowl on the side, he knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t stay in the house a second longer.
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      When Jacob grabbed the door handle, he froze. If the thing had followed him around the house, surely it would be waiting on the other side of the front door. Only a few metres between him and the car in the driveway, he could make it. Once he got in the car, he could get the hell out of there. Even if he had to face it, anything would be better than sitting inside the house, the curtains drawn like walls around him as he imagined the masked man outside. A nod to reassure himself, he undid the lock and yanked the door open.

      Jacob nearly lost control of his bladder to see the thing. It stood in the driveway just a few metres away. Between him and his dad’s car, clouds of condensation issued from its mouth as it watched him.

      Gritted teeth, Jacob shook his head and balled his hands into fists. “You’re not going to win this time.”

      The thing remained still.

      For what good it did, Jacob screamed so loud it burned his throat, and charged from the house, slamming the front door behind him. The boom of it closing went off like a gunshot in the still night. The thing didn’t flinch.

      A fraction before he crashed into it, Jacob dodged left. Although the thing’s head moved as it watched him pass, its feet remained planted.

      Jacob had the key for his dad’s Ford Mondeo in his hand. When he lifted it to point it at the car, it flew from his grip, sailing in a wide arc away from him. It hit the ground with a metallic splash and then vanished from his sight under the vehicle.

      He spat the word, “Fuck,” as he dropped down into a crouch, his knees slamming against the cold and hard driveway. He shoved his hand into the darkness beneath the car. The stare of the thing burned into the back of his head, but he didn’t look around. He expected it to wrap its grip around his neck at any moment.

      The second Jacob’s fingers touched the keys, he hooked one of them through the ring and dragged it back towards him. On his feet—his throat burning from the frigid air—he gasped for breath and pressed the unlock button on the key fob. The car’s orange hazard lights burst through the darkness.

      The thing remained in the same spot, but it had now turned around. It watched him. He refused to give it the satisfaction of reacting to it. Instead, he ripped the driver’s side door open and jumped in.

      Jacob suddenly remembered the car hadn’t been driven in months. “Shit!” His hands shook as he put the key in the ignition. When he turned it—his heart in his throat—the engine roared to life. A look to the sky, he said, “Thanks, Dad.” Not that his dad would condone his current behaviour—pissed and driving his car—but he’d understand. He always understood.

      In his haste, Jacob revved the car too hard, dumped the clutch, and wheel spun off. The car’s front left tyre ran over his dad’s lawn.

      A wobbly path with the car snapping from side to side, Jacob got out onto the road as he wrestled it under control. When he looked behind, an icy writhe turned through him. The masked figure had walked to the edge of the driveway. It watched him, much like it had when he’d been at home.

      As he drove down the road, no other cars around, Jacob relaxed in his seat. Although, now he’d gotten out of the house, where the hell would he go at this time on a Monday morning? Whatever happened, he couldn’t go back to his family home. Lucy certainly wouldn’t want to see him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 48

          

        

      

    

    
      Before he rounded the corner and put the masked man out of sight, Jacob looked behind again. The thing remained on the edge of his dad’s driveway. It knew he’d be back. A loud bang then ran through his car, snapping the wheel to the left from where he’d hit the curb.

      His attention back in front of him, Jacob got dazzled by the full beam of an oncoming vehicle. It beeped as he fought to get his car under control, dragging his wheel to the left and narrowly missing it. A tight grip, his palms sweating, his pulse racing. One last glance behind and he saw the thing had finally gone. For now.

      It took for Jacob to lean forward and squint before he realised he didn’t have his lights on. No wonder the last car had been given such a fright. He fought with the controls, turning on the front and back wipers before he found the switch for the headlights.

      Heavy breaths rocked through him as he drove into the night. No idea where he’d go, but he needed to get away from that fucking thing.
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      At least two hours passed, during which time, Jacob drove around with just one aim: to not go home. Thankfully, the car had a full tank of petrol. He had his wallet on him, but he didn’t need to be going into a petrol station unless he had to. If they smelled the booze on his breath …

      Now in the city, Jacob watched the lights and people around him on the sparsely populated streets. No closer to understanding the meaning of the masked figure, he wanted to avoid it for as long as possible. Although he’d driven without purpose, he must have had a subconscious longing for familiarity. He looked up at the office he worked in as he drove past it. The clock on the car’s dashboard read two thirty a.m. In a few hours’ time, he’d be at his desk. At this rate, he’d get home, get changed, and go back out again. The less time he spent in his dad’s house alone, the better.

      When he rounded the next corner, Jacob suddenly braked. Bright lights flooded his car from the vehicle behind him. It sounded a prolonged and aggressive toot. After signalling to the left, he pulled over on the side of the road, ignoring the abuse hurled at him from the driver as he passed him. A minicab, they usually drove like arseholes anyway.

      Jacob got out of his car—no coat because he’d left in a rush—and called out, “Mia?”

      She turned around, her face crushed with a hard frown. It took her a second before she walked over to him. “Jacob? What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here? It’s freezing.” He looked her up and down. She wore a short skirt and a small jacket, her midriff exposed. “You’re not exactly dressed for it.”

      “Well”—she blushed—“I kinda am dressed for it.”

      A gruff voice barked at them from the other side of the road. “Mia!”

      When Jacob looked over, he baulked at the size of the man. The same thick frame as Sean, he stood several inches taller and wider. He had closely cropped hair, a mouth filled with gold teeth, and a scar that ran from just below his left eye, up across his left temple, and all the way over the top of his head like a seam. He glared at Jacob. As frightening as he looked, he had nothing on the thing waiting at his dad’s house for him. “This guy bothering you?” he said.

      Even pissed, Jacob had worked it out. “How much for the night?”

      The man leaned towards him. “Are you five-o?”

      “Five-o?”

      The man got so close, Jacob could smell him. The greasy scent of a mechanic, he looked like the kind of person you’d cut and he’d bleed oil. He spoke slowly. “Are. You. A. Pig?”

      Even with the tension of the situation, Jacob laughed. “Do I look like the police?”

      Neither Mia nor her pimp replied, so Jacob shook his head. “No! I’m not old bill.”

      Silence.

      “So how much for the night?”

      “The whole night?” the pimp asked, then to Mia, “You okay going home with this loser?”

      She nodded without hesitation.

      “Three hundred. One fifty to me now, one fifty to her in the morning. But you need to prove you have the cash before you go.”

      As much as Jacob tried to hide his expression, he’d clearly failed. The pimp scowled at him, baring his gold teeth. “I suggest you fuck off, pal.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll go and get the money out of a cashpoint.”

      “They only give two hundred and fifty per day.”

      “I have a hundred in my wallet.”

      “Is it wise to carry that kind of money on the street?” The pimp looked him up and down. “I mean, someone might decide to take it from you.”

      No point in engaging in a pissing contest with the man, Jacob pointed to the cashpoint near his work and said, “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      As he walked off, the nip of the frigid evening bit through his thick T-shirt. Three hundred pounds was a lot of money. Lucy would notice it leaving their account. But he couldn’t go home on his own, and if it stopped Mia selling herself for just one night, it would be worth it.
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      “I didn’t have you pegged as a john,” Mia said as they pulled back into Jacob’s dad’s driveway.

      They’d not spoken much on the journey home, so it caught him off guard. “I’m not,” he said, his eyes stinging from his lack of sleep. He searched the darkness for the masked man. Thankfully, he couldn’t see him. Since he’d left the house, the lawn had taken on a layer of frost. There were no footprints on it.

      “So what are we doing here, then?”

      Jacob stopped the car and checked around again before looking at the girl next to him. “I just wanted the company.”

      “That’s what they all say, sweetheart.”

      “I don’t want to have sex with you.”

      It came out a bit strong, and Mia baulked at the comment.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I would love to have sex with you, but I won’t. Not like this. Not with the age gap between us. Not with me having a family at home.” A slight quickening of his pulse as he thought about what he’d nearly done in Lanzarote. For once, the masked monstrosity had done him a favour, even though the thing had driven him there in the first place.

      “Okay. I just want you to know I stayed quiet on the drive back because I can smell booze on your breath, not because I’m freaked out or anything. I trust you, I just figured you’d need to concentrate. I must say, you drove well and nearly had me convinced you were sober. Nearly.”

      The shame at driving drunk forced Jacob to change the subject. “What is all this anyway?”

      Mia tilted her head to the side. “What?”

      “You selling yourself on the streets. You’re better than that. And that man …”

      “Spike?”

      “Whatever. What the fuck? He’s a fucking animal.”

      “Most pimps are. They keep the psychos away. They know how they work. You think I could do this without his protection?”

      “But why do it in the first place?”

      “Would you believe me if I said I enjoyed it?”

      “No.”

      “No. To be honest, it’s a long story. Buy me a drink sometime and I might tell you it.”

      The security light outside Jacob’s dad’s house turned off, ramping up his senses and forcing him to look outside again.

      “Are you okay?” Mia said.

      Too dark to see, but it looked like something moved in the shadows. He turned his attention back to her. “How old are you anyway?”

      “Worried you’re going to end up having sex with a minor.”

      “I can tell you’re not a minor. Besides, I don’t want to have sex with you. I’ve already told you that. I wasn’t planning on picking a girl up tonight. I could just do with the company.”

      The tension left Mia’s slight frame, and she relaxed into her seat. “You really mean that, don’t you?” And then she said, “I’m twenty-two.”

      “Come on,” Jacob said and threw the door open, almost falling out of the car when his tired body refused to cooperate.

      When he got to the front door, he turned around to watch Mia walking towards him, doing his best to ignore whatever lurked just beyond his peripheral vision. He locked the car before turning around to open the house. Thank god he’d found someone to bring back with him. Maybe he could get a few hours’ sleep before work.

      After he’d led her inside, Jacob closed the door. He didn’t look outside again. Surely the thing watched him. “Sorry about the mess of the place. This is my dad’s old house. It needs a lot of work.”

      “It beats sucking off a fat exec in the back of his car.”

      The image she conjured in Jacob’s mind sent a twist of revulsion through him, and he said to her, “You want a drink?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Yes!”
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      Jacob knocked his whiskey back and said, “I’m going to bed now.”

      “You really don’t want to fuck me?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want me to sleep in the same bed as you?”

      Discomfort crawled beneath his skin. But he had paid her for the night. “Would you mind?”

      Mia knocked back her drink and shook her head. “Not at all. Where are we sleeping?”

      Jacob led the way, turning the light on in his dad’s bedroom as he entered it. He took the other one hundred and fifty pounds from his pocket and showed it to Mia. “This is for you.”

      “Just put it on the side,” she said.

      The same picture Jacob had on his desk at home of him, his dad, a pregnant Lucy, and Andrew. He put the money in front of it and looked at the image for a few seconds. Both the drinking and then driving wouldn’t fly with his dad, but he’d be okay with him needing company at that time. He’d know his intentions were good.

      “Where are your family?” Mia asked.

      The all too familiar hot itch in his eyes, Jacob gulped several times and lowered his head.

      Mia turned the bedside table lamp on, walked over to the main switch, and turned it off before dropping her clothes to the floor. Dressed in nothing but matching red bra and knickers, Jacob could see every one of her ribs. Her semi-naked form somehow made the bags beneath her eyes worse. It highlighted the many parts of her body that were recessed where they shouldn’t be, her stomach sucked in, her collarbone sticking out. Gaunt and withdrawn, she smiled a skeletal grin at him and batted her eyelashes. But he saw the act. She’d learned to look at men in that way. And he didn’t blame her. She had to make a john think she wanted him, appease the male ego.

      When Jacob got into bed next to her and lay down, she turned the light off.

      Now in darkness, Mia said, “So you really don’t want to fuck me?”

      “No, I just want the company. And now I want the sleep. I’ve got work in a few hours. Night, Mia.”

      After a second or two of silence, she said, “Night, Jacob. And thank you.”
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      Because he was old enough to be her dad, it had felt odd to share a bed with Mia. Yet, despite getting his head down well after three o’clock in the morning, Jacob slept better for those few hours than he would have done had he stayed in on his own. As he opened his eyes to face the cold light of day and the reality of what he’d done, he still didn’t regret it. Not only had he gotten the companionship he sought, but he’d kept her off the streets for a night. He shouldn’t feel bad about that. Groggy and hungover, he said, “Morning,” and rolled over to face her. Except, her side of the bed lay empty.

      Jacob sat up a little too quickly, his head spinning. By the time he’d gone to bed a few hours previously, he’d felt sober. His body reminded him just how much he’d had to drink. After several deep breaths, he blinked away as much of the fog as he could and looked over at where he’d left the money the previous evening. It had gone, as it should have. He hadn’t told her that night, but he’d left an extra fifty pounds for her. She’d left it behind.

      After looking at the fifty-pound note, Jacob lifted his gaze to the picture of him, his dad, and his family. “I never wanted to have sex with her,” he said to the image. But before he could formulate a scathing reply to himself in his mind, he looked at the time on the alarm clock. The red LCD digits showed him it had gone past eight in the morning. “Fuck!” He wouldn’t get to work on time.

      Jacob jumped out of bed, stumbled, and had to lean against the wall to stop himself from falling. The taste of stale whiskey in his mouth, he tried to calm his nausea with more deep breathing. Not quite the spinning that preceded vomiting, but his world swayed as if he stood on the deck of a ship.

      When everything settled down, Jacob unzipped the suit bag Lucy had given him. To look at how lovingly it had been prepared sent a hot wave through him, and his face buckled. The suit had been packed with a level of care he might never see in his life again.
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      Once dressed, Jacob walked into the kitchen to see half his bottle of whiskey had gone. A note next to it read, “I had to take some to get me through. Sorry. X.” It didn’t matter. She needed to do what she needed to do. Just looking at the honey-coloured liquid made Jacob’s mouth water. Before he’d even thought about it, he took a hit on the bottle himself.

      Maybe psychological, maybe not, either way, the booze helped straighten Jacob out and gave him the impetus he needed to leave the house. But before he went, he filled a hip flask and slipped it into his pocket. Just in case.
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      The office fell silent when Jacob walked in, and everyone stared at him. A now all too familiar ritual when he arrived, yet hardly surprising, considering his track record over the past few weeks. He smiled as he walked to his desk, not aiming it at anyone in particular. He’d drunk at least half the whiskey in his flask. It gave him a bit more swagger.

