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My eyes flutter open, but it’s like trying to wake up underwater. I’m floating in this strange place between sleep and consciousness, and I can’t tell which side I’m on. My body feels too heavy, like it’s been weighed down with sandbags, keeping me from moving. What was I just dreaming about? Something significant? Scary? I definitely know I was dreaming, but the memory of it slips through my fingers the moment I try to grasp it. My mind is foggy, everything is disjointed.

Am I still dreaming?

My eyelids droop, but I force them open again. There’s something I need to remember, something important. But the harder I try to cling to it, the more it fades, drifting further out of reach.

A bright light shines down on me, blinding and sharp, like a spotlight pointed straight at my face. I squeeze my eyes shut, my heart thudding against my ribs. Muffled voices echo around me, as if they’re speaking from far away, or maybe through a thin wall. They drift in and out like a bad radio signal, distorted and garbled. I strain to listen, but none of it makes sense. I know my name is Sophie Hale. I know I live in Sheffield, England. I know…not much else right now. My heart quickens at the realisation, quickly trumped by my pounding head—a dull ache turning into sharp jabs of pain with every beat of my pulse. I keep listening, but I can’t make out a word of what they’re saying and it frustrates me.

Where am I?

Why can’t I remember what happened to me?

My mind feels scrambled, and every attempt to focus only worsens it. The ache in my head sharpens, radiating behind my eyes like a vice tightening around my skull. I reach up with an arm that doesn’t feel like mine, and when my fingers brush something soft, I flinch. There’s a dull pain running down my arm and I realise after a moment that it’s coming from my wrist. I try to move my fingers, but they’re numb and won’t respond properly, wrapped in what feels like thick cotton wool. I blink again, struggling to keep my eyes open. My vision swims and everything looks strange, as though I’m staring through the wrong end of a telescope. The room feels both too small and too far away at the same time.

My eyes dart around the room, taking in the duck-egg green curtains around the bed. They look so familiar but I don’t know why. A faint, rhythmic beeping comes from somewhere near my head. Some sort of machine. There are pipes and wires and bags of clear liquid…and then it hits me. A hospital. Of course. I’m in a hospital. My breath catches, panic flaring as a harsh antiseptic smell fills my nostrils. The machines blink back at me, detached and indifferent to my confusion. I try to speak, but my throat is sandpaper dry, and the sound that comes out is more of a rasp than a word. I feel trapped, smothered by the stifling air, by the weight of everything I don’t remember. I want to scream, but my voice is gone. My mouth opens, but nothing comes out.

Why am I here?

What happened to me?

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I catch sight of someone sitting by the bed. A man, his face drawn tight with concern, his eyes dark and exhausted. He leans forward, hands clasped together like he’s been waiting for something—waiting for me. There’s something familiar about him, the way his brow furrows when he looks at me. His hair is dark, and a bit messy, like he hasn’t bothered to comb it, and there’s a shadow of stubble on his jaw. I stare at him, my mind racing to catch up. I know this man.

Alex.

My husband.

Yes, I feel it—a deep certainty that he’s mine. He’s watching me. He looks worried, his lips pressed into a thin line as if he’s trying to hold back words or emotions that threaten to spill over.

I try to speak again, but my throat feels packed with sand. Alex leans closer, eyes scanning my face.

“Hey. Take it easy,” he whispers. “Don’t push yourself.”

He quickly wipes at his face, as if brushing away a tear, then glances over his shoulder to speak to someone I can’t see. I can’t make out his words, but the tension in his voice is unmistakable. And there’s something else beneath it, something he’s not saying.

I’m awake now, but I wish I wasn’t. Everything around me is foreign—sharp and harsh and smelly—and I can’t shake the feeling that something is horribly wrong. Flashes of images flicker in my mind—disjointed, warped, twisted fragments. A staircase. I can see it clearly. In my house? Maybe. Someone is standing at the top. Then… My heart races, but the images fade before I can make sense of them. Was it real? Or just another piece of the dream that’s slipping away?

Nothing makes sense. The room is spinning, the lights are too bright, and the pain in my head won’t stop. I close my eyes, retreating into the darkness, wishing I could stay there, where none of this is real. I can’t do this. I can’t take it.

I can’t take any of it.
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Iwake up again, but this time it feels different. Less like I’m drowning and more like I’m finally floating to the surface. I blink slowly, and the room sharpens into focus. I feel a little more… human now, if that’s the right word. There’s still a fog in my mind, but it’s lighter, quieter, like the remnants of a bad dream fading away. I scan the room, searching for something to hold on to, to anchor myself with.

Alex isn’t here, but I can hear voices, muffled and low, on the other side of the curtain that surrounds my bed. A lump forms in my throat. I don’t like being alone in here. I don’t like this—the machines, the strange beeping sounds that are too fast and too loud. My breath quickens. The sheets feel too thin against my skin, the mattress too hard beneath me. I can’t shake the sense that something is very, very wrong.

I turn my head, every muscle in my neck stiff and protesting, like I’ve been lying in this bed for far too long. The room is still too bright, the ceiling and bedcovers glaring in their whiteness. My eyes drift to a small chest of drawers beside the bed to my left. There’s a half-empty glass of water sitting on top, with beads of condensation clinging to the outside like tiny droplets frozen in place. The sight of it makes my throat ache, reminding me just how dry my mouth is. I swallow, but it’s like sandpaper scraping against raw skin. My lips are cracked, and the corners of my mouth sting. I need that water.

I reach for the glass, but my arm feels heavy, like it doesn’t belong to me. Then my hand comes into view and I freeze. My fingers are wrapped in thick, white bandages, two of them splinted straight, rigid and unnatural. A fresh wave of panic crashes over me, and I lift my hand to my face, staring at it as if it belongs to someone else. The bandages are tight, and I can’t feel my fingers properly. My skin prickles as I realise, I can’t bend them at all.

I look further up my arm, and that’s when I see the bruises. Deep, angry dark purple blotches mottle my skin, a stark contrast to the white bed sheets and the gown I’m wearing. The bruises look raw and fresh like someone grabbed me hard and refused to let go. My chest tightens, the panic growing.

I need to know what happened to me.

My heart pounds in my ears as I check the rest of my body. My legs seem okay. At least they aren’t covered in bandages or bruises. But when I try to move them, they feel weak, and shaky, as if they don’t quite belong to me either. Numb, almost. I flex my toes just to be sure, and relief washes over me as they respond, curling and uncurling beneath the sheets. They’re fine. But something isn’t.

I lift my hand slowly, wincing as pain now flares in my fingers, slicing through the fog in my head. The movement sends a jolt of white-hot agony shooting up my arm, into my shoulder, and straight into my skull. I gasp, sucking in a sharp breath to steady myself. My head feels like it might explode. I bring my fingers to my scalp and feel a thick bandage wrapped tightly around it. I screw up my eyes, fighting the pain as I struggle to piece everything together. Why is my head bandaged? Why is my hand like this? The pain radiates from the back of my skull to the front, pulsing behind my eyes.

I keep them shut tight, forcing myself to think, to remember. But my mind is blank. The harder I try to latch onto a memory, the faster it slips away, leaving me with nothing but an awful, yawning emptiness. Fear creeps up the back of my throat, threatening to choke me. I need to know.

Just then, the curtain moves, and Alex steps through, his face drawn and weary. He’s wearing the same clothes as before, and his hair is still a mess. He looks rough. Exhausted. I realise I know this instinctively, without any real frame of reference. It’s unsettling, knowing him yet feeling so disconnected. It’s also hard to put into words how I feel about him. I know who he is, but it’s almost like he’s the husband off some TV show I’ve been watching rather than my husband.

I stare at him, trying to connect the dots, trying to piece together who he is and what he means to me. I know he’s important. I know I love him. But there’s something else, something I can’t quite put my finger on. It’s like looking at a puzzle where the pieces almost fit but don’t quite lock together. He’s familiar, yet there’s a distance between us, this invisible wall I can’t explain. It’s terrifying, confusing, and just about every other messed-up emotion I can think of all at once.

He meets my gaze, and for a split second, something flashes in his eyes—relief, maybe? Fear? It’s hard to tell, but whatever it is, it twists my stomach into a knot. Before I can grab onto the thought, he gives me a sweet, comforting smile, and the feeling slips away.

“Hey, you.” He pulls a chair closer to the bed and sits down, leaning forward with his elbows on his knee. “You’re awake again. That’s good.”

I don’t respond. I can’t. My throat feels too dry, too tight. I just keep staring at him, hoping he’ll say something that will help me make sense of all this.

“You’ve been really lucky, you know,” he continues, his eyes flicking to my bandaged hand before meeting mine again. “You had a bang on the head and broke two fingers, but...it could’ve been so much worse.”

Lucky? How can he say that? I don’t feel lucky. I feel trapped—in this bed, in a body that doesn’t even feel like mine, in a life I don’t recognise. Nothing feels right, and I don’t know how to fix it. My chest tightens, and the pressure builds until I can’t hold it in anymore. Before I even realise what’s happening, tears are spilling down my cheeks. I don’t know why I’m crying. But I can’t stop. It’s like something inside me is fracturing, and I have no control over it. My whole body starts to tremble, and the words catch in my throat. “I—I don’t…”

My voice sticks in the back of my throat. My head is pounding, and my fingers are throbbing under the bandages. Everything hurts, but none of it compares to the terror that’s gripping me. I know I’m in pain, and I know I’m in a hospital, but it’s the not knowing that shakes me to my core. Not knowing why I’m here, not knowing how I ended up like this. Not knowing…anything.

“What’s happening? I don’t—” My breath catches, and I gasp, struggling to find air. “I don’t understand any of this. I don’t remember anything.” The panic rises, clawing its way up, and the harder I try to control it, the more it spirals out of reach. Nothing makes sense. Nothing feels real. My heart races, and I feel like I’m about to fall apart completely.

“You’re serious?” Alex leans in, reaching for my hand, the one that isn’t wrapped up in bandages. His grip is firm yet gentle, his thumb brushing over the back of my hand in slow, soothing strokes. “Hey, Sophie, it’s okay,” he says. “Just breathe. You’re okay. You’re safe.” He continues to trace small circles over my knuckles with his thumb like he’s trying to ground me, but it doesn’t work. I’m spiralling, and his words feel distant, muffled, like they’re coming from the other side of a wall I can’t break through.

“I don’t—I don’t think you understand!” My voice cracks, and then I’m sobbing, uncontrollably. “I don’t remember anything, Alex! I don’t know what happened, I don’t even know—” I cut myself off, biting down on the words. I know that he’s my husband. I know his name is Alex. But beyond that? It’s all a blank. “I don’t remember anything about us,” I say, my voice trembling, my chest heaving with the effort of holding myself together. “I don’t know what I feel think about…anything. I don’t even really know who I am.”

This last part slips out before I can stop it, and as soon as I say it, a fresh surge of anxiety bubbles up inside of me.

Who the hell am I?

I know my name is Sophie and he’s my husband, Alex, but beyond that...it’s like someone’s wiped everything away, leaving only empty spaces where memories should be. Suddenly it feels like I’m falling, the world crumbling beneath me with nothing solid to hold on to.

Alex squeezes my hand, and despite everything I’ve just told him, there’s a spark of relief in his eyes—maybe even happiness.

Bloody hell, mate. Read the room!

I get it, you’re glad your wife’s alive, but can’t you see I’m falling apart right in front of you?

“You should try to relax,” he says. “You’re going to be okay.” He pauses, his eyes searching mine. “We’re going to be okay.”

“Oh, are we?” I glare at him. “Because right now, I feel like I barely even know you.”

The words come out harsher than I intended, and I feel a twinge of guilt as Alex’s expression falters. “What’s the last thing you remember?” he asks.

I shake my head, fresh tears spilling over. “I don’t know,” I whisper, barely able to get the words out. “I don’t know anything. I don’t remember anything.” The more I say it, the more real it becomes. It’s like cement hardening around me, pressing down heavier and heavier until I can’t breathe.

