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PROLOGUE

Like a totem, this letter from a Gypsy fortune teller found its way into his wallet and never left, heavily loaded with superstitious respect and fear.

In the words of the Gypsy:

'A long dark shadow follows your path, happy gathering up pieces of you in no singular hurry. You will neither see nor notice its presence nor feel it feed from your ill-gotten gains. The lies you tell over smiles you fake to manipulate your desires, feeding on your passion for life in its many forms. Secrets you will speak to lust over financial gain. Secrets you will keep from lover to lover. Like the coin from old myths, you are a man with two faces reflected in human form. Your emotionally scarred face was inflicted on you from birth. Your innocent and clean-sided face is compelled to do good but is it strong enough to control the other side that loves and laughs to the point of greed and manipulation? Can your appetite for such a life ever be satiated?'

What side will be your downfall Janus? Or should I say, James?



CHAPTER 1

I can still feel the chill from the cold air, smell the damp, wet soil. A graveside is never the right place to be, especially on a wet November morning. I shudder as the dampness reaches down my spine like a long bony finger, bringing goosebumps to my skin. I wrap my arms around my chest, gently rubbing them against my cardigan for warmth and to stop them from shaking. It is a strange feeling, my body reacting to that terrible experience; I am not sure how many weeks ago yet being at that graveside feels like it was only yesterday. It reminded me of our friend Geoff when he told us that he still gets a cramp in his two toes that are no longer there, having been amputated after his motorbike accident. Still, he was lucky he only lost two toes. I have lost everything.

My thoughts are a mess, incoherent and untrustworthy, rattling around in my head, beating like a drum, at times so hard and loud against my temples I feel my head could explode. I am so confused, my life feels as if it is rolling away from me, and the reality of what has happened does not seem possible. My head spins so fast at times that I think I will be sick. I am dizzy and now hot. I can feel beads of perspiration spreading across my face.

My stomach aches with a deep wrenching pain as if hands were gripping me from inside, trying to pull me apart.

I don't know how I got here. I was so happy and in love. We had the whole world laid out at our feet, and all we had to do was walk across it like a beautiful Persian rug, our flying carpet that would take us to exotic locations, pamper and spoil us, and why not? It has until now. We had indeed lived the high life for a long time, we worked hard with long hours into many nights, and this was our reward. This lifestyle was what we did, or at least until a few weeks ago I thought it was. Now, I can barely think straight. I ache so much with such a desperate need to have your arms wrapped around me, telling me this is all just a bad dream. But instead, it is the smell of damp earth that fills my senses, the cold once again wrapping around me like a shroud. My eyes feel heavy, my body sinking deeper into my surroundings as silence slowly fills my being.

A strange shuffling sound brings me back to consciousness. Four people are working away like little ants, little uniformed ants, their white overalls and white trainers with their white cotton gloves – busy selecting and carefully wrapping our things. I wander from room to room unnoticed as they quietly wrap and pack; our home and life are slowly being taken apart. I am helpless as I watch them, feeling so many emotions seep through me like a small leak in a bucket - you can't see where the hole is, but it is allowing the contents to drain away. I no longer feel whole, or the woman who used to laugh, love and be loved, who lived life to the full. I am slowly leaking away but to where? How can my life, my perfect contented life be taken from me so quickly and without my permission? I am not ready. With all the fears and pain, this drama is what happens in movies, not in real life. Not in my life. I want to scream so loud for the whole goddamn world to hear, for someone to walk through that door, my front door, and tell me this is all a dream, just a terrible dream.

My head is foggy again. I can't hold onto a thought long enough to know what it is I need to be doing. Voices come and go, but I cannot remember what they said or understand what they want from me. I feel the cold creeping in around me like a soft blanket, barely touching the skin yet chilling me to the core. Again, the familiar smell of damp earth fills my senses; I can almost taste the moist musky dark soil. This is my life now, just watching the goings-on around me, my body limp and lifeless; I am silent in words and thoughts. Eventually, I drift off only to start the whole process again sometime later, as hours drift into days.