      The second Jacob sat down, the office phone rang. The shrill peep ran straight to his brain, finding the headache he’d tried to bury beneath the whiskey. It had been there for weeks like a splinter in his eye.

      Another phone rang. This one made him dizzy. Not even two weeks away from the place and he’d forgotten just how damn annoying they were. Torturous even.

      When yet several more phones went off, the jarring noises swirling around him, Jacob’s stomach clamped tight and he ran from the room.

      Jacob barely made it to the toilet, barging through the door and locking himself in a stall. The second he’d enclosed himself in the tight space, his stomach lifted to his neck, forced him to bend over double, and the whiskey burned more on the way out than it had on the way in.

      Several violent explosions later, Jacob looked into the now splattered white bowl. His eyes streamed, blurring his vision. The sharp burn of bile sat at the back of his nose as if a lump of sick had wedged in his sinuses.

      Jacob snorted several times before he spat, the brown lump landing in the mess he’d already sprayed the white porcelain with.

      After he’d rubbed his watering eyes, clearing his vision, Jacob’s stomach sank. He saw traces of blood in his vomit.

      A fucking mess, Jacob blew his nose, wiped the sweat from his brow, rubbed his eyes, and pulled the toilet chain. He then reached into the bowl with some toilet paper and wiped away the splash-back the flushed water couldn’t clear. After a second tug on the chain, he pulled his hip flask from his pocket—already light from having drunk so much of it—spun the lid off, and took a deep pull on it as he unlocked the door.

      When Jacob came face to face with Sean on the other side, the hip flask still at his lips, he froze. They stared at one another.

      What had looked like concern on Sean’s round face dropped into an angry scowl as he glared at the flask. “Sort yourself out and come up to my office when you’re ready.”

      No right to reply, Jacob watched his heavyset boss leave the room.
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      The second Jacob entered his office, Sean said, “You need to leave.” Although he opened his mouth to reply, Sean cut him off again. “We gave you a few weeks off because I could see you needed it. I could see the path you were heading down when you were drinking in the pub. But it seems to me you need much longer than a few weeks. We want to help you, we really do, but we can’t afford to keep you on if you’re not capable of doing your job.”

      “Who said I’m not capable?”

      Sean raised an eyebrow at him.

      Jacob clenched his fists and ground his teeth. “You think you can just brush me off? I’m at my lowest ebb and you want to sack me? That’s unfair dismissal!”

      “Unfair dismissal?” Sean tensed in his seat before pointing a thick finger at Jacob. “I just caught you drinking in the company toilets.”

      “I’m ill.”

      “Don’t try that bullshit with me.” Sean then took a breath and spoke in a softer voice. “Look, you’ve given us years of good service, so I’m happy to give you the option to quit. Also, I’ll write you a great reference.”

      “You can’t do this.”

      The simple act of Sean standing up silenced Jacob. The man filled a room when he wanted to, his deep voice booming through the place. “I didn’t want it to come to this, but if you don’t walk now, we’re going to fire you. And not even for boozing, although I think that gives us a pretty strong case considering what I’ve just walked in on.”

      “What, then?”

      “We’ve had a complaint about you. About your racist behaviour.”

      “Racist? What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “That complaint has been corroborated by your internet search history.”

      The wind left Jacob’s lungs, and he stumbled back a couple of steps. His eyes watered as he stared at his boss. His ex-boss. After a few seconds of silence, he shook his head at the large man. “Fuck you, Sean.” He turned around and walked out of the office.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 51

          

        

      

    

    
      With barely a look, Jacob stepped out of the office onto the busy road and walked straight into the pub. Whenever he’d gone in there before, he’d gone directly to the bar. This time he stopped and looked across to see Mia at her usual table. She had both hands wrapped around her drink while staring down at it. When she looked up, he lost his breath with a gasp.

      As Jacob weaved through the furniture, unsteady on his legs, he stared at her, and she stared back. When he got close enough, he said, “What the hell happened to you?”

      Mia laughed and raised a hand to her face, her right eye swollen, a black bruise beneath it. “Overslept, didn’t I?”

      “Huh?”

      The faux mirth vanished, and her shame returned to her stooping frame. “I should have been back earlier, but I overslept. The twelve-hour window between eight in the evening and eight in the morning doesn’t belong to me.” She looked down at the table. “I should have been back earlier. I missed the chance to do a bit more work.”

      A long exhale, Jacob then said, “Can I get you a drink?”

      She smiled, knocked back the one she’d been cradling, and slammed the empty glass down on the table. “Does a fish swim in water?”
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      Jacob returned with two double whiskeys and put them on the table as he sat down. He looked at Mia for a few seconds. She couldn’t have been whacked any more than a few hours previously, yet her right eye had already swollen and turned black against her dark skin. “What kind of man does that?”

      Snorting into her glass as she raised it to her lips, Mia shook her head. “Spike’s not a man.”

      “How can I help?”

      Mia looked over the rim of her glass at him, the bags beneath her eyes accentuated because of the angle of her face. “You can’t. I got myself into this mess; I need to find a way out of it.”

      Then Jacob remembered the fifty pounds, pulled his wallet from his pocket, and gave it to her. “I meant to leave this for you. Thanks for not taking it, but it’s yours.”

      While knocking her drink back, Mia shook her head. “I don’t want it. Last night was the easiest hundred and fifty I’ve ever made.”

      “And what’s happened to it now?”

      Mia didn’t reply, rubbing her face and then wincing from where she’d clearly forgotten her pain.

      The fifty on the table between them, Jacob said, “I want you to keep it. If it makes you feel better, you can get the next round in.”
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      As Jacob watched Mia at the bar, he smiled to himself. Even wearing the ugly marks from where Spike had laid into her, she charmed the barman, carrying herself with pride and good humour. It’d be a sad day when life kicked that out of her.

      When Mia sat back down again, Jacob said, “I want to help you.”

      “You think you’re Prince Charming or something?”

      “No. But I can give you somewhere to stay.”

      Mia laughed.

      “What?”

      “Lucy. Is that your wife’s name?”

      Jacob didn’t reply.

      “You have a wife and kids you hope to get back with, right?”

      A damp weight sank in his chest. Jacob nodded.

      “And you think they’ll be into the idea of you giving a home to a twenty-two-year-old whore?”

      The aggression of the word whore caught Jacob off guard and he stammered, “W-well, I-I’ll need to explain.”

      “Explain what? That you picked me up on the streets one night and brought me home.” She raised her voice. “That I fuck for money?”

      The bar suddenly felt much quieter than it had, and Jacob’s face heated up as he looked around the room.

      “See, you’re even embarrassed for strangers to hear it.”

      “I’ll think of something.”

      When Mia reached across and held Jacob’s hands, her tenderness caught him off guard. Despite her sass and the fact that she appeared to take shit from only one person in this world, she had a true warmth and compassion to her. Life had tried to kick her, but she hadn’t let it crush her heart. Yet. “You need to save your family, Jacob.” Tears stood in her large brown eyes as she stared at him. “You need to fight for them. Don’t let me fuck that up.”

      The emotion of her words hit him hard. He could change a job, he could stop drinking, but he couldn’t get another family like the one he had. Half his whiskey left, he nodded. This time would be different. Again. He slid his drink across the table to her and stood up. “You’re right. Thank you.”
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      The low winter sun hit Jacob in the eyes as he walked up his driveway. The clear blue sky showed it had probably been a cloudless night, the day yet to warm up much above freezing despite it being mid-morning. Frost still coated anything that hadn’t yet moved for the day. The car sat in the shade and wore a layer of white fuzz like a second skin. Lucy had said something about not working today. It must be why the car hadn’t moved.

      On the way over, Jacob had bought a toothbrush and toothpaste. He didn’t feel drunk, but he needed to get rid of the smell. Mia was right, he needed to show his family that he intended to fight for them. No matter what it took, he’d do anything. The drink could go, he could get a new job, but he couldn’t get a new family like the one he currently had. Whatever else he did, he couldn’t fuck that up.

      Jacob’s face and hands burned from where his skin met the cold. When he knocked on his hardwood front door, his knuckles buzzed with the contact.

      The door had a small window in it, which Jacob watched without peering in.

      Lucy’s face appeared a second later. Because of her height, the window only showed her eyes and above. Her raised eyebrows said enough. She opened the door and stared at him.

      “Hello to you too,” Jacob said.

      She shrugged. “What do you want?”

      “Wow! Bit hostile.”

      Another raise of her eyebrows, Lucy then pulled in a deep breath, her cheeks puffing out when she exhaled. “You look like you’ve been sleeping in a fucking ditch. What do you want, Jacob?”

      “I—”

      “You what? Haven’t you caused enough shit already?”

      “But—”

      Lucy shook her head. “I’ll tell you what, I’m going to make you a promise right here. If you don’t fuck off now, I’m going to call the police. I don’t know where my husband’s gone, but this?” She waved a hand in his direction. “This isn’t him. So do both of us a favour and vanish, yeah?”

      “You’d be sorry if I vanished.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Why had he come in the first place? What a fucking idiot to think she’d want to see him. He’d been nothing but abusive. A fuck-up in her life. He had nothing to offer her or the kids. No words to express his regret, to acknowledge his pathetic failings, Jacob turned around and walked away. He shouldn’t have come here. Maybe he should vanish. His life insurance policy would see them right. Maybe him going would do everyone a favour.
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      Barely able to see, but somehow Jacob drove back to the spot close to his work where he’d picked Mia up the previous night. Now he had nothing but free time, he had no chance of staying off the booze. Especially with the thing watching him like it did.

      Jacob only realised he’d been leaning against his car door when he opened it and fell out onto the pavement. It took for him to squint into the darkness to see Mia where she’d been the night before. This time he came armed with the cash. One good thing about going back to his dad’s house, he’d found an account with ten thousand pounds in it and a note. This is all I have left. Use it wisely. He’d written the pin number down: 2308—his birthday.

      A car beeped its horn, Jacob’s heart kicking when he saw he’d stepped out in front of it. He raised his hands and jumped out of the way, a shot of clarity riding into his mind on the back of his adrenaline. He then checked both ways before walking towards Mia.

      As Jacob approached her, he saw the worry on her face. A second later, Spike blocked his path. Maybe he should have thought about that beforehand. Too late. Jacob sneered at the large man, “You fucking piece of shit.”

      An already thick and protruding brow, the shape of Spike’s face changed when he scowled at Jacob. “What the fuck?”

      “You heard me. Where do you get off hitting girls?”

      Mia had caught up to them by now, her attention on Spike. “Don’t, Spike. He doesn’t know what he’s saying. His dad just died, and his family life’s a fucking mess.”

      The words cut through Jacob’s intoxication, giving him a harsh kick of reality. “Thanks!”

      But Mia ignored him, her attention on Spike.

      “So what do you think I should do?” The man must have been all diaphragm, his voice a barely audible bass rumble.

      Before Mia could reply, Jacob said, “Four hundred for the night with her again.”

      A twist of his head like a confused bull. “Five,” he said.

      “Fine.” Then to Mia, Jacob said, “If you want to, that is?”

      After looking from him to Spike, Mia returned her attention to Jacob. Although she winced as if uncomfortable with the proposition, she said, “Yes.”

      “And don’t be fucking late again,” Spike said as they walked off together.

      “Do you want to pick up some booze on the way home?” Jacob said.

      Mia nodded. “Hell yeah.”

      Only a short-term strategy to pay for Mia’s company every night so he didn’t have to face the mask, but Jacob had nothing else at the moment. Sometimes he had to live in the now because the future looked so fucking dark.
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      The one good thing about being fired meant Jacob didn’t have to get up early. So the second he opened his sore eyes—his head pounding—he closed them again immediately. Although, as he lay there, he knew he could shut out the pain in his eyes, but he couldn’t settle the twisting bag of snakes that had previously been his stomach. He couldn’t shut down the self-loathing that reminded him he’d gone another day betraying his family’s trust. He couldn’t ignore the knowledge that he’d taken another step away from the life he loved. Another reminder of the disappointment he’d become to his father’s memory.

      Still with his eyes closed, Jacob reached over to where Mia lay, except—like the previous morning—she’d already gotten up. When he felt on her pillow, he found a slip of paper. Rolling over onto his side, he read her scrawled writing. Thanks for last night again. You’re really helping me not to have to live this life. Thank you. See you around. Mia XXX. The dot above the i in Mia had been drawn in the shape of a heart. Poor kid. No one deserved to go through what she had—whatever it was she’d been through. Maybe he’d buy her that drink soon and find out.

      The mattress then sank on the other side of Jacob, and the covers lifted as she got back into bed next to him. “Mia?”

      But he didn’t turn around straight away. The tightening of gooseflesh down his spine told him not to. Mia liked a drink, but she didn’t normally reek of it. And she didn’t normally smell of damp fabric.

      Jacob’s testicles pulled tight and his stomach clamped. His pulse quickened as the bed shifted behind him with the weight of the thing. A much heavier weight than Mia. It leaned close, its toxic halitosis pressing against the back of his neck, both intimate and repulsive in the same instant.

      His knees pulled up into his chest, Jacob shook his head and whispered, “Please, no. Please. I’ve not done anything to deserve this. Please leave me alone.”

      It stopped moving.

      Some of the tension left Jacob’s frame. Had he imagined it? Had it gone when he told it to? The pressure had left the bed beside him, and he couldn’t feel the breath on the back of his neck. He slowly turned around to check.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 55

          

        

      

    

    
      Just inches separated Jacob and the masked face of his tormentor. The thing hadn’t moved at all. It stared right at him. Right into him. It continued to breathe its vulgar stench. Its blue eyes continued to cut through him.

      Jacob kicked the covers away, screaming as he scrambled back from the thing. He fell from the bed and hit the floor hard. A sharp pain ran through his right hip where he landed, but it didn’t slow him down.