I can feel the tension in Alex’s grip. He takes a deep breath, his shoulders rising and falling as if he’s trying to steady himself. “You had an accident,” he says slowly, like he’s trying to break the news gently. “You fell down the stairs two days ago. You’ve been unconscious since then.”

I stare at him, the words swirling around in my head. An accident? Stairs? Nothing he’s saying makes any sense. I rack my brain, desperate for any flicker of recognition, but there’s nothing. Just a dark, empty space where my memory should be.

“Fell down the stairs?” My voice is hoarse. “How did that happen?”

He hesitates. “You were carrying some washing up the stairs, and I guess you dropped a sock. You must’ve slipped on it. I—I found you at the bottom of the stairs.” His voice falters, and I can see the pain in his eyes, the way they cloud as he recalls what happened. “I called an ambulance and they brought you here. I’ve been here with you ever since.”

I don’t know what to say. I can’t picture it. I can’t remember a single detail. The harder I try to force a memory, the more my head throbs. It’s like there’s a wall in my mind, blocking everything out. I try to push past it but I’m hit with a searing pain through my skull, sharp enough to make me cry out.

“Hey! Soph!” Alex jumps up. “I’ll get a doctor.”

“No. Stay. Please.” I press my hand to my forehead, wincing until the agony behind my eyes fades a little. The light overhead is too bright, and the antiseptic smell of the hospital is too strong, making everything seem surreal. None of this feels right.

“Dr Rahim is looking after you. He’s great. He’ll be coming to check on you in a few minutes, anyway,” Alex says. “I was just talking with him. They’ve all been wonderful.”

I force a smile. I nod. But the pounding in my head grows worse, a dull thud that turns nastier every time I try to focus. None of what Alex is saying makes sense to me. He could be telling me the plot of a movie for all the connection I have with it.

I open my eyes again and find him watching me. His face is soft, and kind, but there’s still something behind his eyes that I can’t work out. A heaviness, a tension I don’t understand. Maybe it’s just exhaustion, but as I search his face, my chest tightens, and I find myself struggling to connect this man beside me with what fragments remain in my mind.

His eyes are filled with so much worry, and maybe it’s love too, but something about it doesn’t sit right. I shift uncomfortably in the bed, unsettled by the way he’s looking at me—like he’s trying to see what’s going on inside my head.

He notices me fidgeting and smiles. “Don’t worry now,” he says, leaning closer. His voice is firm, like he’s trying to reassure me—or maybe himself. “You’re awake. Everything is going to be fine from now on.”

All I can offer is another forced smile. Because I don’t feel fine. I feel like I’ve lost something crucial. It’s there, just on the edge of my awareness, something that’s been taken from me, something that I desperately need to remember.

“We’re going to be fine,” Alex says again, almost excited.

Well good for him, his wife didn’t die in what sounds like the most dull, middle-class way imaginable, but right now all I have is an empty head and a lot of unsettling hunches to call a personality.

I look into his eyes, and I want to believe him. I need to believe him. But the unease won’t leave, a nagging sense that something is off.

And I have no idea why.
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Imust have drifted off again, because the next thing I know, I’m awake. Not that I remember falling asleep.

But, hell, what’s new?

Looks like I’m going to have to get used to this unpleasant feeling of having no bloody recollection of anything.

My eyes blink open to the same sterile ceiling, the same stiff sheets, the same beeping machines. It’s disorienting, like waking up in someone else’s life—another thing I’m going to have to get used to. My mind is still sluggish, like it’s packed full of cotton wool or mud. It’s as if I’m stuck in some strange in-between world, where everything important is just out of reach.

I really hope I start remembering soon.

I try to sit up, squinting against the harsh hospital lights. Through the blur, I catch a glimpse of Alex through a gap in the curtain. He’s standing at the edge of the corridor, talking to a youngish man with dark skin, serious eyes, and a neatly trimmed beard. Clearly, he’s a doctor—or a nurse, let’s not be sexist—but he has that perfect blend of friendliness and competence doctors use when they’re explaining something important but don’t want to scare you. It makes me think my first guess was right.

I can’t hear what they’re saying, but Alex is nodding along, looking serious. My heart skips and the pain in my head returns. Alex must sense I’m awake because he shoots me a look and smiles when he sees me.

He finishes with the doctor and hurries over. “Hey, you’re awake,” he says. “How are you feeling?”

I glance from him to the doctor, who’s now looking at a chart behind the nurses’ station. “What were you two talking about?” I ask, my voice scratchy from disuse. I try to sit up some more, but my body feels weak, and that blasted pain flares behind my eyes. “Is everything okay?”

For a second, Alex looks like a deer in the headlights, but he brushes it off with a wave of his hand. “Nothing to worry about. We were just discussing your care plan. The good news is you’re coming home soon. Well, in a few days. Isn’t that great?” His face lights up as he says this and it’s hard not to feel a hint of relief.

I’m about to ask him again what the doctor said when the man himself puts down the chart and wanders through the curtain to join us.

“Sophie Hale. Good afternoon,” he says, with a broad northern accent. “I’m Dr Rahim. I’m a neurologist here at Manchester Royal Infirmary. We’ve met a couple of times already, but you might not remember.”

I shake my head. Wow. This is bad. I feel very vulnerable suddenly.

“Sorry, I don’t…” I trail off and he flashes me a reassuring smile.

“That’s normal, don’t worry. How are you today?”

“Not great,” I admit, my voice shaking a little. My head is still throbbing, and there’s an overwhelming sense of confusion clouding my thoughts. “Everything’s...hazy.”

Dr Rahim nods. “You’ve been unconscious for a little while. But you’re in safe hands.” He pulls out a small torch and shines it into each of my eyes, moving it back and forth. “Can you follow the light for me?”

I try to, but the movement makes my head throb harder. I wince, squeezing my eyes shut. “My head hurts.”

“That’s to be expected,” he says, clicking off the torch and stepping back. “You’ve experienced some trauma to your brain but we caught it in time and we expect you to make a full recovery. However, memory loss after an injury like this is common. Right now, it’s important to take things slow. You might find that certain details feel unclear…or missing.”

“Missing?” I repeat. “For how long?

“I find it’s not helpful to put a time limit on these things. In a lot of cases, all memories come back over time. In others, certain details might stay a bit fuzzy.” He speaks calmly, like this is all routine for him, but my heart starts to race. “We’ll be monitoring your recovery closely, running more tests to see how your brain is healing. For now, it’s normal to not remember what happened.”

I swallow, struggling to keep my voice steady. “But...I barely remember anything. I don’t even know where I live or what I do for work. It’s...it’s really bloody scary.”

Dr Rahim clears his throat. “Please, Sophie. Try to stay calm. Getting worked up won’t help, and stress can actually make things worse. We’re running tests to see how your brain is recovering. Right now, it’s normal to have memory gaps.”

I glance at Alex, taking in his eager expression. Normal. That’s easy for these two to say. They’re not the ones feeling like some confused old dear with dementia.

“I know this is frightening,” Dr Rahim adds gently, “but we’re here to help you. We’ll take it step by step, okay?”

“What if my memory never comes back?” I ask. “What if I’ve lost all my past?”

Dr Rahim gives me a wide, patient smile, the kind that’s meant to be reassuring. But it only makes me feel more anxious. “We’re here to support you through that, Sophie. Just don’t push yourself too hard. Your memories should return eventually, but in the meantime, you may experience some false memories or even hallucinations. This again is normal. It’s your brain trying to fill in the blanks and make sense of things. Some details might feel strange or disconnected but don’t dwell on them too much. Just be kind to yourself.”

False memories? Hallucinations? The words twist my stomach. I’m supposed to trust my brain, but now I also have to question everything it shows me? I nod slowly, swallowing past the tightness in my throat. “Okay.”

Dr Rahim offers another reassuring smile, then steps away, leaving me suspended between hope and dread, both emotions striving for control. Alex watches him go, then turns back to me with a grin. “See? All under control. You’re going to be fine.”

“Really? Who were you listening to?” I snap.

His grin widens. “Still got that fiery sense of humour at least.”

“Yeah, great,” I mutter, though I can’t help smiling, swept away briefly by his exuberance. “Are you going to tell me I’m a stand-up comedian next?”

He grimaces. “Not quite. Try marketing analyst.”

“Oh, wow,” I say. “So almost as glamourous then?”

“We’re going to be fine,” he insists.

I let out a long sigh. I don’t know how he can sound so certain when I feel anything but fine. But I force a weak smile even though my head is spinning with questions.

A thought hits me. “Wait a minute.” I crane my neck, glancing between him and the gap in the curtain. “Did he say Manchester Royal Infirmary before?”

Alex’s grin falters slightly, but he quickly pulls it back. “Yeah. That’s…where we are.”

“But…Manchester? We live in Sheffield.”

A shadow of something—panic, almost—crosses his face. He stares at me, then glances toward the nurses’ station, like he’s looking for backup. “Sophie,” he says, turning back, trying to sound calm, “we moved to Manchester six months ago. We live in Didsbury now, just down the road. Don’t you—sorry, I just…shit!” He puffs out his cheeks and reaches for my hand. “We moved here for my work. You were all for it at the time.”

I blink, my mind racing. Six months? Manchester? I pull my hand away, shaking my head. “I don’t remember anything about it, Alex. I don’t remember packing. Or driving here. I don’t remember living in Manchester at all.” My voice rises, frustration bubbling over. “You keep saying I’m going to be fine. But if I can’t even remember where we live, how the hell is anything going to be fine?”

His face tightens, but he keeps his voice soft. “Please try not to worry. It will be okay,” he says, as if saying it enough will make it true. “Dr Rahim said your memory will come back. And if it doesn’t…we’ll still be okay. More than okay.”

Will we? How does he know these things?

I get he’s trying to be supportive, but I feel like I’m stuck in quicksand. I close my eyes, trying to block it all out—the beeping machines, the sterile light, the eager look on Alex’s face. Yes, Dr Rahim said my memories might come back, but he also said I could have false memories and hallucinations. I don’t want those things.

What if I’m stuck like this, with pieces of my life just...missing? It’s too much. My breath quickens, the fear pressing down on me like a weight I can’t shake off.

This is so bloody weird. None of it feels real. How can I forget something so huge? How can I forget where I live?

Alex shifts in his chair, and I open my eyes to see him leaning forward. He’s handsome up close. Or he will be after he’s had a shower and a decent night’s sleep. “At least you don’t have to worry about going back to work for a few weeks,” he says.

I glare at him, annoyed at his attempt to lighten the mood. “Sorry, but I’m not ready for jokes,” I tell him. “I’m not a comedian, remember? I’m a…what? A market bloody analyst?”

“It’s a good job,” he says. “You’re good at it.”

I snort, more out of frustration than anything. “I don’t even know what a market analyst does.”

Alex laughs, but it’s strained, like he’s trying too hard. “Well, like I say, we don’t have to think about it for a few weeks. You just have to focus on getting out of here and coming home.”

“Brilliant, thanks. I’m glad you pointed that out, or I might not have realised.”

Once again, the words come out sharper than I intended, and I see him flinch, followed by another pang of guilt. This time, however, it’s quickly engulfed by the fear gnawing at my insides.

Nothing feels right. Not this room, not this hospital. Not even my husband.

He opens his mouth, like he’s about to say something, but then seems to think better of it. And that’s when another thought slams into me, cold and hard. If I can’t remember where we live, or how I got here…what else have I forgotten?

I stare at Alex as a wave of unease rises in my stomach. What if there’s something important he’s not telling me?
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For the next few days, I try to set my worries aside and focus on getting my strength back. I’m still confused as hell and terrified of my own shadow, but I know I should be grateful and I am trying to be. I’m trying to be a lot of things right now. Sophie Hale, most of all. Apparently, I’m thirty-two, which I sort of, almost remember, and I was born in Bradford, West Yorkshire. That part I know, but my mind’s eye is foggy even about core memories, as if I’m viewing the past through the wrong prescription lenses.

