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Preface

This is an autobiographical work based on a kaleidoscope of events and experiences that happened to me, a working, fun-loving woman, whose life almost ended as a result of an ‘out of the blue’ vicious and frenzied stabbing. It is an extraordinary story, told from the unusual perspective of the one who was supposed to be dead.

It is a multi-faceted real life drama; a story of crime due to mental illness; a story about survival; the battle to regain physical and mental well-being; a woman’s quest for truth; an account of false accusation and injustice; an adventure far beyond the confines of a physical body; a humorous narrative of a voyage through our supposedly caring and free-speaking society – a society where justice is very often directly proportional to the amount you can afford to pay your lawyer; it is, ultimately, the story of a spiritual awakening.

Other than the obligatory police statement, taken whilst I was reeling from the pain and disbelief that constitute deep shock, nobody in the system, which was supposed to support me, asked me what I experienced. Most people were so busy piecing the crime together, or covering their rears, they seemed to overlook the fact that I had survived. I was not a corpse on the marble slab of the mortuary, whose body and life could be dissected and judged by a group of strangers, but a very alive and questioning woman, with ideas and opinions that contradicted much of the official storyline. I was also a woman with a willingness to look beyond the mundane for answers. All that I experienced leading up to the attempted murder, during the attack and my recovery, provides a bizarre and humorous insight into life, death, and the western way of dealing with it.

It was not something I had ever anticipated – to find the only thing between myself and a paranoid schizophrenic woman intent on saving the world to be a fourteen-inch carving knife buried in my chest. Nothing in my life had prepared me – being ‘murdered’ was nothing like I would have imagined it to be. It was considered something of a miracle for the victim of such mindless savagery to stick around after the event, and even more unusual was the fact I could remember all that happened during the assault.

It has not been easy to relive the ‘incident’ and the subsequent events. Many times I have given up, filled with despondency and hopelessness, experiencing a mental paralysis that led to deep depression. Other than my beloved husband no one could have guessed the depth of my despair and no one could have given me such constant support, patience and love and convinced me that I had to continue. In the darkness of my human confusion he reminded me constantly that I also had the memory of something incredible. For in the midst of attempted murder, I had discovered a place filled with love, light, compassion, laughter and excitement, a place so vast it contained all of creation in its arms. I had found that not only does God exist but He also has a wonderful sense of humour, and although I could not change what had happened to me, I could change my attitude. Within that memory lay the miracle of my recovery. I am now convinced that the moment we stop blaming whatever is out there for the state of our lives, we fling open the doors of our hearts and discover a far greater canvas on which to paint our future.

Having spent several years leading the self-inquiry into my attempted murder, and my subsequent experiences, I realise that to isolate and lay the blame for what happened that day on any one of the many incidents or persons is perhaps the biggest crime of all. A Stranger in Paradise is not a witch-hunt. For this reason, I have changed many of the names. Everyone involved in this story is responsible. We will all have to face ourselves one day, and stand accountable to our highest Self for all we have ever done. Divine justice prevails. No one gets away with anything, for as we sow, we do indeed reap. The fruits of our thoughts and actions are manifest every moment of our lives. If we learn to read the signs, we can learn so much about ourselves, and the purpose of our life.

At the time, fighting for my physical life, I cried out to God to help me. I believed I was alone, life was totally unfair, and God was a myth marketed by religious zealots. Thanks to my many experiences, including writing this book, I have discovered that He was in fact with me all the way.

‘How will you tell the story,’ they asked.

‘I will tell the truth.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ they chorused.



THIS

 IS

  A

   TRUE

    STORY  …

     WELL,

      AS

       TRUE

        AS

         MY

          UNDERSTANDING

           CAN

            BE

             WITHIN

              THIS

               MOMENT

                OF

                 INFINITY.


The Background

I should have realised my life was going to be different from most. To be born to a mother who was to be chosen as one of the most beautiful women in the world before I had reached my first birthday was a good start. Less than a year later she left my father to live with and then marry one of Britain’s stranger entertainers. She was innocent and passionate enough to announce to the British press that she could not believe that God intended people to remain together if they could not love each other. This provided a fertile bed in which to grow a nonconformist child.

My early memories were a kaleidoscope of images: Max Wall, comedian, musician, dancer, writer, manic-depressive, estranged father of five, and target for Fleet Street’s venom. A man in black tights, black centre-parted wig, shoes a foot longer than his feet, shuffling up and down by my cot, his bum sticking out at right angles. The expression on his face closely resembling London zoo’s Guy the gorilla, a creature we visited regularly, Max and Guy fascinated by each other – the human personification of this magnificent beast humming the St Louis Blues for all he was worth as he attempted to lull me to sleep. The same man stripped of his stage persona, on his knees, like a child, side by side with my mother, praying that all those they knew be blessed and protected in God’s Grace, followed by readings of Shakespearean plays and sonnets, extracts from Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, interspersed with songs from shows and his own repertoire – no ordinary bedtime stories, and no ordinary voice. The click-clack of his typewriter into the early hours, writing yet another play, poem or piece no publisher would understand. Senior Service cigarettes. Guinness. A passion for good diction, all things Italian, pathos, musical instruments, carpentry, expensive shoes, and Jennifer, my mother. A mother with a face like an angel, singing to my autistic brother and me haunting exquisite sounds stirring memories of a paradise I had somehow left behind. Her patience and serenity as she dealt with us all, baking her bread, creating beautiful clothes, weaving the strands of eccentricity and madness into homes filled with love.

The screams and torrents of gibberish from my brother, which I intuitively understood. His face red with the frustration of trying to articulate wild sounds into something intelligible. His first speech delivered, during a mealtime, five years after being labelled a medical write-off and classified as a vegetable. No practice words, no baby-speak, no warning, a simple statement: ‘God doesn’t want you to eat meat. It’s against his will.’ The shock in my mother’s face, the reward for her unshakeable belief in God and Martin arriving in such a profound way.

Men with large cameras who lived in our garden, up trees, behind doors and outside any shops or restaurants we visited. Men who could run backwards on their haunches and explode flash bulbs in our faces whilst asking questions of my mother and stepfather; intrusive, sarcastic, judgemental voices loosely disguised with a thin coating of respect.

Walks in Richmond Park, peanut butter and marmite sandwiches of freshly baked bread accompanying long discussions about other kingdoms, fairies, gnomes, magic, and God. ‘This body is the temple of your soul, always remember that, and respect it for it will serve you well in this lifetime,’ my wise mother would tell me often during these conversations.

Violent earth-shattering rows long into the night, screams … tears … watching Max, possessed with a demonic rage, smash with ruthless precision every thing we owned. Leaving until last a stool to stand upon so he could rip all the lights from their sockets. The stool demolished finally in the darkness. My mother lying unconscious somewhere in the trail of debris. He often used a piano-stool in his act, extracting many laughs; an act I would never find very funny. Hiding in the black of fear until the police Jaguar arrived. The distinctive smell of leather seats – sitting in the front with kind men in uniforms taking us for a ride into the London night. My mother applying Max Factor pancake make-up to cover the bruises, her loyalty to Max respected by the men in blue. A tacit understanding between us all that he would be returned when he was ‘feeling better’.

Frantic, frequent and often grief-filled journeys to and from our beautiful, ever-loving Nan. Martin and I given to her by mother for our safe-keeping until Max would agree to allow us back, or during extensive periods of their travelling. Nan’s three sons, mother’s brothers, my uncles and best friends in all the world, providing comparatively ordinary family life. Short bursts of new friends, schools and experiences. Relatives, blood, step and distant, forming the cocoon, my happiness marred only by nightmarish struggles with a man who should have known better. A man who would burn my wrists with the force of his rough hands as he tried to force me to grasp his erect penis wobbling around like an out of control joy-stick whilst he sat in his chair watching Wagon Train, ostensibly ‘baby-sitting’. My decision to stay silent, having the strong feeling that no one would believe me, but never holding it against him, so to speak. The excruciating shyness that developed as a result of being looked at in ‘that way’, which was to haunt me for thirty years.