There is a loud crash, then raised voices; I stir and with weak legs, wander through to see what has caused the commotion. Ah, my vase. Where did we get that? I ask him, only he cannot hear me. Venice, I say quietly, just the hint of a voice escaping through my dry lips. We were so happy on that trip, and I have never paid so much for a vase before, but Venetian glass is a real treasure. No, what am I saying; you bought it for me, that's right, you went back into the shop when I went to buy postcards. I remember you bought it as a surprise; you had it delivered to our hotel that evening, just before we went out for dinner. You were so romantic – three days we spent wandering through the alleyways in Venice, eating, drinking, gondola by day, and then riding on the local water taxis at night to experience it all, soak up the culture, and immerse ourselves in their way of life. Ah well, that's the vase gone along with our future. Thinking back, it reminds me of your aftershave. Somehow over there in Venice, it would linger in the small alleyways; sweet, musky, heady almost. But that was you, a headstrong fun-loving and wonderful man.

I find myself at your wardrobe, breathing in the smell from one of your shirts, but it's not you. I try another and another, but I cannot smell you. What's wrong with me? I take one of your sweaters out of the drawer, and although there is a faint odour mingled with the smell of clean laundry, it is not you. Where are you? I try your pillow, throwing myself into our sheets, but someone must have washed them. I cry many silent tears, yet you do not hear me.

I hear voices around me but cannot understand what they are saying. The sounds confuse and hurt my head. I make out just enough to realise they are leaving, coming back tomorrow. I let go of the breath I was subconsciously holding onto and sink deeper and deeper into our bed, but I am here alone. I wait for what I now know will come for me; first, the cold breeze that wraps around me, then the smell of damp soil that carries me off to a place I know only as empty yet calm.

We were so in love. We lived for each other, supported one another through our businesses, and always empowered each other. Of course, we had our fun little habits. Sundays were always what we called P.S nights, Prosecco Sundays. We ate out on Wednesdays, trying out various restaurants around the city. I would make a point of getting there early; you were, without exception, always thirty minutes late, so I really had no need to get there early, but I am the opposite; I always must be early. I would order a drink and wait, watching for that first glimpse of you as you stepped through the door, to see the smile on your face when you saw me. My heart would skip a beat when you leaned over to kiss me, keeping the romance alive we used to tell our friends. But that is now in the past.

I keep returning to your wardrobe; it somehow makes me feel close to you. Inside I open the middle drawer where you keep your socks so neatly rolled into balls. I pull a pair out and let them fall to the floor and then another – always so neat and tidy; was that you or our cleaner? Then I noticed money, fifty-pound notes, rolled up inside the socks at the back. What the hell. I pull out another pair; it's the same; I keep pulling out socks until the drawer is empty, and I am looking at over fifteen hundred pounds in cash hidden in your socks. I don't understand; we have a safe in the house, so why hide money here in your socks?

I am still in bed when they come back the following morning. I can hear feet as they shuffle in, having been warned, especially after the disastrous vase-breaking episode. Where does the time go? Days and nights pass undistinguished. I have no idea what day or month it is. Has a whole day really passed since they were last here? I wander through to the living room and settle down on the sofa still in my pyjamas; God knows how many days I have been sleeping in and wearing them, I think they are starting to stink, but I just do not care. Confused and wary, I watch the returned little white ants silently go about their work.

My little ants who said they could use my staff, albeit a small part of my business, but house clearance and house packing ready for removals had been a successful side-line, not just here in the city but in surrounding suburbs. I never thought I would be sitting here on my sofa watching my little army of ants pack up my things, I mean our things. I guess it means they can come when it is convenient to do a little at a time so as not to upset anyone.

My mother, for example, who is currently running around giving instructions that no one seems to understand.

You are lucky James. Your mother lives hundreds of miles away. Besides, she would never interfere. That would take a certain amount of care, attention, and, god forbid, love. No, she would never go that far for anyone, not even for you, my darling. Yet, I wonder, is that where you have gone after all these cold, loveless years? Have you gone to her?

I watch my mother, who is now back in the living room giving even more confusing instructions to the Ants. I turn to watch what is going on behind me. Now they are clearing the bookcase and carefully packing your books. A piece of paper falls out from between one of the books. In a flash, my mother swoops down like a bird of prey and has the slip of paper in her hands, now reading it allowed.

