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  The Song of the Missing




  I always knew I was different from other women.




  An eminent psychiatrist has established there are five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.




  When Dominik died, I initially experienced none of these.




  So, exclude me from the ranks of humanity if you will.




  At first, there was only shock. And then all I could do was miss him, miss him and miss him all over again.




  Today was Valentine’s Day. It was the first time I had left the house in a fortnight, and as I shrugged my way into my winter coat and made my way down to the local High Street to pick up

  some fresh coffee beans and bread from the Tesco Local down the way from the Everyman cinema, I wondered at what kind of skewed logic had made me choose today of all days to venture out of the

  comfort of the sprawling Hampstead home overlooking the Heath that we had shared together for the past three years.




  I paused and stared into the window display of a stationery store at racks of cheap and cheerful greeting cards and the fat gold cupid that stood alongside them holding his bow string taut and

  aiming at a bunch of red balloons that floated overhead. ‘Forgotten something, Mr?’ was printed in a calligraphic black font onto a white speech bubble protruding from his heavy-lipped

  mouth.




  Dominik would have made a joke of it all, particularly the notion that it might be him who had forgotten any romantic occasion rather than me.




  Just two months had passed by since the last day that I had spent with him.




  It was the morning before Christmas and we were lying in bed together, side-by-side. Dominik’s breath was hot against my ear as he pressed his lips to my earlobe. I held my eyes shut

  tightly and pretended to be still asleep, although I knew that he knew I was awake. The pattern of my breathing was different when I slept. As was his. The sort of thing that came naturally to

  lovers and couples.




  A sudden current of cool air swept across my back as he lifted the covers and slipped out of the far side of the bed, before turning back again and tucking the duvet up around my shoulders. He

  smoothed a lock of my hair back from my face as he did so and then he was gone. I stretched out my limbs like a starfish and then curled up into a ball again, as if the smaller I became, the longer

  I could fight off morning.




  Downstairs, I could hear the hum of the coffee machine as it warmed up, and the bang-bang sound of Dominik knocking the filter against the sink to dislodge the used grounds from the previous

  brew. He was always careful to wash the machine and wipe down all the parts each time he used it. Getting a coffee machine was one of the concessions that he had made when we moved in together. He

  had always railed against it, complaining that the sleek silver beasts that squatted on bench tops all over North London were bourgeois and a waste of money, when a teaspoon of instant or a

  cafetiere did the job just as well. But he had quickly succumbed to my ingrained caffeine habit.




  The deep, rich scent of freshly ground coffee beans wafted into the room and the door squeaked closed. He padded quietly across to the bed, slid my cup onto the bedside dresser and then crawled

  across me to his side, careful to hold his weight an inch or two above me. He had slipped on a loose pair of cotton pyjama pants and socks to keep the chill off as he braved the journey across our

  cold wooden floors to the kitchen, and he struggled to pull them off with one hand as he wriggled back into bed. Now naked again, he pulled me into his arms. He brushed my mess of hair behind the

  nape of my neck and nipped my earlobe. His lips mapped a trail of kisses along the line of my jaw. I nestled against him and murmured a low moan, a sound of sleepy approval.




  His left arm was snaked beneath my throat like a pillow and his right arm hooked over my body. He held my breasts in his open palms and squeezed them gently, as if he was getting to know the

  shape and weight of them for the very first time. We were like two S’s lying next to each other, the full length of his body tracing a path around mine. My back against his torso, our thighs

  clamped together, the front of his knees locked into the back of mine, the soles of my feet resting on the top of his. If I could choose only one position for us to lie entwined for the rest of our

  lives, in the same way that people are asked to name one food or piece of music that they would take to a desert island, then this would probably have been it. Dominik often remarked on the uncanny

  way that we fitted together so well despite the difference in our height. It was as if our bodies had been carved from the same piece of stone.




  The soft, silky helmet of his cock began to press against the small of my spine as his erection grew, but I kept my eyes closed. Of course, I wanted him inside me. I always did. But I was not a

  morning person, and invariably, on this morning like every other, my arousal warred with my desire to keep snoozing as I struggled against the arrival of a new day, still too lazy to move or to

  caress him. I stirred, made a purring noise in the back of my throat and let him continue to stroke my breasts. I wriggled my hips from side to side, arched my back and pushed my arse against him,

  burying myself into the V shape that his torso and hips made on the bed. That was the sign that I always gave him, to indicate that I was awake enough for sex. He always seemed to want a sign that

  I wanted him, no matter how often I told him that he could fuck me even if I was asleep, or at least appeared to be. No matter my state of mind, health or the time of day, I was always in the mood

  for sex. It was only the type of sex that I was in the mood for that changed, depending on my energy levels and temperament.




  His hand dipped down lower and cupped the mound of my mons. By the time he lightly separated my pussy lips with his finger I was moaning softly and I knew that I was wet. He raised his

  forefinger as if shushing me and ran the moisture that I had left there over my bottom lip so that I could taste the sweet-salt tang of it. Dominik had never stopped insisting how much he loved the

  taste of me, and he had never stopped trying to prove it, either. His knuckles scraped across my spine as he grasped his cock and began to guide it inside me after all our wriggling had failed to

  connect us.




  The moment that his cock head broke through the tightness of my entrance always made me gasp. Dominik didn’t have the biggest cock in the world. His was just on the right side of average.

  Perfect, for me. It was not his size that made me lose my breath. It was the moment that our physical connection became complete. Maybe I was a simple woman, different in some way from other women.

  It wasn’t that I didn’t love all the other caresses that we shared, or that I didn’t value the intimacy of cuddling him, spooning him, the touches that we exchanged whenever we

  were together. But I lived and died for the sensation of his cock sliding inside my cunt, and nothing ever felt as good as the moment of his first stroke. We rocked back and forth like that until

  he came, and then he cradled my body in his arms until he shrank and slipped out of me.




  ‘Thank you,’ I said to him, stretching my arms over my head and reaching for my coffee. I wasn’t talking about the drink that he had made for me which was now cold and had

  developed a thin layer of film that broke apart as I sipped. ‘It’s my favourite way to wake up.’