What else do I remember? That my dad ran off when I was four and I never really knew him. That I was brought up by my mum. That she died six years ago, a year after Alex and I got married. I’m not sure why we don’t have children. I’ve not broached that subject yet, but right now it’s probably for the best that we don’t. I wouldn’t want to put little ones through seeing their mum like this.

Earlier, I toyed with the idea that maybe I had children, and for some reason, Alex was keeping it from me. But even with my head full of not much else but confusion, I get the sense that’s not true. Somehow my body knows.

Unfortunately, that’s about all it seems to know.

The days here all blur together. They’ve moved me to a private room but I still wake up every morning to that unmistakable hospital smell and the sound of trolleys and footsteps echoing through the corridors. It’s not exactly a dream stay in five-star luxury, but I’m alive and that’s something. There are a string of nurses who come in to check on me, some friendlier than others. Though right now I prefer the ones who keep things brief. I’m not sure if I’m usually a social butterfly, but until I feel a bit more like myself, small talk feels like an uphill climb. Thankfully, they’ve taken away the beeping machines, which I take as a good sign, but there are still moments when I lie here, staring at the ceiling, and think, I could’ve died. That thought stays with me, no matter how blank the rest of my mind feels.

Alex is being lovely as usual. Although, of course, I’m not sure if it is usual, though it seems that way. He visits me every day, always with a fresh bouquet of flowers. There are so many now, with vases on every available surface, it’s starting to look like he’s single-handedly keeping the local florist in business. When he’s here, I ask him all kinds of questions. He answers them but never really as fully as I’d like. He tells me to give it time and not to push myself like Dr Rahim said.

Apparently, Alex runs his own property business, which is news to me—like, literally everything else about my life right now. I smile and nod along, pretending I’m not quietly panicking with each new piece of information he drops. It’s like being introduced to my own life, with everyone else knowing the details before me. Alex stays for the full three hours of visiting time each day, sometimes just smiling at me in that way of his, which I know is meant to be loving but leaves me feeling a little unsettled.

But at least he’s here, and that’s better than nothing. I have to remind myself that Alex could’ve left me to sort through this mess alone, but he hasn’t. That has to count for something, even if he no longer feels entirely familiar. At least not this version of him.

I’m desperate to get out of this place, though. The hospital is a prison of beeps and white walls, and I’m suffocating in it. The only highlight of my day is when they let me walk around the grounds for some exercise. It’s late May, apparently, and the sun is surprisingly warm, even for the north of England. The flowers around the hospital courtyard are brightly coloured and probably beautiful, but I never focus on them too much. My mind is always elsewhere—trying to remember anything.

I managed to take a shower on my own yesterday, too, though it was hardly graceful. Trying to wash your hair with two broken fingers is an exercise in frustration, but I got through it.

Dr Rahim stops by regularly, always the epitome of calm reassurance. He reminds me of the doctors you see in films—gentle, soothing, acting like nothing is ever an emergency. “You have substantial memory loss, Sophie,” he says, after I complain, for the umpteenth time, about not being able to recall a thing. “But I have every hope it’ll all come back to you. You just need to give your brain time to heal. And plenty of rest.” He says it like it’s the most normal thing in the world. Like losing months—maybe years—of my life is just a temporary inconvenience that can be fixed with a bit of shut-eye. Sure. I nod along and offer the correct responses, but inside, I’m terrified.

What if it doesn’t come back?

What if this is it?

He tells me they’ll keep me here a while longer, under observation. The list of potential complications is rattled off like a set of options on a hospital bingo card—swelling, bleeding, neurological issues, take your pick.

“I just need you to take things steady,” Dr Rahim reminds me every time, as if I’m going to sign up for a marathon the second I’m out of here. Steady is pretty much the only speed I’ve got right now.

By this point, I’ve lost track of how long I’ve been here. I can see six vases of flowers from where I’m sitting next to my bed, but there could be more of them in the bin. I wouldn’t be surprised. The days blend together in a haze of tests and check-ups. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve been wheeled across the hospital for a scan. CTs, MRIs, you name it. I feel like a human experiment, lying there while they search for clues in my brain, trying to understand why I can’t recall my boss’s name or who the prime minister is. Every time, Dr Rahim tells me the results are promising, which I take to be doctor-speak for, We don’t really know, but it’s not terrible.

Physically, though, I’m lucky. My body is intact, strong even. Apparently, that part of my brain wasn’t affected, which means I can still walk, talk, and function without a hitch. No slurred speech, no muscle weakness, none of the things you might expect with a head injury. It’s almost funny—here I am, perfectly capable of actually running a marathon, yet my mind is a total blank. Everything I need to move through life works perfectly, except the part of me that actually remembers getting to this stage.

The cognitive tests are an exercise in pure frustration. Another doctor— a woman called Dr Harper, a neuropsychologist—comes by every few days with her clipboard and peers at me over the top of her glasses. She puts me through a series of memory exercises, treating me like I’m a particularly slow child.

“Can you remember these three words: apple, penny, table?”

I repeat them back with all the confidence I can muster, desperate to prove that my brain is still capable of something. Five minutes later, she’ll ask again, and on the days I manage to remember, I feel a ridiculous surge of pride, as if I’m actually getting somewhere.

But I’m still stuck. Still blank. Still without any of the memories that make me feel real. Why is it that hippies and crystal enthusiasts are always telling everyone how important it is to live in the present moment? Because that’s all I have right now and it doesn’t feel very nice at all. Every time I close my eyes, I half-expect something to come rushing back, but all I get is darkness.

And then there’s Dr Rahim’s warning about false memories and hallucinations. “Your brain is trying to make sense of the holes in your recall, so you may experience things that aren’t real,” he tells me one afternoon, almost casually, like he’s rattling off the side effects on a paracetamol packet. I nod along, pretending not to be completely freaked out by the idea.

So far, I haven’t had any hallucinations—at least, I don’t think I have. How would I even know? Still, I think up to now I’ve been spared. If my brain were going to start playing tricks on me, I’d like to think it would come up with something more exciting than this hospital room. Maybe a tropical island. Or finding a winning lottery ticket. But no, for now just endless white walls and the smell of disinfectant.

Lucky me.

Eventually, the topic of my being discharged comes up. Dr Rahim tells me they won’t let me leave until they’re sure I’m ready. I need to be able to manage basic tasks on my own—eating, getting dressed, moving around. I feel so pathetic when he says this. These are things a four-year-old can do, and just another reminder of how fragile they think I am.

Alex, of course, will be there to help me. He’s already stepped into the role of caregiver—always so kind and patient. But there’s a subtle shift now, something I can’t put my finger on. He’s always right there, ready to hold my hand or fluff my pillows, but I’m starting to feel like I’m his project—something broken he needs to fix. I don’t want to be fixed. I just want to remember who I am. Or who I was.

It’s Thursday morning, and he’s sitting beside me, holding my hand, when Dr Rahim walks into my room with a smile that makes my heart skip.

“I bring good news, Sophie,” he says. “You’re going to be discharged tomorrow. You can go home.”

I stare at him, unsure whether to be relieved or terrified. This is what I’ve been waiting for. But now that it’s happening, I don’t feel ready.

“Really?” I ask. “Are you serious?”

“I wouldn’t joke about this,’ he continues, still smiling as he flips through my chart as if to reassure himself. “But remember—take it easy. No rushing back into things. Your brain is still healing.”

Alex reaches for my hand. “Don’t worry,” he says squeezing it. “I’ll be there to take care of everything. You’re in good hands.”

I catch his eye as he smiles, but there’s something about him—something that feels…I don’t know. Is it a memory trying to break through? I’m not sure, but I get the sense he’s trying too hard.

I push the thought away. Alex has been here every day. He’s done everything right. He loves me and I love him. He cares.

I smile back and let out a breath, willing the suspicion to fade. I’m going home, I tell myself.

I’m going to be okay.

Stop bloody worrying.

I know it’s just my imagination. The fog in my brain playing tricks. But even so, the way he looks at me makes me think there’s something he’s not telling me. Something important.

Something…bad.
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The next morning, I’m practically buzzing with excitement as we leave the hospital. I mean, who wouldn’t be thrilled to escape a place filled with sickness and misery? I’m more than ready to leave it all behind. Yet it feels kind of strange, being so eager to go home when I have no idea what my home even looks like. I try to picture it—our house, our things, my life—but it’s all just blank. Still, anything has to be better than this hospital.

Alex has been incredible, and so supportive. He holds my arm as I ease into the passenger seat of his car, making sure not to jostle my still-sore hand.

“Comfortable?” he asks, looking at me like I’m some fragile antique that might crack if he shuts the door too hard.

“I’m fine, Alex, really. Please don’t fuss.”

“I only want to make sure everything is as stress-free as possible for you.”

“I know you do,” I say. “I’m sorry. It’s just…”

“I understand.” He leans in and kisses me on the cheek. “Baby steps. Okay?”

I nod, and he smiles, like that’s his job now, making sure I’m okay.

He gets in, and we set off. I watch the hospital shrink in the side mirror, praying I won’t have to set foot there again anytime soon, even though I know I’ll be back for check-ups every few weeks for the next three months. Alex drives carefully, one hand on the wheel, the other resting close to my knee as if he’s ready to catch me if I fall apart. But despite all his care and attention, nothing feels recognisable. Not him, not his car, not the roads we take back to our house.

“So, what’s the place like?” I ask. “Is it big?”

“It’s big enough. You liked it. It was your first choice.”

“Great. And do we have a cleaner? Because I’m fairly certain I don’t remember being a domestic goddess.”

“I see.” He chuckles. “And do we think that could be one memory that never comes back?”

“I think we can count on that,” I say, laughing a little also.

“Well, no, we don’t have a cleaner, I’m afraid. But we both do our bit, don’t worry.” He shifts in his seat. “And I’ll do the lion’s share for now of course. Until you’re up to it.”

“Thank you.”

We drive on in silence, and I look out the window, hoping I can place where we are. But I have no idea other than we’re somewhere in South Manchester. My attention shifts back into the car when Alex’s phone vibrates in its cradle on the dashboard. He glances at the screen, lips pressing into a thin line, and then taps the button sending it straight to voicemail.

“Sorry about that,” he says. “Just work. I’ll deal with it later.”

“Where’s my phone?” I ask, realising I haven’t seen it since I woke up. “I assume I do have one. I feel as though I’m the sort of person who’s constantly attached to her phone.”

I mean it as a joke, but he tenses slightly. “Don’t worry about that for now,” he says. “Just focus on getting better. Let me handle everything else.”

“O—kay.”

I turn back to the window, but his words sit uneasily with me. He’s just worried and trying to be helpful, I tell myself. But part of me wonders how I’m supposed to remember my life when he’s playing gatekeeper like this.

We pull up at a traffic light, and I close my eyes, trying to piece together what little I know. The memory of my mum’s funeral is hazy, but it’s there, somewhere. Alex says we moved to Manchester six months ago, but I don’t know what that means for me—whether I’ve made any friends here, whether I’ve started to feel at home here. However, Alex told me earlier that we’ve not found our feet yet, which feels like code for, “We don’t really know anyone.” I can’t decide if that’s a good thing or not. I assume I have friends back in Sheffield…at least, I hope I do.

There’s also this vague feeling that having kids has been on the table between us for a while. But I have no idea whether I want them or not. Right now, I definitely don’t. I open my eyes and watch Alex as he shifts the car into first and we set off again. Somewhere inside, I get the sense he’s eager to start a family, and the thought bothers me.

Did we argue about it? I’m not sure.

Feeling fidgety, I open the glove compartment, more for something to do than out of curiosity. Alex glances over, raising an eyebrow.

“What are you looking for?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Stuff.” As well as not having any memories it’s like I have nothing physical tying me to the world, either. I turn to Alex. “Where’s my phone, my purse, my handbag?”

He smiles a little. “Baby steps, yeah? Like we agreed, I’ll handle the… big things for a while.”

“What big things?”

He clears his throat. “You know—finances, day-to-day stuff, your phone, your credit cards. I just thought it might be safer if I take care of things for now. Just until you’re feeling more like yourself.”

I open my mouth but can’t think of what to say.