      On his feet, Jacob moved to the corner of the room and pressed his back to it. An empty bottle of whiskey on the table next to him, he picked it up as he watched the bed, the thing moving beneath the covers.

      “Just go away!” Jacob said, but the thing paid him no mind, slowly sitting up, lifting the bedding with it.

      “Yeargh!” Jacob called out as he threw the bottle at it. It spun through the air, hit the thing on the head with a tonk, and then bounced off and smashed against the wall.

      The thing continued to sit up.

      This time Jacob threw the table the bottle had been on. It bounced off the creature and smashed when it landed on the floor. He threw the phone next, the cable snapping tight, halting its flight and making it fall before it got anywhere near it. A chair. The top drawer from the chest of drawers and then the next two after it. Most of what he threw hit it, but the thing continued as if it hadn’t been touched.

      Jacob shifted across a couple of paces to his dad’s wardrobe, squatted down, and gathered up an armful of shoes. Every time he launched one, he yelled. “What do you want with me? Why don’t you leave me alone?”

      Despite the barrage of missiles, the thing sat up straight before it pulled the covers back and stared at him. It had the same look he’d seen before in its eyes. The look that said it smiled beneath its soiled hood. The covers fell from the bed, showing it still wore its trench coat and trousers. It still had its shoes on. The masked creature then tilted its head to the side but said nothing. It simply stared.

      “Fuck you,” Jacob screamed, his teeth clenched. “Fuck you, you fucking piece of shit. You don’t fucking own me.”

      It continued to stare.

      Because he didn’t have anything else left, Jacob picked up his dad’s television. A heavy cube of a thing from the previous century, he yanked it so the plug came from the socket before he launched it too.

      It went straight through the creature. Only thin air where it had been, it crashed into the windowsill behind it. A few inches higher and it would have shattered the window. It fell to the floor with a loud pop!

      Silence swept through the room while Jacob stared at where the monster had been. He breathed heavily, his mouth stretched wide to get as much air into his tight lungs as possible.

      As Jacob looked at the mess he’d made, he shook his head to himself. “What the fuck?”

      The empty bed questioned his sanity. What the hell had just happened? How could it be there one minute and gone the next? With slow steps towards the door, Jacob left the room.
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      Jacob spent the day avoiding his dad’s bedroom, staying in the rest of the house with the television turned up so loud that if something did move in there, he wouldn’t have to listen to it. He and Mia had bought several bottles of whiskey the previous evening, so he had no worries about running out.

      The experience that morning had been horrific, but since then, Jacob hadn’t seen any sign of the masked figure. Would it ever leave him alone? Previously it had only stared at him; now it had grown more brazen.

      A day of doing nothing other than drinking and watching crap on the telly, Jacob went into the kitchen and sat down at the table. The entire thing rocked when he leaned on it. Like the rest of the house, it spoke of the poor state of living his dad had endured while he and his family had every luxury they could ever want.

      Jacob looked at the time on his phone. In a few hours he’d be able to go and see Mia. Unless he went to the pub opposite work. What if she said she didn’t want to come with him today? At some point it would get too weird for her. After all, no matter how much he tried to hide the fact, he was a john. She behaved how he paid her to behave, nothing more. And if she did want to come with him, what if Spike continued to raise the price to the point where he couldn’t afford it? He shook his head. No use in thinking about that now. He could only deal with what got put in front of him.

      An angry buzz went off on the table, and Jacob jumped in his seat. His eyes fell to his phone. The screen lit up with a message. It took several blinks to clear his sight to the point where he could read it. From Lucy. The kids want you to come over for dinner tonight. Eight p.m.?

      So much booze in his system, Jacob missed his phone twice before he finally managed to pick it up. It took several attempts to type his reply. Shure. See your thenn.
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      If the police breathalysed him, there’d be no way he’d register as sober, but Jacob felt better since he’d had a cold shower and left the house. He’d left early so he could pick up a few things on the way.

      After buying flowers, a box of chocolates, and a bottle of red wine from the supermarket, Jacob stepped out of the shop’s bright glare back into the cold and dark of the car park. He got dazzled by the first pair of headlights that swung his way.

      Although he hadn’t bought much, Jacob had used a trolley to carry his items. Force of habit because he and Lucy normally did the family shop in the place. When he got to his dad’s Mondeo, he pressed the brake down on the trolley with his toe. A pain streaked from his right buttock both up his back and down his leg. It must have been from where he’d fallen out of bed earlier that day. After a moment to compose himself, he pressed the unlock button on the key. The bright amber blink of the hazard lights left blind spots in his eyes.

      On his first attempt, Jacob missed the door handle. He grabbed it the second time. After he’d opened the back door and thrown the single bag of shopping in, he closed it and turned back to his trolley.

      A people carrier next to him, it had a large back seat. At a glance—especially in the dark—it might have looked like a kid’s muslin or an old sheet. But not to Jacob. As he stared into the car, his breathing quickened.

      The man—the thing—simply lay there. How long had it been watching him? It stared right at him, leaving no question as to where it directed its attention. Even in the dark, its strong glare cut straight to the centre of his being.

      Just Jacob and the creature existed in that moment. A shake took a hold of him. When it sat up, he stepped back. A car tooted at him and he jumped forward again, narrowly avoiding being run over. His heart racing, he watched the masked thing continue to sit up in the back of the car.

      Frozen still, Jacob watched it lean close to the window. It stared for several seconds and then winked before poking its long ulcerated tongue out. Like it had when he’d first seen it, it licked the window, leaving a slug trail of saliva behind.

      The hazard lights on the people carrier flashed, and Jacob yelped. He stepped back again as a woman came close to him.

      She looked him up and down before saying, “Can I help you?”

      “I’m sorry,” Jacob said.

      “For what?”

      “I’m sorry.” He stepped away from the woman and the car. Another look into the back and he saw nothing. The thing might have gone for now, but it was getting braver. It got into bed with him. Winked at him. What the fuck would it do next? And how the fuck could he get rid of it? It didn’t even exist.

      Jacob shook as he opened his dad’s car door and slipped inside. The sound of his own ragged panic got thrown back at him by the enclosed space. He slipped the key into the ignition, started the engine, and threw it into reverse. When he shot backwards, a crunch sounded out from where he crashed into the shopping trolley he’d left there. He heard it fall over and skid into the parked cars on the other side of the lane. But instead of stopping, he threw the car into first and accelerated away.

      Several more toots called at him—the car behind flashing its lights—but he didn’t stop. Let them chase him if they wanted to. Whatever happened, he couldn’t spend another moment in that car park.
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      The vibration of another phone call against the table. Jacob glanced down at the lit-up screen and the picture of Lucy and the kids. It had been taken about five years previously. The three of them sat on the sofa together just before they were all about to watch The Lord of the Rings again. Julia and Andrew had a bowl of popcorn each. Because the call came from home, it could have been any one of them trying to reach him. Not that he wanted to speak to any of them at that moment. A heaviness in his heart, he turned it face down, the rattle of the phone against the wooden tabletop still calling out as an angry buzz in the busy pub.

      Besides, even if he had tried to speak to them, he probably wouldn’t have been able to put a coherent sentence together. Other than ordering another, and another, and another, which he’d now refined into a nod to save the need for words, Jacob hadn’t tried to talk.

      The vibrating phone shifted about a foot across the table as it continued to ring. Although Jacob watched it, he didn’t try to move it. He’d catch it if it fell.

      When it finally stopped, Jacob released a heavy sigh and dragged it back into the middle. How would he explain this one? How could he find a way to stop the masked figure turning up everywhere he went? But worst of all, what would his dad think when he looked down on him now? Half, maybe even a quarter of the man his dad had been, he should be ashamed of himself.

      Another large gulp of his drink, the strong kick of the spirit forced a twist through Jacob’s face. He pressed his phone’s home button, and the screen lit up. Sixteen missed calls, all of them from home. It had passed nine in the evening now. No wonder they were worried. He’d said he’d be over at eight.

      Like the pub close to Jacob’s work, the one he currently sat in belonged to the same chain. Popular because of the cheap booze, it looked like a hot spot for the local youth. Most of the clientele were in their late teens to early twenties. After counting six of the eight nearby, Jacob gave up seeing how many of the young men wore shirts, shoes, and black jeans. A carbon copy of one another, they lined up like soldiers. Townies on the lash!

      The phone rang again.

      “Look, pal,” a boy at the table next to Jacob said. He had greasy blond hair, his quiff at least three inches tall. “Are you going to answer that phone, or do you want me to do it? All you have to do is press the green button, you know?”

      The guy sat around a table with a group of his friends. As Jacob looked at them, his pulse quickening, he clenched his jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “What the fuck do you know?” The first attempt at speech in a while, each word stuck to the one proceeding it.

      The boy pulled his head back. After a deep breath, he said, “I’ll ignore that this once. You obviously don’t know when you’ve had enough. Although you’re old enough to know better. You’re old enough to be my fucking dad.”

      Several of the boys at the table laughed before another one of them said, “He’s old enough to be your grandad.”

      Jacob pointed a finger at the blond one. “Look, you little townie bastard”—each word took a great effort to articulate—“I have no interest in a conversation with you, so why don’t you go fuck yourself, yeah?”

      A flash of red coloured the boy’s pale face, and he stood up, his chair screeching out behind him. A second later, his mates stood up too.

      After he’d looked around him, the boy puffed up his chest. He’d clearly just worked out he had an audience. He rolled his shoulders and snapped his head from side to side, performing for the crowd. “I’m starting to take offence now.”

      “Take what the fuck you like,” Jacob spat back at him and took another hit on his whiskey, not realising how hard he’d slammed the glass down until it shattered against the table. He ignored the mess, picking his phone up and putting it in his pocket so it didn’t get soaked. “I couldn’t give a fuck. You can take that offence and shove it up your arse. You look like you’d enjoy it.” A moment of clarity surged through him. Maybe a kicking would do him good. It had worked in Lanzarote. “You cunt,” he added.

      When the boy looked around again, Jacob did the same. It seemed like everyone in the pub had now turned their way. A sea of faces, they all stared at Jacob and the boy. Maybe some of Andrew’s mates stood in the crowd and recognised him. Maybe even some of Julia’s. A small town, someone would know who he was.

      “We should take this outside,” Jacob said.

      The boy sneered and nodded. “I think so too, grandad.”

      It took two attempts for Jacob to untangle his feet from the chair he’d been sat on. He led the way out of the pub first, knocking into another table on his way past it.

      The bitter chill of night chewed into Jacob when he got outside. A few steps clear of the place, he turned around with his fists raised to see the bar staff standing between him and the group of boys. What must have been the manager leaned out of the door, the other staff holding the boys back.

      “You need to go home and sleep it off, sir. We won’t have any nonsense here. You’re done for the night.”

      “Fuck you,” Jacob said.

      “Don’t make me bar you.”

      “Like I give a fuck about you and your shitty pub. Get off your power trip, you fucking jobsworth.” It didn’t matter who hit him as long as someone did. As long as someone had the strength to beat the thing from his psyche.

      With a shake of his head, the manager turned his back on Jacob and closed the door.

      Just as Jacob stepped forward, the manager locked the door and flipped Jacob the bird. His face red, he mouthed, Now, fuck off.

      Deflated and defeated, Jacob sneered as he stood in the cold, swaying with the effort of standing up. Faces stared at him from every window, many of them holding their phones in his direction to record him. It would be a miracle if it didn’t get back to his kids. A few seconds passed before he finally spat on the ground, turned around, and headed back to his car.

      The hazard lights glowed in the darkness at the press of the key. When Jacob got closer, he missed the door handle several times before finally pulling it open.

      By the time he got the car started, he looked in the rear-view mirror to see the pub manager running towards him. Jacob stuck his fingers up at the man, threw the car into reverse, and shot backwards across the car park.

      The pub manager dived aside so he didn’t get run over.

      Jacob stopped next to him, wound the window down, and looked at him. “Get out of my way, you stupid bastard.”

      The manager shook his head as he got up from the ground. “You’re fucking mental. Go on, drive for all I care. Get yourself killed.”

      Jacob laughed before he accelerated off with a screech of his tyres. Adrenaline surged through him, and he clenched his teeth while wrapping a tight grip around the wheel. Before he left the car park, he stuck his head out of the window and shouted, “Fuck you, you fucking fuck!” He accelerated harder than before, howling into the cold night as he raced towards the car park’s exit.
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      The cold wind rushed in through the open window. Jacob continued to aim his face at it while he howled at the bar manager and flew out of the car park into the one-way system.

      Late enough not to crash, but there were still cars on the road. They made their presence known by tooting and flashing Jacob as he swerved across all three lanes. He beeped back, shoved his hand out of the window, and flipped the bird at anyone who wanted to see it.

      Once he’d rounded the first bend—a little too quickly because he caught the curb on the way out—Jacob straightened the car and found his lane. His heart thudded in his chest and he gnashed his teeth. The several near misses flooded his system with adrenaline, and he panted as he rode out the rush.

      Now on a straight, Jacob’s head levelled out a little. Then his pocket vibrated. He’d hooked his phone up to his dad’s car, so the image he’d seen sixteen times on his phone already appeared on the screen in front of him. He looked at the time above it. Nine fifteen. He said he’d be there at eight.

      Lucy, Andrew, and Julia all stared at him from the screen, a bright light in the darkness of the car.

      A loud bang shook through the vehicle. It snapped his hands to the left and took Jacob’s attention away from the screen. He fought against the wheel and pulled the car back under control. Thankfully it had only been a curb. The second time he’d hit one that week.

      Adrenaline rush on top of adrenaline rush, if Jacob had felt intoxicated from the booze before that moment, he now saw the world with a crystal clarity. After drawing a deep breath, he pressed the green answer button.

      “Jacob!?” Lucy’s voice came through the car’s speaker system.

      “Hi, darling.”

      “What the fuck? Where are you? We’ve been waiting for over an hour for you to turn up. It’s like you don’t give a shit about the kids and me.” Before he could say anything, she said, “You sound out of breath. What’s going on?”

      “I’m fine.” A deep inhale against his furious pulse, he nodded to himself. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you pissed again?”