  ‘I know it is,’ he replied, with an infuriating, knowing smile spread across his face. Then it had bugged me, how he knew me so well already. I liked to imagine that I was a closed

  book. An enigma. A contrary mess of psychological intricacies where the bad me and the mad me hid behind a clever veil of contradictions. But I was none of that to Dominik. From the very first time

  we had met on that day in St Katherine Docks after he had contacted me following the brawl on the tube when my old violin had been damaged, he had intuitively learned how to press my most secret

  buttons and bring out the best and worst of me. He had immediately mastered the mixed-up mess that made me who I was. But none of that mattered to Dominik. The way he looked at me made me feel as

  though I was transparent.




  We had that exact conversation after every time we had morning sex. It was one of our rituals. I hadn’t realised until he was gone how many rituals we had together. How deeply entwined in

  the fabric of my life he was. I didn’t have a life without Dominik. He was my life. All of the little moments like that, they were my life.




  Why had I ever imagined that anything else mattered?




  I’d agreed to be involved later that afternoon in a small charity event at a church in nearby Highgate. Lauralynn’s string quartet was also performing, and I would

  be joining them for a single section, one of Paganini’s ‘24 Caprices’. I often played the short Paganini pieces as part of my practice exercises, having been thoroughly schooled

  in them during the course of my turbulent teens by my music teacher, Mr Van der Vliet, back in New Zealand. They were all technically awkward to master, but then that was the point and we had all

  rushed through a quick rehearsal the previous weekend.




  Dominik and I had both kept the morning free for some last minute shopping. This was the first year that I would be cooking for him on Christmas Day, as on previous occasions we had always eaten

  out as we’d been travelling. We had revisited New Orleans where after a late dinner at Tujague’s, off Jackson Square, Dominik had endeavoured to find the secret club where under his

  instructions I had once danced nude in full public view, still under the spell of the strange primal ties that had brought us together and the influence of the dazzling Russian dancer we watched

  performing. However, the local where the club had been was now closed, and no one knew where it had moved to. Much later during the course of our sometimes tempestuous relationship he had flown me

  to Reykjavik, where we had hired an SUV and hunted the Northern Lights over the eerie darkness of the black lava plain by a deserted glacier on the stroke of midnight and his kiss had melted away

  the sub-zero cold from my lips and inflamed my heart.




  The turkey we had ordered online had been delivered two days before and had now defrosted. Following a recipe book we’d been obliged to buy, as despite the fact that the house was a refuge

  for thousands of books, none of them pertained to food, I’d prepared a herby stuffing and squeezed it down the bird’s cavity and, dutifully basting it with sugar and further spices, had

  fitted the succulent animal, just, into the oven where it was now roasting away. It was enormous and I was more nervous at the prospect of cooking it correctly than tackling any new piece of music

  or confronting one of Dominik’s now occasional, but always welcome, sexual kinks.




  ‘It’s huge,’ I said. ‘And with my luck, will likely end up either dry or raw.’ I was dizzy with apprehension. ‘We’ll have food left over for weeks . .

  .’




  All Dominik did was smile back at me and remain silent. His eyes glittered and a sheen of mischief trailed across the pattern of his lips.




  He walked down the store’s central aisle, picking up a bottle there and random boxes of chocolates and premium biscuits, examining them closely before settling on a choice.




  We had friends and acquaintances invited for drinks on Boxing Day and we’d decided to get them some post-Xmas gifts to celebrate the occasion.




  It all felt curiously domestic.




  Which is when I realised that I hadn’t prepped the vegetables. I had planned to do so straight after breakfast, but the dreamy state of our lovemaking had left me aimless and disoriented,

  despite the fact that we had cut our morning sex session short so we could get the day started. On occasions where we both had time, after spooning led to sleepy sideways sex, he would tip me onto

  my back, kiss a path between my breasts and down my torso to my mound and then lap at my clitoris until I came. Pleasuring me like this aroused him so much that he was inevitably hard again when he

  raised his head proudly and began to crawl up my body to kiss me, and that usually led to more sex. It had become a routine, one of a whole palate of sexual regularities that was now a sequence I

  knew by heart, but it never felt rote. More like learning a string of musical notes – no matter how many times I played a song I loved, I never grew tired of hearing the same notes in the

  same order.




  ‘Damn,’ I said. ‘I didn’t put the potatoes on. And I have to play at the recital soon . . .’ I told him. ‘I’d better get back home.’




  He looked up at me, his dark eyes catching the reflection of the shop’s elongated neon lighting strips.




  ‘No problem. I’ll keep on doing the shops. Maybe find a surprise for you? You go, and I’ll be home in an hour or so.’




  I pointed out that I would just have time to ready the vegetables and pick up my instrument and travel to Highgate for the charity do, so there was no need for him to hurry. The oven was on a

  timer, and I would be back in late afternoon with leisure enough to get everything ready for the dinner we had planned.




  I walked away with a perfunctory wave.




  I didn’t even think of kissing him.




  Fuck.




  The aromatic smell of the turkey roasting slowly in the oven reached me as I opened the front door and made my mouth water. Maybe I would turn out to be a cook after all! I quickly washed,

  peeled and cut the vegetables and wrapped them in foil. They would go in the oven when I returned. I rushed up to the study, hesitated a brief moment as to which of my violins I would play today

  and settled on the Bailly. It was an instinctive, irrational decision, seeing I hadn’t played or practised with it much recently.




  I pulled a delicate, lightweight silk dress from the wardrobe, short-sleeved, smooth to the touch, just one from my arsenal of little black dresses for public functions and performances. Almost

  a uniform. Checked it for stains and slipped it on, then foraged in the drawers for a pair of tights and matching black shoes and ran out of the house, grasping my heavy winter coat under my arms

  next to the violin case as I entered the right combination on the bicycle lock and pedalled off up the hill towards Jack Straw’s Castle where I would take the Spaniards Inn road towards

  Highgate past Kenwood House.