'To my secret explorer, let's risk the dangers together.'

She sniffs, not amused and puts it back into another book. Bloody typical, she can't even snoop properly; she would never make a spy. She frustrates the hell out of me, even now, when I am incapable of throwing her out my mother still annoys me. She always has.

On the table is a beautiful picture frame inlaid with Pāua shell, inside a photograph of the two of us snuggling into each other's arms, with huge smiles and sparkling eyes. Sri Lanka: we went for Christmas to escape the endless party invites, drunken hugs and sloppy kisses on our cheeks, the inevitable hangovers, food poisoning and the dreaded turkey, which I hate equally as much as pigs in blankets. You had just returned from a business trip to the States, and this was to be our holiday, away from it all. Only your friends were coming with us, which was not what I had planned. I liked your friends. I had time for them. It was just their stay-at-home wives, what with their yoga groups or pretending to be learning new life skill workshops, or worse, girl's coffee mornings with frothy coffee and simpering frothy company. Then there were the afternoon glasses of Chardonnay in the wine bars. I mean, really, 'ABC' Darlings...Anything But Chardonnay. Unlike them, I worked hard for a living. I was self-made, not just living with a man; besides, they just bored me. Still, it was warm and look at our faces; we were so happy and relaxed. Sri Lanka was such a great place, with spicy food, great adventures up into hills to the tea plantations, or watching the snake charmers hypnotise a snake by playing and waving around that ear cringing instrument they call a pungi in the market square. Oh, the elephant sanctuary. The baby elephants are genuinely too cute for words.

We danced, made love, and walked along the beach as the sunset. You ran a lot that holiday; I thought you seemed stressed, were you? I never did find out. Every morning in that heat, you and Melanie, no wonder you could only run one way and had to walk back. Crazy, I love running but not on holiday in that heat. No, holidays mean being lazy, reading under the parasol until you fall asleep, swimming in the sea, eating and drinking far too much.

There was always a niggle in the back of my head about that trip; you used to brush it off and say I was mad for thinking it. 'She can barely look at me,' you said, 'She thinks I am a male chauvinist who is big-headed and self-centred. I only put up with her for Brian's sake. That was why I took her running to give Brian a bloody rest from her nagging; she is hard work.

Oh, I knew that alright. If she was not nagging Brian, she was competitive with me. I bought a new sarong from one of the street stalls close by our hotel, and the next day she went out and bought one only in a different colour. I purchased a beautiful inlaid shell jewellery box from a local craftsman on the beach. The following day she sent a boy who worked at our hotel out to find the man so she could buy one; you know, if you had a headache, she is the type who would want a migraine! Well, anyway, Melanie aside, I love that picture of us.

I miss that penetrating tropical heat. When will I feel such warmth again? Certainly not out there will I find heat I think to myself as I drift from room to room, watching the never-ending cold, wet winter rain as it lashes down at the windows, blocking what little winter light there is, creating a dull, gloomy feeling inside.

Wondering aimlessly towards my bedroom, I notice an ant about to remove clothes from your wardrobe. I rush across the room, slamming the wardrobe door and scaring the life out of the little ant as she scurries away as fast as her legs can carry her. No, I am not ready to leave this place, not yet. I need more time. I need to wrap myself up in your clothes and feel close to you.

I search through your shirts, breathing and holding them close, but nothing and this purple shirt, it has an alien smell. Whose shirt is this? Not yours, you hate purple, it does not even smell of you, and why is it tucked inside your jacket; when did you wear this? I find a mini chocolate in the jacket pocket, a complimentary one from The George Hotel, Edinburgh. When were you there wearing a purple shirt?