“If that’s okay with you?” he adds quickly. “The last thing we want is you getting stressed and regressing.”

“Can that happen?” I ask.

He keeps his eyes on the road. “That’s what Dr Rahim said.”

“Right. Yes.”

I think I recall him mentioning that—and it sounds reasonable enough—but am I really not capable of handling my own things? My stomach tightens, but I tell myself it’s fine. Alex is looking out for me. That’s all. I’m still groggy, still recovering. I should be grateful.

Five minutes later, we pull into a quiet cul-de-sac, lined with typical suburban semis—the kind of houses you’d expect to see in a soap opera about life in northern England. All red brick, with bay windows and neat little gardens, at least one car in every driveway. Alex pulls into one of the drives on the right, behind a bright red Toyota, and switches off the engine.

“Here we are, darling. Home sweet home.”

I get out of the car slowly, staring at the house in front of me. It’s…fine. Normal. A three-bedroom semi with a blue front door and double-glazed wood-effect windows that look pretty new. It’s the sort of house you’d imagine anyone living in, but it doesn’t stir any memories, though. There’s no spark of recognition, no warm sense of coming home. It just feels like a house.

“Is this my car?” I ask, gliding my hand over the roof of the red Toyota.

“That’s right. Betsy.”

“I gave it a name?” I ask, almost incredulous.

Alex chuckles. “She’s your pride and joy.”

I stare at the car, trying to imagine myself as the type of person who gives their car a name. Wow. I’m not so sure I want to. And don’t even get me started on the fact I have no recollection of ever taking a driving test or even how to drive.

With a gentle hand on my back, Alex guides me up to the house. He opens the front door and steps aside, letting me go in first. I wonder if he’s always this gentlemanly or if it’s just a temporary thing. Pushing the thought aside, I step into the entrance and pause. A narrow, carpeted hallway stretches in front of me with two doors leading off to the left and another door on the far end. The walls are painted a pale blue and are adorned with a few framed photographs and a large mirror. A small chest of drawers sits just to the left of the door, and beyond that, a staircase leads upstairs. Everything looks clean and orderly and I detect a faint smell of fresh paint. Alex hovers close behind, like he’s worried I might topple over any second.

“The front room is through here,” he says, shuffling past me and opening the first door on the left.

I follow him through and look around. The living room is cosy, with a large grey sofa and matching chair that I’m not sure I’d have chosen. But…did I? The rest of the room is fairly standard—beige carpet, white walls, massive flat-screen TV, a large mirror over the hearth and one of those electric fires that are designed to look like a real one. It’s nice enough and feels vaguely familiar, but it feels once more like I’ve walked onto the set of a well-known TV show rather than entered my own front room. On the mantel are a few cards—get-well cards, I assume.

Is it odd that Alex has already opened them? I don’t dwell on it as I walk over and pick one up. “From Lewis, and Maxine at Quantix,” I read aloud. “I take it Quantix is where I work?” I glance at Alex, who nods.

“Yeah. They sent it with a bouquet of flowers when they heard about the accident.”

“Quantix. It sounds like something from a James Bond film,” I say, oddly pleased to realise I remember who James Bond is. Maybe if he were here, he could help me piece together the rest of my life.

I look at the other cards—one from Jane and another from someone named Charlie. I should know who these people are. The names sound familiar, but it’s as if there’s a wall between me and the memory. “Old friends?” I ask.

Alex makes a face. “Jane lives two doors down and Charlie’s a friend from Sheffield,” he says. “You’ve only known her a couple of years though so don’t worry if you don’t remember her yet. I don’t think you’re in touch with anyone from your childhood. Well, I’m pretty sure you aren’t.”

“I see. Yeah, that sounds about right.” I’m a bit of a loner, it seems. But somehow, that makes sense. “Three cards, though—that’s a bit sad, isn’t it? Am I a horrible person?”

“No. Not all,” he says, stepping behind me and giving my shoulders a gentle rub. “We just haven’t seen many people since we moved here. You’ll make new friends, eventually.”

I frown, but before I can respond, Alex steps around and takes the cards from my hands, setting them back on the mantel. “I should thank them,” I say.

“Yes. Absolutely. But maybe it’s best if you don’t reach out to anyone just yet,” he suggests. “It might be rather overwhelming, you know, with the memory loss. You can arrange visits when you’re feeling more settled.”

This seems like a strange thing to say. Why wouldn’t I want to see people who might help me remember who I am? But I’m too tired to argue.

I wander around the room, touching things— a few books, the back of the sofa, picture frames—hoping something will trigger a memory. But nothing comes to mind.

“Want to sit down?” Alex asks, motioning me to the sofa.

“Yeah, why not,” I mutter, still scanning the walls and furniture for anything that might spark some recognition.

“How are you feeling?” he asks, settling down beside me.

“Confused,” I admit. “It’s like there’s constantly something just on the edge of my awareness. But I can never get hold of it. It’s bloody annoying. I just can’t… reach it.”

Alex’s face tightens slightly. “That’s normal,” he says. “The doctors said it would be like that for a while.”

There’s that damn word again. Normal. I grit my teeth, and I have to take a second for my frustration to settle. “But you’re not telling me everything, are you?” I say. “How am I supposed to get better if I don’t even know what my life was like before?”

Alex stares back at me with his big dark eye. “Sophie, I just want you to get better. That’s all that matters now. And for us to move forward.”

His avoidance stokes my anger. “Move forward?” I repeat. “Move forward from what? I don’t even know what happened to get us here!” His mouth twitches, and I take a deep breath, forcing myself to stay calm. “Listen, Alex. I’m so grateful you’re here, looking after me. But I need you to help me find myself, not just be my carer.”

Alex stands, clearly fighting to maintain his composure. “I am helping you, Sophie. You just don’t see it right now.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “I get that this is a lot for you. But you have to trust me.” He pauses then breaks into a smile. “I know, I’ll make us some tea. You sit back and relax.”

He leaves the room, and I hear his footsteps heading down the hallway towards what I assume is the kitchen at the back of the house. For a moment, I wonder what it looks like, but I can’t summon the energy to go check. There’s plenty of time. I can hear Alex filling the kettle and then the clink of crockery.

A cup of tea. Wow.

Like that’s going to fix everything. I lean back and let out another long sigh. Hell, I don’t even know if I like tea.
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I’m falling. Fast.

The sensation is so vivid that I can feel the wind whipping past my face, the ground rushing up to meet me. But I can’t stop it. I’m tumbling, down, down, the stairs blurring into flashes of grey and brown as they streak by. There’s a voice, too. Someone calling out to me. They’re speaking English but I can’t tell what they’re saying. It won’t register. And then I see it. A figure. Dark. Indistinct. A person. They’re watching me fall. And I know, deep down in my gut, that they’re bad news. They’re dangerous. This person hurt me. I try to scream, but the words won’t come, and I keep falling, falling until⁠—

I jolt awake, gasping for breath. My heart pounds in my chest like it’s trying to break free. What the hell? I sit up in bed and grab my head as a sharp pain slices through my skull, intense for a moment, then it passes. I rub at my face, my hair is sticking to my forehead with sweat. But I’m awake, I’m alive. Sunlight streams through the open curtains, bathing the room in that soft golden haze of early morning. It takes me another minute to get my bearings. I look around, disoriented, blinking as I try to process where I am. Obviously, I’m in bed, wearing just my knickers and a long T-shirt. But how did I get here? I don’t remember going to bed. In fact, I don’t remember much of yesterday at all. My pulse starts to calm, but my mind won’t stop spinning. I thought I was making progress. But Alex is right—baby steps are what are needed.

I focus on the room around me, trying to ground myself in this space that feels both familiar and foreign. The walls are a soft, blush pink, a colour I probably would have picked— feminine without being overly girly. The walls are clean, unmarked, and perhaps recently painted. A large, framed mirror hangs on one wall, reflecting the sunlight. The bedding is a pale, sage green, with a matching green throw draped over the end of the bed, A white lacquered dresser with clean lines sits against the wall next to the door, a few scattered trinkets on top, along with a bottle of perfume, a silver jewellery box, and a small potted plant.

There’s a faint perfume in the air, something floral and fresh. Is it mine? I don’t remember. It’s like this room belongs to me in theory, but in practice, I’m a guest here. I chose these colours and this furniture but without any real memory of doing so. There’s no emotional connection. But hell, you can say the same thing about⁠—

No. Don’t go there.

I grip the soft duvet, trying to think happy thoughts. But the dream still clings to the edges of my mind. Which is rather bloody ironic, I feel. I can’t remember my favourite food, but I remember the awful sensation of falling. And that shadowy figure at the top of the stairs—dark, menacing. Who was that? I tell myself it was probably just my fears manifested But they felt so real. As if they were there to warn me of something.

I shake my head, trying to dispel the lingering unease. It was just a dream, nothing to worry about. But my heart’s still racing, and the sweat on my skin tells me otherwise.

Footsteps on the landing make me pull the covers up over my chest.

“You’re awake,” Alex says, coming into the room. He smiles when he sees me, ignoring that I probably look like a startled young girl in a horror movie. “Good morning. How are you feeling?”

I smile, trying to rise up out of the remnants of the dream. “I’m...okay,” I say, but the truth is, I’m not sure. I can vaguely recall yesterday—coming home, walking around the house—but it’s all cloudy. “I do feel a bit disoriented,” I admit. “Did I go to bed early?”

“You were exhausted,” he says, crossing the room to sit beside me. “I helped you get settled in, and we decided to have an early night. We were both wiped out.”

“I dreamt I was falling,” I say. “Down the stairs.”

“Oh no.” He tilts his head to one side. “That’s no good.”

“Alex…was I alone when I fell?” I ask. “Were you here?”

He stares into my eyes and for a split-second, I catch a flash of something I can’t place. “I was downstairs,” he says. “You were doing the washing, like I said. It was a stray sock and⁠—”

“So no one else was there?” I interrupt.

“No. Why?”

I shake my head. “Nothing. Just curious.”

He reaches for my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. “Listen, babe. I’m so sorry, but I’ve got a really important meeting today that I have to go to. I tried to rearrange it but I can’t.” He pulls a concerned face. “I’ll only be gone for an hour. Will you be okay?”

I look at him properly for the first time—he’s dressed in a crisp shirt and trousers and looks rather dashing after a shower and a good sleep. His hair is neatly gelled back, and the lines on his face now look rugged rather than from tiredness. “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I say. But despite my irritation with all the fussing, a part of me doesn’t want him to leave. I hate how much I need him right now, how reliant I feel. “Do you really have to go?”

He sighs, flattening his hair over his ear. “I really do. But I’ll be back as soon as I can. I’ve got a few meetings like this coming up, but I’ll take most of this week and the next one off to look after you. Promise.”

I nod, but there’s a knot of unease in my stomach. He’s being such a sweetheart, so patient and attentive. But I can’t help feeling weird around him. I want to push on, ask more questions, but I hold back. Not yet.

Instead, I get out of bed and pull on a pair of joggers, my body stiff from sleep.

“Where are you going?” Alex asks as I shuffle towards the door.

“To the bathroom, for a wee. Is that okay?” I ask, sounding more sarcastic than I mean to.

“Of course. I absolutely insist on you using the bathroom for that sort of thing,” Alex says, defusing my mood a little. He follows me along the landing.

“I don’t need you to come in with me,” I tell him. “I can take care of it myself.”

“Again, happy for that to be the case,” he says.

He chuckles and for a second things feel light, easy. As we pass one of the other three rooms that are off the landing, I glance in and see a desk with a computer and several filing cabinets.

“That’s my lair,” Alex says. But as I pause, looking in, he closes the door and locks the room up with a small key. “Just boring work stuff,” he says. “But got to keep it all safe.”

“From me?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.

“No.” He laughs. “Just habit, that’s all. You never go in there anyway.”

I say nothing, but the knot of unease tightens. Maybe I’m overthinking things. Lately, that seems to be all I do—overthink everything, yet get nowhere.