  I arrived at the church 15 minutes later, just as a black cab was drawing up outside and Lauralynn stepped out from it, seemingly taller than ever in a sleek grey tailored pinstriped suit,

  pulling her battered cello case from the carriage onto the pavement before paying the driver.




  ‘How quaint,’ she remarked, as she watched me seeking a railing which I could attach the bike to.




  ‘The advantages of playing a somewhat lighter instrument,’ I replied, winking at her. Despite her past relationship with Dominik, we had become the best of friends since I had begun

  living with him again in earnest.




  The other members of Lauralynn’s ensemble were already waiting for us inside, and the elderly charity organiser running the show effusively greeted us as we joined them in the narrow gift

  shop which had been transformed into a rudimentary green room for the performers. The quartet were playing an improvisation on a theme by Philip Glass before my turn came, and I sat down in a

  rickety chair, with the door open to the nave, so I could listen to them playing in the area that had been cleared for the musicians close to the lectern. The jug of coffee prepared for us was weak

  and insipid, and a single sip was enough for me and I switched to tap water. The dark, sensuous tone of Lauralynn’s cello skirted around the repetitive melody like a bird in flight,

  domineering, regal, elegant, masculine in its forcefulness. Her fellow players were highly competent and professional but to me it felt like she was leading them through a merry gavotte, the

  comforting warmth of her strings gliding across the music like a lion set loose in a jungle of church-like resonance and occasional coughs from the invisible audience.




  There was a smatter of applause and I grabbed hold of my trusty Bailly and stepped into the nave, after the organiser had announced me.




  The audience was a blur of pastel-coloured coats, sweaters and scarves, a jumble of faces. I never truly saw the spectators attentively watching me when I played. From the moment the violin

  settled on my shoulder and I raised my bow, all my normal senses automatically switched off and I was in a world of my own.




  Alone in my body, living for the cascade of notes, the waves of exquisite sound I invoked from my instrument, the pizzicati I plucked out of the silence and ordered into a pattern of beauty.




  It was, as ever, as if the whole world retreated into the distance and I was alone with my emotions, my soul burning with a gentle fire which spread through my body as the tempo increased and I

  became a servant of the instrument and no longer its player, its mistress.




  The music turned the blood in my veins into arrows of light and pleasure. I tingled, from head to toe, a creature of the senses, wanton, liberated, alive again. The nearest I could come to

  expressing my emotions fully, just like in the throes of sex and its dark and sometimes contradictory desires when I craved, yearned, begged to become whore, victim, conqueror, lover and all those

  dangerous undercurrents that were the foundations of my soul that only Dominik had managed to tame. Even when they lay dormant, I knew they were lurking around the corner of my mind, diseased,

  predatory, waiting for any sign of weakness on my part.




  Ahhhh . . . the music and Dominik: the harbours of my sanity.




  When I had walked into the nave, it had felt chilly. Now an unseen warmth caressed me, all over, as the leather of the violin’s chin guard softly rubbed against my skin to the rhythm of

  the Paganini melody and my eyes closed and I allowed myself to wander and get lost inside the meandering and labyrinthine folds of the song until it felt as if it was playing me and not the other

  way around.




  My mind drifted.




  Tonight, I decided as I unleashed another waterfall of quicksilver notes, I would ask Dominik to take me hard. I wanted to scream, cry out, to find my core again in sweat and tears.




  I wanted this Christmas to be different.




  How little I knew.




  I awoke from my trance. The grey faces in the audience were applauding politely, some watching me with concern, sensing how unsteady I was on my feet, the echo of the Caprice still floating

  through the nave. I turned round and saw Lauralynn sitting there, with a wry smile on her face as if she could read my mind like a book, clapping along with the crowd and the other musicians. She

  rose to her feet, leaving her large cello leaning against her chair and gave me a peck on the cheek.




  ‘That was . . . hot, darling,’ she whispered in my ear. ‘Good girl.’




  There was such a look of complicity on her face that I felt naked and almost blushed.




  ‘It’s a piece I often practise,’ I defended myself. A lie.




  Her lips twisted, unbelieving and her eyes sparkled. I acknowledged the public’s applause, retreated to the green room and seized my overcoat and walked out of the small church as

  Lauralynn’s ensemble began playing Schubert’s String Quartet in G Major, not my favourite piece of music by a long stretch. I knew she wouldn’t be offended by my sudden

  departure.




  I liberated my bike from the railing. Glanced at my watch.




  Dominik would be home by now.




  We could fuck.




  For all I cared, the damn turkey waiting for us in the oven could roast a little longer. It would keep the salmonella at bay . . .




  A late afternoon cold was falling.




  I turned the key in the lock, half-opened the door and a fragrant wave of warm and reassuring cooking aromas swept over me. There was music coming from the study where Dominik

  worked. He always wrote accompanied by the sound of rock music playing loud. I set my violin case down by the door and was careful not to slam it shut and alert Dominik to my presence. I hurriedly

  checked the kitchen oven and moved the vegetables I had prepared earlier onto one of its lower shelves, below the now darkly-braised turkey, and changed the setting, still faithfully following the

  instructions from the cookery book I had acquired a few weeks earlier.




  I tiptoed up the stairs to our bedroom, slipped out of my coat, unzipped the little black dress and stepped out of it, treading on stockinged feet to the wardrobe to hang it up and pondering

  what I should now wear.




  Echoes of the music Dominik was playing as he typed resonated from the floor below. I recognised a Lana Del Rey song and all its lush orchestration. The record came to an end and I stood there

  uncertain as to the outfit I should present myself to him in, torn between thoughts of simplicity and ostentatious excess, a familiar fever dream spreading through my veins as memories of games and

  embraces past swirled through my mind. I waited for a while for the next album to start so that I might perhaps select something that would effectively accompany the music, materials, colours,

  looseness or tightness that would prove perfectly complementary to the tune he would choose to spur on his imagination. He’d been working on a new novel for some time now but the details he

  had been willing to provide me about it were still sparse.




  I waited.




  The thin grey pencil skirt that emphasised my small waist, with a white cotton blouse, if he chose Arcade Fire?