My head feels heavy again, and the room seems to vibrate slightly. I feel sick, weak and tired. It must have been a business meeting. I forget how many you have these days. Indeed, you would not have stayed in a hotel less than a mile from home. My head is so muddled. Too much going on. Why, when I need you now more than ever, why do you stay away? I stagger into your bathroom. Strange, I cannot recall the last time I was here either. You preferred the ensuite. I indulge in the one across the hall. Besides, my one has a bath. Your bathrobe hanging on the back of the door slides from side to side. There is a selection of your toiletries on the glass shelf above the sink. Lifting your aftershave down so I can smell you, but this is not you. This is more citrus, not your sweet scent. It has the same smell as the purple shirt, but not one I recognise as you. Something is not right, purple shirt, new aftershave, money is hidden in socks, what's going on? Then the flicker of doubt appears, watching you from within your own eyes as you look at yourself in the mirror. You tell yourself it is nothing, but it is still there in the corner of your thoughts, the 'what if'.

I slam the bedroom door, a warning sign for anyone stupid enough to come in, and start pulling your clothes from the wardrobe, searching through every single pocket; I am beginning to think that maybe you never wore either the shirt or aftershave around me! Inside your dark grey wool suit pocket, I find a receipt from The Plaza Hotel in Glasgow; accommodation, meal and bar bill paid in cash. When did we stay over in Glasgow? You do not even like the place. On the other hand, I love the city's vibrancy; my friend Simone lives there. So many fun girlie nights we used to have. Yes, used to have. 'Not as if going to Glasgow is such a great adventure!' that's what you would say to me on the rare occasion I asked you to come with me. This reminds me of the note that fell from the book earlier in the living room that was about an adventure; I must try and find it again- I wonder if it meant something. I see something rolled up in another pocket, squashed now, but it is the shape of a flower, origami-style, made from what looks like a champagne label. Then I see a pair of cufflinks in the pocket of another suit. Why there, just loose in your pocket? Besides, I don't recognise them either. These surely cannot be yours; you don't like Mackintosh designs. You must be the only person in Scotland not to, but you always said you didn't like his work. So why are these cufflinks in your pocket when all your others are in boxes? I never gave them to you, you certainly would not have bought them, and you would have shown me if you got them as a gift.

This situation is ridiculous; all these crazy thoughts are now rolling around in my head. No, it cannot be, you would not cheat on me. I know you would not. You are a good man, we are happy, we share everything, we are in love.

I fall to the floor, weak and confused; the carpet feels rough on the side of my face. Where are you? I need you now more than ever; please come home. Just open the door, see me lying here, pick me up and tell me that I am wrong.

Something catches my eye from under the bed – a piece of paper. I reach under the bed but cannot quite grab hold of it, yet I keep going until I have it between the tips of my fingers. The bedroom is quiet, with not a sound from the rest of the house. The wooden shutters on the window are open, allowing some light in even if it is through the dull splatters of rain, both bedside table lights are on, yet it feels as if the dark is creeping in from the sides of the room, almost as if the walls are moving, closing in on me. I am cold and tired, and my shoulders and neck ache; I have a pain shooting up my neck into my head where the pounding is getting louder, echoing through my ears. I am so confused. I want to be back in my calm place with the familiar cold, damp, smelling earth. I look down at the crumpled piece of paper I just found beneath the bed, I can see it is your handwriting as I unfold it. The words stay fixed on the paper, and some of the letters are lost in the creases, making them difficult to read. I see it now.

'Hey lover, I need to see you. I need a night of crazed sex with champagne-indulged laughter. I booked a room on Thursday, our usual place, our secret name. Until then, Jim.'

This is wrong; you never use Jim, let alone sign it that way. You have always hated it. But this is your handwriting.   

Suddenly my fingers feel heavy, alien to me, dropping my hand to my knees, allowing the piece of paper to fall. I watch it float to the floor just as the last bit of air left in me escapes. I too fall forward, my chest slumped onto my knees; I roll over into the foetal position, hugging my legs tightly to my chest, once again feeling the rough carpet across the side of my face. Feeling lost and very alone as the growing darkness creeps in all around me, I can barely breathe; the room feels void of air, my heart beating so hard and fast against my chest as it seems the walls creep in closer, ready to crush me in the darkness.