The dreadful moments when the tragic comedian with his physically and mentally bruised wife, my mother, would come to take us back, often amidst tears, rows, or stony silence. The wrench of my heart for loving both my grandmother and mother, the former wishing to keep us and protect us, the latter heartbroken without us. Their love for us nearly always clashing. Max’s eyes filled with remorse, rooms crowded with red roses and champagne, trips to the Savoy or Harrods for tea, Soho for dinner, drives in the country. Always watching him for some sign of the next onslaught of madness, never truly relaxed. I knew the monster created out of his jealousy was not really him, but he still terrified me. Miraculously, the monster in him never laid a finger on Martin or me.

Sackfuls of mail containing letters of support, far outweighed by letters of hatred. The illiterate resorting to sheets of used toilet paper to express their opinions of mother and Max’s ‘public-property’ relationship. Strict instructions never to discuss ‘anything’ at school taken literally. Early teachers wondering if I was mentally defective as I stoically refused to answer ANY questions in class. Yogic postures and acrobatics, walks with the cats, all the kids in the neighbourhood in love with my mother, theatres, show-business characters, audiences, joke-telling long into the night, spiritualist meetings, prayers, hysterical laughter and conversations with the angels who stood over my brother each night, stroking his head as they talked with him.

Max and mother’s professional, social and financial exile in the Channel Islands with Martin, a pet goat called Jane, a dog, two cats and me. Courtesy of the British press Max had no offers of work, and thus no income. The alimony payments to his ex-wife were based on his highest earnings, the net result of which left us very hard up. He had no contact with his beloved children. He would tell me all about them and I got to know all the shining little faces that peeped out at me from the photographs which accompanied us everywhere. In my innocence I couldn’t understand why we didn’t all live together. Max cried whenever he spoke about them, yet right under his nose were two children, Martin and me, not allowed to mention or see our own father because of Max’s disapproval of anyone else my mother had loved. Thanks to his and my mother’s great humour, creativity and resourcefulness, in spite of everything for a short while we had a wonderful home life, with many soirées of singing, dancing, mime, and laughter. Max would teach me songs and dance routines from all the musicals. He was a very accomplished guitarist and one of my favourite times was when he would play for us. He also taught me jokes that no seven-year-old should have understood. Tap dancing in the garden with Max, Mum, Jane the goat and me. Me, after several interviews, attending a catholic convent. Me, the child of two twice-married adults, with not one shred of Catholicism between them. Me, a little girl with a passion for Enid Blyton, angels and ponies. An innocent child, who, unbeknown to the nuns, had never even been christened.

All this and not even eight. I should have realised my life was going to be different.

After ten tempestuous years my mother left Max. As his self-confidence diminished, his drinking, smoking, gambling and resulting manic depression increased. She had endured the extremes of human love and hatred with dignity and grace, but her last shred of hope shattered when he vented his insane rage on her because she was invited to work in the wonderfully pioneering school which my brother Martin attended.

It was her dream to work with mentally handicapped children, but instead of starting her new job, she woke up in hospital. For Max to be so cruel because of his jealousy of such lost little souls, and thus deprive them of having her love for several days a week, was the end. A new-found strength arose within her, the phoenix from the ashes, and clutching Martin and myself under each arm, hearts pounding in terror in case we were caught, we left the island of Jersey forever. I cried all the way to England, thinking of my little dog, the cats and goat, not to mention the secret stash of childhood treasure hidden in the centre of the revolving blue globe on my desk. We had one suitcase and no money, everything we had in the world was left behind. England was grey and it was raining. We were all silent. We each knew that no matter how painful, it had to be done. In the ensuing years, the only thing my mother ever asked of Max was to send the photographs of Martin and me, virtually the only memento of our childhood we had. Contrary to all the press reports, she never asked Max for one penny, although he loved to blame women for his downfall. His grief, anger and hurt remained so great he refused to give us any of our things back and told my mother he’d burnt everything. He did however send poems.

Ode to an Odd Soul

For Jennifer

How oft are we condemned and cast aside

Because our train of thought runs only on its private track

And does not stop for alien minds to climb aboard  …

Because a liquid soul into an odd-shaped mould is poured

And so retains its shape for evermore

Such individuals are placed upon the rack

This could perhaps be you – do you agree

And by the selfsame token it could well be me

And yet within the scheme of things this odd-shaped soul

Inexorably will reach its final goal

And having thus arrived at journey’s end

By tortuous route of Earth life’s ruthless hill  …

Shall humbly wait upon the master’s will

T’will be the end of all uncertainty for thee

And also dearest Jennifer – for me  …

It will eventually be known in some far distant sphere

When all that now exists is lost in limbo of forgotten past

That all our souls pursued pre-destined course

And finally by grace of God are come to rest at last  …

And there no rack or pulley will distort with pain

For understanding shall prevail and opportunities perchance – to start again

So live your life and climb your tortuous hill

Remembering that this odd-shaped soul doth love thee still  …

 

Max

After four wonderful, crazy, hair-raising years my mother eventually remarried a local solicitor. I was fourteen. I had to ask for a day off school to attend the wedding. My spinster headmistress peered at me over her half-moon glasses, cleared her throat and informed me that my request was most irregular, and did I not know that second marriages were a sin in the eyes of God. I did not have the heart to tell her it was in fact a third. She sighed a long weary sigh as she signed my exeat, and muttered that as it was my mother she had no option but to concede. I was dismissed from her study, and I believe from her thoughts for my remaining years in her scholastic care.

On reflection, my headmistress was right. My life was most irregular. I felt I did not belong in the evolving middle-class world of a nine-to-five business community. A world of expensive village homes, Saturday-night dinner parties, Sunday-morning cocktails, Casa Pupo ashtrays and an account with a posh frock shop. I found life in the conventional lane excruciatingly painful. I gradually withdrew and buried my secret dreams of a life in art, music, literature and philosophy in a body that gained three stone in weight in under a year. The extra flesh had little to do with my food intake.

Learning was so easy for me, I was totally lazy in most subjects, always doing the absolute minimum. The majority of my teachers, with their dowdy appearance and dull delivery, did little to inspire me, and in turn, being plump, blonde, made-up and indolent, I did little for them.

I talked to God most nights, but considered it prudent not to mention it to anyone. My dreams were frequent, vivid, sometimes prophetic, most often disturbing, swirling, nightmarish experiences. The main theme was watching my own funeral, yet at the same time knowing I was still alive within the coffin. Each time the dream occurred the coffin was a little nearer the gaping hole of the grave, and suddenly I would be suffocating, screaming, stuffed and wired for death, unable to move, or to be heard by the mourners. Waking up, bolt upright, dripping with the juices of terror, my vocal chords reconnected and calling into the silence of my purple bedroom: ‘I AM NOT DEAD! FOR GOD’S SAKE … I AM NOT DEAD.’ The stark clarity which always followed the terror, knowing the dream was somehow a reflection of my outer life. There was no one to talk to. My mother and stepfather Mk 2 were caught up in their passion and new life to the point of obsession, totally unaware of my loneliness and confusion. Who was it that watched my dreams, nightmares and waking state without emotion, yet knowing everything? What was inside me that seemed to know my thoughts, and everyone else’s? I would stare for hours into mirrors, in the hope that some clue would emerge, but my reflection would blur and break into a mosaic that gradually disappeared. Once I drew this fractured image as a self-portrait for art homework. It was returned to me with a low mark and the comment ‘This doesn’t make sense’. I agreed with my art-master, but not for the same reasons.

I started to read books about the paranormal, in the hope they would lead to some clues about the purpose of life, the nature of good and evil, not to mention God. I found little to help, and conversations with my all-girl contemporaries revealed only a stunning knowledge of Dennis Wheatley, ouija boards, and John Lennon’s inside-leg measurement. Whilst their world consisted of the ever-exploding sixties, with long-haired, baby-faced pin-ups inside the desk lids, I was intrigued by Gandhi and had a secret picture of Jesus in my school bible. I was smart enough to know that this had to change if I was to survive the remainder of my days as a dependent teenager. I consciously closed my mind, and hid my questions under a Mary Quant duvet, mini-skirt and white lacy tights. I entered most reluctantly into the game of being what everyone else expected of me. The nightmares and dreams stopped abruptly.