In the bathroom, I sit on the toilet, staring at the pale blue tiles. It’s a nice bathroom—clean, modern. But even here, I feel like a visitor, like I’m just passing through someone else’s life. Memories hover just on the edge of my mind, teasing me, slipping away whenever I try to grab hold of them. Dr Rahim said this would happen, and that things would take time to come back. But the longer it goes on, the more frustrated I feel.

Once finished, I flush and wash my hands, barely recognising the face staring back at me in the bathroom mirror. My brown hair is scraped back into a messy ponytail, and the dark circles under my eyes, make me look even more exhausted than I feel. My skin is pale, my cheeks slightly hollowed, but my features are decent enough— a slender nose, lips a bit fuller than average. Not bad, but not exactly remarkable either. I open the wall unit to find concealer, mascara and a plethora of anti-ageing creams. So, I suppose I must have made an effort with my appearance before all this. With makeup, I could probably pull off a solid 7.5, but right now? I’m a tired, slightly puffy-eyed 6. And I don’t even know if that’s my usual look or just what the past few weeks have done.

Fingers crossed it’s the latter.

Not that crossing my fingers is easy with two of them still taped together. I glance down at my hand. The bandage is off now, and the broken finger is apparently on the mend, but two thick plasters still bind my index and middle finger, their edges frayed and grimy. Carefully, I peel them away, flexing my fingers once they’re free. The one that was broken is still a little stiff and sore, not moving as easily as it should. But it’s okay.

I wash my hands, scrubbing away the sticky residue, and dry them gently. One more step on the road to recovery. At least, I hope so.

When I come out of the bathroom, Alex is waiting by the stairs, his hand outstretched to help me down. “Take your time,” he says again, guiding me step by step, like I’m made of glass. It’s sweet, but also a bit stifling. He’s hovering, constantly checking in, as if he’s afraid I’m going to collapse at any moment. I know he means well, but I just want to get better without feeling like I’m under a microscope.

“Alex,” I say when we reach the bottom of the stairs, “you don’t have to micromanage me, you know? I’m not going to fall again. Especially since I won’t be doing the washing for a while.”

He chuckles again but then gets that same look in his eyes that I noticed upstairs. “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

As he grabs his coat, getting ready to leave for his meeting, I get that familiar twist of discomfort. “What if I need to call you?” I ask, hoping he’ll take the hint and give me my phone.

He grins like I’ve just said something adorable. “I’ve put the house phone next to the sofa in the front room,” he says. “And come through to the kitchen…”

He leads me into a spacious, open-plan room with navy blue cabinets and a large, granite-topped island. I’m mentally patting myself on the back, pleased with my choices, when he points to a Post-it note stuck on the big silver fridge.

“My number’s right there,” he says. “Any problems, call me. I’ll come back immediately.”

I smile, but the feeling of unease only grows. It’s just the amnesia, I tell myself. But when Alex kisses me goodbye and walks out the door, I get a crushing sense of…despair? Worry? Fear? I’ve been reassured over and over that it’s my memory loss causing these feelings, but they feel so real. I’m almost certain there’s something deeper going on, something I can’t quite put my finger on.

With Alex gone, the house feels unnaturally still. It’s the kind of stillness that makes you hyper-aware of every little noise—my own breathing, the faint hum of the fridge, the soft creak of the floorboards as I wander from room to room. I brush my fingers along surfaces—furniture, picture frames, shelves—hoping for some spark of familiarity. But it’s as if I’m drifting through a museum exhibit of someone else’s life.

And I’ve got to admit, a rather dull one at that.

On one of the shelves, I notice a ring of dust where it looks as though a vase used to sit. The vase is gone now, but the outline remains—a faint reminder that something used to be here.

Hmm.

Even ignoring the not-so-subtle metaphor I feel that’s a little weird. Did it fall off? Was it knocked off?

I head back upstairs and try Alex’s office door, but it’s definitely locked. Bugger. In a world of troubling things, it’s just one more thing to add to the pile. Why does he feel the need to lock up his office? I try not to let my suspicion grow, but it’s like a seed that’s already taken root. I do a quick search around our bedroom for a key, but there’s nothing. No sign of where he might keep it. I want to tell myself it doesn’t matter, but it’s hard not to wonder what he’s hiding in there.

Am I being paranoid? Or is there something he doesn’t want me to see?

Giving up, I decide to go down to the kitchen and see if I still remember how to make myself a drink. As I step onto the landing, something lights up in the back of my mind—a flash of recall, gone before I can fully acknowledge it. I grab the bannister and close my eyes and there it is again: a figure, standing at the top of the stairs. My breath sticks in my throat, and I freeze as the memory—or vision—unfolds in my head. I don’t know who they are, I can’t see their features, but there’s something unmistakably threatening about them.

I squeeze the bannister harder, grounding myself in the feel of the cold wood beneath my palm. I need to move. I focus on something real.

Taking a shaky breath, I open my eyes, but the icky feeling doesn’t shift. I realise I’m standing on the stairs, in the exact spot where I saw the figure. Was it just a memory of my dream? Both Dr Rahim and Dr Harper warned me about hallucinations and flashes of false memories. But it felt so real.

Where the hell is Alex? Why did he leave me alone?

I’m not ready.

I continue down the stairs, moving as steadily as I can. It feels like I’m walking through water. When I reach the bottom, I stop and glance back up at the landing, half-expecting to see the figure again. But the space is empty.

“Of course it is, silly,” I mutter to myself. “It’s not real.”

But I’m not sure I convince myself. Was it a real memory, or just a trick of my scrambled brain? I shake my head, hoping to clear it, but the motion only makes my head throb and my dizziness worse. My vision blurs, and I stumble into the front room, sinking onto the couch.

I sit there, staring blankly at the walls, my thoughts swirling. Everything feels disjointed suddenly. The house, the missing vase, the locked office door, Alex’s constant watchfulness and endless reassurances. I pick at the skin around my thumb nail as the nagging sense that I’m missing something important tightens its grip.

My gaze drifts to the window, where sunlight spills through the curtains, landing on the house phone propped up in its cradle on the small table beside me. Why won’t he give me my phone? Is it just a precaution, like he says? Or is it something more?

I sit up straighter, the dizziness waning as a new thought forms. I need answers. But not from Alex—he’s hiding something, I can feel it.

I need to find out what.
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For the rest of the day, I can’t get that image out of my mind—the figure at the top of the stairs, shadowy and threatening. I try to convince myself it’s nothing, just a leftover fragment from a nightmare or my brain playing tricks on me as it tries to piece itself back together. But the more I think about it, the more real it feels. And then there’s Alex. Shouldn’t I feel more comfortable around him? He’s my husband, for God’s sake, yet there’s this odd distance between us. Does it stand to reason I’m feeling this way currently? Will it get better given time? Will we grow closer again?

The truth is, I’ve been thrown into a life with a man who I know is my husband but who feels like a stranger. It’s freaky. Like some modern gameshow. We’ve kissed a few times since I’ve been back—or rather, he’s kissed me—and when I look at him I do feel some degree of warmth. But then…I don’t know. It’s like the connection has been severed. Baby steps, I remind myself, the way Alex keeps saying. But how long until I feel like me again?

Alex was true to his word though and was only gone for an hour for this meeting of his. By that point, I’d managed to work the TV—small victories—so when he arrived back, I was watching a daytime talk show, though I wasn’t really paying attention to it. I can’t seem to concentrate on anything for more than a few minutes at a time. Maybe that’s the accident, or maybe I’m just a product of modern life, who knows.

When he walked into the front room, Alex’s face lit up as though he was genuinely pleased to see me. “Hey, how are you feeling now?”

“I’m fine,” I told him, forcing a smile. But it wasn’t true. Not really. I realise fine is often used as a catch-all term when we don’t want to say more. But right now, even that feels like a lie.

At one point in the afternoon, I found myself standing at the bottom of the stairs, staring up at them like they held some kind of answer. The memory—or vision, or whatever it was—kept playing in my mind. I tried to force myself to remember more, feeling a strange sense that the figure I saw was trying to warn me about something. Then I focused on the spot where I must’ve landed, trying to piece together more. But nothing came, and the harder I pushed, the more my head began to throb. A sharp, stabbing pain right behind my eyes, as if my brain was fighting against me. I felt dizzy and had to sit down on the steps for a moment with my head in my hands. Dr Rahim kept telling me not to put myself under any mental strain, and that I should take things slowly. But it’s hard to let go. I’ve realised I must have been a terribly impatient person before all this.

Later, Alex makes us both ham and cheese toasties and we sit at the dining table in the small room just off the front room. It’s awkward at first. This is supposed to be the space where we share meals, laugh together, talk about our day—just like any other married couple. But there’s no small talk or easy chatter tonight, other than him informing me we both love ham and cheese toasties. It turns out he’s right about this, at least, because I scoff mine down in just a few minutes. Perhaps it’s out of nerves. Alex keeps catching my eye and smiling, like everything is normal, like this is just any other lunch. But each time he smiles at me, it sends me up into my head and I once again start to question everything—my memories, my feelings, this life I’ve been thrown back into. It’s like trying to wear someone else’s shoes. They fit okay but aren’t quite right. Too tight in some places, loose in others.

Finally, I break the tension, clumsily bringing up what’s been bothering me.

“Alex,” I begin, pushing around the crumbs on my plate, “I’ve been having these...flashes. On the stairs. It’s almost like my mind is trying to remember what happened.” I pause, watching his face closely. “I saw a figure—someone at the top of the stairs. I couldn’t see their face but…what do you think it means?”

He looks up from his plate, giving me a smile that’s just this side of condescending. “You’re still recovering,” he says gently. “Your brain’s been through a lot. Most likely, you’re confusing dreams with memories. The doctors said that could happen, remember?”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” I pick up my glass of water and take a sip. “By the way, what happened to the vase?” I ask, glancing at the empty space on the shelf.

His eyes widen, just a fraction. “You…remembered?”

“I noticed the dust ring earlier, where it used to be. What happened to it?”

“Oh, right.” He lets out a small chuckle. “It got knocked over when the paramedics came to get you. All the commotion, you know?”

I keep looking over at the mantle where the vase used to be. It’s a fair distance from where I supposedly landed in the hallway. But I don’t push it. The last thing I want is to upset Alex or have him think I’m some paranoid idiot on top of everything else.

He seems to pick up on the fact that I’m struggling and moves around the table, sitting beside me and taking my hands in his.

“You’re doing great, Sophie,” he says, his voice full of warmth. “I spoke to your colleagues earlier—Lewis and Maxine—they both said to say hello. Everyone at Quantix has been worried about you. I told them you were doing fine and would be in touch when you’re ready. They said there’s no rush.”

I puff out a long sigh. Lewis and Maxine. I know their names from the card they sent me, but that’s as far as it goes in terms of triggering any memories. I try to picture them, but nothing comes to mind. I can feel the frustration bubbling up inside me, my eyes starting to fill with tears.

“I don’t remember them,” I say and my voice breaks as I do.

Alex pulls me into a hug, resting his chin on top of my head. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “You’ll get there. Don’t push it. You’re a clever woman, Sophie. Your brain just needs time to heal.”

“What did I do?” I ask. “At work, I mean.”

He leans back so we’re face to face, and smiles. “You’re a marketing analyst at Quantix Solutions. You’ve been there about two months, so it’s no wonder you don’t remember anyone—it’s all still pretty new regardless.”

I try to wrap my head around that. Marketing analyst. Quantix Solutions. But the words feel like they’re in a foreign language. I can’t even remember what a marketing analyst does. It feels like someone else’s job, not mine. I try to picture myself at a desk, staring at data and graphs, but the image is hazy, and the harder I try to bring it into focus, the more it slips away.

“I don’t know how to do that,” I say, my voice trembling again. “How could I have done that job? How will I do it now? I don’t know anything.”

Tears spill over again, and I hate myself for crying. I feel useless, broken. Nothing fits, nothing makes sense. The life I’m supposed to remember doesn’t seem like one I’d enjoy or even be able to make work. I bury my face in my hands, overwhelmed by a fresh wave of panic.