I am still there on the floor when the cold and pain waken me, my eyes slowly adjusting to the light within the room, the bedroom window now in darkness. I must have passed out again. I release my hold on my legs and slowly stretch them out, my bones, every joint and muscle now aching from the cold hard floor; my fingers tingle as the blood pumps the circulation back into them. The house is silent, but I know she is still there. I can feel her energy, sense her need to take control, her never-ending ability to fix everything; she has always been that way with me, as if I am incapable of controlling my own life. She came from Mars, somehow avoiding Venus altogether. She will be waiting for me to open the door to walk through and ask her for her help. But I will not, she has to go, now! They all must go. They have been here long enough. I need to face this alone. You are not coming back to me, and now I know you were not just for me; you were also there for her. I will find out who she is. I can feel my confusion quickly swept aside by the anger and burning rage that is now fuelling me. I can feel my teeth grinding, my jaw ridged, and I know I would kill you with my bare hands if you were here now. 

You lied to my face and cheated on me for how long. Who the hell are you? Where is my loving devoted, caring man? Where is my James?

I threw myself into your grave, banging on your coffin, begging you to get up and tell me they were wrong. You were not dead. It was a mistake. You were alive. I pressed my ear against your wooden coffin just in case you were calling me from the inside. They had to pull me out, the mess of it all, the mud sliding down over me, splattering onto your beautiful casket. I lay on the wet grass covered in mud while the rain washed over me. Such painful grief pulling and breaking my heart in two. They tried to lift me to my feet, my body limp and unresponsive as the life drained from me. I did not care how I looked or what people thought; you could not leave me. The damp soil sticking to my face smeared across my lips and tangled through my hair. That memory is embedded in me; I can still feel it on my cheeks and smell the earth through my being like a stain that will not wash out. Why? Please tell me why this is happening to me?

I can feel the air pushing up through my body, the anger driving it hard against my ribs, kicking at my stomach as it rushes up through my lungs and out of my lips. Bastard, I scream over and over again until I have no breath left in me, only raw fury filling me, making me feel alive for the first time in God knows how long, this new highly emotional rage, this is who I am now.

This new anger will wake me in the middle of the night, relentlessly poking and pulling at me, a reminder of your deceit, secrets, and easily come by lies. Even when I fall asleep exhausted, it will be there when I open my eyes becoming more reliable than a lover, more constant than a friend.



CHAPTER 2

I can feel the fresh cool breeze slipping in through the small gap in the open window, the smell of early morning before it is light, the crisp dew that dampens the sound of a city as it stirs from its nightly sleep. Too early for the birds to wake, not yet time for their morning song to raise the alarm that a new day is beginning, their heads still tucked under their wings. Today I feel different. I stretch out in the bed feeling my limbs grow, wriggling my toes out of their sleepiness. As I move about under the duvet's warmth, I am aware for the first time in a long time that a new day is beginning. There are still so many things jumbled up in my head, but at least I feel something other than anxiety and confusion. I turn over to rest on my back, stretching my hand out across the sheets, only this time, I know you are not there, and I am ready to find out why. Throwing my legs out of bed, hoping my body will have enough energy to follow, I slowly wander down the hall. Lately, my days and nights had no routine, too many days on tranquillisers, too many days when all I did was sleep and too many nights when I wandered the house lost, out of sync with the world and certainly not in control of my life. However, I feel I am slowly awakening from the most prolonged sleep and need to figure out what the hell is going on. I head for the kitchen and make a pot of tea, grabbing the notepad and pencil from the worktop before curling up on the sofa while trying to figure out what the hell has happened to me. I pull the soft mohair blanket that is draped over the back, more ornamental than practical, but it is soft, and I can instantly feel the warmth as I wrap it around me. I settle into the cushions trying to think back.

Was it the doorbell, or was it the phone? I can't recall clearly. I called out your name, but you didn't answer. I reached my hand out across the bed; it was cold and empty on your side. I remember stumbling out of bed, the coolness around my bare feet, and the light from the hall table was still on, making it easy for me to reach the phone.