I drifted out of school and into college without a clue about what I really wanted to do, all my early passions and dreams silted over with the belief that life was hard, and the only way to be respected was to take it all very seriously. I therefore worked hard, passed all the necessary exams and was placed straight into a management job with a local branch of a national department store. Within one year I was transferred to London. My career became action-packed, leading me into the world of hotels, catering, managing restaurants, racing saloon cars for relaxation, then moving into advertising and marketing based in the very heart of the Fleet Street which had figured so largely in my early childhood. I even worked with some of the newspapers responsible for the propaganda which had sought to destroy the reputations of my mother and Max. Redundancies, freelance work, company directorships, and finally, in my early thirties, running my own business consultancy on advertising. All appeared to be going well until, that is, something decided it was time for me to wake up.


A Telling Tale

Once upon a moment in eternity there was a small, once pretty, woman walking along a dirty street in central London. The rain bounced off the uneven pavement. Her worn shoes absorbed the murky puddles, and her feet were soaked. Trickles of water formed icy rivulets down her spine. Shivering, she angrily pushed back a crop of matted hair from her face; her sodden lashes doing nothing to improve her dark countenance.

‘ALRIGHT, GOD, WHAT THE HELL DID I DO TO UPSET YOU?’ she cried, looking up into the infinite grey. She walked on, half in the gutter, muttering to herself in bewilderment.

‘MY HUSBAND TELLS ME HE DOESN’T LOVE ME, AND NEVER REALLY HAS, AND HOPES I UNDERSTAND WHY HE’S MOVING IN WITH MY ONCE BEST FRIEND … MY KIDS RAN AWAY BECAUSE THEY THOUGHT WE DIDN’T UNDERSTAND THEM … I HAVE JUST FOUND OUT THE EXTENT OF THE ARREARS IN RENT AS THE BAILIFFS REMOVED ME AND MY FEW PATHETIC BLOODY POSSESSIONS FROM MY HOME … SO HERE I AM, GOD, ON THE STREET. PERHAPS YOU COULD TAKE A MOMENT OUT OF YOUR BUSY SCHEDULE AND EXPLAIN … WHY ME?’

She kicked a pile of soggy rubbish out of her path, and continued her imaginary conversation with God.

‘THE COMPANY I WORKED FOR HAS FOLDED … AND REGRETS TO INFORM ME THAT MY PENSION SCHEME MONEY WAS GAMBLED AWAY BY CORRUPT MANAGEMENT, AND THERE IS NO MONEY FOR REDUNDANCIES. I AM HOMELESS, JOBLESS, HUSBANDLESS, CHILDLESS, AND NOW BLOODY PENNILESS … GOD, WHY ME?’

She shook her fist at the sky.

‘I’VE QUEUED ALL BLEEDIN’ DAY IN THAT HELL-HOLE THAT IS SUPPOSED TO BE FOR MY BENEFIT … AND WHEN THEY GET TO MY TURN WHAT HAPPENS? OF COURSE … THEY RUN OUT OF FORMS DON’T THEY? “COME BACK TOMORROW, DEAR” THEY TELL ME! THE HOMELESS HOSTELS ARE ALL FULL, SO I GO TO A LITTLE WARM SPOT IN THE UNDERGROUND. THAT IS UNTIL A DRUNK PEES ON ME. IT’S COLD, IT’S RAINING, I AM UNBELIEVABLY PISSED-OFF AND JUST WONDER WHAT THE HELL IT IS ALL ABOUT … SO CAN YOU HEAR ME UP THERE?’

She is now screaming with rage.

‘WHY ME?’

A bolt of lightning forks to the road in front of her. The heavens open, and in a shimmer of golden light, a large thumb descends and slowly squashes her into the damp tarmac. A voice is heard.

‘BECAUSE  …

I DON’T BLOODY LIKE YOU!’

This was one of my favourite stories.


The Set-Up …

London

January

I was not in the habit of visiting clairvoyants, but walking past the Spiritualist Association in London’s beautiful Belgrave Square I was tempted to enter. My business appointment was postponed so I had some time to kill, and besides, my mother had taken me there in the late fifties so I was curious to see the inside from an adult perspective.

‘You must be the three o’clocker,’ said the small neat woman who looked up from behind the reception desk.

‘Oh, no! I don’t have an appointment, I just wanted to have a look.’

She gave me a knowing smile.

‘Well, you are the three o’clocker now if you want, so why don’t you take the reservation?’

I looked around the rather seedy entrance hall, which had only a few traces left of the splendour of my childhood memories. I was aware of her steady gaze, waiting for my reply.

‘First time is it, dear?’ she added gently.

I had the feeling that I was entering a brothel and I hoped she couldn’t read minds.

‘No, I’ve been here before,’ I smiled. I didn’t add I was only five at the time as I did not think it would impress her.

‘Yes, I will take the appointment. Where do I have to go?’ The words were a surprise to me. I wondered where they came from.

‘Follow the main staircase up to the top, and knock on the third door on the left.’

I climbed the once magnificent staircase. The place seemed very shabby, probably only held together by good intent and donations. I entered a small dark room, and was welcomed warmly by a charming softly spoken man. We sat down. He had the sort of eyes that left me in no doubt he was psychic. He closed them for a few moments, took a deep breath, and proceeded to describe my paternal great-grandfather. Drawing his fingers across his chest he described the chain of office this man had been so proud to wear. I was shocked at such accuracy, because great-grandad had been a mayor, and the only photograph I possessed of him showed him wearing his chain. I sat forward and listened with a new interest, certain the image he saw was in some way real. Suddenly he opened his eyes wide and banged his fist down on the small table beside him with such force I almost jumped into his lap.

‘You MUST change your front door, do you understand what I am saying? Change the door, change the door, change the door. You MUST change the door.’

He was swaying with the force of the words, and was obviously troubled deeply. He stopped this chanting message as abruptly as he had started, and told me all sorts of other things in a normal voice, some of which made sense, others did not.

I did not really take too much in for I could still hear the ringing in my ears about changing the door. My thoughts wandered to the garage of my cottage home, which I shared with TC, my doctor boyfriend. A new front door had been standing in there for months. We had not bothered to have it fitted, because it opened in the opposite way to the existing door and changing the hinges over required professional help. I knew it would make sense to have it done, for the present door trapped us in the tiny entrance hall and saying goodbye to anyone left us plastered, cartoon-like, against the wall.

‘Well, that’s about it, dear, I hope you have found it helpful.’

Shaking myself out of my thoughts I thanked him and left the room. He followed me.

‘Don’t forget the door.’ His words tumbled down the stairs after me.

How could I, I thought, after all that fist banging. I felt slightly irritated, and disappointed I had not received some deep and meaningful message; only a chide from the other side about outstanding home improvements.

‘Was that helpful, dear?’ the receptionist enquired as I paid the fee.

‘Yes, most interesting,’ I lied, vowing silently not to waste any future money on predictions.

Walking into the cold air I felt relieved to be outside. I looked up into the pale blue January sky.

‘OK, OK … I’ll change the door!’ I shouted at the mental image of my great-grandfather’s stern face, which seemed to fill the air. Running towards a free taxi, I had absolutely no idea that I had just received one of the most profound communications of my life.

The Cottage

It was a gorgeous day for late January. The sun was streaming into the new breakfast-room extension, reminding us all that spring was not too far away. This was probably why we were in such high spirits.

TC had decided to enrol for a course on Self-Awareness to be held locally. A delightful patient kept leaving literature about it in the surgery, and TC, ever-curious about alternative therapies for the human mind and body, had decided to give it a go. Although we had no idea what the course was about, his sister and I were teasing him.

‘I’ve read about this sort of thing,’ I said. ‘It’s all very American, and they make you do really embarrassing things to break down your personality.’ I winked at his sister.

She looked at TC, her face full of mischief. ‘You will probably have to pretend to be a dog or something, and they’ll take you back to childhood and you’ll have to be a baby in front of everyone.’

‘Your patients will love that,’ I giggled.

‘Oh God, no,’ he groaned, laughing nervously. ‘I think I’ll phone the organisers, and get them to confirm that, if any of my patients are on the same course, I won’t have to do group work with them.’

He telephoned there and then and was told by a member of the course management not to worry. She pointed out that he was doing the course for himself, a private individual, not as a duty doctor. He was reassured and, understandably, rather nervous.

The course started the following Thursday. TC left the cottage in the early evening for the first-night venue, a hotel in the nearby town of Guildford. He clutched his file to his chest as though it were the shield of a warrior about to go into battle.

‘Have fun, TC,’ I called after him, blowing him a goodbye kiss.