  The pleated trouser suit, if he opted for country music?




  I stood facing the wardrobe mirror, standing in my underwear, matching Victoria’s Secret opaque panties and bra, with just the right balance of sexiness and propriety, and a pair of open

  crotched tights.




  Still no music.




  Possibly he was deeply absorbed in the section he was writing and didn’t wish to be distracted by having to hunt for the right music to play next?




  Or maybe I should walk into his study just naked?




  No, I concluded. Nudity had its codes, its rituals. Sometimes it even became a uniform. Something I had learned from experience with both Dominik and other men.




  The silence spreading across the house was beginning to puzzle me. So unlike him.




  I took a final glance at myself in the mirror. I looked nothing like a lingerie model. Let alone a porn star. My hair was a tangled mess of red uneven curls falling down to my shoulders, my

  breasts were far from voluptuous, my painted lips a comic parody of come hither-ness and my skin was deathly pale.




  But I knew this was also the way Dominik liked me.




  I stepped back.




  Horny woman in underwear. It would have to do.




  I slowly made my way down the stairs.




  At the study door, I couldn’t hear any sound of typing. Nor any movement inside.




  I knocked. Not that Dominik ever appeared annoyed when I interrupted his writing.




  There was no answer.




  I reckoned he hadn’t heard me, lost in the pathways of his writing imagination. As I was so often when I allowed the music to take me over.




  My hand reached for the doorknob.




  Turned it.




  I pushed the door open with my toes.




  The room was in part darkness, just illuminated by the standing lamp by the desktop computer. The deep black leather chair in which he sat faced the screen and I could see the tip of his head.

  He was motionless.




  ‘Dominik? Do you mind if . . .’




  There was an uncanny stillness in the air.




  Hesitantly I walked towards the desk.




  Dominik still didn’t move.




  My mouth felt dry.




  I reached the chair.




  He was still wearing the same clothes from when we had shopped a few hours earlier.




  He sat immobile in his chair, facing the shining screen. Seemingly lost in thought.




  My eyes were absurdly drawn to the flickering cursor left abandoned there in the middle of a word penumb . . .




  It would have been penumbra, I knew. A wave of guilt rushed across my mind, as if I had been found spying on him, his thoughts. Betraying his confidence. Cheating. Reading his words before they

  were ready for public or private consumption.




  My movement at his side did not catch his attention.




  I looked down.




  He was pale as chalk, his features frozen into a mask of indifference.




  I knew in an instant he was dead.




  I remained calm even if inside of me a storm was brewing, frantic, confused, waves of despair and fear grappling in close combat. I clenched my fists and tried to remember the little I had

  learned about mouth to mouth techniques at school in New Zealand, although a voice deep inside kept on telling me it would prove useless.




  It was useless.




  There was no magic in my breath, and unlike in a bad movie he didn’t come to with a spluttering cough and a look of surprise.




  I didn’t cry.




  I called for emergency services.




  A heart attack they said later. Sudden and destructive. There was nothing I could have done, I was told, even if I had been present.




  But I knew I should have been there. At least held his hand, whispered final words in his ears, lullaby him away on that dreadful journey. Said something he would have heard, words to cushion

  his passing. Something.




  ‘Just one of those things,’ they said.




  I knew Dominik’s father had died of a heart attack, but had put that down to simple old age, and Dominik was still young. There had never been a sign of anything wrong with his health, at

  any rate in my presence. He still jogged around the Heath regularly and used some home gym equipment which he said kept him alert and able to concentrate on the screen for long periods of time, but

  I always suspected was down to a vanity he was unwilling to admit to.




  The ambulance came. In a daze I opened the door to the green-and-yellow-suited paramedics. They went through the motions, nodded sympathetically. But it made no difference.




  They took the body away and left me with a sheaf of papers I would have to fill in. Forms. Questions. Only then did I realise I had stood with them all that time in my underwear, the way I had

  been dressed or rather undressed when I had walked down to Dominik’s study. Not one of the ambulance staff had thought to bring it to my attention while they went about their business. Not

  even the older woman who appeared to be the vehicle’s driver. I didn’t care. So many strangers had seen my body that it no longer made any difference.




  The ambulance drove away. To the Royal Free Hospital down the hill? To a morgue somewhere? A warehouse where the bodies of the dead were kept in cold storage until all the formalities were

  completed? I had no idea. The only thing I had asked them before they left was whether a postmortem would be necessary in the circumstances and was told it was highly unlikely. It was a clear open

  and closed heart attack case.




  Right then, I couldn’t face the possibility of Dominik being cut open somehow.




  Then realised with a shock that I didn’t even know whether he would have wished to be buried or cremated. It was something we had never even thought of discussing.




  I took my tights and bra off and went to bed in my Victoria’s Secret panties. I wanted to cry but the tears just wouldn’t come. I slept a long time.




  Two days later, there was a call for me to visit the hospital with the completed paperwork and I was asked whether I wished to pick up the clothes he had been wearing at the time of his death

  and in which he had been carried away.




  Shocked by the request, I choked, unable to provide an answer.




  I was hanging up the coat that he had last worn and left folded over a stool in the kitchen when I came across the envelope, tucked into the inside pocket. It was addressed to

  me in Dominik’s elegant script.




  For Summer on a Winter’s Day, I read.




  An anxious spasm tore through my stomach as I unceremoniously ripped the envelope open, hoping for lost words from beyond the one-way mirror behind which Dominik now rested.




  There were none. Just a rough map.




  At first it made no sense. It was rudimentary and stylised, like a child’s sketch of a desert island, with a large X marking the location of a lost treasure. I turned the page around and

  some features became familiar.




  I paused for breath.




  Suddenly realising where all the thin string of little arrows led and the message the map conveyed.




  When had Dominik drawn it?




  When had he intended to let me come across it?




  On January 1st, I guessed. He’d always had a pronounced sense of ritual, which sometimes bordered on the melodramatic albeit in an intensely romantic way. Was this some scheme to lead me

  like a fairy tale heroine towards a post-Christmas present?