'Hello? Hello, who is it?' I knew it was not one of my clients; they only have my mobile number to contact me. A long time ago, we made a pact to always switch our mobiles off when we went to bed. The bell repeatedly rings until I realise it is the front door, not the telephone. What was the time? Yes, I remember the clock in the hall showing it was 3.35. I thought it was you, you must have lost or forgotten your key, and then as I reached for the front door handle just for a split-second thinking, where the hell have you been until 3.35, you went for a business meeting over dinner at seven that evening. Just for that split second, that feeling of fear, the cold hand of dread on the back of my neck. I make a few notes on my notepad. I remember the police officer talking to me, although I had no idea what was said. But I will never forget the feeling of helplessness as my knees buckled beneath me, unable to support my weight. The icy cold from the floor tiles and the crisp Autumn breeze that flowed past the front door into the vestibule leaving me feeling naked against my pyjamas. Their heavy woven coats brushed against my arms as they helped me to my feet, their voices in my ear. It all happened so fast. The female police officer seemed no more than a girl, she looked so very young. She kept talking, her voice soothing and caring. They helped me through to the living room, I rested on the sofa, and this very blanket was draped over my shoulders. My bare feet, I remember how they brushed against the rug, the nail varnish on the big toe of my right foot was chipped slightly. I hate chipped nail varnish. Then the female officer handed me a mug of tea.

We all had of tea, white and sweet the way I hate it. I went to the drinks tray and poured myself a large brandy; they refused. That was when it happened when it felt as if my heart broke free of my body, pouring out all over the floor, the pain in my chest causing me to gasp, it was difficult to breathe, my face was tingling, my mouth dry as my legs once again failed me as I stumbled to the arm of the chair for support. I could not speak. There was no teleprompter in front of me with lines semi-rehearsed. No, that was when I lost everything. That morning at 3.35, my world fell apart when they told me you were dead.

I can feel the fear and panic building up inside me, suffocating as I try to remember. I want to reach for the brown bottle of pills, the magic pill to make all the terrible memories and unbearable pain disappear, but I know that is not the answer. I also now know you were not the man I thought you were. You were cheating on me, lying to my face, living another life behind my back. I have discovered so many things, yet I feel as if I still know nothing at all.

The notepad hitting the floor brings me back to reality. Sitting here in our living room trying to piece together all that has transpired, what has been happening to me for the past few weeks, seems… surreal.

I hear the birds as they start to sing. Just one at first until sure as day follows night, they all join in the dawn chorus, not fully light yet, but the new day is now underway.

Rubbing my legs through my pj's, feeling just a little too cool for comfort, I decide to turn the central heating up a bit. When will it stop raining? The winter dampness always creeps in, carried on a lazy wind that goes straight through the house. I find myself heading to the kitchen and staring at the fridge. As I close the door to the refrigerator, I am startled and scream as a face that could sink a thousand ships is standing there just looking at me.

'Bloody hell, what a fright you gave me. What the hell are you doing creeping about the kitchen?'

My mother. Shit! I forgot about her. She smiles one of her knowing smiles, so I growl back. Nothing unusual about that. We simply do not jell—making a mental note that she must go out with the next recycling bin makes me smile to myself. That was quite funny. Put her out with the recycling – what a waste of time that would be. She would only wash up again on the next high tide as something more robust. She always had too much self-righteousness and criticism towards me for my liking.

I decide to have a glass of wine and a long soak in the bath to escape her. Sitting on the chair by the bath, watching the bubbles swirling around growing full and fat until the bottom of the tub is a mystery hidden beneath the floating clouds of scented foam. Sipping my wine and enjoying the relaxing effect it has on me, I do not care that it is wrong; a glass of wine before 6 in the morning, I do not care about anything except getting my head to work. I need to refresh my memory of what happened that night. The night you went out for dinner and never came back. What happened during the weeks between your dying, the funeral, and now I am here, my mother is here, and my staff packing up the house ready for me to move out. Why and where am I going?

Whose idea was it that I leave my home? Why now? Why so quickly?

Who gave me those bloody tranquillisers, and who has been looking after me? Certainly not me. Until yesterday I did not even know I was alive. Until yesterday I did not think you were a lying, cheating bastard! Isn't it funny how much you can learn in a day? I turn the taps off, check the temperature and slip into the hot soothing water allowing the bubbles to engulf me. I gently slide back to rest my head with a sigh, the hot water rushing up over my chest. The dry taste of wine in my mouth, the hot water cleansing my body, working out those drugs that have stupefied me for weeks, the beautiful silence – all that is missing are candles.

