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For the first few seconds after she woke, Paige Dawson lived in a world where her husband Ryan was snoring lightly beside her, and her daughter Chloe was sleeping peacefully in the next room. When reality slowly trickled in, she instantly wanted to return to sleep – to forget they were dead – to stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks.

As her eyes adjusted to the room, she coughed violently. Stale smoke sat in the air. Worn clothes lay crumpled on the living room floor, smelling of damp and old sweat. Cigarette ash had been trodden into the carpet. A photo frame faced the ceiling. Ryan smiled from behind the cracked glass; a time when he was happy – before he slashed his wrists.

Get up. You need to get up.

She reached down to the carpet and patted around the mess in the dark until she found the tray of tablets. It shook in her hands as she popped each pill through the foil: one, two, three.She placed them on her dry tongue, picked up the half-empty wine bottle from the floor and took a swig. The wine was warm, but it did the job. The diazepam would kick in soon.

As she sat up, pain exploded in her temples. She lit a cigarette, cringed with the first toke, and stared at the daylight creeping from behind the closed curtains. The real world was taunting her: you can’t hide away from me forever.

The smell of sick filled the house. How long it had been in the house with her: a night? A week? She wondered if there would be blood in it again.

What would Chloe think if she saw me like this?

Chloe would have been twenty-four years old by now. Her severed arm had been found in the river, her fourteen-year-old fingertips breaking through the surface. They never found the rest of her body, nor did they find the person who killed her. The forensics team had tested her blood: she had been alive when her murderer began chopping her up.

The diazepam wasn’t working fast enough. She could still feel the painful void in her chest; she could still see her husband’s blood swirling around in the bathwater. If she closed her eyes, Ryan’s lifeless eyes flashed in front of hers.

She snatched the packet of codeine from the side table and swallowed two tablets with more wine.

When she lifted the cigarette to her lips, she found it wasn’t there. She peered over the edge of the sofa and saw the cigarette burning a black hole into the carpet.

Maybe the diazepam is working.

She picked up the cigarette, spat on the blackened carpet, and gave it a rub with her finger, as though she had kissed a child’s plastered graze. There. All better.

She spotted Ryan watching her from the mess on the ground, his lips frozen in an eternal smile.

However hard she tried, she couldn’t remember the last time she kissed those lips. She couldn’t remember when the kisses stopped, or when the distance started.

She shook the thought from her head and stumbled into the kitchen.

The bin was bulging with weeks of waste. Empty wine bottles lined the wall by the back door. Loud, languid flies buzzed around in hopeless circles. An uneaten meal sat in a pan on the stove, discoloured and congealed. She couldn’t even remember cooking it, let alone forgetting to eat it.

The last time she had looked into Ryan’s eyes while he was alive, he had been pinning her to the floor with his body as he forced a slice of bread into her mouth. His frustrated tears fell onto her face as he begged her to eat. He only stopped when the bread lodged in her throat. He had freed the blockage with fingers bent like a fishhook and then, as she gasped for air, he had sobbed from where he lay on the carpet, with bits of bread and saliva coating his fingers.

She wasn’t starving herself – she just forgot to eat.

The sound of the key turning in the lock made her jolt. Her mother-in-law gasped. Shame turned in Paige’s gut.

Greta stood in the doorway with her eyes on the mess.

‘Paige, this is…’

‘I was about to clean up,’ she replied as she returned to the living room.

Greta placed her bags by the door. She looked reluctant to close it, to say goodbye to the fresh air, but when she did, it slammed.

‘How could you let it get this bad?’

Greta threw open the curtains. Paige squinted as daylight burst into the room.

‘Are those burnson the carpet?’

As Greta rifled through the mess, Paige wondered how the woman before her held herself together. Her hair had been set at the salon, her make-up was perfect, her clothes were ironed and fresh. No one would have known that her only son had committed suicide just two months before.

‘I expected better from you, Paige.’

Paige glanced at herself in the mirror above the fireplace and saw greasy auburn hair, streaks of mascara hardened on her cheeks, the stained nightgown stuck to her body with sweat. She looked older than her forty-two years.

‘I don’t know why, but I had a feeling you might have changed the locks.’

‘I wouldn’t do that.’