‘Oh, God, what have I let myself in for?’

‘You are about to find out, my friend. I’m glad it’s you first. I’ll wait up. I have a funny feeling you will be late back!’

His car jerked and stuttered out of the drive, perhaps reflecting his nervousness.

At 2:30 a.m. I had just about given up the idea of waiting up and was getting ready for bed when I heard the car roar up to the garage.

‘Tell me, tell me?’ I demanded impatiently of a rather dazed looking TC as he came into the bedroom.

‘You won’t believe what happened, you just won’t believe it,’ he said, laughing to himself while getting undressed.

‘What? Come on, TC, tell me?’

As his head hit the pillow he let out a soft sigh.

‘TC?’

I discovered nothing that night. He was asleep.

Early February

Even though I felt nervous I was looking forward to going to the open-evening of the Self-Awareness organisation. TC was more than halfway through the basic course and was totally taken with the whole thing. I persuaded JR, my friend and business associate, to come with me as I was apprehensive about going alone. We arrived in the brightly lit hired Salvation Army hall, feeling that delighful mixture of giggles and nerves which always heralds a journey into the unknown.

We were welcomed by helpers, people who had done one or more courses and had volunteered to work with the potential new recruits. They were being so sincere and nice whilst sticking name-tags onto us, beaming with a shiny-faced innocence that always makes me want to shout loudly phrases that involve sex and travel. I considered what a dreadful strain it is maintaining that degree of niceness, and wondered why, the moment human beings get themselves involved with anything that smacks of a spiritual/do-gooder path, they wear such a beatific mask? Some English priests and American evangelists are particularly good at it, although one suspects they may be doing unspeakable things with choirboys and selected members of their congregations.

I found the talk during the first half of the evening fascinating. It was explained there were a number of courses available offering a progressive understanding of life. The first course was about how to learn to develop the ability to manage one’s personality and relationships and how to discover the strength and inner resources to bring out one’s full potential as a human being. I felt it could be a tall order for one weekend and a few evenings! The concept was not just intellectual, but experiential down to the fibre of one’s being. The organisation was not religious and there was no mention of God, but there was talk of our spiritual nature. As the lecture went on, it was explained that there were various levels of awareness, or consciousness, and the courses were designed to work through these stages helping participants to reveal their inner truths and beliefs and, therefore, ultimately to gain a conscious mastery over their lives. A flip chart was used, and humans were depicted as triangles full of nasty little repressed squiggles which represented locked-away emotions and unconscious thoughts and memories. These squiggles were responsible for what we were attracting into our lives without even knowing it. They had to be released and the courses, it was mooted, were the way to do it. The speaker suggested we were all walking icebergs only revealing the smallest tip of who we really were. The illustrative talk demonstrated that these icebergs were all connected underneath the surface, and that there was nothing ‘out there’ going to get us – our lives were about becoming masters and not victims. The presentation was a heady mixture of philosophy, metaphysics and humour. I knew there must be something more to life than the carry-water-chop-logs syndrome, and this was the first time I had seen and heard things that seemed to make sense. The teacher, Cosmo Greene, was dynamic and fun – nothing like the beatific brigade working with him. He bounced up and down the hall, full of energy and a razor-sharp awareness of everyone in the place. I didn’t want to catch his eye, feeling sure he would pick on me. I could see why TC was having such an amazing time, and understood why he could not explain easily what went on in the sessions. Taken out of context, any description would seem rather odd.

And what a lively second half. Several people decided to share some of their varied life experiences. They were all very sincere and I had no doubt that, as a result of the course, something fundamental had shifted in their perspectives. There was an openness about them which was strange to watch and hear. It was so un-British. They kept applauding each other and grinning a lot. I felt slightly hot and embarrassed by it all.

Events then took an even more interesting twist. Some participants had stirred up painful realisations about their lives, and wanted Cosmo to help them deal with these immediately, rather than wait until we visitors had adjourned to another part of the building. Suddenly I was seeing some of the things TC had tried to describe to me: individuals being guided skilfully through extraordinary revelations about themselves, leading to new, and from what I could see, greater understanding of their lives. I wondered whether this would be enough to sustain happier lives after the euphoria of the group experience disappeared. It was fascinating to be a fly on the wall.

‘This has never happened before,’ said an amused and slightly wary-looking Cosmo. ‘So we’ll just see where it leads.’ Taking the hand of one of his distressed pupils he led her out to the front. She wanted to talk about her rather strange sex life. As she went into some detail about the odd demands of her partner I began to giggle with embarrassment. Cosmo was encouraging her to stand up for herself, by acting out the ways she could refuse the demands. She followed his instructions with her eyes closed, hands over her ears, and stamping her feet. I heard JR spluttering next to me. I couldn’t believe it when a large man stood up and told us in a well-educated booming voice that he was the husband. After what his wife had just revealed about his requirements, which involved full moons, ropes and lots of plant life, I thought he might have been too embarrassed to speak – particularly on an open evening. I cracked finally at the point he was explaining that his actions were caused by what his childhood nanny made him do. Those pram-pushers have a lot to answer for. By now JR was almost on the floor doubled up, shaking uncontrollably, and in danger of needing an underwear change. We were hysterical. I stared into the air directly in front of me and as other participants related their various experiences I managed to calm myself down.

As I looked around the hall, most of the people on the course appeared normal to me; in fact, they seemed to be very respectable and well-dressed types, nothing like I had imagined. It was comforting to see everyday people, and not some bunch of cosmic weirdos. The only oddball that I noticed was a woman sitting next to TC. She was tall and rather lanky, probably only in her thirties, but with a dishevelled look of self-neglect and shabby clothes. She kept turning round and staring at me with such intent I wondered if I should have known who she was. I smiled, but her expression never changed; her strange eyes remaining fixed on me made me feel very uncomfortable. During the break she was hanging around TC rather possessively. I could see he was feeling such love for everyone and such interest in the proceedings, chatting animatedly amidst his new friends, who included a fellow doctor, that I wondered if he had noticed her. I could see the harmonious possibilities of a group of people getting together and removing some of their inhibitions in order to experience their oneness, but my cynicism questioned the interpretation of this universal love. From the glint in some of the helpers’ and participants’ eyes, the message was being received and translated from the waist down.

After something tasteless and healthy to drink JR and I were ushered into the newcomers’ discussion group. It was a gas. Our hostess was rather like an overgrown girl-guide leader. She was obviously very nervous, and easy meat for the earth-mother course junky who had done everything available in the human potential repertoire and therefore felt it her divine right to take over the entire meeting. JR and I felt so sorry for her that we fielded most of earth-mamma’s questions between us. It came to me during the ensuing three tedious hours why I needed to do an awareness course. I wanted to be cured of the polite paralysis that locks me in my chair during all sorts of boring occasions, too scared to get up and walk out.

In spite of all the hilarity – and the boredom – I decided to have a go at the course. What the hell, I figured that there must be a meaning to this kaleidoscope of experiences called life, and was determined to keep searching until I found it … especially if it looked like fun. Hearing all those people sharing their life experiences with such honesty and openness made me feel great love for them. I knew I would like to have that feeling more often. My name was on the list for the next course. There was nothing to lose in giving it a try.

The Cottage

Mid-February

‘You are very honoured, you know,’ said TC, looking up from behind an assortment of patients’ notes and cricket fixtures that seemed to be permanently piled on the kitchen table.

‘And why is that?’ I enquired.

‘Well, you’re probably the only non-course participant who has been invited tonight.’

‘I’m not that certain I want to go. I feel very much like an outsider, and I won’t understand that course-speak you have all adopted.’

‘Honestly, Jules, they are a lovely group of people. You’ll really like them, and anyway, it’s only an informal supper.’

I was looking forward to my own experience of doing the SA course and, even though I was curious, I did not want to know too much in advance. I felt not only shy but also reluctant about meeting a group of strangers who all belonged to something that, as yet, I did not understand.

TC was enthralled from that very first night. We had spent some hilarious and soul-searching moments discussing what the course was about. As the three weeks of his involvement passed, it was apparent that he was having a very stimulating, if somewhat exhausting time. I was used to him returning from workshop evenings at all sorts of late hours, in varying states of highs and lows – he was obviously releasing lots of squiggles. It was very moving to see how open and excited he was by the whole experience, even though I could not grasp much of what it was all about. There was an agreement by course participants not to discuss with outsiders what happened during the sessions, so the questions I asked TC received some obscure answers after much teasing and copious cups of late-night tea.