The candles. My brain slides an image across my consciousness. The candles, what is it about the candles? I sit up, open my eyes and reach for my glass, allowing the exotic taste to wash over my tongue, the coolness as it makes its way down. Of course, the candles, the bath, the wine. I remember more about that night.

You told me you had a business meeting taking place over dinner, a new client, and a high-end investor – it sounded serious. You thought it best if it were just the two of you for the first time, so you went alone. I came home with sushi takeaway for one! Okay, I was a little bit annoyed. There was a time when you always took me to meet new clients; you said I was your lucky charm, that I put people at ease, and that I was good for your image, I would always add with a giggle. That was in the early days. I guess I lost my touch. I remember choosing music, Van Morrison I think it was, then turning it up reasonably loud so it would follow me up the hall and into the bathroom. Then I took a seriously wicked pamper tray into the bathroom with me. I lit all the candles around the bath and on the table by the chair. I was ready to indulge. You would have laughed had you seen the tray laden with an entire bottle of very chilled wine, two oriental dishes with my sushi selection, wine glass, a napkin and chopsticks. I bought myself some giant white lilies, their intoxicating scent slowly being released as the heat from the bath encouraged their swan-like heads to open; they too were now on the table by the tub, pure indulgence. I put my goody tray on the chair, the bath filling the room with the exotic scent of oils that I had poured liberally into the running water. Dropping my robe to the floor, I remember standing there naked and expectant, making sure everything was perfect before sliding into my pool of heavenly delight.

I suddenly open my eyes, looking around me at a much different bathroom than that of my memories. I take another sip and sink back under the water, closing my eyes and going back in time, allowing my brain to remember. What happened next that night? Ah yes, the food was gone the wine bottle empty, my wine glass showing just enough for one more sip. The candles were a sure sign that quite some time had passed, as did the bathwater – it was getting cold, time to get out. I was relaxed, clean, tipsy, yet happy. I cleared the tray to the kitchen, leaving it on the worktop. Tomorrow will take care of that. Besides, I wanted you to come home and see that I too had fun and was not just here alone but here enjoying myself. I went to bed, that is what happened next. I went to bed; well, it would have been gone 11 by then I guess as I did not get home until well after 9 pm. So that is what I did that night. Wow, this is great. I remember. No matter what it is or how insignificant it is, I remember.

Feeling pleased with myself that so much had come back to me, I get out of the bath, wrapping the towel around me – never been one for drying myself, it will happen on its own – by the time I get through to the bedroom, I will be dry enough. Something I grew up with after my father died. She would never dry me or pick me up in her arms and smother me in a big warm towel. No, she never did that. She was the voice from the hall telling me to get out of the bath it was time for bed. I often thought I could have drowned; she would never have known. My father cared for me and made me feel loved and wanted; he protected me from knowing that she would rather be working; she was always working, days, nights, and holidays.

I emerge from the bedroom in clean pyjamas, cosy thick socks and another sweater. I am quite surprised at how much I have remembered and all that in a bath. If only I had thrown those tranquillisers away earlier, what was I thinking taking them? I guess I was not thinking straight. I have heard that shock can change you and make you seriously ill, but until you experience it, you have no idea how you can become lost so very quickly and without your consent.

I need to eat, keep my strength up, and get my life back in order; I am on my own now and need to be in control. I look in the fridge and, although tempted, do not pick up the bottle of wine. There is nothing there to inspire me to eat; there is nothing there at all in fact. A job to put on my list: get some food in. What I really want to eat is Chinese or Indian, something rich in spicy flavours, but not at 8.15 in the morning, not for any reason other than they will all be closed. A lonely tin of tomato soup lurks in another cupboard, so I guess that will do me for now. Oh, and I see we have bread, so toast and soup it is.