      “No!” Maybe he sounded a little too defensive. He watched the picture in front of him as if Lucy could see him through it. It took for a car to beep before he looked up. Bright lights heading straight at him, he avoided the head-on collision at the last moment. He must have already left the one-way system.

      “What was that? You’re pissed and you’re driving? Jesus, Jacob, what’s wrong with you?”

      Because he had his focus so intensely in front of him, lights everywhere, the road twisting and turning at the last minute, he didn’t respond.

      “Jacob?”

      The road took another sudden and unexpected turn. Left this time. Jacob yanked the wheel hard to catch up with it.

      “Jacob?”

      He should know these roads, but they looked so different in the dark. His stinging and tired eyes betrayed him at every turn.

      “Jacob.”

      When Jacob looked in the rear-view mirror, he froze. Instead of seeing out of the back window as he’d expected to, he saw the masked face staring at him. It leaned forward, so close he could feel it breathing in his ear.

      The all too familiar reek of damp mixed with the stench of whiskey. Jacob ruffled his nose and shook his head as if he could banish the image and the scent. He closed his eyes for a second, but when he reopened them, the thing hadn’t moved. His breathing ran away with him, and he whimpered, “Lucy.”

      “Jacob?” Her voice ran shrill through the speakers. “What’s going on?”

      “Help me, Lucy. Help me, please. I need help. This isn’t me. I’m losing my mind here.”

      “What is it? What’s wrong? Pull the car over.”

      Jacob stared into the mirror, and the thing stared back, pinning him in his seat. A warm rush of piss spread through his lap.

      “Come on, love,” Lucy said. “Whatever it is, we can talk about it. I know you’ve been having a hard time. You can tell me anything, you know. If you’re honest, we can get through this together. I want my husband back. The kids want their dad back.”

      It took great will, but Jacob managed to pull his eyes away from the mirror, blinking against his tears.

      Jacob had no time to react when he saw the tree. A loud bang, the hard restraint of the seatbelt across his chest, the air leaving his lungs …

      As he blacked out, Jacob heard Lucy through the speakers, her voice wavering and losing clarity as if he’d sunk into water. “Jacob? Jacob? What’s going on? Jacob …!”
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      A pulsing beep seeped into Jacob’s mind as he came to. He recognised the sound. He’d heard it for months when he’d been at his father’s bedside. Then the same smell of bleach he’d grown so used to entered his consciousness, quickening his pulse and sending a familiar nauseous knot into his stomach. As he absorbed the memories of his dad’s slow and painful decline, he opened one eye, the brightness of the room burning into him. The same headache he’d had for weeks throbbed through his skull.

      Jacob turned to the side and saw Lucy on a chair next to him. She sat like he had when he’d visited his dad. It took a few seconds before he felt the warm grip she’d wrapped around his left hand. Now aware of it, he recognised it as the guiding light that had pulled him back into full consciousness. More love than she’d shown him in a while, not that he deserved it. Puffy and bloodshot eyes, her olive skin had turned pale. She smiled through her clear exhaustion, her tone soft. “Hello, you.”

      “Hi,” Jacob said, his voice coming out as a croak. He took in more of the hospital room. “What’s happened?”

      While looking from one of his eyes to the other, she frowned. “Don’t you remember? You thought it would be a good idea to get pissed and drive into a tree.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah, shit. The police have already been. You have to go to court. They said you’ll lose your licence. But the good news—”

      “There’s good news?”

      “You’re alive for one!” Her lips flattened, slightly revealing her teeth. He felt her squeeze tighten on his hand. “Also, because you hit a tree, you didn’t hurt anyone else. You seem to have come out relatively unscathed. They have you in here as a precautionary measure.”

      Although he tried to smile, Jacob looked at the taut pull of the skin around Lucy’s eyes and thought better of it.

      “Look, I can’t pretend I’m happy about this,” Lucy said. “About any of this.”

      Jacob looked around the room again as she spoke.

      “But you said something when you were driving.”

      Other than him and Lucy, there was no one else there. Their local hospital had been built at a time of financial prosperity. It had been designed so every patient had a private room. Nowadays you were lucky in some hospitals if you got a gurney in the hallway.

      “You asked for my help.”

      The sheets on the bed were bleached stark white.

      “What were you talking about? I can see a darkness inside you, and I think that’s the thing making you drink, but if you don’t tell me, I can’t help. And if you don’t admit it, you can’t help yourself. At the moment, it looks like you’re trying to change the world around you while you set fire to the world inside.”

      Jacob stared at Lucy for a few seconds before he looked away again. His room had a large window next to the door. It gave him a view of the hallway outside.

      “If you tell me, we can work on this. I understand you’re grieving for your dad, but there’s something else. Something you’re afraid to talk about.”

      Jacob looked back at his wife. Her large brown eyes were glazed and swelling with her tears. After a weary sigh, he shook his head. “It’s nothing.” He couldn’t let anyone else into the madness. Not yet.

      “Nothing? Then why are you getting so pissed so often? Why did you drive your dad’s car into a fucking tree? If it’s nothing, then we’re done. If it’s just a desire to drink, you’re on your own. The kids and I won’t stay around for that bullshit.”

      For a few seconds, Jacob watched Lucy. Her face had turned red and her eyes widened. She clenched her jaw. He looked away from her over her shoulder. The window from his room not only showed him the corridor outside, but it showed him the room opposite. That room had a bed in it much like the one he lay in. They had a patient in there too.

      The patient in the other room must have sensed Jacob looking at him because he propped himself up on his elbow and turned to face him.

      Jacob couldn’t hold his gasp in as he stared at the masked man.

      “Look at yourself, Jacob! This isn’t normal.”

      He didn’t reply, his attention fully on the thing in the bed.

      After throwing her hands in the air, Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know what to do. I’m trying to help, I really am, but you’re not making it easy. You won’t even look at me. I need something from you. I can’t do this on my own.”

      But Jacob continued to stare. The thing followed him wherever he went. It stalked his every fucking step. No matter how much he drank, no matter how hard he crashed into trees, it wouldn’t go away. Even when he made love to his wife it watched him. But maybe Lucy had a point. If it wasn’t going anywhere, he had to find a way to deal with it. The drinking didn’t work. If anything, the drinking made it worse.

      When Lucy looked over her shoulder, following Jacob’s line of sight, Jacob’s stomach tensed. He didn’t know what would be worse: her seeing it, or her not seeing it.

      Lucy looked back at him. “What are you staring at? I’m trying to talk to you here, and you’re just looking into an empty room. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how many more chances I can give you before I have to talk about a divorce. Help me understand, Jacob.”

      The words tore into Jacob, but how could he have a normal family life with that thing in his mind? “My head’s not right, Lucy.”

      Lucy’s features softened, and she squeezed his hand. “I can see that, sweetheart. And thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For saying even that. It’s a start. But I’m serious about last chances. This is it. This is your final roll of the dice. After this, we have to separate for good. The kids and I can’t put our lives on hold any longer.”

      Although Jacob opened his mouth to reply, she raised a halting hand at him. “Don’t say anything else. One step at a time. You’ve started to talk; that’s progress. Now you need to look inside, because the answers you want aren’t around you, and they can’t be fixed by rearranging the furniture of your life.”

      Lucy stood up—not much taller for it—and she leaned forward to kiss him. She smelled like flowers, and it made Jacob want to reach out and hold her, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Instead, he lay there and felt the warm press of her lips against his forehead.

      “Come back to us,” Lucy said as she pulled away and stared into his eyes. “Please.” And with that she left.

      Jacob watched her walk out of the room. She didn’t look back after she’d closed the door behind her, and he didn’t want her to. With nothing but the pulse of the machine by the side of his bed, and his own laboured breaths, he continued to watch through the window at the figure in the room opposite. No matter how many times he saw it, or how long he looked at it for, it still held absolute power over him. He needed to change that so he could get his family back.
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      Just gone five in the afternoon, the sky had already started to yield to the dark spread of night. The hospital had discharged Jacob soon after Lucy left. She’d said last chances to him before, but there were last chances and there were last chances. He could see she already had one foot out the door.

      Better than going home on his own to that thing, Jacob walked into the pub opposite his work. On the train ride into town, and now as he walked into the busy place, people stared at him. In yesterday’s clothes, bruised and battered, and walking like he had glass in his shoes, of course he’d attract attention. But he didn’t care what strangers thought.

      When Jacob saw her, it eased his anxiety. He walked over and sat down at Mia’s table.

      For a few seconds, Mia stared at him, her jaw hanging slightly open. She finally said, “What the fuck happened to you?”

      “I crashed my dad’s car.”

      She shrugged. “I suppose it had to happen sooner or later. You having a drink?”

      The plan had seemed like a good one in his head, but now he had to articulate it, the words suddenly abandoned him.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Come and stay with me.”

      Clearly pissed from a day on the booze, Mia pulled her head back at his request, swaying slightly where she sat. “What?”

      “Come and stay with me.”

      “I have somewhere to live.”

      “Where Spike isn’t?”

      A long blink, she fluttered her eyelids. “Is this some sort of indecent proposal.”

      “No, it’s a decent one.”

      “You want to make an honest woman of me?”

      “I want to help get you away from that toxic man, and I can’t keep giving him hundreds of pounds each night to do it. I have a spare room at home, and I could really do with the company.”

      It took a few seconds of her staring at him before she said, “You’re serious?”

      “Deadly.”

      “Fine, I want to get some booze on the way back though.”

      The conversation he’d had with Lucy in the hospital ran through his mind. If he wanted his family back, the drinking had to stop. He’d pushed them as far as he could. But he couldn’t stay in his dad’s house on his own. Not with that thing there. Jacob reached across, picked Mia’s glass up in a shaking hand, and took a hit of her whiskey. But just one hit. “Fine,” he said, gulping down the fire. “Come on, let’s go.”
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      By the time Jacob put the key in his dad’s front door, night had well and truly settled in. He saw Mia looked as edgy as he felt. “What’s up?”

      She put her full lips around the end of a bottle of whiskey and upended it. When she’d finished, she gasped and wiped her mouth with her sleeve. Black bags sat beneath her dark eyes, and she looked from side to side as if they were being watched. “Spike’s going to be expecting me soon.”

      “Don’t worry about him.” Jacob turned the key in the lock, his own fear about what lay in the darkness of his dad’s house turning through him. “He won’t find you here. We’re miles away from where he is.” If only he could say the same about the masked man.

      The hinges on the door creaked as Jacob pushed it open, highlighting the silence in the house beyond. Although Mia held the bottle of whiskey in his direction, he didn’t take it. Not yet. He reached for the light switch and turned it on rather than peering into the darkness.

      Jacob stood aside to let a wobbly Mia walk into the house before he closed the door behind her, checking outside again. “I need to tell you something.”

      She stood canted from the booze and stared at him, her upper lip raised. “Sounds ominous,” she said. Or at least that was what he picked out of her slurred words.

      “It’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Now I am worried.”

      When Jacob walked past her and down the corridor to his dad’s room at the end, Mia froze. At the bedroom door, he stopped and looked at her. “Come on.”

      “You think you’re the first person to lead me to a room without telling me much?” She stepped away from him towards the front door. “This ain’t my first rodeo.”

      “What the fuck?” Jacob’s body fell slack. “You still think I want to have sex with you?”

      Another step towards the door, she grabbed the handle. “I don’t know what you want to do with me, but experience tells me this is the time to leave.”

      “Well, I don’t, so stop going all weird on me.”

      Mia halted her exit from the house.

      Best to show her than try to explain it, Jacob opened the door to his dad’s room and stepped away from it.

      Another swig on the bottle of whiskey, Mia took tentative steps towards him. When she got close to his dad’s room, she watched Jacob for a second. She then peered in. “My god! What did you do?”

      Jacob sank with a sigh. “I lost my shit yesterday.”

      “And you’re trying to tell me I’m safe here?” Mia then held the bottle of whiskey towards him. He took a sip. The fire in his stomach wanted more. Fuck it, he’d lost his family anyway. He took another hit.

      “I won’t hurt you, Mia. I promise.”

      Mia didn’t reply. Instead she stepped away from the room.

      Jacob walked in and turned the light on. That was when he saw it. Over by the windowsill where it had sat for years, it now lay on the floor, face down. The frame had been shattered like many of the other things in the room. He climbed over the mess to retrieve it. When he turned the picture over—his heart in his mouth—he breathed a sigh and relaxed a little to see the image remained intact. Sure, he’d destroyed the frame his dad kept it in, but at least he hadn’t damaged the photo. The memories and love he’d put into looking at his own copy of it, he had to assume his dad had done the same.

      Three smiling faces and an active little boy captured as a moment in time all stared at Jacob. They smiled at him from a happier past. They reminded him what his life had been all those years ago. They showed him what he’d lost with his dad’s passing, and what he would lose very soon in his wife and kids.

      Mia must have picked up on his sadness because Jacob felt a tug on his arm and turned around to find her offering him the bottle again. This time he shook his head. “No, thank you. This has to end for me. I have to get my life back.”

      After she’d snorted a laugh at him, Mia’s face fell when she saw he meant it. “You’re a confusing person to be around. I can see you have a good heart, but I find you unsettling at times.”

      “If you’ll listen,” Jacob said, “I’ll tell you everything.”
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      Mia looked around the kitchen before returning her attention to Jacob. “And it’s here right now?”

      He nodded.

      “Where?”

      As much as Jacob hated acknowledging the thing’s presence, he pointed into the hallway. “Standing out there.”

      Although Mia looked, she clearly couldn’t see anything. “What’s it doing?”

      Jacob locked eyes with the thing, and his voice shook. “It’s watching. It does that a lot.”

      “Except for when it gets into bed with you and leans close to your ear. Or when it’s in the back of the car with you. Or when it tries to lick your daughter’s face.” A shudder ran through Mia after she’d said that.

      In the past few hours, Jacob had revealed everything to her. Other than Sean, he’d not told another person. The response from Mia had been much kinder than that of his arsehole ex-boss. He looked back at her. “Thank you.”

      Another hit on her drink, she shook as she swallowed. A sheen of sweat had lifted on her brow despite the house being cold. “What for?”

      “For listening. For not treating me like I’m insane.”