Greta spotted the photo of Ryan, hidden beneath the cracks in the glass. She sighed and took it in her hands. For a moment her frown disappeared, and she looked almost beautiful. She stood the photo frame on the coffee table and looked back to Paige. The frown immediately returned.

‘Not up to cleaning yet?’ Greta asked, as she picked up her bags and carried them into the kitchen.

‘I’ve got other things on my mind,’ Paige replied, following her into the kitchen.

‘Shall I? I’ve done your food shopping, so I might as well do your cleaning.’

Paige held her resentment back. ‘I was just heading out.’

‘Presumably after you’ve showered.’

She looked Paige up and down again.

‘Obviously.’

‘I will clean while you’re out, then.’

‘If that would please you, Greta.’

‘It would. Ryan would want me to look out for you.’

‘Thanks.’

Greta looked around the mess for other aspects to criticise. Paige waited patiently, longing to be alone.

‘Are you sleeping on the sofa?’

‘For now.’

‘Imagine if one of your neighbours should walk past and see you.’

Greta went into the living room to stare at the mess again, lost at where to start. Paige followed behind her.

‘I don’t care what people think of me.’

‘Clearly. I can’t remember the last time I saw you clean and dressed.’

‘That’s the thing with being a widow, you focus on the death of your partner, rather than what people think of you.’

‘Well, if I were you—’

‘But you aren’t, Greta.’

They stared at each other, like two cats about to fight. They stood in silence for a while, their eyes locked.

‘You said you were off out?’

‘Doctor’s appointment.’

‘Who is it you see?’

‘Dr Abdullah.’

‘Ah yes, the Muslim fellow. I prefer Dr Phillips. She’s Christian.’

‘Dr Abdullah is a Christian, too, I believe.’

‘Really? Still, I prefer Sally. She has a kind air about her, and presents herself well.’ Greta looked her up and down as she spoke.

‘Well, I’ll leave you to it.’

‘Yes. I’d better start cleaning, before this place becomes infested with rats.’ Greta picked up an ashtray from the coffee table. ‘Must you really smoke in the house? Ryan would have never allowed it.’

‘Well Ryan’s dead now, isn’t he? So I’ll smoke in my house if I want to.’

Greta flinched, but held her tongue.

‘Thanks for the food,’ Paige said, and made for the stairs.

The moment she got upstairs, she turned on the shower and retrieved the bottle of wine she had hidden under her bed. She certainly wasn’t going to step out into the real world without help.

Paige returned to the bathroom and locked the door behind her. She peeled off the nightgown that stuck to her like a second skin, sat on the toilet and drank wine straight from the bottle as steam filled the room. She stared at the bath and saw Ryan’s lifeless body lying in the red water, his vacant eyes locked on hers. Paige clenched her eyes shut and shook her head.

He’s not real. He’s gone.

When she opened her eyes again, the bath was empty. Ryan was gone.

She checked her urine: blood again. She flushed the blood from the toilet, and the thought from her mind. She couldn’t think about that right now.

As she breathed in the thick, hot mist, and drank warm wine from the bottle, she began to cry silent tears: she could never escape the fact that she was the mother of a murdered child and wife to a dead man.
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Paige wondered if the other people in the waiting room knew that she had been drinking. The receptionist had looked her up and down as she walked in, a little unsteady on her feet.

The man sitting next to her broke into a coughing fit until he was red in the face. She leaned away from him and looked up at the noticeboard, hoping to see her name.

A toddler was playing with some toys in the corner. Paige watched her intently, seeking out similarities between her and Chloe when she was that age.

The child’s mother stroked her daughter’s hair, picked her up and held her close. Paige blushed. She had been staring again.

The man next to her coughed again, almost retching, with raised veins protruding from his neck. The electronic noticeboard beeped and her name appeared.

Paige grabbed her bag and hurried towards the doctor’s office, with the heat of the mother’s glare on her back.

She knocked on the door, and heard him call for her to enter.

Dr Abdullah had been treating Paige and her family for over fifteen years. He had watched the family dwindle down to one.

Sitting with his back to a small window overlooking the car park, Dr Abdullah peered over his glasses and smiled. His bronze, aged skin contrasted with his white beard and hair. His gut protruded over his belt, straining the buttons on his white shirt.

She decided not to tell him about the blood in her urine. Not him. Anyone but him.

‘Paige, how are you?’