TC had decided to go straight from the basic course onto a second-level one, which was being held in London. Although he was on a high and more alive and energetic than I had seen for a long time, something about his state did not feel right. It was too driven.

I was also getting used to the extra phonecalls. All thirty-five participants from the first course, plus the new lot, were encouraged to phone each other and ‘share’ their experiences and gain support from each other if they were feeling low. Sometimes it seemed they all phoned on the same night. Raking around in their subconscious often stirred up deep feelings and emotions, together with wonder-filled insights into why life experiences manifest in so many different ways. These revelations were exchanged with great enthusiasm as inter-course friendship was much encouraged. Even I was beginning to recognize all the different voices, but I was very fed up with the daily caller who hung up without speaking every time I answered the phone.

‘Well, I’d better go and get ready to meet this crowd.’

The phone rang at that precise moment.

‘Can you give me a lift to the party, TC?’ I heard a woman’s voice enquire.

‘We are just finishing off some paperwork, and will probably be arriving a little bit late, so I think it would be better for you to get a lift from someone else, Helen,’ he replied, balancing the phone between his shoulder and ear, still writing up notes.

‘We?’ questioned the voice sarcastically.

‘Yes, Jules and I will be down later, so can you get a lift  …?’

The line went dead – she had hung up. TC stared at the phone with a puzzled look.

‘What’s eating at her?’ I said.

‘Oh, I don’t know. She’s very lonely and needs a lot of support from the group,’ TC replied wearily.

‘Especially you?’ I went to change. This was the woman who had been on the phone to him earlier in the week for over an hour, expressing her sexual frustrations and desperation to find a partner. He had been taken aback somewhat by her remarks, but felt it was part of the course to deal with her kindly, and so listened to her with compassion, not wishing to hurt her feelings, even though it concerned him that she was his patient. After the call we had laughed at how certain women projected their lust-filled desires in his direction, and, equally, how certain men fell in love with me, when nothing whatsoever had been done to invite their attentions. They were always people we did not find remotely attractive. It baffled us both, and we dismissed the subject, none the wiser. She had sent him a bouquet of flowers the following day, with a card containing a cryptic message. He was so busy he hadn’t noticed them. In fact TC rarely appeared to notice when women made advances. Ironically it was that innocent quality that often made them even more tenacious. He already had several other female patients who were obsessed with him and telephoned regularly.

‘Tell him to keep out of my dreams,’ one had screamed down the phone a few weeks before. ‘I know he’s interfering with my brain waves.’

‘What does one say to them?’ I pondered, getting into my glad-rags. The gentle approach that we both used did nothing to discourage them – sad lonely people who latched on to kindness like black widow spiders onto their prey. ‘They’ll eat us all in the end,’ I warned my reflection as I put the finishing touches to my make-up.

‘TC?’ I called from the bedroom. ‘Come on, or we’ll be late.’

We were.

We parked the car on a grass verge in front of Annie’s small neat cottage. I stubbed my cigarette out, inhaling the smoke deeply, suspecting that it would be my last for a few hours. It did not help my feelings of shyness. Meeting new people was not one of my favourite pastimes, although it was necessary in my work.

We entered a cosy lounge filled with the sounds of animated chatter. TC was immediately in the middle of it all, laughing and affectionately greeting people. I stood on the edge of the group, hoping not to be noticed. No such luck. An exceptionally tall slim man wearing glasses scooped me up into his arms and hugged me. I felt the blood rush to my cheeks with embarrassment, my feet dangling helplessly in the air. He lowered me gently to the ground, and proceeded to explain how he too had been unable to feel anything other than rigidity when being embraced, but was loving the new experience of receiving affection. He went on about the importance of the spine in relation to physical experience, but he lost me somewhere on the way. A petite woman at his side smiled knowingly. I longed for a cigarette already.

We were called into the large kitchen fairly soon after our arrival, and seated ourselves around a scrubbed wooden table. The array of food was magnificent, and we all dived in, chattering and teasing on the way. I felt part of a big and boisterous family. Diagonally opposite me was a pale-faced woman I recognised from the introductory evening. She was staring at me. I smiled, but she continued to stare, miles away. I asked TC who she was. ‘That’s Helen Black,’ he whispered. I suppose I could have guessed as much. Sensing my discomfort he put his arm protectively around my shoulder, joking about how well I was taking all this mind-blowing conversation. It was not like him to be demonstrative, but I was grateful for his attention. In that moment I was convinced she was the caller who kept hanging up when I answered the phone – I reasoned that if she was projecting some sort of relationship onto TC, she would not be overly keen to leave a message with me. As I held her gaze, once again, something in her eyes troubled me deeply. Occasionally my intuitive understandings disturbed me, so for the most part I used to ignore them. If what someone said did not equate with their energy field, I could always sense the discrepancy. More often than not I viewed this as a curse, for the other person would know that I knew he or she was lying or hiding something and quite frequently this produced varying degrees of anger in those involved.

After supper we all adjourned to the lounge, and I became involved in a heated debate about the squiggles – whether individuals should be allowed to peek into their subconscious, or are those hidden fears and memories best left buried, or should they be allowed to work themselves into our awareness at their own pace. We questioned whether these awareness courses were helpful or harmful. Did they force participants to open old wounds before they were ready? Was the euphoria felt after the courses an adrenalin-driven high enforced by late nights, little sleep, and a lot of emotions dragged from the subconscious? Was it true that some people experienced terrible depression afterwards, missing all the attention from Cosmo and all the hugs from fellow participants? It was frustrating not knowing what experiences they had all shared together, so for much of the time I stayed on the edge of the conversations. The consensus of the group was that they were in favour of the courses, with the exception of one beautiful woman’s husband, who was so vehemently against them and any related discussion that he left rather abruptly. It did not dent the boisterous atmosphere and the conversations continued. They were able to be much cheekier with one another than the usual supper party gatherings – it was evident rank and title held no sway.

I knew I was still being stared at, even though Helen was sitting on the edge of my field of vision. She did not join in the banter. For a long time I deliberately avoided looking her way, then, for no explicable reason, I suddenly felt very sad. Who was I to turn my back on this lost lanky woman? I looked her way and smiled. She seemed glad of the recognition, and held out a shaking hand offering me a herbal cigarette. Desperate though I was for a Marlboro, I could not bring myself to accept it. Those supposedly healthy alternatives always reminded me of autumnal bonfires. She explained she was giving up smoking, and that these foul-smelling things were helping her. I thanked her and replied laughingly that I would stick to the real thing. I wondered if her shakes and far-awayness were due to nicotine withdrawal.

When the evening drew to a close, I felt compelled to give everyone a goodbye hug – something very out of character. It was really rather a lovely feeling. This wonderful assortment of people were brave enough to take a long hard look at themselves and their lives, and openly talk about their fears and beliefs. I admired their courage, and had enjoyed their company enormously. I felt I had completed a mini-course myself by the time we walked out of the door.

Curling up to go to sleep that night I felt a deep excitement. Something was happening to me: I had an overwhelming feeling that my life was going to change for the better. How or when did not come to me, just an excitement that seemed to spread throughout my being.

The Cottage

March 1st

We sat at the long pine table in the breakfast room, drinking hot chocolate with far too much whipped cream on the top.

‘I am feeling very discombobulated,’ I said, using one of TC’s favourite words.

‘It’s a good sign,’ he said smiling.

‘Why?’ I asked, scooping up the last bit of cream with my finger.

‘Well, they say that before a course things start to churn up a bit.’

I walked around the table into the kitchen and in silence washed the mugs. When I had finished I leant across the central work unit, my chin on my hands.

‘What sort of things churn-up, then?’

‘Everything, Jules … just about everything!’ he replied confidently, giving me a gentle reassuring grin.

‘TC, I’m going to spend a few days in Spain with Mum and Herbert.’

‘Probably a good idea,’ he replied, continuing to hum a tuneless little hum, which he always did when his thoughts were elsewhere.

‘I feel tired, and need a break from work.’

He stopped humming. ‘I wish I could come too, I’m pretty exhausted.’

He looked drawn. The combination of a heavy workload, nights on duty and the intensity of the second SA course was beginning to tell.