      Mia laughed. “Oh, I think you’re insane. But then again, who isn’t a little bit mental?”

      Jacob conceded the point with a nod.

      “You sure you don’t want a drink?” Mia waved the bottle in his direction.

      “I’m sure. I do want a drink, more than anything, but I’m not going to.”

      Despite her clear intoxication, Mia stared at Jacob through squinting eyes as if she had something profound to say.

      “What?”

      “You say you started drinking when you saw the masked thing for the first time?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Now, this might be a long stretch—” Mia laughed “—but we’re talking about being stalked by men that don’t exist, so I might as well go out on a limb here.” After wiping her forehead with the back of her right arm, she leaned towards Jacob. “Is there any chance that the masked figure is in some way a physical manifestation of your addiction? I mean, you want to drink and it appears. The harder you drink—”

      “The worse it gets.”

      “Right.”

      A glaze covered her already distant eyes as she looked away from him. “Sometimes I question the personality of addiction. It can be like someone following you around, driving you to do things you know are fucking stupid and will be detrimental to every aspect of your life.” Although her face hadn’t changed, when Mia blinked, a tear ran from her right eye.

      Jacob reached across and held her hand. When she looked at him, he saw her crying freely. She had torment buried deep inside. He then looked back into the hallway at the space the man had been standing in for the past few hours. He’d gone. “Thank you,” he said, turning back to Mia. “What you’ve just said has made more sense than I’ve heard in a long time. Thank you.”

      Mia smiled. Her eyes didn’t.
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      “It feels weird to be back in the bed I slept in as a kid,” Jacob said to Lucy as they sat in the coffee shop they used to visit together. Anything to start a conversation and break through the tension between them. Like most coffee shops, it had many tables, a couple of sofas, wood laminate flooring, and overpriced coffee. But it tasted good. Lucy had agreed to meet him on neutral ground and said she’d leave if he turned up pissed.

      “Why don’t you just sleep in your dad’s bed?” Lucy asked, her eyes narrowed as she studied his face. Maybe she thought he’d had a drink that morning.

      “It doesn’t feel right.” Besides, he had a twenty-two-year-old girl sleeping in it. Better that he didn’t mention Mia at the moment. It would only complicate things.

      “No, I suppose it wouldn’t.”

      A sip on his latte, Jacob winced at the extra shot of espresso. It often took the drink from sweet to bitter, but the hard kick always gave him the oomph he needed to get through the day, even if he did have to hang on on the way up. “So, how are the kids?”

      She shrugged. “They’re okay.” Nothing more.

      “I do love them, you know. With all my heart.”

      “I never said you didn’t.”

      A moment’s pause, Jacob tried to centre himself. Lucy had every right to be angry. “I’ve put them through a lot of shit, eh?”

      “A lot. I’m not so worried about Julia because she’s telling me how pissed off she is. Andrew hasn’t said much though. You know what it’s like trying to get him to talk about his feelings.”

      The pain Jacob felt for what he’d done to his family could go one of two ways. Drinking hadn’t worked, so now he had to let it drive him to make positive changes. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry for everything. I’m getting myself back on track. Dad was my idol.” The burn of grief itched Jacob’s eyes. “His death has knocked me for six. I’ve started renovating his house to have something to focus on. We can sell it when it’s done.”

      Lucy reached over and touched the back of Jacob’s forearm. He couldn’t hold his tears back. Although he wanted to move over and sit next to her—to hold the woman he loved—he remained in his seat. They would have to take things slowly, and he had to prove he could stay on the straight and narrow.

      “I want to help you,” Lucy said. “The car crash scared me. I can see you’re not yourself at the moment. I can see your potential to get back on track, but I can’t keep forgiving you. I can’t be your enabler. Whatever demons you have in your head, I can see you don’t want to talk to me about them. That’s fine, but you need to work out a way to process it all. If you want my help, just ask. Also, it’s great that you’re doing your dad’s house up, but make sure you give yourself as much care and attention as you intend to give to his house.”

      “There’s more to fixing my problems than rearranging the furniture,” Jacob said.

      “Right.”

      Although Jacob had listened to her, when she’d mentioned demons, the image of the masked figure gatecrashed his mind, dragging some of his attention away. He fought to banish it. It worked. The image went, but the smell of damp fabric remained. In fact, it grew stronger. The fire that drove him to drink lit in his stomach. Sweat dampened his palms, and he lost his breath. But this would happen. He needed to face it. It couldn’t control him any longer.

      “What?” Lucy said, frowning at him. “What is it?”

      It felt as if the smell rose up from the floor and wrapped its grip around Jacob’s neck. He looked around the coffee shop, expecting to see the masked figure, but he couldn’t see it anywhere.

      “Jacob, you’re scaring me.”

      A dry throat—extra dry because of the strong coffee—a heave then tickled his gag reflex. Another whiff of damp moved into his space.

      Jacob turned his head from left to right, but couldn’t see anything. Where was it?

      “Jacob?”

      At that moment, the waitress walked past and dragged the damp smell with her. Jacob frowned as he looked her up and down. But he still didn’t see the masked figure. Then he noticed the tea towel hanging from her belt. Heavy and dark with moisture, it must have been where the smell came from. Jacob relaxed a little and let go of a relieved sigh. He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I get moments still. It’s getting better though. I promise I’ll sort myself out again.”

      Lucy frowned genuine concern at her husband before standing up. The colour had left her cheeks. “I need to go now. The kids will be back from school soon, and I want to be there for them.”

      Jacob nodded. “Thanks for meeting me.”

      The colour returned and she flashed him the first warm smile she’d given him in weeks. “Sure thing. I hope to see you soon.”

      A heavy kick drove Jacob’s pulse as he watched his short and perfectly curvy wife walk from the coffee shop. Although she’d said this was his last chance, at least she was giving him a fair crack. He had one more opportunity to change. He’d best not fuck it up again.
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      Tins of paint weighed on Jacob’s left arm, a carrier bag of booze on his right. When he got to his dad’s front step, he put the alcohol down and fished his keys out. Whenever he came to a door loaded with bags, his keys were always in the wrong pocket. Every time. A twinge ran up his back as he used his right hand to retrieve his keys from his left pocket. The pain had been with him since he’d slept on that damn sofa in Lanzarote.

      When he walked into the kitchen, Jacob put both the booze and the paint on the floor. “Mia?” he called through the silent house.

      Mia walked into the room hugging herself as she shivered. Hardly surprising considering she wore just a T-shirt. Hopefully she had underwear on beneath it. One of Jacob’s T-shirts, it hung halfway down her thighs. Deep black bags lay beneath her wild eyes.

      “You okay?” Jacob asked. “You look like shit.” He knew what it meant to come off booze, but she looked even worse than that. And she hadn’t come off it yet. At least, she hadn’t told him if she had.

      Mia’s wide brown gaze shifted from side to side as if someone was listening to their conversation. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

      A look around just in case the masked figure stood with them, Jacob shrugged. “What’s up?”

      “I’m struggling. I can’t be trusted on my own.”

      Because Mia preferred vodka, Jacob had bought it for her. He’d hoped his influence would get her off the drink too, but she had to make the decision herself. When he looked at the table and saw several unopened bottles, he said, “It doesn’t look like you’ve had a drink today.”

      She shook her head.

      “That’s good.”

      “I’m not sure. I was pretty close to it. Had you been much longer, then I would have.” A shake ran through her skinny arms, and her shoulders bounced with her sobs. “I want to give it up, Jacob. I want to get clean.”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “I need your help.”

      “I need yours too. We can do this together.” Jacob walked over and pulled the slight girl in for a hug. Tight against his chest, she continued to sob, her entire body bouncing with her cries. “Come on,” Jacob said. “Let’s make a statement and tip this shit away.”

      After she’d stepped back from him, Mia looked at the bag with more booze. “What about that?”

      “Let’s tip that away too.”

      “You’ve just paid for it.”

      “I’d much rather see it go down the plughole than your throat.”

      The slightest smile broke through Mia’s sadness, and she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

      Together, they took the bottles to the sink. One by one, they tipped both spirits down it.

      It seemed important to let Mia pour the final bottle away, so Jacob stood back and watched her do it. As she leaned over the sink, Jacob’s T-shirt rose up to reveal the top of her thighs and band of her black knickers.

      “What’s that?” Jacob asked.

      Mia stepped back and covered her left hip with her left hand. She knew exactly what he referred to.

      “Mia?”

      More tears, Mia shook her head. “I should have told you sooner.”

      “Told me what?”

      Her shakes seemed worse than before as she pulled a miniature alcohol bottle from her knickers. It looked like a Martell bottle, but the label had been scratched off. The inside of it had turned brown. It had a small tinfoil lid covering the top of it.

      “Drugs?” Jacob said.

      Mia looked at the floor.

      Despite the reaction building inside Jacob, he managed to hold onto it. Everyone fucked up, and she deserved a chance. Instead, he watched her hug herself again as she continued to cry.

      Although Mia kept her head lowered, she looked at Jacob through the flop of her long hair. It highlighted the bags beneath her eyes. The phrase death warmed up ran through his mind. “I’m a fucking crackhead,” she said.

      Jacob suppressed his initial reaction again. He had to see the girl for who she was: an addict like him. So what if society decided her addiction was worse? They were both screw-ups. If ever someone needed his help, they stood in front of him now.

      “I only drink because Spike controls how much crack I can have. He sends me out all day. By night-time, it doesn’t matter how much I’ve had to drink, I come back to him clucking. He does it to all the girls. It guarantees we’ll all return.”

      “You went to see Spike today?”

      “No, but it would have been an easier way to score.”

      “Why?”

      The dark bags took on more meaning when she said, “What do you think I had to do for it? The rock represents ultimate power to those who have it.”

      What had the world done to this girl? Jacob walked towards her and wrapped her in another tight hug. For the second time that day, she folded into his arms. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he said, “I’m here for you. Come on, let’s get you back to bed.”
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      “You’re a fucking arsehole, Dad.” Julia said it so loudly, Jacob had to hold the phone away from his ear. As much as the words stung, at least she said them. And she had every right to.

      Apologies didn’t cut it anymore, so instead, Jacob said, “Thank you for being honest with me.”

      “What do you know about honesty?” Julia then tutted at his lack of response and said, “Here’s Andrew.”

      Not quite silence, Jacob listened to his boy breathe for a few seconds before he said, “How are you doing, mate?”

      A few more seconds of breathing, Jacob then heard movement on the other side of the phone followed by Lucy’s voice. “They’ll forgive you, I’m sure. They’re angry, but if you keep showing up sober, they’ll learn to trust you again.”

      “Thanks, Luce.”

      “Just keep trying, yeah? I’d hate to have to throw everything away. Speak to you soon.” The phone clicked dead as she hung up.

      As much as Jacob wanted to give in to the sadness creeping through his veins, he straightened his back and walked over to his dad’s mantlepiece to readjust the newly framed photo from the bedroom. He looked at the smiling faces. He could feel sad about them, or he could use them as motivation for what he intended to return to.

      A few days had passed since Jacob met Lucy in the cafe. He hadn’t left the house, doing the living room up while intermittently checking on Mia. At certain points, he’d wanted to get crack for her to stop her suffering. She’d been quieter that morning though. Maybe she’d turned a corner.

      The front room fully decorated, Jacob looked at the clean magnolia walls. He looked at the floor and smiled. Yesterday he’d pulled the carpet up to reveal parquet flooring beneath. The fitter had either scrimped on the job or laid a carpet on it with the minimum adhesive to preserve it. Either way, he hadn’t had to do much more than uncover it.

      While looking at the picture of his family, Jacob said, “What do you think, Dad? A bit of an improvement, eh?”

      At that moment, the same chill Jacob felt when the masked figure appeared crawled up his spine. It took slow creeping steps and wrapped around the back of his neck with a strong grip, lifting his shoulders.

      The mirror above the mantlepiece would undoubtedly show Jacob the thing if he looked. It would be staring at him like it always did. It would be focused on him with its penetrative glare, holding him in the palm of its hand, ready to crush him whenever it desired. But he couldn’t let it beat him.

      Jacob flinched as he looked at the reflection of the room.

      Nothing.

      No masked figure, just the living room and the kitchen beyond that. The fire had left his stomach too. Maybe the thing had finally gone.
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      The second Jacob entered his dad’s old room, Mia looked up from where she lay on the bed. It took all his effort to refrain from ruffling his nose at the sweaty funk in the air. He looked into her wide and frantic eyes. Quieter than she had been, but seemingly no less traumatised. Her normally shiny brown hair hung damp, greasy, and lank. A tentative question, but he had to say something. “How are you doing?”

      “How does it look like I’m fucking doing?” She turned away from him, dragged the covers over her, and curled into the foetal position.

      In the few days since he’d last left the house, Jacob had done a lot of research about coming off crack. It helped keep his mind busy. Mia’s behaviour seemed consistent with what he’d expect at this stage.

      Before he could say anything, Mia spoke again. “I’m a horrible, filthy whore,” she said as she twisted and twitched in the bed, her head still beneath the covers. “I’m fucking exhausted, Jacob. I just want to sleep, and I can’t. Not that I deserve to be able to sleep. I need to live every fucking painful moment of this bullshit. I need to pay for every sin I’ve committed in a long list of sins.” After springing up so she sat upright, the covers falling away from her, she hugged her knees to her chest and rocked on the bed. An intense glare, she almost shouted when she spoke, spittle spraying through her gritted teeth. “I’m a fucking junky and a dropout. I just want to sleep. Why am I here? What’s wrong with me? You’re old enough to be my fucking dad.”

      A reaction rose and died in Jacob. Her attack had nothing to do with him. Just another line in a scattershot of thoughts flying from her mouth.

      “Wait!” She pointed at him. “You want to put me to work, don’t you?”

      “No!”

      “You do. You’re all the same. Get me addicted to crack and then make me work for it. Get me off crack and make me work for it. You just want to earn from me.”

      In spite of the more rational voice inside him, he couldn’t keep it in. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      A swipe of her hand to remove her hair from her face, Mia jumped from bed, walked over to him, and got so close he could smell the dirt on her skin. She pointed one of her bony fingers at him, just millimetres from his face. “I know what you’re doing.”