‘Fine,’ she replied as she sat down.

‘I’m sorry for what you’re going through, without Ryan.’

‘It’s fine.’

Why do I say that? Of course it’s not fine.

‘How are you coping? Do you think you need your dosage upped again?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Are you here for a refill?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s sooner than usual.’

‘I’m in more pain than usual.’

‘I see.’

He pulled up her record on the computer screen.

Anxiety sat in her stomach. She hated this bit. She couldn’t wait to be back home on the sofa where she felt safe. Where the wine was.

The diazepam was prescribed for anxiety, while the codeine was for a back injury that she’d made up for the drugs. Both of them kept up the lie – it was in both of their best interests.

‘I can only prescribe you sixty of each, and that’s pushing it.’

‘Sure. Whatever.’

A machine whirled as the prescription began to print. Dr Abdullah took out six extra packets of pills from his drawer, placed them on the desk, and began to untie his belt.

‘The blinds,’ she said.

‘Oh yes,’ he laughed. ‘That wouldn’t do, would it?’

He spun around in his chair and closed the blinds as Paige snatched the pills from the desk and pushed them deep into her bag. He put her prescription on the desk with one hand, and unzipped his flies with the other.

Paige got on her knees, tasted him in her mouth, and shuddered with shame.
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Paige walked from the GP surgery to the therapist’s office in Maidstone town centre. She felt sick from the taste of him, and wondered if people could tell that she’d just given her doctor a blow job for extra drugs. Could they see the shame in her eyes? Could they smell him on her breath?

She needed a drink. She made a beeline for the pub opposite the therapist’s office. It was dark and depressing inside. Old men sat in booths with pints of local ale. The carpet belonged to the 1970s and the windows were dirty and smeared.

‘Large Pinot Grigio,’ she said to the barman, without meeting his eye.

She needed to rid the taste of the doctor from her mouth. He had lasted longer this time. Usually it was over in five minutes or so. Today, she had worked on him until her jaw ached. She thought of Dr Abdullah’s climax hitting the roof of her mouth, the sour taste, the warmth, the shame.

She took the glass of wine from the barman’s hand before the glass could even touch the bar.

Imagine what Chloe would think.

She shook the thought from her head.

I wouldn’t need the pills so badly if she hadn’t been killed, would I?

She sat at the bar in silence, sipping the wine quickly as though someone was about to take it from her.

To her left, a man sat hunched over his pint. The whites of his eyes were a rotten yellow, and the wrinkles on his face were so deep that they looked as though they had been cut with a razor. He didn’t look up when the door opened – he wasn’t expecting company. He was there for the alcohol and nothing more. They were the same.

The man looked up and caught her staring. A smirk turned the corners of his mouth. A tooth was missing from his grin.

Paige looked down at her glass, which trembled in her hand. Embarrassment flared through her and her cheeks felt hot. She longed for him to look away, to forget her. She sensed him coming towards her and willed herself to stop shaking.

‘Paige.’

She snapped around to the sound of her name. Her father was standing in the doorway of the pub.

‘How’d I know to find you in here? I’ve been waiting outside for ten minutes. Come on.’

She had never been so happy to see her father. The man backed away as she downed her drink and headed for the door.

‘You didn’t have to come,’ she said as she left the pub and walked to the opposite side of the road with him.

‘I did. I need to know you’re serious, Paige. That you’re going to go to get the help you need.’

Her father was short, overweight, and walked with a limp, putting all of the weight on his better hip. He smelt of cigars and port.

‘I feel like a child,’ she said, as they entered the building and stood before the lift.

‘You’re my child. Always will be.’

They waited for the lift to travel to the ground floor.

Both of them had been widowed, but Paige’s mother hadn’t died by her own hand – cancer had eaten away at her from the inside a long time ago.

‘Who was that man?’ he asked.

‘Doesn’t matter.’

The doors opened and they entered the lift. Her father pressed the button for the third floor. Paige’s chest tightened as the doors closed and she watched her last chance of escape vanish.

‘So Robin Higgins is the therapist,’ he said. ‘Came highly recommended by a friend.’

The smell of port stalked his breath.

‘You ever thought of therapy, Dad?’

‘No one’s perfect. I’m beyond help. You still have time to turn your life around.’

‘Don’t see the point.’

‘Just try for me, all right?’