‘Perhaps it’s too much, doing a second course so quickly after the first,’ I suggested.

‘No, it’s not really. I could just do without being on call for a couple of weeks.’

I wondered if the medical profession would ever change. The hours seemed horrendous. I thought of my own profession in advertising, marketing and publishing and of how the unions would react if they were asked to be on duty for such unpredictable and long hours. The comparison was laughable.

As I climbed the stairs to bed that night my head was swimming with unanswered questions, and huge doubts about my entire life. The excitement of the other evening had disappeared, something seemed to be wrong. I felt curdled.

Costa del Sol – Spain

Early March

The plane touched down with remarkable smoothness for such a huge lump of metal. Flying always filled me with a childish wonder. When the doors opened a wave of Spanish heat rolled into the plane. I climbed down the aircraft stairs relishing the fabulous blue of the sky and the intense warm yellow of the sun, too bright to look at even in March.

I picked up my hire car with surprising ease and speed, and was soon on the notoriously dangerous auto-via heading towards Marbella. The light on the Mediterranean sparkled and danced and, spotting my first burst of scarlet geraniums against a white building, my heart leapt with joy. I hated the grey of the British winter. The vibrance of the colours of southern Europe always managed to intoxicate me.

I negotiated my way off the motorway, thanks to my stepfather’s detailed instructions. He was very good at meticulous directions. I supposed it came from the discipline of being a solicitor. ‘Get it wrong and you’re a dead ‘un,’ he had told me grimly over the phone, when explaining how to find the new turn into their urbanisation. ‘They drive like madmen here.’

The urbanisation had grown considerably since my last visit. The number of new villas and apartments was incredible. I wondered who was supposed to buy all these expensive homes, which appeared to be mainly empty and neglected. This was not the Spain I loved. It was like a Milton Keynes housing estate painted white.

I drove up to the villa, which belonged to clients of my stepfather. It was one of the first, beautifully built in the traditional style, but it looked rather sad hemmed in by cheap apartments and new villas squeezed in on small parcelas. The bougainvillaea draped itself in abundance along the outer wall, and several cats lazed in the porch, having discovered my mother’s generosity and excellent cooking. Mum and Herbert were waiting for me like a couple of excited kids. It was to be one of the best times we had ever spent together.

I was able to unwind very quickly, the terracotta warmth with its primary coloured landscape bringing out my childish delight and playfulness. The days were long and leisurely. For the first time in years mother and I talked of childhood and treasured memories were revived amidst much humour and wine. Herbert was kept occupied with his golf, which gave my mother and me the privacy to rediscover our extraordinary closeness. We visited Marbella and sat in the nostalgic atmosphere of the Orange Square beneath the fruit-laden trees drinking big cups of coffee laced with brandy. We walked along the miles of beach collecting polished marble pebbles, exotic-looking shells and removing bags full of the rubbish left by thoughtless visitors. We drove to whitewashed inland villages and bought ridiculous quantities of fruit and vegetables, seduced by the wonderful colours and textures piled high on wooden market stalls. We tasted honey and goat’s cheeses, and filled our bags with almonds and walnuts so amazingly cheap we were unable to resist them. We came back to the villa and cooked together, never running out of things to say. We daydreamed about persuading Herbert to buy us an orange farm so we could have a wonderful outdoor life creating a place where Martin would always be cared for and have work. We thought about all the things we would make and sell in the markets. Mum decided she could always go down into the jetset port and sing for our supper if our finances needed boosting.

We reminisced about the only holiday we had ever had alone together since she married Herbert. We had stayed near Marbella with a great friend who had a wonderful holiday penthouse flat overlooking the sea. Her husband was working so it was women and children only. What a time we’d had. In one of the finest restaurants on the coast Mum had stood up and sung with the owner, who had been a well-known tenor. The audience went wild and the encores went into the early hours of the morning. Our table was covered in champagne and roses. I became her agent, fielding all the questions and dinner invites. A large Middle-Eastern party were throwing five-thousand peseta notes into my lap. They asked if the beautiful lady would sing for them the next night – it was a birthday party. I was told the name of a yacht moored in the stylish Puerto Banus. We both remembered standing the next night looking at an enormous boat, the entire width of its wooden polished stern deck supporting a massive table laid for thirty people. Flowers and champagne on ice; white-suited and gloved staff and crew running around some very important-looking guests. We had hovered on the brink of a great adventure but in the end my dear mother had lost her nerve. ‘That husband of mine would NEVER forgive me,’ she had whispered fiercely. ‘Get me out of here before I change my mind … and my entire life.’

Standing in the kitchen crushing garlic we wondered what would have happened if she had sung that night. Her voice was extraordinary and for me it was a tragedy she didn’t make more of it. She told me about one of the few times she’d sung publicly with Max in South Africa – one of the sopranos in the show had laryngitis but the show was saved because Mum had sat in on all the rehearsals and knew all the songs. She received such glowing notices after the show and in the next day’s papers that Max had gone into a screaming rage and cut all her clothes into shreds and had blacked both her eyes. It had, she explained, put her off public performances. Now her appearances were confined to charitable works, the odd restaurant with a pianist and a group of very dear and faithful musical friends. They would meet up in local pubs and have impromptu sessions together – this she felt would not be too much of a threat to anyone. Listening to her singing as she prepared a Spanish supper, I still felt sad that the world had missed out on a great star.

My mind wandered back to a time in the late fifties. Martin and I were standing on tiptoe looking over the banister of our London house into the large marble-floored hall, where Max was practising a tricky piece on the trombone. He was rehearsing for a big show. My mother was on the hall stairs vacuuming the carpet and singing along with the music at the top of her voice. Distracted by the noise, Max in a flash rage ran screaming up the stairs, ripping the plug out of the socket on the way. He took the vacuum tube from our speechless mother and proceeded, with all the strength of madness, to wrap it around her neck. She began to splutter and turn blue. Wide-eyed Martin looked at me, ‘I don’t fink he should do that to our mummy.’ I nodded in silent agreement, whereupon he ran down to the landing and, without a trace of fear, tapped Max on the shoulder. The shouting stopped. ‘Juey and me fink you’re not allowed to kill our mummy so you’d better stop now, Mackie,’ he said as he rolled his sleeves up and took the stance of a boxer, shaking his little fists. ‘If you don’t stop I’ll kill YOU, Mr  Wall.’ Max glared at the ridiculous-looking knee-high figure. I held my breath. Suddenly Max was laughing – Mum was laughing – I was laughing – we were all scooped up in a big heap together laughing. Martin had the last word as he took Mum’s face in his gnarled hands. ‘Muvver, I don’t fink Mackie likes it when you sing.’ He had a point.

I asked her why she thought she made sane men become so possessive. ‘No matter how much those scrubbed-faced flat-chested feminists fight,’ she whispered over her full glass of red wine, ‘men, Julie, do not like women to outshine them. You have to make a choice.’ I told her I could never compromise my life in such a way. She put her glass down and took my chin in her hands. ‘That, my darling girl, is probably why you are in your thirties and do NOT have a husband.’ I blew a raspberry knowing I would never in a million years swap my position for hers. She knew that I knew she hid her light and enormous sense of fun for the sake of a quiet married life.

With such open and relaxed days together I was, surprisingly, having sleepless nights. Something was wrong, but I could not translate the feeling into thoughts. What was it that so desperately wanted my attention? After two nights of staring at a whitewashed ceiling I was so exhausted that the third night I prayed for sleep and some clue as to what was keeping me awake.

I fell straight into a really strange nightmare. TC was the star, which was not surprising since he was in my thoughts a great deal. With all that had been going on in the last few weeks I guess it was inevitable that my subconscious would scramble things up and give me the sort of dream Jung would have loved.

I dreamed I returned to the cottage unexpectedly. On entering the kitchen I saw TC pinned across the central work-surface by a scrawny woman, whose face was so blurred I could not recognize it. She was naked, and held a carving knife against his throat. She hissed and spat at me like a wild animal, gloating and cackling that he belonged to her now. I was amused, even though it was not a pretty scene. I explained laughingly to her that TC was free to be with whom he wanted in life, and perhaps this was not the best way of making him love her. At that point, she started to attack me.