      The thick reek of stale sweat smothered Jacob, and it took all he had not to push her away from him. She needed someone, so he had to take it. God knew the shit he’d put his family through and his dad had stood by him the whole time. In a karmic way, he had to deal with this. He’d earned it. “Just lie down again, Mia. Sleep will come.”

      “Are you even listening to me? All I want to do is sleep, but it won’t fucking come. All I can think about is how you threw my pipe away.”

      Although she pulled her finger from his face, she made a fist with her hand, which Jacob watched. However, instead of lashing out at him, she banged it against her own head, hard enough for it to make a hollow knocking sound against her skull.

      “My mind won’t fucking stop, Jacob. It won’t ever stop.”

      “It will. I’ve been reading about withdrawal. It’ll all go away. You just need to ride it out.”

      “All right, Wikipedia.” She shook her head, her upper lip raised in a snarl. “I’m glad I’ve got you on hand with your useless fucking information. You read a fucking article and think you know what I’m going through?” Mia then looked around the room. “What’s fucking wrong with me?” Her anger left her, and tears formed in her eyes. “I just want to be a kid again. I want to not worry anymore.”

      Jacob pulled her into him. He’d spent a lot of time hugging her over the past few days. It had taken a few attempts, but he could read her mood swings much better now, and he recognised this as a moment she needed to be held. As he squeezed her tightly, he spoke in a soft voice. “You’re doing so well. Things will get easier, I promise.”
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      It had been four days since Jacob had last had a drink. He took a sip of his strong and sweet tea and looked around at the recently decorated kitchen. He’d done the hallway, his old bedroom—which he then moved Mia into so he could do his dad’s bedroom—and now the kitchen. The entire house smelled of paint and white spirits.

      When Mia walked in, Jacob smiled at her. “You look well. How are you feeling?”

      Mia sat down in the seat next to him, so close their legs touched. She then dragged his tea to her and took a sip. While screwing her face up, she shoved it back across the table. “How many sugars do you have in there?”

      “Three.”

      “What are you, twelve?”

      Jacob smiled. “You sound a lot better too.”

      Mia’s cheeks flushed as she dropped her eyes to the table. “Thank you. I still feel fragile, but not so crazy. Thanks for standing by me.”

      Jacob nodded as he watched her take in the room. “It looks much better, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t want to say it before, and probably had no right to anyway, but the place used to remind me of a crack den.”

      Guilt wrapped a tight grip around Jacob’s heart. “I should have done this when he was alive.”

      Mia put a hand on his back. “You give yourself a hard time. From what I can see, you’re a good person. I’m sure you did the best you could have done. Your dad would have understood. And I’m sure you gave to him in other ways.” Before Jacob could reply, her eyes narrowed and she stared at his temple. “How did you get that scar on your head? I’ve been meaning to ask.”

      “I fell off my bike when Dad was teaching me to ride. He always felt guilty about it.”

      “You were a kid. Aren’t kids supposed to fall off bikes?”

      “It wiped my memory.”

      “You sound like a computer.” She smirked. “Did you make a backup?”

      “Seriously. I can’t remember anything from before that day.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Eight. It happened on my birthday.”

      Mia rolled her tongue around the inside of her mouth as if pondering Jacob’s words. Then she said, “Have you seen your friend lately?”

      Even the mention of it made Jacob giddy, his pulse quickening. A look around the room to check, he then shook his head. “No. Not for a few days now.”

      “And has that coincided with your desire to drink less?”

      Jacob smiled. “Yeah. You really helped me with that. It became much easier to take when I understood it to be a visual manifestation of my boozing. Not that I feel anywhere near out of the woods. One day at a time and all that. Anyway, what about you? You said you’d tell me your story. I’m not sure I should buy you that drink though.”

      Where Mia had fixed Jacob with her wide brown eyes, she now dropped them back to the table. “It’s so cliché,” she said. “There ain’t many girls in my line of work who haven’t had some kind of bullshit happen to them when they were kids. I mean, there are the ones that are making a choice because they see it as better work and better pay than in a supermarket, but even then I doubt what they say to me. Their eyes and behaviour always contradict their words.”

      Jacob let her talk.

      “Mum and Dad couldn’t look after me when I was a kid. I was taken into care. The problem was, I was nine years old by then. At that point, you’re the mangy dog on death row at the RSPCA. When there are babies needing parents, babies with much less baggage than someone like me, why would anyone take a nine-year-old in?”

      “So what happened?”

      “I bounced from family to family. From the ages of nine to eleven, I stayed with a lady who hated me by the time I’d left. She seemed like the kind of woman who wanted to be a hero for six months, holding kids while they found something more permanent. I overstayed my welcome. I mean, I don’t blame her, she was in her sixties, and she told me plenty of times that the social worker had said it would be six months at the most.”

      It hurt Jacob’s heart to watch Mia relive it, but she needed to talk.

      While picking the side of her nails, she continued, “Between the ages of eleven to thirteen, I lived with a couple called Grace and Adam Osbourne. They were fine, but they were totally blinkered to the behaviour of their son. He was a nasty piece of work. Horny as fuck and ugly as sin, he was a smelly, sweating bag of hormones. He was four years older than me.”

      As Jacob watched her pick her nails, he saw the shake in her hands.

      “I think he thought I was his plaything. That I was sent there for him to do whatever he pleased with me. What he did was bad, but what broke me was the fact that he was remorseless about it. A grade A psychopath.” Mia shuddered. “He looked like a fat Elvis. Fatter than even the blimp that died on the toilet seat. I can still taste the salty sweat from his lips.”

      Jacob shuffled in his seat, the cheap furniture groaning beneath him.

      “From fourteen to fifteen I ended up with another single woman. Mary. She wasn’t great, but she was the best of the lot. Racist as hell, I think she saw me as a second-class citizen that she’d decided to help out. You know—giving a brown person a leg up. It didn’t take long for me to realise I’d be better on my own. So I left.”

      “And that’s when you met Spike?” Jacob said.

      “Yeah.”

      “At fifteen?”

      “Yeah. I’ve been working for him ever since. I used to get paid a better rate when I was younger.”

      Jacob moved his seat closer to Mia and put his arm around her. “I’m so sorry. No one should have to go through what you did.”

      Between sobs, Mia said, “I got off lightly. You should talk to some of Spike’s other girls. You’d get post-traumatic stress just from listening to their stories.”

      For the next few minutes, Jacob held Mia, squeezing her tightly to try to offer some comfort for the past sins against her.

      When she finally pulled back, her cheeks were soaked. Stark vulnerability stared up at him from her glazed eyes. She then moved closer to him, her lips pursed.

      Because he didn’t know how else to react, Jacob pulled away from her, his chair screeching over the laminate floor.

      The stark vulnerability vanished, and he watched the shutters come down over her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Jacob said. “I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression. I don’t want that from you. I want my family back. I’m—”

      Mia showed him a halting hand and said, “Stop.” Her mouth twisted out of shape, and her eyes watered again. “You don’t need to go on. You’ve made your point.” Bitterness wrung her features, shoving her sadness aside. “I’ve been a fool. I’m a fucking crackhead and a child; what the fuck would you see in me? It’s because I’m a whore, isn’t it?”

      “No.”

      But Mia didn’t give him any more of a chance to speak. She stood up, turned her back on him, and walked out of the room.

      Maybe Jacob should have gone after her, but what could he say? A few minutes later, he saw her walk to the front door dressed in the clothes he’d met her in. She didn’t look back as she opened it, stepped out, and slammed it shut behind her. He should have gone after her to try to make it okay, but he didn’t want what she did. He didn’t want to lose his family. A lethargic weight pressed down on him while he simply sat in the kitchen and stared into space, listening to her footsteps outside as she walked away from the house.
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      Jacob’s feet slammed against the hard ground as he ran. He found his rhythm, which helped him take his mind off everything else. Breathe in, slam, slam, slam, slam. Out, slam, slam, slam, slam. Every time he exhaled, he tried to force out a larger cloud of white mist than before. He tried to empty his lungs, to purge his body of the fire that dared him to pick up another bottle of whiskey.

      Not a lot Jacob could do about Mia now. Because of the age gap, he’d never even assumed she’d be into him. He’d not meant for her to think that. Inhale, slam, slam, slam, slam. Exhale …

      Gone five in the evening, the street lights lit Jacob’s way. He’d spoken to Lucy, and they’d agreed he could come over.

      Nauseated from maybe the run, maybe the thought of facing his kids, Jacob slowed down to a fast walk. Every person he passed on the pavement looked at him. At least, it felt like they did. But no matter how unfit, he had to start somewhere. Soon he’d be able to run there and back without stopping.

      The crunch of the gravel drive beneath his steps and then the security light announced Jacob’s arrival. It must have been his fatigue that made him shake. A build-up of lactic acid bit into his muscles. He stared at what used to be his front door. He’d been reduced to a visitor now.

      There hadn’t been a day since they’d met for coffee when Jacob hadn’t spoken to Lucy on the phone. He gave her updates on how his dad’s house looked and what else he did to pass his time. No mention of Mia. And with her gone now, he’d been proven right to say nothing. To keep his mind busy, he’d read a lot over the past few days. And now jogging. That promise he’d made to himself to exercise tomorrow had finally come good after he’d repeated it like a mantra for the past decade or so. He used to be slim before he’d had kids; maybe he could find a way back to that.

      Because Lucy hadn’t told Jacob what the kids thought of him coming over, his already nauseated stomach turned backflips. He hadn’t asked her either. Better he didn’t know. He’d fucked up big time. They deserved to tell him that if they needed to, but he didn’t need to be anticipating it.

      The kids’ forgiveness meant as much to him as Lucy’s. But if they chose not to see him, he’d respect that too. He knocked on the door.

      Julia and Andrew opened it together. To see his two babies in front of him drove a knife into Jacob’s stomach, and he couldn’t hold back his tears. It set Julia off, but she still glared at her dad, her lips tight, her wobbling jaw tense.

      “I’m so sorry,” Jacob said, looking from one to the other.

      Neither kid spoke, but Andrew stepped forward first and hugged him. When they let go of one another, Julia did the same, squeezing him like she’d done as a little girl, folding into his wider embrace.

      Lucy stood behind them, smiling as she watched on. She then nodded at Jacob. “You look well.”

      After he’d wiped his running nose, Jacob looked at his red-faced reflection in the hallway mirror and laughed through his tears. “Thank you. I’ve been eating well, only drinking water, and running each day. I always thought I hated running, but I feel much better for it. It’s something positive to put my energy into.”

      A twinkle lit up Lucy’s brown eyes. A twinkle he hadn’t seen from her in the longest time. Maybe she missed him.

      “Do you want to come in, Dad?” Andrew said and stood aside to let Jacob into the house.

      A sharp shake of his head, Jacob said, “No. Thank you. I want to take time to earn your trust. I want you to feel like you can be angry with me still.”

      Julia scoffed. “Don’t worry about that, I’m going to be pissed off for quite some time. But that doesn’t mean you can’t come in.”

      A smile lifted Jacob’s face. Always the one with the sass, Julia never had a problem speaking her mind.

      “I just want you guys to know how sorry I am, and that I’ll do my best to make it up to you. I’ll do everything in my power. I want to take it slowly so you can learn to trust that.”

      The sass left Julia’s expression. “And how are you doing? Is everything okay?”

      Jacob nodded. “I’m doing better than I have been.” Before anyone else could speak, he said, “Anyway, I’m going to continue with my run. I’ll let you talk to Mum, and we can arrange another time to meet up, yeah?”

      Both of the kids smiled and nodded at him. He saw their mistrust, but he also saw they wanted to forgive him. They wanted their dad back. There would be no more chances after this one, but he didn’t need any more. Things had changed. A quick hug with all three of them, he then waved goodbye before he turned around and jogged back towards his dad’s house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 70

          

        

      

    

    
      He probably shouldn’t be there, but Jacob had to know. Because he’d written his dad’s car off, he had to get the train into town. The last one home left in an hour.

      Jacob stood in the shadows by his old office. To look at it stirred the bile in his stomach. It made him face the shame inside him that he wanted to forget about. But he had to own it. Of course Sean had fired him, what other choice did he have?

      Dressed in a large coat, a thick hat, gloves, and a scarf, if she did look over, she probably wouldn’t recognise him anyway. Then he saw her. Mia.

      She wore the same clothes she’d left his house in. A short skirt, high boots, and a small coat. Even from this distance, Jacob could see the state of her eyes. Spike had clearly welcomed her back with a long drag on a crack pipe. Why hadn’t he noticed how she felt about him earlier? She’d gotten over the worst of her addiction. If she’d stayed with him for a few more days, she would have been set to make a choice, if nothing else. But he’d rejected her when she was at her most vulnerable.

      A car pulled up alongside her. A Ford Mondeo, much like the one he’d crashed. Sick to his stomach, Jacob watched her lean into the window, look at Spike, give him a thumbs-up, and then get into the car.

      As the car drove off, Jacob sank a little and leaned against a wall for support. The self-loathing, the fire, the shame … he’d fucked up. He’d taken in a vulnerable girl, chewed her up, and spat her out again. Her life had been a fucking project for him. A project that he’d had the choice to walk away from whenever he damn well pleased.
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      The chime of a bell rang out when Jacob walked into the shop. He had to be quick so he could catch the last train. But he needed something to keep him going. He needed something to quell the nausea, to dampen the fire.

      The man behind the till had an Eastern European accent. Maybe Polish, but he couldn’t be sure. “Hi, pal. Are you okay?”

      Jacob nodded. “Good. You?”

      The man watched him staring at the whiskeys lined up on the shelf. “You need something strong tonight, eh?”

      Shrugging, Jacob pointed up at the Jack Daniel’s. “Can I have a large bottle of JD, please?”

      The man laughed as he turned around to grab it.

      When he spun back around again, Jacob jumped back, his pulse kicking into overdrive. The man behind the till now had the mask covering his face. He stared the same sharp penetrative blue.