  Where had he planned to leave the envelope?




  On the low bedside table on my side of the bed, where I would have found it on awakening while still fighting back the reefs of sleep, and Dominik had conveniently left the house so as not to

  spoil the surprise.




  I grabbed the sheet of paper, and ran downstairs. Here I tightened my running trainers’ laces and slipping on an old scuffed leather jacket I hadn’t worn in ages walked out of the

  house. The snow that had fallen a few days earlier had mostly melted away, just small hillocks and clumps now, like muddy collars, circling the base of the trees that lined the other side of the

  road by the Heath.




  The steep descent into the Vale of Health was just a hundred yards away from our house and the first tall tree below it was a peculiar shape and stood at an uncommon angle. I remembered Dominik

  once pointing it out to me.




  And it clearly was marked on his crude map, next to a sketch of what appeared to be a guitar pick. An image indelibly carved into the back of my mind. I crossed the road, bent down by the

  tree’s trunk and, gloveless, dug into the thin layer of snow and dirt with my fingers, closing my eyes and relying on my sense of touch explored the crumbling pocket of broken ice and

  disturbed soil until I found it.




  A guitar pick.




  I knew where the trail would lead.




  From the last time a similar trail had been created.




  By me. For Dominik.




  As an affirmation.




  I hurried down the hill. I knew that in my rush I was missing out on a score of further cheap guitar picks outlining the route, but I had no doubt in my mind where they would lead.




  I pulled up the jacket’s collar as an arctic breeze enveloped me when I walked out into the open space of the Heath, near the car park and continued down the dirt road by the ponds.




  Then across the bridge and a narrower path to the left that led into a wooded part of high trees.




  I could have made this journey with my eyes blindfolded.




  And I involuntarily shuddered at the thought of the actual blindfold.




  That first time in the crypt when I had played for him . . .




  My breath was fogging as I quickened my pace and, finally, reached the clearing.




  The hill of grass that led towards the metal bandstand.




  I was panting by the time I reached the large gazebo.




  Checked against the map he had left for me.




  N for North. S for South and so on . . .




  Got my bearings.




  The large X dominating the sketchy map indicated the northern angle of the bandstand.




  Once again I fell to my knees, and broke the thin layer of ice that covered the ground. My fingers could no longer feel the cold. I burrowed. My heart on hold.




  Felt something hard. Dug around it. Took hold of the object between four fingers and pulled it out.




  It was a small box.




  Within the box was another box. Not an ordinary cardboard sort, like the outer layer, designed to protect the contents from the elements but a minuscule trunk, about two inches thick, square,

  and half the size of my palm, with tiny gold hinges at the back. It was covered with a fine layer of deep-blue velvet that was silky to the touch.




  I clasped it tightly in my hand and sucked in a mouthful of cold air that burned my lungs. I had been holding my breath. My heart beat rapidly in my chest.




  Oh, Dominik, what have you done? Surely not an engagement ring. We were both of the view that marriage was for other people, not for us. And maybe it was something of a resolutely old-fashioned

  pretension, this idea that we didn’t need the trappings of tradition to bring us closer together. Neither of us had ever wanted children, either, so the legal and other benefits were not so

  important.




  My knees began to ache on the cold ground. I pushed myself to my feet and brushed my hands off on my jeans.




  No, I thought. Dominik would never buy me an engagement ring. He had far too much imagination and an ingrained taste for the unconventional for that.




  My mouth turned up in a smile as memories of other creative and daring situations he had previously surprised me with flooded across my mind. Once, as I stood in front of him nude and about to

  play the final solo from Max Bruch’s violin concerto he had asked for my lipstick and then used it to paint both my nipples and cunt lips a deep, vivid shade of red. I would never forget the

  feeling of shock, when I realised what he was planning, and the sensation of the cosmetic on my skin, waxy and arousing as he painted me. His lover, his whore.




  I didn’t count to ten, or take a deep breath. I just flipped the lid open. And there, resting on a bed of black silk lining was a delicate gold bracelet, so thin that it seemed as though

  it would break with the slightest force. I picked it up gently and studied it as it lay on my palm. It felt sturdier in my hand than it looked. Rather than a regular clasp, the closing mechanism

  was a tiny padlock – not even half the size of my pinky fingernail – that snapped over a loop with a gentle press and twist motion.




  It fitted around my slim wrist as perfectly as if Dominik had taken a measurement while I slept. He did not have the option of checking my size against other similar items in my wardrobe as I

  did not own a watch and rarely wore jewellery.




  Despite having been out in the cold for no doubt many days, the metal was not cool to touch. The gold had a warmth to it that I knew would suit the red of my hair and pale skin.




  I only wished that it had been Dominik’s hand securing it to my wrist and not my own.




  Which made me think.




  It was obvious to me what he meant by the padlock. He had never really approved of BDSM-style collars – thought them too obvious, and although he never said as much, I knew instinctively

  he would have felt that such an accessory would have added a pantomime rather than erotic element to our relationship.




  So, this was another compromise. I would have dearly liked to wear Dominik’s collar, but it just wasn’t his style.




  Even if the padlock’s symbolism was obvious, it wasn’t like him to not leave a note or a card, in place of any words he might have spoken in person. The written word was

  Dominik’s expressive medium of choice. He often left little notes for me around the house. Sometimes just to say that he had popped out to run an errand and when he expected to be home, and

  sometimes with instructions of what he wanted me to be wearing or doing when he arrived back.




  I picked up the box again and studied it more closely. There it was, tucked inside the protective case that I had nearly discarded. A sheet of white notepaper, folded in half and then again.

  Thicker than computer paper and sharp at the edges. It was a bright night, and light enough that I could still read the black font.




  Dearest Summer,




  A bracelet, and not a collar – because I only ever hope to own a part of you. That part I will keep locked in my heart forever. The rest, my dear, is yours. As I will always

  be.




  Your Dominik.