I woke up with sweat pouring down my back, which for a terrifying moment I thought was blood. I was shaking from head to foot, and wide awake, so I went to get a drink. It was a perfect night for a nightmare; a spectacular electric storm was lighting up the sky; the Mediterranean looked sinister with its inky black swell.

Walking into the lounge I saw Herbert silhouetted against the large french windows.

‘Couldn’t you sleep either?’ I whispered. ‘Can I get you a drink of something?’

He turned quietly to face me. It was not my stepfather. My gaze froze on this strange pyjama-clad man and my heart thumped with terror as he faded into the walls. I was too scared to ask who he was and why he had come.

I wondered what the hell was happening but, although very frightened, considered myself far too grown up to wake ‘mummy’.

The next day I phoned TC. He seemed fine, about to set off to London for a weekend workshop, the culmination of the second course. I did not want him to go, but with the money running out in the call box and Mum and stepfather hovering, waiting to go to dinner, I said nothing of these thoughts and hung up. Inside me there was the feeling that I might have made a terrible mistake. Was not telling him of the nightmare somehow putting him in great danger?

Malaga Airport

March 10th

I sat in the overcrowded departure lounge of Malaga airport. It was no surprise to learn that the flight to London Gatwick was delayed for several hours. Charter flights to and from anywhere in Spain seemed to be subject to frequent hold-ups with infrequent explanations. Enquiring in one’s best Spanish when we might be allowed to take off only encouraged looks of contempt with replies in heavily accented English: ‘H’yew h’wait h’over h’there.’

Speaking a foreign language and getting a reply in my own tongue always felt like a put-down. I bought an overpriced coffee and a stale doughnut and reflected on my five days spent on Spain’s Costa del Sol.

I had worked so hard for the last six months setting up my own business, and it was building up well. I should not really have taken the time off but I needed a break badly. Progress had been good work-wise, but I was feeling troubled and was questioning many aspects of my life. Living with someone I loved, but only as a brother and friend, was an easy compromise, and although unspoken, we both knew something was missing. I wondered whether it was sensible to be establishing a business from a home that was not mine, and from a relationship that was not really fulfilling for either of us. I also questioned my business set-up. Did I really need my business associate? By the time everyone else had taken their cut of my work the net result was not much for me, which seemed to be a familiar pattern in my life. I knew some changes would have to be made, and putting space between myself and my everyday environment had made getting an overview easier. It had definitely helped to be away, although it may have been a mistake to stay with my mother and stepfather.

My mother, always astonishingly intuitive, had known immediately that beneath the surface all was not well with me. The last thing I had wanted to do was to worry her, which was why I could not discuss the nightmare. She knew I was troubled, yet the subject remained closed. There was nothing to hide and equally nothing to say. TC and I did not have any problems, there was no one else, and in fact most aspects of my life were alright. The wonderful song from the musical Oliver – ‘I’m Reviewing the Situation’ – summed up my state. I was tired of being alright – I wanted to feel wonderful. The Mediterranean climate and colours stirred a restlessness so deep within me I had to force my mind away from the orange-farm daydreams.

It had been wonderful to spend the time with Mum – in fact we had all got on very well together, which had been a relief. I did not have an easy relationship with my stepfather, and was delighted we had laughed and had some fun. I smiled as I recalled the arrival of their friends who brought the news that he had become a grandfather for the first time. They had been kind enough to allow us to give their telephone number as a means of contact. We were all so happy that night and enjoyed a celebration dinner with all the joy that a new soul brings into this world.

I was, however, very perturbed at my mother’s behaviour on my departure. To insist on coming to the airport to see me off when I had my own hire car was most unlike her. I could feel the weight of her gold cross and chain, which she had begged me to wear. I had shrugged it off, joking that it was not my style to wear such a thing, but the tone of her voice was so insistent I had agreed reluctantly to take it. My shoulder was still damp from her tears as she had placed it around my neck and hugged me.

‘Please don’t go back, Ju,’ she had wept.

I explained quietly that I had to and really could not afford, in more ways than one, to take further time away from my embryonic business, adding that I had several important appointments the following day I did not want to cancel. I tried to make her laugh by making her promise to tell me if she thought the plane was going to crash, and in return I said I promised to believe her. She shook her head.

‘No, no, it’s not the plane, I just feel so sad, I don’t know why. Probably too much Rioja last night,’ she laughed – but not with her eyes.

I had often doubted and teased her about her psychic ability, and yet her premonitions were usually extremely accurate. I reminded her of the time she had called me at my London flat, waking me up in the middle of the night, telling me I had to phone Buckingham Palace and tell them the Queen was in terrible danger and was going to be shot at. She had seen Her Majesty’s horse rearing into the air in panic. For some strange reason she felt they would listen to me – can you imagine the phone call … ‘Excuse me … er, I hope I have not disturbed you … Yes, I do realise it’s four o’clock in the morning but, er … Well my mother, who lives in Warwickshire, well … she has just had a dream that the Queen is in danger of her life, and would like you to tell Her Majesty preferably to stay indoors today, and not take part in the Trooping the Colour ceremony, or if she feels she must go, perhaps she could walk?’

I could not believe that my intelligent mother had woken me up, seriously expecting me to phone Buckingham Palace. We had both collapsed into laughter at the absurdity of it, and needless to say I did not make the call. The following morning I was at my desk on a Fleet Street newspaper when the news screamed in that Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth had been shot at as she was on her way to the Trooping the Colour ceremony. I went very cold, and felt as though it was all my fault. I imagined a great neon sign flashing over my head for all to see: ‘She could have stopped this!’ I vowed always to listen to my mother in the future.

However, standing in the check-in hall, I could not consider staying on without any clear indication from her as to why she felt so sad and anxious.

‘I just think you should go back later,’ was all she would say. Walking through passport control I felt a lump in my throat and could sense her tears even though she was out of sight.

I boarded the plane with a degree of trepidation. I did not enjoy the flight, and my relief was enormous when it landed safely. My business associate, JR, was there to meet me and in moments I was catching up on all the news and back in the swing of my working life, all thoughts of Spain temporarily forgotten.

My mother and stepfather had returned to their villa, in which they were expecting to stay for another fortnight. Unbeknown to anyone, my mother started quietly to pack. It was Monday evening, March 10th.

The Cottage

March 10th

‘Hi, TC, I’m home,’ I called as I entered the kitchen.

‘Jules!’ He got up from the table. ‘Good to see you,’ and kissed me on the cheek.

‘So, how’s it all going, “Guru T”?’ I teased, tossing my holdall onto the floor.

‘Exhausting, but brilliant.’

His face still looked pale and tired but his eyes were shining with enthusiasm. He had just completed the full weekend workshop with SA.

‘Are you learning a lot during all these long sessions?’ I enquired.

‘It’s incredible, Jules. This sort of knowledge could transform the face of medicine in the future.’

He pursued passionately many types of alternative therapies, always convinced that disease could be treated in many different ways, and more importantly, he believed deep understandings within individuals could actually prevent disease.

I picked up one of my ginger tomcats who was weaving around my feet.

‘Have you missed me, Thomas, or is it supper time?’ He nuzzled into my arm purring softly. I loved that cat. I put him down gently next to Ben, my other feline friend. They sat bolt upright side by side. ‘My two little sentinels,’ I whispered.

‘They will protect you from “Der Spook”,’ TC answered absent-mindedly.

‘Whatever made you say that, TC?’

‘What?’ he answered without looking up.

‘Der Spook!’ I reminded him.

‘I don’t know,’ he laughed. ‘It just came to me.’

I ran upstairs to the bedroom, and pulled my favourite Louis Feraud dress from the wardrobe. It was ten years old, and in permanent ink on the inner hem the words ‘Der Spook’ were handwritten. I had always wondered how they got there. I carried it downstairs and showed TC. We looked at each other shrugging our shoulders at one of life’s apparently inexplicable events.

JR put the kettle on. ‘Fancy some tea, JC?’ she interrupted.

‘Of course!’ I said. ‘The British answer to every traveller’s thirst.’

She stayed for supper that night, and we all chatted animatedly; she about our work, TC about his course, and me about Spain.

JR left at 11pm, and by the time the supper things were cleared away, and I had unpacked and put a wash on, I felt pretty tired. My head hit the pillow and delicious relaxation melted my tense muscles. It was good to be in my own bed. I kissed TC goodnight, thinking we were more like an old married couple than the two people who had shared such passion in our early times together. In those days he had told me how if during the first year of a relationship you put a bean in a jar each time you make love, and for the rest of your time together take one out every time you engage apparatus, the jar would never empty. Sadly our jar was the only thing full of beans. I turned over and fell asleep immediately.