“Soph, please don’t do this,” Alex says pulling me close, wrapping his arms around me. “Don’t stress yourself out about work right now.” He smooths a hand over my back. “You’ve been through so much. Just let me take care of things. All I want is to look after you while you focus on healing.”

For now, I let him. He’s kind, and attentive, saying all the right things. He’s a good man. A good husband. I should feel grateful.

But as I sit there, my head resting on his shoulder, a strange sense of detachment creeps in, like I’m watching this moment from somewhere far away. His body is warm, his voice soothing, but it’s as if I’m only half here, following a script I didn’t write.

I can’t decide if that’s normal for me—for us—or if it ever was.
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The next morning, Alex is already up by the time I drag myself out of bed. I feel woozy, like I’m coming off a long night of too many drinks and regretful decisions. And yes, I still remember what that feels like. Unfortunately.

It’s not as if I’ve had any alcohol lately—God, I wish—but the sensation is close enough and familiar enough to make me grimace. My head feels foggy, my limbs heavy. As I head downstairs and shuffle into the kitchen, Alex is pacing in front of the island looking nervous. As I pause to observe him he glances anxiously at his watch, like he’s running late for something.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

“Oh, hi. Yes. No. I mean…I’ve got to head into Manchester this morning,” he says, turning to face me. “It’s a meeting I need to have with a contractor. I’m really sorry. I’ve got to leave in about an hour. I can’t do anything about it.” He sounds apologetic, but there’s a slight edge to his tone. Or maybe that’s just me, projecting.

I make it to the island and pull myself up onto one of the stools as Alex clicks the kettle on and grabs two mugs from one of the units.

“How are you feeling?” he asks, watching me closely.

“Not great.”

He sighs, scratching the back of his head. “Ah, shit. I’m sorry. This can’t be helped I’m afraid. I really have to meet with this guy.”

“Don’t worry.” I rub at my temples. “I didn’t even know you worked with contractors.” I know he has his own business, and I vaguely remember something about property development, but I’ve been too distracted to piece it all together yet.

“I wish I didn’t sometimes,” he says, setting a cup of tea in front of me. “Do you remember I own a small property development business? We focus on purchasing and refurbishing commercial buildings and residential homes.”

“Sort of. It’s…cloudy.”

That could very well be my go-to response for everything right now. I’m thinking of getting it printed on a T-shirt.

“We were based in Sheffield, but we moved operations to Manchester six months ago. That’s why we’re here.”

“Why did you move it?” I ask.

“Just wanted a change.” But he looks a bit sheepish, not quite meeting my eyes. I want to press him further, but before I can, he claps his hands together. “Toast?”

“Um, yeah. Sure. Thanks.”

He sets to work making me breakfast and I sit up straighter, trying to take it all in. It all makes sense, I suppose—the move, his job—but it still feels like I should remember at least some of this by now. It’s my life, for heaven’s sake, yet my mind is still a blank slate. If I can’t remember what either of us does for work, how will I ever recall the rest? I’m not professing to be a brain expert—hell, even if I was I’d have forgotten it all by now anyway—but it doesn’t feel like any of it is in there. So where have my memories gone? And how are they supposed to return?

I catch myself spiralling and force my gaze around the kitchen, trying to ground myself in reality. It’s a beautifully designed space, filled with everything a kitchen should have. My eyes land on the door to the utility room which has been left slightly ajar.

Hmm. Strange.

I stare at the door as something prickles on the edge of my awareness—a thought I can’t quite reach. Another frustration, but for now I decide to take Dr Rahim’s advice and not push it too hard. Taking a breath, I reach for my tea, but I misjudge the distance and knock the mug over, spilling hot liquid across the island. I yelp as it splashes onto my lap.

“Careful!” Alex grabs a cloth and starts mopping up the mess. “Are you okay? Did it burn you?” His voice is full of concern, and I can sense him biting back his irritation.

“I’m fine,” I say, jumping off the stool. “Let me help.” I grab another cloth from the sink but the exertion makes my head pound and I forget to squeeze it out, adding loads of soapy water to the mess. Alex gently takes the cloth from me.

“Please! I’ll handle it,” he says, his voice clipped, barely masking his anger. I step back, and he studies my face, like he’s searching for something. I stare him out and he drops his shoulders, sighing. “Listen, Soph, I know you’re still feeling a bit wobbly. That’s why I’ve asked Jane to come over while I’m out.”

“What?” I snap. “Who the hell is Jane?”

“She’s our neighbour,” he says, more patient now. “She sent that card. Remember? She lives a few doors down. She’s about our age. Blonde, two cats. You like her.”

Right. I remember the card now he says it but beyond that? Nadda.

“She’s really nice,” Alex adds.

“Two cats and nice. Wow, she sounds like a real laugh.”

I’m being mean, I know I am. But the last thing I want is a babysitter. I’m about to say as much, but then a sharp pain shoots through my head, and I wince.

“That’s been happening a lot,” Alex says, his concern shifting into overdrive. “Should I ring the hospital?”

“No!” The thought of going back there is enough to make me want to scream. I bow my eyes until the pain subsides, then look up and force a smile. “It’s gone now. I’m good.”

He still doesn’t look convinced. “Well, just…have Jane ring me if it happens again, or if it gets worse.”

“Yes. Yes.” It’d help if I had my own phone, of course, but I let it go, for now.

“There are some painkillers in the cupboard under the sink,” he says, watching me like I might shatter any second. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

I shrug. “Actually, no, I won’t. I need you to stay with me.”

“Oh.” He freezes, a panicked look crossing his face. “It’s just… I really do have to go to this meeting. But I could⁠—”

“Alex, go. I was joking.” I stick on an exaggerated grin. “See? Haha.”

“Right. Yeah. Funny.”

I watch him as he butters my toast, his jaw clenched, eyes distant. He spreads the butter too thick, then scrapes half of it off. Clearly, he’s stressed and worn out. I know how he feels.

“I should probably have my phone,” I say. “In case I need to call you.”

He looks up and smiles. “We have the house phone.”

“I know but…”

He shakes his head, giving me that same look of gentle insistence. “Not yet. We’re following Dr Rahim’s advice, remember? Taking things slow.

“But what about my job?”

“I told you already. Maxine isn’t expecting you back yet. You can call them when you’re ready.” He looks at me with a kind smile. “You won’t need to worry about any of that. I’m taking care of everything.”

“Won’t I need my purse though?” I ask. “What If I need to pay for something?”

“Like what?” He hands me the plate of toast.

“I don’t know.”

“Sophie. We have to do what the doctors said. They were adamant you take things easy, especially these first couple of weeks. Baby steps, remember? It’s for your own good. This is how you get better? Let me take care of you. I want to.”

“You’re going out.”

His face drops. “Only for an hour. And I’m sorry.”

I pick up a piece of toast and take a bite. There’s still plenty of butter on it, but I don’t mind. I watch Alex as he fusses around the kitchen, telling myself I should listen to him, that he’s right. It’s strange, I do sort of understand where he’s coming from. He’s only thinking of me, after all. And that should feel reassuring. But instead, there’s this nagging sense that I’m being kept in the dark—held at arm’s length from my own life. It’s not just my phone, it’s everything—my purse, my credit cards, my connection to the outside world. It’s like I’m living in a bubble, and Alex is the only one who decides what gets in or out.

Stop it, Soph.

Not helpful.

I push these thoughts down, reminding myself he’s just looking out for my well-being. He’s doing what’s best for me.

Isn’t he?

A knock at the front door snaps me out of it and I look up to see Alex heading out of the kitchen.

“What? She’s here now?” I spit. “But I’m not dressed.” I glance down at the faded jogging bottoms and the old t-shirt with an unverified yellow stain on the hem.

“You look fine,” he says. “She’s not expecting you to be glammed up.”

The knocking goes again and Alex walks down the hallway to let Jane in as I adjust my posture and tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. I hear muffled voices and laughter and then a blonde woman appears in the doorway—Jane, I assume. She’s about my height, with natural-looking blonde hair worn in a low ponytail, and is wearing a pair of black leggings and an oversized purple sweater. She smiles nervously, as if she’s meeting royalty rather than someone dressed in an outfit only a few levels above rags. She’s pretty, in an approachable sort of way, the kind of person who wouldn’t look out of place in a rom-com set in a cosy English village.

“Hi, Sophie,” she says, like she’s presenting a kid’s TV show. “Nice to see you again.” She glances at Alex, then back at me.

“Hi, Jane,” I manage, trying to add a bit of warmth to my voice, though it comes out flatter than I intended. Alex busies himself with putting the kettle on, avoiding eye contact.

“So, how are you doing?” Jane asks, still talking to me in that over-bright, careful tone, like I’m a five-year-old or a skittish animal.

“I’m… getting there,” I say, not sure what else to add. She’s making strong eye contact, but there’s a slight awkwardness to her, as if she’s not entirely comfortable being here. If we’re going to be friends, I really don’t need her walking on eggshells around me. But she’s making an effort, I suppose, and I should be thankful that I have a friend nearby.

Alex hands out fresh mugs of tea and soon we’re all nodding and smiling at each other as we exchange small talk and pretend everything is hunky dory. After a few minutes, I suggest we take our drinks into the front room, where it’s warmer and the chairs are more comfortable.

Alex hovers for a moment before clearing his throat. “Right, I’m afraid I’ll have to leave you two to it,” he says, retreating into the hallway. “I won’t be long.” He grabs his coat and keys and opens the front door. And just like that, he’s gone.

Jane and I exchange nervous smiles, both of us gripping our mugs a little too tightly.

Great. This is going to be fun.
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The silence stretches between us as Jane sips her tea, cradling the mug with both hands, her fingers tapping lightly against the ceramic.

“Must be strange, having all this happen,” she says after a moment. “You poor thing. I can’t imagine how confusing it must be.”

“Yeah, confusing is one way to put it,” I say.

“Good to be home, though?”

“Oh, absolutely. And Alex has been a star. Very…attentive.”

Jane smiles nervously. “Have you been out much, since you got back?”

“No, actually. Not at all. I want to, but I’ve been told to take things very slow. Don’t try to run before you can walk, and all that.”

Baby steps. The words echo in my head but I can’t bring myself to say them.

Jane responds with another tight smile. “Yes. Of course.”

This isn’t too bad, I tell myself. It’s just slightly stilted chit-chat, the kind you’d expect from people who sort-of-not-really know each other. Still, there’s a tension in the air that neither of us seems to know how to address. Jane seems friendly enough on the surface, but her eyes keep flitting away from mine, like she’s not sure how close to get. Probably she just feels awkward. I know I do.

I take a breath, deciding to push forward. “Do you know what happened?” I ask, keeping my eyes on her. “With the fall, I mean?”

Her eyes widen just a fraction before she quickly shakes her head. “No, not really. The first I knew of it; you were being wheeled out on a stretcher. It was terrifying—seeing the ambulance and not knowing if you were okay.” Her voice drops, almost as if she’s afraid someone might overhear. “I’m just so glad you’re back now. We were all really worried.”

“We?” I prompt.

“Oh…me…and the rest of the street, you know. And Alex of course.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I murmur. Though I still can’t remember any of it—not the fall, not the ambulance, nothing. “It’s weird, you know,” I continue. “Having people worry about me when I don’t even really know what caused it.”

Jane tilts her head, giving me a sympathetic look, though there’s something slightly guarded in her eyes. “I’m sure it’ll all come back eventually,” she says. “And I’m sure the doctors are doing everything they can.”

I shrug. “They keep saying to take it slow. But I’m not very good at slow,” I say with a wry smile, trying to lighten the mood. “Turns out, I’m rather impatient.”

She laughs. “Well, I guess that’s not such a bad thing.”

Another lull settles between us as we both take sips of tea, our thoughts circling. I can practically feel her trying to think of something else to say, and then a thought hits me.

“Did the police come here?” I ask

Jane shifts in her seat. “Oh, erm, I think so. Yes, they did.”

“Good. And they took statements, investigated?”

She lowers her mug. “I think so. They asked me about you and Alex. What you’re like together, that sort of thing.”