      If the man spoke to him, Jacob didn’t hear it. But he did see he had his hand out to take payment for the drink. Twenty-five pounds. Jacob had a twenty and a ten. He handed the notes over, grabbed the bottle, and walked out of there without taking his change.

      The cold night suddenly felt colder when Jacob stepped back out into it. As he walked away from the shop in the direction of the train station, he looked across at Spike and his girls. An urge to go over there and smash the bottle over the arsehole’s head, he fought against it. What would it achieve? Spike would smash his teeth in.

      Jacob dipped his head against the cold and fierce wind and walked at double his normal pace towards the train station.
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      When Julia answered the door to him and smiled, Jacob lifted a little. “Hi, Dad,” she said. “You look like shit.”

      Jacob laughed. “Not the first time you’ve said that to me. I had a rough night last night.”

      Before Julia could respond, Lucy appeared at the door, the sides of her eyes tight as she assessed him. “How rough?”

      He couldn’t exactly say he saw a hooker he knew getting into a car while blown away on crack. Instead, he shrugged. “I don’t sleep so well at the moment. I have a lot of unresolved shit that the boozing didn’t help with. I’m guessing it’s catching up with me now.”

      “Better to be facing it now,” she said. Her eyes remained fixed on him.

      When Andrew appeared at the door, Jacob said, “Dad’s house is nearly done. I’d like to have you three over for dinner to see it.”

      “When?” Julia said.

      “Tonight? I’ve just got to sort the bathroom out today.”

      The kids looked at Lucy, who said, “What do you two reckon?”

      Andrew shrugged his wide shoulders. “I’ve not made any plans yet.”

      “I have, but I can cancel them,” Julia said.

      Although Lucy still watched him through narrowed eyes, she said, “Tonight it is, then. Eight o’clock?”

      It lifted Jacob a little more. “Thank you,” he said. “Eight sounds perfect.”

      For the first time since he’d turned up, Lucy lowered her defence and stood aside to show him the house. “Wanna come in for a coffee?”

      “No, but thank you. I have a lot of work to do at home. See you tonight.” As much as Jacob wanted to lean in and kiss her, and to hug the kids, he did neither. Instead, he turned around and walked across the gravel driveway out of there.
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      Despite buying whiskey the previous evening when Jacob had seen Mia getting into the car, he hadn’t drunk any of it. The large bottle sat on the kitchen table unopened. He would put it away before his family came over. But there was something empowering about it. He liked that he could see it on the table and didn’t want to drink it. Like the bottle he’d kept in his drinks cabinet at home, he needed to have one there to prove to himself he could. Also, as his will grew stronger, the masked figure had less power over him. Even when he’d seen it the previous evening.

      Before his father’s death, Jacob wouldn’t have considered picking up a jigsaw. But now Sean had given him more time than money, he’d decided to give it a go. As he cut the bath panel to size, he smiled to himself. If only his dad could see him now, he’d be so proud of him. A man in the twenty-first century shouldn’t feel disempowered by their lack of manual skills, but he’d always felt awful about it. Especially when his dad had been so competent when he was younger.

      After he’d made the last cut, an ache in his knuckles from the tool’s vibration, Jacob opened and closed his hands to stretch out the sensation before carrying the panel into the house.

      While walking to his dad’s en suite, he thought about Mia again. Poor girl. If only he could have helped her. But she needed to be willing to help herself. And maybe he was trying to fix her as a way of dealing with his own problems. Not out of the woods yet, maybe he needed to look inside like Lucy kept telling him to. He did care about Mia though, and at some point he could check up on her again. He missed talking to her. For all the shit and poison in her life, she was one of the least judgemental people he’d met. Maybe he’d tell Lucy about the masked figure some day like he had her; then again, maybe not.

      Jacob couldn’t escape the spread of magnolia through the house as he walked into the bathroom. He might add more colour in the future, but it had been important to paint everything like he had to start with. It cleansed the place, even if it did take some of the personality away. At some point he’d probably pay someone to replace the toilet, sink, and bath, but just changing the panel on the bath would make a huge difference. The old chipboard had been soaked so many times it felt spongy where the wood met the rim. He remembered it from when he was little. The same brown wood laminate sticker covering it. It had seen much better days.

      After wedging a flathead screwdriver between the top of the panel and the bath, Jacob tilted it up for leverage. It ate into the soft wood, breaking it apart and spilling mouldy flakes onto the tiles. On his second attempt, he dug a little deeper and managed to pull the panel away slightly.

      At that moment, a sudden rush of adrenaline hit Jacob, and his head spun. For a second, he felt like he couldn’t breathe, his heart racing.

      It took several deep breaths to settle down. Although he felt reluctant in case he saw something he didn’t want to, Jacob peered into his dad’s bedroom, expecting the masked figure to be there. He saw nothing.

      Another tug on the bath panel to work it free and the same rush hit him. This time he held onto the edge of the bath to stop himself falling from his tiptoed squat.

      It had to have something to do with the end of the renovation being so close. He’d whitewashed his dad’s life, and once he replaced the bath panel, that would be it. Maybe he should leave the panel for old times’ sake. Then he looked at the hole he’d dug into it with the screwdriver. He couldn’t leave it now. Besides, he had to do this. He had to keep moving forward.

      On the third attempt, Jacob pushed through the adrenaline rush. He wouldn’t let it beat him. Sweat stood out on his brow, and he shook beyond his control. His stomach clamped tight as if he might defecate. But he gritted his teeth, continued on, and popped the bath panel completely free.

      One hand hanging onto the bath to stabilise himself, Jacob pulled the panel away. Everything settled down again.

      After Jacob had wiped his brow and then his hands on his trousers, he shifted the old panel to the side. Before he could move the other one into place, he saw something beneath the bath. Something white.

      As much as he didn’t want to reach under, as much as his instincts told him to cover it over with the new panel and be done with it, as much as he knew the weight of what he was about to do, he’d seen it now and couldn’t ignore it. Jacob pulled the thing from beneath the bath. Previously white, it was now stained enough to be soiled yellow. He held up the old pillowcase and stared at it. It had three crude holes cut into the fabric: one for each eye and one for the mouth.

      At first Jacob didn’t recognise the sound as his own. A wail, primal and broken. He yelled out, screaming as he released his repressed grief. His legs gave out and he fell backwards from his crouch, crashing against the wall. The memories flooded in. The memories he must have lost when he came off his bike. The memories that his dad had clearly been living as he died.

      In his memory, Jacob couldn’t have been any older than four or five. He sat in the bath, surrounded by rubber duckies. His dad often bathed him. He’d often go from the room. That was when the masked figure would come in. “Where’s Daddy?” Jacob would ask, but the masked figure wouldn’t ever reply, regardless of how many times he questioned it. It just stared at him.

      Some of the many times it had happened flashed through his mind. He relived them all over again. The discomfort in his groin. The violation from where large and rough hands touched him. The fire in his stomach. The inability to move. The blue penetrating gaze of his father …
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      The kitchen window shook with heavy thuds. By the time it had worked into Jacob’s consciousness, he heard how each one pounded as if a ball were being kicked against it. When he looked up, the flash of a torch dazzled him as it cut a beam through the dark room.

      Aches ran through Jacob’s body from where he’d lain on the hard kitchen floor for hours, but he couldn’t move. Shaking because he hadn’t turned the heating on, he listened to the thuds hitting the window again and again.

      The large bottle of Jack he’d kept on the table lay empty and discarded on the floor. The half-drunk one he’d found beneath the bath stood next to him. Despite what his dad had said, he clearly used to drink too. It explained the whiskey smell that mixed with the reek of damp. A cold wet press bit into Jacob’s lap from where he’d soaked himself with his own piss.

      The voice sounded like it had been speaking to him all along, but he only just heard it, the glass pane muffling her words. “Jacob! What the hell are you doing?”

      A slow turn of his head, he looked up at the three faces of his family. They all stood outside in the cold and dark. They all stared at him through the glass.

      Now she had his attention, Lucy shook her head. “I thought you’d sorted yourself out. Look at you, you’re a fucking mess.”

      Julia and Andrew looked more distressed than angry.

      “Don’t come back to us again,” Lucy said. Her face twisted while spittle sprayed the window. “We’re done with you!”

      Although Jacob wanted to speak, his tongue felt too large for his mouth. Instead he reached out to his family and mouthed the words he should have said to his wife weeks ago, Help me, Luce. I need help.

      Lucy—who would have only seen his actions—shook her head and shouted, “Fuck off, Jacob. Just fuck off and don’t come back. Come on, kids, we’re going.”

      As Jacob watched his family walk away, he cried, rocked, and muttered over and over, “I need help, I need help, I need help …”

      Left alone on the kitchen floor in the silence of his dad’s house, his world spinning from how much whiskey he’d drunk, Jacob looked up the hallway into the shadows. He stared at what had watched him get obliterated, barring his exit from where it stood in the way of the front door.

      The soiled white sheet.

      The crude mouth hole.

      The penetrating blue eyes.

      The masked man.

      The thing that had given him all of his problems.

      The external influence that had created the internal chaos.

      His dad.

      Lucy was right; decorating a fucking house wouldn’t fix this.

      

      The End.
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        This is the first chapter of my novel, The Alpha Plague.

      

      

      Alice pressed her fork down on her steak. The soft meat leaked a pool of blood that spread over her white plate. It soaked into the potatoes and broccoli.

      A slow heave lifted in her throat, and she gulped several times to combat the excess saliva that gushed into her mouth. She could almost taste the metallic tang of blood. “How was the–” another heave rose up and she cleared it with a cough that echoed through the sparse room. She tried again. “How was the lab today, John?”

      A thick frown furrowed John’s brow. This was his usual response to most questions. Everything was an irritation. Such banal conversations couldn’t hold a flame to his vast intellect. He ejected the word as if giving a reply was below him. “Stressful.”

      The rejection sent a sharp stab through Alice’s stomach. It didn’t matter how many times he knocked her down, she got back up and continued to look for his approval. Fire spread beneath her cheeks and she chewed on her bottom lip.

      John flashed a grin of wonky teeth. It took all of Alice’s strength not to flinch at the ghastly sight. “I must say though, it’s been made a little easier by Wilfred having to make me this meal.”

      A deep breath filled Alice’s sinuses with the smell of disinfectant; the smell she associated with John. Decades immersed in the study of bacteria and disease had driven his level of cleanliness to the point where it bordered on obsessive-compulsive. A frown darkened her view of the room. “What did you say the bet was?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Alice looked into his sharp blue eyes and waited for him to say more.

      He didn’t.

      A look first at the man, dressed in his white lab coat, she then looked around at his white, minimalist penthouse apartment. Everything had a place, and everything was necessary. Beakers and test tubes littered the sides like ornaments. She hadn’t ever seen a photograph on display, despite this being his personal space… no room for sentimentality here.

      Alice squirmed in her seat as the silence swelled.

      John watched her.

      No matter how long she’d known the man for, John always made her itch in her own skin. As if pressured to break the overwhelming void between them, she said, “So, what was the bet about?”

      “An experiment. I predicted the correct result.”

      A machine would have been better company. Alice frowned at him again and sighed.

      “Oh, do pull yourself together, woman,” John said. “You’ve got to learn to stop being so bloody sensitive.”

      Despite his obnoxious behaviour, the man did have redeeming qualities. When he worked, his creativity and passion flowed from him. Science drove him like a heartbeat, but Alice couldn’t excuse him time and again. She couldn’t ignore every time he’d humiliated her during a lecture; every time he’d not let her finish her point; every time he’d selected her to clean the lab at the end of the day while he let his other students leave. “How about you learn to stop being so bloody insensitive?”

      A flick of his bony hand at her and he said, “This is what I mean. It’s these emotional fluctuations that take away your ability to be objective. That’s why men make better scientists.”

      “And terrible companions.”

      He lowered his head and peered over his glasses at her. “We can leave our baggage at the door,” he continued.

      For the second time, her face smouldered. “You left your baggage in the delivery ward, John. Maybe your sociopathic detachment serves you well in the world of science, but it doesn’t equip you to deal with the real world. Without science, you’d be stranded.” Her vision blurred. Great! Tears again. They only strengthened the man’s argument.

      John sighed and shook his head.

      A glance down at her dinner, and Alice prodded the soft steak. Maybe a scalpel would be more appropriate than the wooden-handled knife in her hand. In the bright glare of John’s scrutiny, Alice cut into the steak and lifted a piece to her mouth.

      The soft meat sat like jelly on her tongue. Unable to chew it, she took a deep gulp and tried to swallow. The piece of steak stuck in her throat like it was barbed. Her heart raced as a metallic rush of juices slithered down her oesophagus and clogged her throat.

      John watched on, his expression unchanged. The cold detachment of a scientist rather than the compassion of a human being stared through his beady eyes.

      Alice’s pulse boomed inside her skull. She held her neck and wheezed, “Help me.”

      He didn’t. He believed in natural selection. Sink or swim. How many cavemen had choked on their dinner? The ones who had been saved only weakened the gene pool. Weakness should never be rewarded.

      After several heavy gulps, Alice swallowed the meat, leaned on the table, and gasped. Adrenaline surged through her. Her pulse pounded in her ears. She dabbed her eyes with the back of her hand to stop her mascara from running and looked up to see John watching her with his usual blank expression. A barrage of abuse rose and died on her tongue; there was no point.

      Alice retuned her focus to her dinner and flinched every time her cutlery hit the porcelain plate. The sharp chinks bounced around the quiet room. After she’d cut everything up, she stared at her food. A tightness remained in her throat from when she’d choked; another sip of warm red wine did little to ease her trepidation.

      When she looked back up, John still watched her.

      She cleared her throat. “So, when will you tell me about your work, John?”

      His dinner remained untouched; his scrawny frame and pallid skin served as a visual representation of his poor diet. Thirty years her senior at sixty-three, he looked fifty years older. He consulted his wristwatch as if their meal had a deadline and sighed. “I can’t. You know that.”

      While she watched him, she speared some potato and put it in her mouth, chewed, and took another sip of wine. The fluffy vegetable disintegrated and slid down her throat when she swallowed. Eating under John’s cold scrutiny seemed to increase the possibility that she’d choke again. Maybe he was right; maybe her tension was all in the mind.