  I thrust the note and the bracelet’s case into my jacket pocket and began to run, tripping and sliding on the Heath’s soft earth as I negotiated my way over roots and stones too

  quickly in the fading light, wishing with every particle of my being that I could somehow summon him back so that he would be there when I returned home, triumphant, having solved all the clues in

  the puzzle he had set me.




  But when I pushed open the door and walked inside there was nothing but empty rooms and the sound of my own breathing, still ragged.




  I missed him. I missed his presence. I missed the rich timbre of his voice and the habit he had of calling me for no particular reason, even though he knew that I hated phone

  calls. I missed the sound of his fingers tapping on the keyboard late at night that sometimes kept me awake or permeated my dreams. I missed the way that we laughed about it. How I sat across the

  breakfast table from him on nights where he had been possessed with inspiration or was simply too terrified by the spectre of a deadline that he refused to come to bed and we would both be haggard,

  him from sleep deprivation and me from the strange visions that his keyboard created in my brain as I slept to images of tap dancers beating out a rhythm on a stage or the pitter patter of

  raindrops on a tin roof. He would forcibly argue that I couldn’t possibly hear him from all the way up the stairs and I would jokingly say that, in the same way other couples were joined at

  the hip, we were joined at the brain.




  I missed the woody, masculine smell of him that was never cologne or soap or hair gel, just Dominik. I missed the way that one corner of his mouth always lifted slightly higher than the other

  when he smiled. I missed the arrow that his hip bones made, pointing to his groin, and the way that he complained about his ‘middle age spread’ which left me with barely even an inch of

  fat to grab from his perpetually flat stomach. I missed the light dusting of hair on his chest and I missed lying half on top of him on the couch and running my fingers through it on the rare

  nights that we watched television together, catching up on past episodes of endless series or DVDs or just the world news.




  I even missed the things he did that annoyed me. His occasional snore. The way he hung used towels from the bathroom doorknob instead of the rail so they were sure to always fall on the floor.

  How he refused to eat grapes unless they were seedless. His habit of following me around the house, switching off the lights that I had left on and tutting even though I knew all too well how much

  he was blissfully indifferent to environmental issues or money matters. The endless spoonfuls of sugar that he stirred into his coffee. The look on his face when I teased him about how much I

  wanted a cat, knowing how much he hated even the thought of us owning a pet.




  Most of all though, I missed the familiar hard warmth of his body in the bed next to me when I awoke each morning and evoked all the ways he would make love to me and how I had opened myself to

  him and his desires like no other man before him. Nor could I imagine making love to any other man after him, though God knows I was aroused enough and had known many before we had finally come

  together after the heartbreak of our initial on and off relationship.




  My grief took the form of desire, and my desire for Dominik was an ever-present longing. A white heat that filled every fibre of my being until I felt as though it might consume me like a flame

  that would keep on burning, ceaselessly.




  Every day now, I relived waking up with him for the last time. Sometimes I imagined our last morning exactly as it was. Other times I pictured how it would have been if I had known it was the

  last time I would wake up with him. All the things that I would say. How I would tell him that I loved him and that he meant everything to me, and how I wouldn’t care if he teased me for

  being soppy. Oh, how I longed for him to tease me. I imagined turning towards him as soon as I felt his hand caress my hair and how I would touch him back. I thought about how I would press my lips

  against his skin and trail a path of kisses down to his groin. How I would take his cock in my mouth and worship him. Run the blade of my tongue up his shaft and over and around every groove and

  crevice until I tasted him on my tongue.




  When I lay awake at night restless and unable to sleep I would summon him to my mind. The precise firmness of his touch, the press of his lips against mine. The way that he would act playful and

  provocative until I was ready to erupt and then pull away and laugh as though watching my rising desperation was the funniest thing in the world. I could even recall the way the pads of his

  fingertips felt trailing over my skin. The pattern of his fingerprints was etched into my memory like a map of pathways that I roamed like a lost soul in my dreams. I knew every single groove,

  every valley, every dip and every curve in his flesh. The broken byways of his lifeline.




  Sometimes I felt as though I didn’t exist at all any longer. I never had. I had been nothing before Dominik. The lodestone that had ever so briefly kept me grounded was gone. And the

  emptiness had returned.
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  Dance Macabre




  Thinking of Dominik occupied the jagged jigsaw of my dreams and the deserts of my days.




  At night, I wore my grief like a shroud. As if I had been enveloped by a heavy cloak and the tighter I wrapped myself in it, the closer I felt to him.




  During my waking moments though, I got on with the business of death.




  The funeral came and went, and my sister Fran and old friend Chris stayed for a short time, though they were no longer dating. I had never managed to quite put aside the feeling that neither of

  them had ever really completely understood or approved of the relationship between Dominik and me. So despite the fact that my heart felt as though it had been roughly torn into pieces, I somehow

  managed to locate the kink equipment that Dominik kept secreted away in various parts of the house, to make sure that neither of them accidentally stumbled upon a length of bondage rope or a

  flogger.




  There wasn’t much of it. He had never really been one for all the trappings of kink. Handcuffs and paddles were not Dominik’s style. It was our natures that had each warred and

  surrendered to the other in the bedroom, and we had never needed any implements for that. He had collected a few things, either out of curiosity, a desire to treat, tease or torment me, or simply

  to sample new sensations, particularly when it was all so new to me and like a kid in a candy shop, I had wanted to try everything from candle wax to electro torture.




  When my guests arrived I had hastily stuffed all of the things that I didn’t want prying eyes to see into the deep, solid and lockable drawers in the low cabinet that functioned as a side

  table by our front door and then hidden the key. Then, until they had left again, I had behaved how I thought I ought to behave. How they expected me to behave.




  With my face frozen into the rictus of a grieving widow I lay on the couch and let them bring me mugs of hot tea and answer the doorbell and call our utility providers and the car insurance

  company, pretending to be me and changing all of the accounts into my name.




  Amending the insurance turned out to be impossible. ‘We need to speak to the policy holder,’ I overheard a loud, singsong voice saying at the other end of the line. ‘You

  don’t understand,’ Fran hissed back. ‘He’s dead.’