“What did you tell them?”

She manages a smile. “That you’re a lovely couple. Both very friendly and seem happy together.”

“Great. That’s good to know.”

I can only assume the police were thorough and ruled the fall as what it was—a horrible accident. I’m surprised at how much lighter realising this makes me feel. It’s like I was carrying around questions I wasn’t even aware of.

The conversation drifts to safer topics—Jane’s cats, the nice weather, how the local supermarkets seem to be adding 10p to the price of things on a weekly basis these days. I nod along, occasionally adding the occasional comment, but my mind keeps drifting back to her comments about Alex and the night of my fall. I try to push her for more details, just to put my mind fully at ease, but her answers are vague, as if she’s deliberately steering the conversation away from anything remotely uncomfortable.

After a while, I get up to make more tea, partly to give myself something to do. This time, I manage not to spill anything and feel a tiny surge of pride as I carry the tray of tea, complete with a packet of chocolate Hobnobs, back to the living room.

See, I can look after myself.

Jane gives me a reassuring smile when I hand her the fresh mug, but there’s still an undercurrent of awkwardness, like we’re tiptoeing around something that neither of us wants to acknowledge.

I’m offering Jane a biscuit when I hear the front door open. Alex is back. He calls out something I can’t make out, shuts the door, and heads straight into the kitchen without even poking his head into the front room. I smile politely at Jane as the sound of him clanking around drifts down the hallway.

“How was the meeting?” I call out to him, when Jane still hasn’t spoken.

No answer. I meet her gaze and shrug. “I think he’s a bit stressed.”

“Oh, yes,” Jane agrees, and suddenly it’s like she knows something I don’t. I’m about to quiz her on what when Alex finally steps into the room.

“All good here?” he asks, his gaze flicking between me and Jane.

“Yep, fine,” I reply. “Just chatting.”

But his presence changes the atmosphere in the room. Jane’s posture stiffens, and I catch a brief exchange of glances between the two of them—a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it look, but definitely there. Like they’re sharing some silent understanding.

What the hell is going on?

Alex ducks back out, muttering something about checking on a work email. Jane shifts in her seat, setting her mug down on the coffee table.

“Well, I’m just glad you’re in recovery,” she says. “At least it’s all over now—that terrible business.”

I hesitate. “What do you mean?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

Jane’s gaze darts toward the hallway. She looks as if she instantly regrets saying anything. Just then, Alex reappears in the doorway.

“Jane means the accident,” he says, giving her a pointed look, as if to say, Don’t go any further.

Jane looks down, fidgeting with her sleeve. “Of course,” she says. “I’m just glad you’re alright.” She doesn’t look up.

A tense silence falls, and I can’t shake the feeling that they’re dancing around something important—something I’m supposed to know. I feel like a kid suddenly, caught between confusion and intrigue, unsure how to ask for what I want. I open my mouth to say more, but before I can get a word out, Jane is already getting to her feet, ready to leave.

“I should probably be heading off,” she says. “I don’t want to intrude now that Alex is back.”

“No, stay,” I say, the words coming out more desperate than I’d meant. I glance at Alex, who’s already ushering her into the hallway.

“It’s for the best,” he tells me. “You need your rest, Sophie. We’ll catch up soon, won’t we, Jane?”

Jane turns back and offers a quick, apologetic smile before disappearing into the hallway. “You take care now,” she calls back. “And don’t hesitate to ask if you need anything.” Then she’s gone, leaving the room feeling emptier than before.

As soon as the front door clicks shut, I get up and follow Alex into the kitchen. “What was all that about?” I demand.

Alex smiles. “What do you mean?”

“What did she mean by terrible business?”

He shrugs a little too dramatically. “Just the accident, you know.”

I glare at him. “No. It sounded like there was more to it than just the fall.”

Alex sighs and steps closer, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Sophie, you’re imagining things. She didn’t mean anything by it. And we shouldn’t be dwelling on the accident. It’s in the past. What matters now is you getting better.”

I open my mouth to argue, but a twinge of pain pulses over my right eye, cutting me off. For a second or two, lights flash behind my eyes, then it’s over. But Alex has noticed and rushes over to me.

“Stop. I’m fine,” I insist, holding a hand up. “Really.”

He reaches out and cups my cheek, his thumb grazing my skin. “Perhaps having a visitor was too soon?” he says. “I’m sorry I had to leave you. That was my fault. You don’t need any extra stress right now.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“Baby steps,” he says.

“Baby steps,” I repeat, though the words feel hollow.

Alex is a good man and he’s saying all the right things, but there’s an undercurrent to his words, a gentle insistence that steers me away from asking more. And as he looks into my eyes, I can’t help but feel that he’s quietly, steadily guiding me further from the truth.
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That night we’re reading in bed. Or rather, Alex is reading. I’m flicking through a magazine trying, and failing, to focus on an article about easy weeknight recipes. Comfort food for cosy nights in. But the words blur, and all I can think about is how foreign that idea feels. Comfort. Cosy. I close the magazine with a sigh.

The room is dim, the only light coming from the matching lamps on the matching bedside tables. Alex is propped up against the headboard, bare-chested, the duvet pulled to his waist, engrossed in whatever is on his Kindle. He wears glasses to read, trendy wire-framed ones. I think I remember him wearing glasses, but I’m not entirely sure. Either way, they suit him.

Feeling restless I try again with my magazine—some generic piece on the top ten ways to de-stress—but my eyes keep glazing over and I end up turning the pages without taking anything in. Alex tells me I used to love reading, and the many bookshelves throughout the house seem to confirm this. I just hope that love of—and ability to—read comes back. It’d be nice to lose myself in a good story rather than my own confused thoughts.

Giving it up as a bad idea, I drop the magazine on the floor and switch off my lamp. “I’m going to try and sleep,” I say, pulling the duvet up as I turn away on my side.

“Alright, I’ll stop reading, too.” He switches off his light, and I feel the mattress shift as he shuffles over to me, snaking his arm around my waist. His fingers brush against the fabric of my t-shirt, his body warm against my back. He kisses the nape of my neck, his breath soft against my skin, his touch tentative but persistent. One of his knees presses gently into the back of mine, drawing me closer as his hand slips under my shirt. He lets out a quiet, contented moan as his fingers trace light circles over my stomach.

I reach back, my hand brushing against his leg, trying to respond, to match his touch. But my movements feel awkward, disconnected. With his arms around me, I feel safe and he’s not being overly pushy, but it’s as if my body can’t respond the way it’s supposed to. After a moment, I pull his hand out from under my shirt, squeezing his fingers briefly before letting go. He sighs and I sense the frustration coming from him as I inch away.

“I’m sorry.” His hand rests on my hip for a moment longer before he withdraws it. “Too soon?”

“I just need a little more time,” I say.

“Of course,” he replies, shuffling back over to his side of the bed. I hear him reach for his glasses and Kindle, the soft rustle of the duvet as he settles in again. Then another sigh. “I get it.”

I roll onto my back and stare at the dark ceiling. The room is suddenly quiet and everything feels too heavy.

After a few minutes, I turn my head to look at him. “Alex? Why won’t you just tell me what happened?”

He looks at me over the rim of his glasses. “I have told you.”

“Have you, though? Told me everything? Because it doesn’t feel that way. And with Jane, before…I don’t know…” I trail off, struggling to find the right words.

Alex removes his glasses and rubs his eyes. “Sophie, I’ve told you everything I know,” he says, speaking through clenched teeth, his patience clearly fraying. “You need to focus on getting better, not obsessing over what you can’t remember.” He slips his glasses back on and meets my gaze, jaw tight, as if daring me to argue.

“I’m not obsessing,” I snap, pushing myself up onto my elbows. But then it hits me—the strange feeling I experienced in the kitchen this morning. “Wait. Why would I be carrying washing upstairs when the utility room is downstairs?” The unease that I’d felt earlier comes rushing back and the question slips out before I can think it through.

Alex stares at me for what seems like minutes, as if he’s searching for an answer in my expression. “I must have got that wrong,” he says, finally. “Maybe it wasn’t washing, then. It could’ve been freshly ironed clothes that you were taking up to put away.”

“And I used to iron socks, did I?”

“Excuse me?”

“You said I slipped on a sock. What sort of pathetic little housewife was I to iron bloody socks?”

He almost laughs, then thinks better of it. “I wasn’t there, darling. I don’t know exactly what was involved,” he says, speaking fast, a little too eager to close this off. “When I found you, there were lots of clothes, all over the stairs. But maybe it wasn’t a sock; maybe it was something else. Or maybe it was just a smalls wash and none of it was ironed. I can’t remember. I was more concerned about looking after you and calling an ambulance than cataloguing the clothes you were carrying.”

But something in his tone feels wrong, like he’s struggling to fit the details together. “Why do you sound nervous?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“There’s nothing,” he says, rolling his eyes.

“You’ve been tense all day,” I say. “What’s wrong? If you want me to take it easy and not be stressed, Alex, then stop keeping me at arm’s length. Talk to me.”

He sighs, tipping his head back to stare at the ceiling. “It’s just work,” he says, his voice weary. “The business isn’t going great at the moment. The market’s been brutal.”

“That’s it?” I ask, sceptical.

He turns to look at me, eyebrows pinched behind his glasses. “It’s stressful right now. I’m stressed.”

“Yeah, but that’s not what I meant.” I sit up straighter, turning to face him, the sheets twisting around my waist. “Why do you keep dodging my questions?”

He glances at the ceiling as if asking the Gods for help. “Come on, Soph. Not this again,” he says. “You’ve been imagining things since the accident. Remember what Dr Rahim said about false memories? It’s not unusual to get things mixed up.”

I study him, trying to decide if he even believes his own words. “So, you’re saying I’m just imagining all this?”

“All this…what?” He pauses, waiting for me to clarify, but all I do is frown. The truth is, I’m not entirely sure what I mean either.

“All I’m saying,” Alex continues, his tone gentler now, “is that you’re recovering from a serious head injury. Your brain needs time. It’s normal to be confused.”

I hesitate, then blurt out, “Did we ever argue? Before all this, I mean?”

He blinks, looking a little startled. “Why do you ask?”

“I just need to know,” I say, trying to keep my tone light. “Did we?”

He considers it for a second, then shrugs. “Yeah, I suppose we did. But no more than any other loving couple.” He pauses as if pondering whether to go on. When he does his voice lowers. “We had a bit of row that day, actually. But nothing serious.”

“What was it about?”

He crinkles his nose. “I don’t even remember.”

“Hey, that’s my line,” I tell him, trying for humour but not feeling it. “Come on, you must have some idea.”

He pushes his glasses up onto his forehead and rubs the bridge of his nose.

“It was something and nothing,” he says but his expression seems to tell a different story. “I think, maybe, that’s why I’m… I don’t know, a bit overprotective right now. I feel a bit guilty.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “Guilty? Why?”

He puffs out his cheeks. “I don’t know. Maybe you were upset, stomping around, not watching where you were going.”

A surge of anger spikes through me, making my face warm. “So, you’re saying it was my fault?” I snap. “That I was stomping around, not paying attention, and I caused all this?”

He scratches the back of his neck, looking exasperated. “No, that’s not what I’m saying. Please don’t take it that way. I’m just trying to make sense of it, same as you. All you need to know is we were happy. I know this is a real head-scrambler, but you have to believe me. I wouldn’t lie to you. Please, darling. We’ll get through this. Together.”

I let out a shaky breath, my anger giving way to exhaustion. I want to believe him. I want to let this go and trust he’s looking out for me. But it feels like the more I push, the more he pulls me further from the answers I need.

His fingers brush my arm like he’s handling something delicate—or like he’s afraid I might pull away. “Sophie, you have to remember you’re recovering from major trauma,” he says. “This kind of confusion is normal. False memories, patchy recollections…it’s all part of the process.”

Maybe you’re right,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m probably just overthinking things.”

But he doesn’t understand. It’s not just memories that are missing; it feels like I’ve lost myself along the way. Hell, in the last six months, I’ve moved cities and got a new job and I don’t even know exactly when, or why. The details he feeds me—it’s all surface-level information with no real substance underneath. It’s like I’m being given a heavily edited version of events.