She nodded. The doors opened on the third floor.

The reception desk was on the right, the waiting room in front, and a long corridor trailed off from the left.

As her dad went to the reception desk, Paige sat down in the waiting area. There were two other people waiting to be seen. She couldn’t help but wonder what their problems were.

I bet they aren’t as screwed up as I am.

Her father sat down next to her, took the folded newspaper from under his arm and began to read.

Despite the wine, she could still taste the doctor. She couldn’t help but wonder what her father would think of her if he knew what she had been doing before she met him. He would never be able to look her in the eye again.

‘Is this expensive? I don’t want you spending loads of money on me.’

‘Nothing I can’t handle. I want to do this for you.’

They waited in silence. Paige wondered if she could get away with popping a pill in her mouth without her father noticing.

One of the men in the waiting area was dressed in an expensive-looking suit. Paige wondered how it felt to have a job like his. Did he feel pride? Did his life have more value because of it? Her unemployment always filled her with shame. It wasn’t that she couldn’t get a job – she just never managed to keep one for very long.

An attractive man emerged from the hallway and whispered something to the receptionist over the desk, before walking towards the waiting area.

‘Paige Dawson?’

She snapped her head towards her father. A man?

‘She’s here,’ her dad said. He turned to look at her. ‘Be good. I’ll be right here.’

Instantly shaking, she stood and walked off with the man.

Robin. I thought it was a woman. I don’t want a man. I don’t want this.

‘Great to meet you,’ he said through a smile as they walked down the hall. ‘My office is just down here.’

He opened a door with his name on it, that unisex name that she already hated for tricking her, and held the door open for her to enter.

The room was spacious and light, yet comforting from the warm coloured fabrics on the chairs and the cushions. Paige didn’t like the comforting colours; it felt like a trap: you’re safe in here. Now tell me all of your dirty secrets.

‘I need to use the bathroom,’ she said.

‘No problem. The toilets are at the end of the hall. I’ll put the kettle on. Tea or coffee?’

‘Coffee. Black, no sugar.’

Robin nodded and headed down the hallway. Paige went in the opposite direction for the bathroom. Beside the toilet door was a fire exit. She looked down the hall and watched Robin as he walked in the opposite direction and out of sight. The door to the fire exit slammed against the wall as she ran down the stairs.
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Paige woke up in the police cell with a pounding headache.

It was a small cell, with a bed built into the wall and a blue plastic mattress. The laces had been removed from her shoes, along with her belt and her wedding ring. She got up, aching all over, and walked barefoot on the cold floor to the silver toilet in the corner of the cell. A security camera moved when she moved.

What the hell did I do?

When she drank, she often suffered from blackouts – dark, taunting gaps in her memory – but this was the first time she had woken up in a police cell.

You went back to the pub. You walked home. You drank some more.

Slowly, she began to remember.

She looked down at herself and saw that she was covered in dry mud, which came off in thick flakes. She remembered hearing the gravel hitting the bottom of the car as she raced towards Ryan’s gravestone. She had barely been able to see where she was going through the tears in her eyes. She remembered lurching forward with the impact of the crash and seeing the world outside the windscreen jolt upwards, before being thrown back into her seat as the car mounted the headstone. The next thing she remembered was lying on Chloe’s grave next to Ryan’s – with the car engine still running, lights still on, wheels still spinning – sobbing into the grass and mud. She had woken again to see a police officer checking her pulse. He had been out of breath, talking on his radio, checking Paige over for injuries. She couldn’t remember anymore.

Paige promised herself never to drink again, but in the same moment she wondered how long it would be until she was at home, pouring herself another glass.

A polystyrene plate sat on the floor in front of the door offering a cold, stale sandwich that she had refused to eat the night before. She had drunk the tea they offered: it had burned her tongue. Just as she was considering eating the sandwich, the hatch on the door opened.

A police officer peered inside the cell, stared at her, and then closed the hatch again before opening the door.

‘You’ve been granted bail. Your lift is here, too.’

When asked for a next of kin the night before, she had given them Ryan’s details, until she remembered he was dead. She gave them Maxim’s name and phone number instead. Now that she remembered, she considered asking to stay in the cell so she didn’t have to face Maxim. But the promise of a drink was greater than her dread of her brother, so she slipped her feet into her shoes and followed the officer.