  Letters addressed to Dominik continued to slip through the mail slot and land on the floor by the door just as gently as all the others, no matter how heavily the shock of seeing his name in

  print weighed on my heart. The paperwork of death was seemingly endless, and of all the banal ways that a person could linger on, junk mail and electricity bills were the worst.




  Ar first, I only wore the bracelet with its tiny padlock charm that he had hidden at the bandstand when I was alone, though most nights I slept with it clutched in my hand. I wasn’t

  ashamed of what it represented, or of publicly marking myself as Dominik’s submissive. It just felt too personal and too perfect to share, or to sully with the ordinariness of everyday

  life.




  In time, as soon as all my friends, family and various well-wishers gradually disappeared, I got up off the couch and drowned myself in activity.




  The public Summer and the private Summer. It came so naturally to me, the dichotomy of my two sides. And the contrast made me realise how terribly lonely I had become without Dominik. He had

  been the only person I had fully shown my whole self to, complete with all of my flaws, strange yearnings, and mixed-up emotions.




  For the first time since the day of his death, I walked in to his study and contemplated the darkness of his computer screen, the uneven piles of papers, reference books and folders laid out

  across the desk. Noticed the faint red light on the face of his music player; it had been on all this time and I’d forgotten to switch it off.




  There had been a request from his editor to ascertain how far Dominik had made progress with his new book. He’d always made it a rule not to discuss works in progress and I had no idea if

  the novel had gone as far as a first draft even.




  I tried to make sense of which layer of print-outs actually formed part of this project I knew nothing about and distinguish between random notes, past drafts of academic lectures, household

  bills, statements and handwritten jottings, but it was useless.




  Instead, I waved the mouse, watched the screen jump to life and ordered a house moving kit from Argos to be delivered that afternoon. Dominik would have railed against my impulsiveness, spending

  money on an expensive courier service when I could easily have waited a few days for free standard delivery. But right then, I couldn’t face leaving the house.




  The blue-uniformed delivery driver arrived two hours later, dwarfed by the large cardboard box he was carrying that contained a further nine boxes, packing tape and a marker pen set. I signed

  for the items wordlessly, shut the door and began fitting the boxes together and disposing of the remnants of Dominik’s life.




  My memories of Dominik were like pearls clutched tightly in my fists. I knew that the more time passed by, the more they would turn to smoke, blur at the edges and begin to drift away. But,

  right then, I was not particularly sentimental about his possessions. The whole house could have burned to the ground for all I could have cared. All of it was nothing without him.




  I began with the easy stuff. The dress shoes and ties and cuff links, the things that he didn’t wear unless an occasion demanded it so they didn’t seem a part of him. In fact, I

  could imagine him grinning as he saw the evidence of business conferences, networking events and the odd acquaintance’s wedding vanishing into the anonymous depths of brown cardboard

  containers and sealed with duct tape.




  My flurry of activity came to an abrupt halt though, once I had rid the cupboards of meaningless items and came to the things that actually meant something to him, or that he used day-to-day.

  The things that still held his scent. Warm and masculine and comforting. He had worn so much black. Black jeans, black smart trousers, black cashmere sweaters, black scarves, black leather gloves.

  Dominik’s living clothes were clothes for a corpse and so I left them in his wardrobe.




  I moved to the items on our hallway shelves, planning to rearrange his books and put at least some of them into storage. He was a collector, and by the end, the sheer number of volumes that he

  had accrued had become quite unmanageable. We had even discussed building a loft to accommodate his ever-growing collection, since it was a hobby that I knew he would never abandon, and so much a

  part of him that I couldn’t bring myself to try to change it, even if that had been possible (and I had always known that it hadn’t).




  I opened a volume at random, held it to my face and inhaled deeply. The peculiar smell of old books hit me like a punch to the gut. It was the very same scent that had assaulted my senses the

  first time that I had ever come to this house, and it reminded me so much of Dominik that if I closed my eyes and kept breathing in, his ghost appeared alongside me in such vivid, three-dimensional

  detail that he might have been really there.




  One by one I pulled them out and tossed them from the shelves; pulp fiction thrillers and novels of the weird, cheap paperback detective stories and penny dreadfuls often with busty blondes on

  the covers and slogans like ‘he took one look, and vowed to possess her’. There were heavy, gilt-edged, hardbacked literary tomes, thick fantasy novels, glossy photography collections

  and an uncommonly large section of books featuring antique maps, lightweight and loose-leafed poetry magazines and ponderous biographies of writers, explorers and musicians. One by one they fell to

  the floor with a thud or a flutter until I was surrounded, and then I dropped to my knees with them, curled up into a ball and began to sob.




  ‘Who were you, Dominik?’ I wanted to scream. Aside from the occasional magazine or thriller hurriedly purchased to pass time spent on aeroplanes and in airport lounges or hotel rooms

  when I was travelling, I barely ever read. Why had he surrounded himself with all of these other imaginary worlds? I knew that he kept them in some kind of order. But I had no idea what it was.

  Suddenly it seemed like the most important thing in the world, the way that he had kept his books. Why had I never asked him?




  They were the first real tears that I had shed since his death, and they came thick and fast until I had no more tears to cry. Wrung out and exhausted, I laid my head down, pressed my cheek

  against the pages of a paperback, and drifted into a fitful slumber.




  I had begun sleeping in different rooms of the house, or wherever I happened to be when I drifted off. Only ever once in Dominik’s study, on the bed that he had lifted me onto the first

  time that we made love here, after I had performed for him, nude and alone in the isolated crypt where he had been so aroused by my music that he had first taken me against a stone wall before

  taking me home. My memories of his study had always been an equal measure of lust and homeliness. It wasn’t just the room that we had first really made love in, it was the room that I most

  associated with Dominik, the room where he spent so many late and lonely nights typing the words that meant so much to him, the room that I instinctively felt was so much his territory. But now it

  was also the room in which he had died and I could not bear to be in it. The rest of the house just felt empty without him. But his study felt more than empty. It felt as though he had left a black

  hole behind him, a vast cavern of absence so great that if I stood near it too long I might be sucked inside.