      She ate a piece of purple sprouting broccoli. The bland vegetable had taken on the rich tang of blood from the steak.

      Despite the slow heave that turned through her stomach again, Alice focused hard on mastication. When the food had no taste left, she swallowed the weak mush.

      When she looked up again, the strip lighting sent electric shocks through her eyeballs. She shielded her brow as she looked at John. “Have the lights gotten brighter?”

      John didn’t respond.

      “The lights,” she repeated as she viewed the room through slits. “Have they been turned up?” Her world blurred, and the beginnings of a migraine stretched its poisonous roots through her brain.

      Alice changed the subject. “I know you can’t tell me about your work, John. It’s just, as my professor, I long to understand more. You’re here to teach me, after all.” Another sharp pain jabbed into her eyes, and she drew a short breath that echoed in the bare room. While she stared down at the white table, she pinched her forehead for relief.

      “Are you okay?” His tone showed no evidence of concern. It seemed more like someone on a scientific quest to collate information. She expected to look up and see him taking notes. John didn’t believe in downtime. The world should be viewed through objective eyes at all times. Emotions belonged to the irrational.

      Two hollow knocks sounded out when John dropped his pointy elbows on the table. Alice looked up to see his long and bony fingers entwine. His deep and languid voice rumbled, “Eat more, it will make you feel better. As for my work, you’ll have to keep wondering, I’m afraid. Since the Second Cold War started with The East, everything has been on a need-to-know basis.”

      “The Second Cold War? That’s always your excuse, John. Since the terrorist attacks in 2023–”

      “And the second wave a year later.” He spoke to her as if she didn’t know her history. He spoke to her as if she barely knew her own name.

      A deep breath helped her withhold her retort. “The point I was trying to make,” she said, “is that nothing’s happened for the last fifteen years. We’ve had the silent threat of war hanging over us like a thick fog. Sometimes I wonder whether it’s just a way for the government to take our civil liberties away. I wouldn’t be surprised if they put a Doomsday Clock in every city just to remind us of how much protection we need. Just so we obey their every wish.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Alice. You sound like one of those new-age paranoid types.”

      “As opposed to the old-age paranoid types? At least my beliefs don’t result in us stockpiling weapons of mass destruction.” Fire spread across her face and she trembled. Years of repressed arguments always rushed forward when things got tense between them. One day he’d get the lot, regardless of whether he labelled her irrational or not.

      His long features twisted, but he remained silent.

      “Besides, when you’re connected to those in power, I’m sure it does seem preposterous. You’ll be okay, John; you have a space in their fallout shelters when you want it. Ironic really.”

      “What is?”

      She gasped when her stomach lurched. She coughed several times before she said, “The fact that the wealthy and privileged will survive if it all goes to hell, left to remake the world in their own greedy image. I mean,”—she forced a laugh that fell dead in the sparse room—”that’s what got us in this state in the first place. It would seem that humanity is destined to repeat itself if they’re the people who will crawl out of the ground after this planet has been ravaged by a nuclear war.” A huge gulp of wine, and she slammed the glass back down on the table. When she pulled her hair from her face, the light in the room hit her like sharp needles fired into her eyeballs.

      A gentle slur dampened her words, and the warm liquid that she’d tried to drink dribbled down her chin. “Anyway, maybe we’ll work together when I graduate.”

      When she looked back up, she saw regret in his cold eyes. The flicker of emotion sat awkwardly on his stony face. “Maybe,” he allowed. “How’s your food? Wilfred is quite the chef, don’t you think?”

      If Wilfred never cooked again it would be too soon. Alice didn’t reply.

      John maintained the silence.

      No matter how much she wriggled, Alice found no comfort on the hard plastic chair. Sweat dampened her back. Before she spoke, she paused. The words had abandoned her, so she fished in her increasingly foggy mind for them. The first three words came out as a slur, “Yes, he is. However, the steak is a little rare for my liking.” A hard throb surged through her temples. She drew a sharp breath through her clenched teeth and slapped her hands to her face. When she pushed against her eyeballs, it did nothing to ease her pain; they felt ready to burst.

      John showed little concern. After he’d regarded his watch again, he lifted a small black box and pressed a button on it. “I agree. Wilfred likes his meat bloody.” He said the word like a vampire with a thirst. “This is well done by his standards.”

      A gentle whir sounded, and darkness fell over the room.

      When Alice twisted her head, she saw heavy metal shutters close over the windows. “When were they fitted?” she asked. Her own words echoed through her mind.

      A half smile twisted John’s face. “Earlier today.”

      Every beat of her pulse kicked her brain. Her stomach tensed. She stammered, “W… why are you… um, why are you locking us in?”

      His laugh echoed through her skull and her world spun. “I’m not locking us in, dear. I’m locking them out. We’ve had information that suggests the Cold War may heat up tonight. We believe that China and Korea have mastered biological warfare. This apartment is already well fortified; I’ve just added the shutters to prevent an airborne virus from entering.” As if in afterthought, he added, “I’m sure that nothing will happen, but it’s better to be safe.”

      Fire barrelled through her guts. Sweat gushed from her brow, and the thick black bars of tunnel vision shut off her peripheral sight. Everything fell into soft focus. She felt disconnected from the words as she said them. “Oh, so we have to stay here?” Several blinks did nothing to clear her vision.

      With a sombre nod, John said, “Yes. We have plenty of rations though.”

      Where? The apartment had seemed empty—not that she could see much now; maybe she’d missed a stash of supplies.

      Another rush of heat forced sweat from every pore. John vanished from her view as his white coat blended into the surroundings.

      Alice wheezed. “Is that why you’re checking your watch? You know when it’s supposed to happen?”

      Before John replied, everything went dark and she fell sideways. Sharp pain exploded across her cheek as she hit the table. The smell of bleach slithered up her nostrils.

      “It won’t be long now, dear.”

      She heard his chair scrape across the floor.

      “Would you excuse me while I go and use the bathroom? I want to make the most of that luxury because we’ll need to stay in this room from here on out. It’ll be a bucket in the corner after thissssssssss…”

      His words faded as her vision failed her.
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      The sun shone directly into Rhys’ eyes when he pulled up outside Dave’s house. On the first attempt, he flapped at the sun visor and missed it, the glare so strong it blinded him. The thing creaked when he flipped it down on the second attempt. The car was a relic, but it wasn’t like he could afford anything else. When the custody battle for his boy was finally over with, he’d get one of the latest models. The Audi Aurore had automatic sun visors as standard from the 2035 model onwards. It may be a few years old, but something like that would be much nicer than the twenty-year-old Peugeot piece of shit he had to drive.

      He left the engine running to keep the air conditioner on. Dave wouldn’t be out straight away, and Rhys refused to cook in the car while he waited.

      Nauseous dread sat in Rhys’ stomach as it did every Monday morning. As clichéd as it was to hate Mondays, Rhys couldn’t fucking stand them. They served as a sharp reminder that another weekend had passed where he hadn’t seen his son.

      A quick toot of the horn, and he leaned back in his seat to wait.
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      Rhys checked his watch for the sixth time, at least; a minute had passed, maybe more. The cool air blew on Rhys’ face. It stung his eyes slightly as the prolonged jet dried them out while he stared at Dave’s blue front door. Rhys expected him to be late, but he’d usually acknowledged Rhys’ presence by now. Dishevelled hair and bleary eyes would have normally poked their head out of the door and winced the usual apology of the perpetually late, but he got nothing today.

      Another check of his watch, and Rhys tooted the horn again.

      Dave ‘ten more minutes’ Allen always needed ten more minutes. They now had an agreement in place; Dave could have ten more minutes, but once that time had elapsed, Rhys left for work with or without him. At thirty-five, Dave could take responsibility for getting himself to work on time. Rhys often felt like his fucking mother.
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      Seven minutes left of the ten and still no sign of Dave. The corners of Rhys’ eyes itched as he continued to watch Dave’s front door. A quick check in the rear-view mirror, and he saw his own scowl. No wonder his eyes ached. Maybe he should just go now. Sod ten minutes. Dave can find his own damn way to work.

      A heavy sigh, and Rhys shook his head. He couldn’t do that, no matter how much he wanted to… not with their agreement in place. He reached up to press the horn again, but before he had the chance to, a loud bang crashed into the window next to him.

      Rhys’ heart leaped into his throat and he spun around to find himself face to face with the messy-haired Dave. His afro looked like a bird’s nest. “What the fuck, man?” Not that he needed to ask; the stubble and bloodshot eyes told Rhys exactly what Dave had been up to. When he wound the window down, the heat of the morning rushed into the car with the reek of stale booze. Surprise, surprise.

      “I’m sorry, mate,” Dave said.

      Rhys looked past Dave at the house he’d just left. Like Dave’s house, it provided affordable living for the young professional. “You fucked Julie again?”

      A half smile, and Dave shrugged. “How long have I got before you leave?”

      After a glance down at the dash, Rhys said, “Four minutes.” He had six, but Dave always needed the wiggle room.

      Without another word, Dave jogged toward his house. A sprint would have no doubt reproduced most of the consumed alcohol from the previous night, and Rhys didn’t need to see that, even if it did mean Dave moved slower.

      The electric window whirred as Rhys did it up again, and the leather seat groaned when he leaned back into it. Despite the cool air conditioning, the heat of the sun warmed his face, and he closed his eyes. One day, Dave would surprise him by being on time.

      Yeah, right.
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      When Dave opened the car door, Rhys opened his eyes again. A glance at the clock, and he quickly sat upright. The cheeky fucker had taken twelve minutes from him; it best not fuck things up for seeing his boy. The opportunities for him to see Flynn were few and far between. The last thing he needed was Dave ruining that, even though he couldn’t ever know what time to pass Flynn’s school because his mother was so damn inconsistent. When they’d been together, Larissa kept time like an army sergeant. Now she turned up whenever she fucking liked. She used it as a way to fuck with him, a way of repeated punishment for his one mistake.

      “Sorry again, mate,” Dave said as he strapped his seatbelt on. “I don’t have my alarm at Julie’s.”

      Rhys made a quick check over his shoulder and signalled before he pulled away. Being pissed with him wouldn’t help, but Rhys couldn’t let go of the tension that gripped his jaw. Not that he could really blame Dave; he could have left him after ten minutes like they’d previously agreed.

      A deep sigh, and Rhys rolled his shoulders. It loosened the tension slightly. “What’s going on with you two? That’s the fifth time in the past fortnight that you’ve stayed over there.”

      “You know what it’s like, mate; we go out on the piss, bump into each other all drunk and horny, one thing leads to another…”

      “Why don’t you just start dating her? You’re thirty-five now, Dave, you ain’t getting any younger.”

      “Exactly.”

      Rhys raised an eyebrow at him. “Huh?”

      “I have less time left in my life,” Dave explained. “Do you seriously think I need to fill what’s left of whatever existence I have with the bullshit of being attached to somebody? I like fucking; I don’t like going to garden centres on a Sunday and picking out potted plants. Besides, you’re hardly a shining example to follow when it comes to relationships.”

      “That was below the belt, mate.”

      “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Rhys shook his head. “Whatever.”

      “Do you remember when you were out on the weekends with us? The wild nights on the town with the boys?”

      Of course he remembered them. The hint of a smile lifted his lips.

      Despite his apparent lethargy, Dave jumped on it. “See? They were fun times… bullshit chat up lines that worked more often than not, a different woman every night, dancing until the early hours, and a takeaway on the way home. When you wake up in a strange bed with a naked woman and a half-eaten kebab in your pocket, you knew you’d had a good night. How’s that not fun?”

      When they rounded the next bend, the sun shone directly into the front of the car. The glare burned Rhys’ eyes, but it seemed like nothing compared to Dave. First he shrieked, hid behind his forearms, and then flapped around until he’d found his sunglasses and slipped them on.

      “What are you,” Rhys said, “a fucking vampire?”

      “The hangovers get harder with each passing week, man. I’m getting too old for this.”

      “Yeah, I don’t miss that.”

      “You should come out with us one weekend. I know the boys would be pleased to see you.”

      “I would,” Rhys said, “but I have different priorities now. I’m a dad and I need to behave like one. I may have troubles with Larissa, but Flynn is my reason for being. I need to do the right thing by him.”

      The route to work always passed Flynn’s school. Of course, Rhys wanted to arrive at work on time, but he lived for the chance to pass Flynn when he got dropped off at the gates. Just one glance of his little boy could keep him going for a week or more.

      When they got close, Rhys slowed down and looked across at all the children. Dave shut up as Rhys continued to search. Between eight and nine, all of the kids got dropped off by their parents; a quick glance at the clock on the dash showed him it was eight twenty-three.
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      Even after they’d passed the primary school, Rhys continued to look over his shoulder. Not that it served any purpose; there were only a handful of kids, and most of them were girls.

      As Rhys sped up, Dave rubbed his temples and reclined into his seat again. “No Flynn today?”

      Did it look like Flynn was there today? Rhys pushed out a heavy sigh to try to force some of his frustration away. “No, I swear she drops him at a different time every day just to fuck with me. All I want is a small glance of him, a wave before I go to work. I just want him to know how much I love him. I don’t want him to forget me. Instead, I feel like a fucking stalker… a nonce that slows down and stares at the children going into school.” With his jaw clenched, he added, “I swear she gets some sick pleasure from it.”

      It may have been a clumsy hand, guided by an exhausted and clearly still intoxicated man, but when Dave squeezed Rhys’ shoulder, it sent a shimmer of sadness through his heart. The sting of tears itched his eyeballs, and he continued to stare straight ahead.

      “He won’t forget you, mate. Six year olds know who their parents are, even if they’re separated. When did you see him last?”

      “About a week and a half ago.”

      “So Saturday’s your next day with him?”

      With a grip so tight on the wheel it hurt his hands, Rhys’ breathed quicker. “That’s the plan. If she doesn’t fucking cancel, that is.”

      “She’s still cancelling a lot?”

      “Yeah, whenever she damn well feels like it.”

      Dave let go of Rhys’ shoulder, leaned back, and shook his head. “What a bitch.”

      Rhys didn’t reply.
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