The walk to the reception desk was humiliating. Her shoes were loose without laces, so she had to drag her feet along the floor like a child waiting to grow into her new shoes. She almost tripped and had to grab the arm of the officer, who flinched at her touch.

The police officer led her to the reception desk and stood at her side. The custody officer behind the desk didn’t smile back at her.

‘Do you remember much of last night?’ she asked.

Paige shook her head. The custody officer looked familiar. Then she remembered: they had gone to school together. Samantha – that was her name. Samantha had a career, a ring on her finger, probably a few kids. They couldn’t have turned out more different. Paige couldn’t look Samantha in the eye. The embarrassment was just too great.

‘You’ve been charged with reckless driving under section 2 of the Road Traffic Act 1988, driving under the influence of alcohol under section 4 of Road Traffic Act 1988, criminal damage and vandalism of private property under section 1 of the Criminal Damage Act 1971, and drunk and disorderly behaviour under the Criminal Justice Act 1967.’

Paige had to remind herself to breathe. She must have looked clueless, because Samantha sighed.

‘You drove through the gates of the cemetery, knocked down a wall, and destroyed a gravestone.’

Not just any gravestone,Paige thought. Ryan’s.

‘You’ve been granted bail. You will need to attend the court hearing on the twenty-third of November. Failure to attend may see a warrant being issued for your arrest and further charges being brought against you. Do you understand?’

Paige nodded furiously.

‘I recommend you consult with a solicitor soon. Everything you need to know about financial aid and finding a solicitor is in this pack.’

Samantha pushed a pile of papers towards her. Paige stared at it for a few seconds, overwhelmed. She signed loads of forms without reading them. Her hands were shaking so badly that her signature was nothing but a scribble. The whole time, she could feel her brother’s stare burning into her back. Samantha kept talking. Paige nodded along as she put the laces back into her shoes. She took her belongings out of the plastic bags they had been stored in overnight and pulled the pile of papers close to her chest.

‘Who else were you with?’ Samantha asked.

‘Pardon?’

‘The other car. Were you being chased?’

‘What other car?’

Paige looked at the officer, bewildered. The officer stared back at her.

‘There was another car in the graveyard.’

‘Who was driving it?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘Well I don’t, either.’

Paige heard her brother sigh behind her and the sound of his foot tapping impatiently on the hard floor. Samantha noticed it too.

‘Call us if you remember anything.’

Paige nodded.

Keeping her head down, she walked over to Maxim. Her cheeks felt hot.

Maxim’s black hair was turning grey, and his skin looked loose and tired. The clerical collar made him look even older.

‘I’ll pay you back for the bail money.’

‘You think I’m angry about that?’

‘I’ve learnt my lesson.’

‘You’ve said that so many times before.’

‘Well, I mean it this time.’

‘Come on.’

They left the station, and Paige immediately lit a cigarette and took a deep drag.

Maxim looked tired. She wondered what time they had called him. His eyelids were puffy.

‘You need to get it together, Paige.’

She was too ashamed to speak.

‘Your husband died. So did your daughter. It’s awful. But that doesn’t mean you can drive around drunk and cause havoc.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘Doyou know? You’ve been pulling stunts like this for ten years. It’s time to snap out of it. You’re going to end up killing yourself.’

A flash of her husband dead in the bath invaded her mind. Blood. So much blood.

‘Can you just take me home?’

‘Why did you do that? Destroy Ryan’s grave?’

She smoked her cigarette, revealing nothing.

He left me on my own. He didn’t even say goodbye.

‘I’ve been so patient with you, Paige, but now I think you need some tough love. Let. It. Go.You can’t change the past. You can’t bring them back. But you can make a life for yourself: get a job, make friends, be happy. Chloe wouldn’t want you to live like this.’

She took one last drag on her cigarette before dropping it to the ground and killing it with the stamp of her foot.

‘You can tell me what to do with my life when you find your only child’s body parts in a river. You get to judge me when yourpartner kills himself where only you will find him. You can give me tough love when you have even the slightest idea of what I’m going through.’

‘I can’t sleep at night because I’m so worried about you. I wake up in the middle of the night wondering if you’re safe or dead somewhere. I have my own problems, thanks to you. Maybe you should have some more consideration for the people that are still here, who love you and need you to be safe.’
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