I awoke reluctantly to the sound of the telephone filling the bedroom with its unwelcome warble. I groaned and glanced at the clock, it was only half-past seven.

‘I thought you weren’t on call today?’

‘I’m not,’ replied TC with deep weariness, reaching out from under the duvet for the offending telephone.

‘Yes, mmm … Yes, I’m Dr  TC, what’s the problem?’

He was sitting up in bed already fully awake. His remarkable ability to emerge from deep sleep into alert consciousness with such speed never failed to amaze me. Years of practice, I thought.

I was now also wide awake and sitting up, wanting to ascertain whether we were on full alert, and would have to get up, or if I could slide back into sleep.

‘Penny, Penny who?’ TC queried, looking puzzled and shrugging his shoulders to let me know he didn’t have a clue what it was about.

‘No, I haven’t got a patient with that name  …

‘Yes, that is my address  …

‘Ahh, yes … in that case her name is Black … Helen Black.

‘Yes, she has suffered with depression  …

‘Mmm  …

‘I see  …

‘No, that’s not possible, I’ve got a full surgery booked this morning  …

‘Yes, I understand, could you take her to her home?  …

‘OK, I’ll hold on.’

He placed his hand over the receiver, still looking puzzled, told me he thought it was something to do with Helen Black. I tried to make sense out of the one-sided conversation, without much success.

‘… yes, hello  …

‘Mmm  …

‘I see  …

‘Well, has she committed any offence?  …

‘Right, then why are you holding her?  …

‘Yes I understand, and how is she now?  …

‘Yes, I know Cosmo Greene and the Self-Awareness organisation.

‘She’s on one of his courses at the moment  …

‘No, I can’t. I’ve already explained to your colleague, I’ve got a surgery this morning  …

‘Good. Can you keep her there and bring her down to the surgery later this morning?  …

‘Yes, that would be fine, it will give me a chance to clear the morning patients  …

‘No, not at all, see you later. Bye.’

He put the phone back in its cradle.

‘Who was that?’ I enquired anxiously.

‘The police at Guildford,’ TC answered quietly, as he yawned and shook his head.

‘Well, what did they want? What has happened? Is it an accident?’

‘It is Helen,’ he confirmed. ‘She’s been taken off a London bound train this morning because she was behaving oddly. Apparently she would only give them my name and Cosmo Greene’s. They couldn’t get hold of Cosmo.’

‘What was she doing on the train?’ I asked softly.

‘They didn’t say, other than she hasn’t done anything illegal, but she seems depressed, and so they don’t like to leave her on her own.’

‘But why are they calling you?’

‘She said she wants to talk with me, and realistically it’s easier to leave it like that because I understand much more of what she has been going through these last few weeks. The police don’t know her background, and they don’t know what to do with her.’

He paused, looking at the two cats lying at the foot of the bed beginning reluctantly to stretch themselves.

‘This course brings up a lot of gremlins from the subconscious and some of these experiences can be painful.’

‘Yes, I guess you are the best man for the job.’ I got out of bed and reached for my dressing-gown. I felt very uneasy and again irritated by this strange woman who seemed to be encroaching more and more into our life.

‘TC?’

He looked up. He had a tousled boyish look which made him seem incredibly vulnerable.

‘Promise me you’ll take care  …?’

‘Of course I will.’ He smiled impudently as he spoke. He treated my intuitive outbursts with cynicism and a lot of teasing.

‘No, I’m serious, TC. Don’t be alone with her. Don’t trust her.’

He looked at me quizzically. I decided not to say anything else, but wondered why she had asked for the course leader and TC, and not her own family or friends. If she wanted medical advice, she wouldn’t have asked for Cosmo, so she must have wanted to be with either of them for personal reasons. It seemed to me her ovaries were bouncing in TC’s direction, and I felt convinced her depression was linked in some way to the fact he didn’t want to know. A fleeting image of the nightmare I had in Spain stopped my thought-processes dead. Was TC in danger? In the harsh light of our morning bustle my fears looked ridiculous – besides, I was far too busy to entertain such horror, so I buried my troubled feelings and bounced into action.

Just over an hour later I waved him off to work from our small porch with its brand-new front door.

‘I did it for you,’ I said to the sky, patting the newly hung door as I imagined my great-grandad looking down on me.

I wanted to sob but didn’t know why.

‘Sometimes, Julie, you are ridiculous,’ I chided myself.

Lighting my first cigarette of the day I sat down with a mug of coffee. A busy day lay ahead and I wasn’t too sure where to begin it. My London flat had recently sold and the small financial surplus was being transferred to me, plumping up my current account into a rare healthy balance. I was due at the bank at 11 a.m. to discuss what to do with my nest-egg. I chuckled at the lovely feeling of, for once, having some money – I liked my manager and was looking forward to seeing him, particularly as he had been so supportive when my account was bouncing around in the red.

I checked my diary, the page was crammed with things to do and business calls to make. Savouring a mouthful of coffee, momentarily I missed my cafe con leche in the Spanish sunshine, sighing as I noted the most important items:

11.00 Bank. Take savings account details.

Query Invoice No. 210 from The Boss re VAT.

Post Self-Employed Personal Accident Scheme Ins Proposal Form.

Meet JR for résumé on our three magazine copy dates.

Do invoices for Feb.

Speak with Mike re product placement deal with Philips.

Practise piano for Friday lesson.

The truth was I did not feel like doing any of it except playing the piano. I had that early morning fuzzy feeling and the disorientation one seems always to experience when first back from holiday. What a pain to have been woken up so early – I could have done with another couple of hours in the land of slumber. Wondering how TC was getting on I lit another cigarette and reflected that we hadn’t yet really had a chance to talk about anything. These days something always managed to get in the way of any quiet times together.

After a board meeting with myself I decided to spend the time before my appointment pottering around the house – a decision which cheered me up enormously. I went upstairs and dressed in my favourite pottering clothes, all casual and comfortable. I was not really a business-suit person at heart. Now more relaxed I watered all the plants, and quietly set about tidying up the disarray of a week’s absence. My cats, pleased at some unexpected company, were playfully skidding across the floors weaving in and out of my feet, chewing and pulling mischievously at my laces.

‘You are not that hungry, you poor starved creatures.’

I lifted Thomas into the air on my foot, he dangled helplessly, a big ginger blob.

‘What a weight, Thomas.’

Dropping him down gently I picked up Benjamin as his huge green eyes were glaring jealously at me.

‘I love you too, you gorgeous creature.’ I nuzzled into his fluffy fur. He purred immediately. Catching a glimpse of myself in the breakfast room mirror I announced to my feline audience, ‘I think we will all go on a diet this week, chaps.’

I laughed as I put him down. They had both perfected the art of acting starved. TC and I think their record was six meals in one day. I fed them in the early morning, our home help, convinced by their plaintive cries they had been forgotten, fed them mid-morning, then TC, who could never remember whether they had been fed or not, gave them a generous lunch; a neighbour took pity on them and gave them afternoon tea, TC gave them supper and I fed them again at midnight, having returned late from London. The next day, they both lay helpless, like crashed hot air balloons unable to move even towards their food bowl; only the occasional distinctly unsavoury odour wafting from their rear ends indicated they were still alive. We discovered their tactics and vowed to resort to large signs indicating the time of their last meal.

I finished dealing with my post; nothing very exciting. No juicy orders or fat premium bond wins enabling me to take early retirement in sunny climes. Just the usual round of circulars, credit card bills, and tedious administrative matters that probably only served to keep someone in a job. I cleared the cluttered table and walked around the central work-station into the kitchen. The recently completed open-plan kitchen and breakfast room was a huge success. We rarely used the other rooms these days as everyone always seemed to congregate in the kitchen. The washing-up done, I hung my holiday washing out with TC’s shirts, wrote a shopping list, sorted the fridge out, and fell back into the routine of daily life. I noticed it was nearly 10 a.m. so I collected my papers together and went upstairs to get ready for my business day. As I got to the bedroom door the phone rang. I ran back down into the breakfast room area and, slightly breathlessly, answered it.
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