After eating I go back into the sitting room, this time with a mug of chamomile tea. I could never figure out how you managed to drink that builder's muck. Just smelling it changes the colour of my stomach lining! It is time to call my office and find out how business is, although I know Paula is more than capable of managing the company when I am not there. What a girl. She thought she wanted to be a primary school teacher; I saw her potential immediately. She came to me for a summer job before going to university; it was her decision not to go. I just made it work for her and me, much to her mother's anger, who still refuses to talk to me or have any conversation regarding me, her loss!

'You need to relax and get well again; you have had one hell of a shock.' Paula's sweet, caring voice came down the phone to me.

Telling her that I am on the mend and that I had stopped taking the tranquillisers, kicked all the ants out and now working on getting my life back on track. I just need time to get my head around these crazy events of the past few weeks. There are so many holes in my memory I must sort myself out.

'Well, if you need anything, anything at all, you call me. My phone is always on; we are all here for you. Is your mother still there?'

'Oh damn, I forgot about her. Hold on, let me check. She was earlier this morning, but I think she has gone now.'

I wander through to the back of the flat and open the guest room door.

'Yes, it would seem she is still here. Her extravagant clothes are still hanging in the wardrobe, and I can smell the perfume she wears. She has used the same one for as long as I can remember. She dresses and smells of Gabrielle Bonheur's "Coco" Chanel. That's my posh mother for you.'

Paula bursts out laughing, which in turn, makes me laugh.

'She is worried about you, about what you will do next; she is desperately trying to help. She wants to be with you. She told me that it can be difficult between the two of you, that you both seem to rub each other up the wrong way. She admitted to always putting work before you and your father, but that was just the way of things back then. You were so loved and cared for anyway. You have said so yourself so many times that you always had your dad and uncle Harry looking out for you, so I guess she never had to worry. But she is worried now. Her husband Loui seems lovely; they are clearly very happy together. I think she is genuinely sorry and heartbroken for you. Honestly, she just wants to be close to you.

Give her a chance. Now listen before you shoot the messenger, she did not ask me to speak for her. I just struggle to see why you are always at odds with her. I really like her, she is so intelligent, quick-witted and funny, not to mention fit and elegant for her age. Oh, and not to mention strong-willed, I guess you have more in common with her than you think!'

I listen as Paula chirps away like a robin, first to be heard in the dawn chorus, an eager lone chorister, and much like the robin, I am sure Paula will be joined by more eager voices ready to give me advice; I can tell Paula is worried about me too.

'Okay, I will not shoot you or her, but only because I do not have a gun. However, I do have kitchen knives!' I say with humour returning to my voice.

'It is your tongue she should worry about – much sharper than any knife I have seen in your kitchen,' replies Paula laughing.

It was good to chat, hear her laugh, and listen to myself laugh. God knows when I did that last.

'Right then, keep the ants away for now, actually Paula, why were they here, packing up my home? Did I order that?'

'Ah well, yes you did, but you were not yourself and bloody hell after what happened, well, you know. Besides, you have until next Thursday. It is only Wednesday today; it will not take them long to finish up when you give the word.'

My head is starting to hurt again, what is it I’m not remembering? Why next Thursday? More questions are rattling around in my head now.

'Paula, tell you what you can do for me,' jumping to more practical matters, 'Send someone out to get me food, wine and treats, get me some shopping. You know what, could you ask Michael, he has done it for me a few times now so he should get it right, and he knows what wines I like.' 

Paula confirms her instructions and is gone.

I close the door to my mother's room. What am I thinking it is not her room; it is my guest room. I would not like her to believe she could move in. I make my way back to the living room. Curling my feet up on the sofa and going back through my notes.

What else happened that morning? I was wearing a pair of jeans, a sweater, and my running shoes, why my running shoes I don't know, they were probably still lying at the front door from some previous evening's run.

I phoned Paula on the way to the hospital; they suggested it. The police officers who took me there said I should not be alone. I thought of Paula. If nothing else, she would need to know I would not be in the office that morning. I guess shock affects us like that; sometimes, you just concentrate on the practical to avoid the painful and confusing reality. I remember looking at my watch; it was ten minutes past five. Paula's voice was faint, sleepy sounding, and she kept asking me to repeat myself to tell her again what I was saying.
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