  My dreams were infrequent but acute in their pain. I wanted to say that I slept like the dead, but, even within the solitude of my own mind, that expression now made me wince. I slept as though

  stupefied, far more hours than any normal human needed and that despite all the coffee I drank and without any help from whale noises, pan pipes or narcotic sleeping aids. When I did dream, my

  dreams were either violent or fantastical, but always, I dreamed of Dominik. Of his hands around my throat as he rode me hard, or around my wrists as he pinned me down. Even the way that, in the

  depths of our hardest lovemaking sessions he would sometimes make me gag or spit in my face as I kneeled in front of him and tried my damnedest to swallow him right to the base of his cock. During

  the day, I recalled his gentle affection, the warmth of his body as we lay together and spooned, or the way that his hand fitted into mine as we walked. But at night, it was inevitably

  Dominik’s dark side that fuelled my imagination, emphasising how much that part of him had proven indispensable to me.




  I was roused by a faint noise outside. It was both cold and dark, as I had fallen asleep with the lighting and heating switched off. I opened the front door and peered out. The

  brisk, late evening air cut against my tear-stained, swollen face, as refreshing as a splash of cold water. A large wicker basket with tea towels draped over the top of the handle lay on the

  doorstep. Gingerly, I lifted back the cover. It contained muffins, and a still-warm bread and butter pudding. ‘Thank god it’s not a baby,’ I thought to myself, almost

  sniggering, as I lifted the basket and carried it into the kitchen, picking my way carefully over the books I had earlier scattered. I put the glass dish with the pudding in it on the bench next to

  the sink, where it would sit until the custard congealed and the crusts began to wilt and wither away from the dish, and then went back to the hall and returned all of the books to the shelves.




  Immediately after Dominik’s death I had been overwhelmed by flowers and cards, hot soup and casseroles with caramel-coloured breadcrumb crusts that Chris and my sister had either eaten,

  thrown away or neatly separated into single portions, labelled and placed into the freezer, where they still sat uneaten. Now the gifts were fewer and further between, but they still arrived, and I

  just left them in the kitchen, sometimes nibbling on the crusts of muffins or edges of biscuits as I drank another cup of coffee.




  It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate these small gestures of kindness. I knew that people were trying to show that they cared. They didn’t know what to say to me, so instead they

  baked. But I could barely taste food in those first few weeks and I certainly couldn’t be bothered to chew it. Mouthfuls of anything solid just lodged in my throat. I lived off caffeine and

  bags of sweets. I wasn’t trying to starve myself. Food just didn’t seem important. The effort of lifting my hand to my mouth was too much trouble.




  Physical hunger came in fits and starts, like my bursts of cleaning. One morning I had spied a bag of bagels in the pantry, the sort that Dominik and I often ate on the weekend smeared with

  cream cheese and sometimes a little jam. They were stale, but not mouldy. There was still a pot of Philadelphia, unopened and just within its use by date hiding at the back of the fridge. I toasted

  a bagel, spread it thick with cheese, and gulped it down so quickly I barely tasted anything and burned my tongue on the hot crust and dough. I fixed another and ate that too. Then I opened the

  cupboard door and grabbed all the spreads that I could find. Dominik’s favourite brand of plum jam, my jar of chocolate spread, the peanut butter. I didn’t bother to toast the next.

  Just tore off hunks of bagel that I then dunked into a jar of something and pushed into my mouth. I did the same with the next, and the next, until suddenly I realised that I was standing in front

  of the toaster with an empty bag clutched in one hand, and one remaining bite of bread in the other. My tongue felt dry and my stomach distended. I threw the last chunk into the bin, rinsed my

  mouth and lay down on the couch with my arms wrapped around my belly until I fell asleep. When I woke, I was still full, and the day was gone. I pushed myself up, climbed the stairs to the bedroom,

  crawled on top of the bed and promptly fell asleep again.




  Weeks passed like this. I knew that I was a wreck, inside and out. I didn’t care. I only fully dressed when I went out, which wasn’t often, and even then I just pulled on whatever

  clothing was nearest, tucked my hair into a tangled bun and didn’t bother with make-up. Around the house I wore an old robe or a T-shirt and underwear, whatever was handy.




  Sometimes I didn’t bathe for days and other times I turned the tap up as hot as it would go, slid down the shower wall to the floor and let the water rain down on me until it turned

  cold.




  And then, the morning of Valentine’s Day, I woke up at an ordinary hour and out of nowhere, had a hankering for breakfast. Not sweets or bagels but a proper breakfast, the sort that I used

  to regularly eat at home in New Zealand. Eggs Benedict, perfectly poached so the yolks were still runny on the inside, served on sourdough bread with a glass of chilled pulpy orange juice and a

  flat white coffee. I showered, dressed, nipped down to the nearest small supermarket to pick up supplies and then set about preparing the first real meal that I’d eaten in the better part of

  two months.




  Inspired by my early morning industry, I then resolved to pack away the last of Dominik’s things, besides his books, which I had decided to keep on the shelves indefinitely.




  Lauralynn arrived just as I was getting started.




  ‘God, he had awful taste, didn’t he? I tried to change him, you know.’




  A bejewelled silver tie-pin that had found its way into his regular wardrobe slipped from my fingers and fell to the floor, broke into two pieces and clattered along the wooden floorboards

  before disappearing under the sofa.




  ‘Christ, hun, can’t you knock?’




  ‘You left the door open,’ she replied in a muffled voice. She was now on her hands and knees groping blindly beneath the furniture. ‘I’m going to get Viggo to come over

  here and Hoover,’ she added as she pushed herself up again and brushed off her now dusty palms on her trousers.




  Viggo had become a permanent fixture in Lauralynn’s life, and they now shared a house together in nearby Belsize Park. Their relationship bore many similarities to mine and

  Dominik’s, albeit with the shoe worn on the other foot. Viggo was the lead singer of a band, and his public persona was that of the typical eccentric rock star, all shaggy dark hair and

  swagger, rake thin limbs and drainpipe jeans that sat low on his hip bones.
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