“Why did we move to Manchester?” I ask, half expecting the answer I’ve already heard.

Alex frowns. “I told you; it was for my work. Things had dried up a bit in Sheffield and I needed to be closer to the new projects we were taking on. You were great about it. Really. You didn’t mind the change at all.” He tries a reassuring smile, looking at me a little too intently. “We thought it’d be a fresh start.”

“A fresh start?” I repeat.

“Well, not a fresh start. A new adventure.” He grins. “You know what I mean.”

“Right, yeah. If you say so.”

I hold his gaze, searching for something to make sense of, but his face is unreadable. “Sophie,” he says, his voice soft, almost pleading. “I’m trying. I really am. I just want you to get better.”

I lie back down and turn away from him. “Yeah, I know.”

A heavy silence fills the room, punctuated by the sound of Alex’s heavy breathing, which gradually slows and deepens as he begins to settle. I close my eyes, trying to match his calm, to feel some comfort from the warmth of his body nearby, but the distance between us feels immense. We might as well be miles apart.

After a few minutes, I hear him shut off his Kindle and place his glasses on the bedside table. “Goodnight,” he murmurs, the mattress bobbing as he turns over so we’re facing away from each other.

“Night,” I whisper back, but even though I was tired earlier, I know sleep won’t come easily. I lie there, staring into the darkness, wondering what else I’ve forgotten—or maybe what I never knew in the first place.
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Being stuck in the house feels like being back at the hospital, with each day merging into the next. Alex is attentive, almost to a fault, suggesting I sit at the island as he cooks meals in the kitchen, popping into the lounge to check on me if I’m reading or watching TV. And every time I go upstairs, it’s not long before I hear his footsteps as he follows me up. I suppose it’s kind of sweet that he cares so much, but his constant presence is starting to feel a bit suffocating, and an undercurrent of tension seems to be growing between us. There’s something unspoken hangs in the air, like a memory that you can’t quite grab hold of.

How’s that for an apt metaphor!

Now, as Alex paces in the hallway, talking to someone on the phone, I take the opportunity to slip away. He’s keeping a closer eye on me than ever, but I told him I needed space to clear my head, and he reluctantly agreed.

I had another bad dream last night, though I can’t remember much of it now. I woke up with my heart pounding and a cold sweat clinging to me. I wonder if I was dreaming about the figure on the stairs again, or just something equally as unsettling.

I go upstairs to my room and start opening drawers and cupboards, sifting through their contents. I’m not even sure what I’m looking for. Clues, I suppose. Something that might help me form a clearer picture of my life. But most of the drawers are just for clothes. The ones that aren’t are filled with random, uninspiring junk—old receipts, batteries, hair ties, a lot of boring looking paperwork. Nothing that gives me any answers.

I move on to the spare room. I’ve not really been in here since Sophie, Version Two came home. That’s how I’ve started thinking about myself now—there’s Sophie pre-fall and Sophie post-fall. I know it sounds a bit silly and I vaguely recall that my very Catholic mother might have taken issue with the similarities to the fall of man, but thinking about it this way helps me come to terms with who I am a little better.

The spare room looks exactly like you’d expect a spare room to be. Minimal furniture, neutral colours, and bedding and curtains that are perfectly pleasant but unremarkable. A small chest of drawers stands against one wall, and I kneel down, pulling open the bottom drawer.

Jackpot.

Inside, I find a phone. I pick it up searching my brain for any hint of recognition. Is this mine? The screen lights up, and relief floods me as the facial recognition software unlocks it. It is mine.

I swipe through the home screen, but there’s almost nothing there. Just the bare essentials—no social media, barely any photos. I open my messages, but it’s a ghost town. No texts, no saved threads, not even a list of names. The recent calls log is blank too, with only three contacts saved—Maxine Work, Lewis Work and Alex. Either I’m more unpopular than I realised or the phone’s been deliberately wiped. Did I do this? Did Alex? My stomach tightens, and I shove the phone into my pocket, deciding to keep this little discovery to myself.

Avoiding my husband starts to feel like a bit of a game as I keep searching. When he comes upstairs for a shower, I slip downstairs and spot his laptop on one of the stools by the kitchen island. I’ve seen him using this as well as the computer in his office. Maybe it holds something useful. But as soon as I lift the screen, it prompts me for a password. Damn it. I try my name, but the screen shakes, warning me I have three attempts left before it locks me out. Not wanting to push my luck, I place it back where I found it and head back upstairs.

Alex is still in the shower, so I make my way over to the wardrobe in our bedroom. I start by checking the bottom drawers, then unzip a canvas shoe organizer hanging from the clothes rail. I scan through the folded scarves and pairs of worn shoes stuffed in the different compartments until my eye catches on something at the very bottom. A handbag. It looks familiar, like something I’d have chosen, made of crimson leather, with diamond stitching making pleated patterns on the surface. I lift it out and clock the Marc Jacobs logo. Even I know that’s a good make. I must have been making a decent wage at Quantix, or whatever it’s called. It’s also pretty big, more of a tote or shoulder bag, and the weight of it tells me it’s not empty.

I place it on the bed and rummage through the contents. I pull out a couple of packets of tissues, a lipstick, a box of mints, a few pens. There’s a leather-bound work planner tucked into the side pocket, but when I pull it out and flip through the first few pages I find it’s not been used. I put it to one side and continue digging. In a smaller side compartment, my fingers brush against something cold and metallic. I pull the object out and examine it. It’s a small silver disc about the size of a bottle top. I turn it over and read the engraving on the back: Ultra-Wideband Airtag.

What the hell?

I think it’s a tracking device. I turn it over in my palm.

Why would this be in my bag?

“Everything alright?” Alex’s voice startles me, and I nearly drop the tracker. I glance up to see him standing in the doorway with a towel wrapped around his waist. His gaze darts from the handbag to my hand, then to my face. “What are you doing?”

“I found this in my bag,” I say, holding up the silver disc. “What’s it doing in there?” Even I can hear the tension in my voice.

“For safety,” he replies, not missing a beat. He steps into the room. “I put it there just in case you got lost when you started going out on your own again. It’s for emergencies, Sophie, if your memory issues cause problems.” He smiles and comes closer. “I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to worry you.”

His explanation seems plausible, maybe even almost considerate, but it doesn’t settle my sense of unease. “You didn’t think I’d want to know?” I ask.

“I was going to tell you once you felt more comfortable going outside again,” he says, offering a faint smile, like it’s all harmless. “Honestly, it’s just a precaution. I only want to keep you safe.”

He sits on the bed and locks eyes with me. His are kind but unblinking, as if willing me to believe him. “You must be hungry,” he says. “How about we get a takeaway tonight? What do you feel like—Chinese, Indian, pizza?”

I hesitate, shoving the handbag back into the closet. My mind is a mess, thoughts clashing together, making it hard to think straight. “I don’t know,” I mumble. “Shit. I don’t even know what food I like.” The admission catches in my throat, and I feel a rush of heat rise to my cheeks.

Alex takes my hand and helps me up onto the bed next to him. He looks at me, his brow furrowed with concern. “It’s okay,” he says gently. But his reassurance only makes me feel worse.

I shake my head, biting my lip to keep from crying, but it doesn’t work. A tear rolls down my cheek, then another, and suddenly I’m sobbing. “I don’t know anything,” I choke out. “I can’t even pick a takeaway. I don’t know whether I prefer pizza or a curry anymore. I can’t… I can’t even remember that.” The words come out in a rush, tumbling over each other. It feels like everything is unravelling, like all these little obstacles and fears are starting to pile up into a huge, overwhelming mess that I can’t control.

Alex reaches out and wraps his arms around me, pulling me close. “Shh, Sophie, it’s alright,” he murmurs, stroking my hair. “You’re doing your best. You don’t need to worry about any of that right now. If you’d rather, I can choose, or I could just cook something simple.”

His kindness feels like it should be comforting, but it stings. “I don’t care,” I whimper. “I can’t even make up my mind about dinner. How am I supposed to figure out everything else?”

“Hey. You’re doing great,” Alex insists. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

I rest my head against his bare chest, forcing myself to breathe slowly. He strokes my back, and for a moment, I let myself settle into his warmth, the weight lifting just a little. But then the nagging doubt creeps back in. I pull away, managing a faint smile.

“I think I might try to have a nap,” I say.

“That’s a good idea,” he replies, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze before getting up off the bed. “You get some rest.” He leaves the room, and I listen to his footsteps as they trail down the stairs.

But I don’t go to bed. I don’t even lie down. There’s a restless energy coursing through me, a feeling like I need to keep moving or I’ll crumble into pieces. I return to the wardrobe, pulling down boxes from the top shelf, tossing aside scarves and hats that look familiar but trigger no real memory. But once again, I get nothing.

In the bathroom, I sift through drawers packed with toiletries and medicine bottles, shaking each container like it might hold some clue. I even check behind the towels in the linen cupboard, running my hands along the wooden slats and half-expecting to find a hidden compartment.

But there’s nothing. No passport, no credit cards, no purse. It’s as if everything that would allow me to get away has been carefully stashed out of reach.

The realisation settles over me like a heavy fog. The things I would need to travel, to leave this house, they aren’t just missing. They’ve been deliberately removed. Panic flutters in my chest as I turn and spot the locked office door further down the landing. I walk over slowly and test the handle. Still locked.

I could ask Alex, but I already know the answer I’d get. He’d give me that calm, patient look, tell me something soothing and reasonable.

I’m just keeping things secure, Sophie, until you’re back to your old self.

He always has an answer ready for me whenever I ask anything.

I start pacing the landing, my fingers trailing along the wall as if I might feel some hidden door, some way out. What if I actually did need to leave? The thought feels melodramatic, absurd even, but I can’t shake it. What if I wanted to get away from here and couldn’t? I have no passport or driver’s licence, no money or credit cards, no way to move freely without him knowing. I know I’m supposed to be taking it easy but there have to be limits.

I vaguely remember Alex saying he was keeping my things safe, but now it feels like I’m the one being kept safe—from my own life.

Feeling defeated, I head back downstairs and find Alex in the front room scrolling through his phone.

Well, it’s all right for some!

He looks up when I enter and hits me with a smile that wouldn’t be out of place on a used car salesman or gameshow host. “Couldn’t sleep?” he asks, promptly setting his phone down.

I sink into the armchair and take a second to compose myself before speaking. “Alex,” I say, picking my words carefully, “where’s my passport? And my purse? I’ve looked everywhere, and I can’t find them.”

His expression doesn’t falter, as if he’s been expecting this. He crosses the room to me and kneels in front of me. “Sophie, you have to stop this,” he says, his voice low. “One step at a time. You’ll get it all back when you’re feeling better. There’s no rush.” He reaches up and smooths a hand over my hair. “You know it’s for your own good.”

For my own good. The words taste bitter as I repeat them to myself, like something I’m supposed to swallow without question. It feels as if Alex is patting me on the head, like I’m a child who can’t quite understand.

“But… why can’t I just have them?” I don’t know how to explain the unease twisting in my gut, the growing sense of helplessness that no amount of his soothing words can ease.

He shakes his head, that same sympathetic smile tugging at his lips. “You don’t need them right now. You’re still recovering. We don’t want you worrying about things that aren’t important while your brain is healing itself.” He speaks with such assuredness that it almost makes me feel silly for asking.

I force myself to nod, swallowing down the frustration welling inside me. “Right,” I murmur. “Of course. I just… thought I’d check.”

“Don’t worry about a thing,” he says, his smile widening. “I’ve got everything under control.” He stands, then leans down to kiss me on the cheek. “I’ll go grab the pizza menu,” he adds. “That was always your favourite. Both of ours, actually.”

I watch him leave and then bring my feet up onto the chair, hugging my knees to my chest. I have to learn to trust him. I know that. He’s my husband, for heaven’s sake, and if there was anything sinister going on the police and ambulance crew would have picked up on it when they investigated the accident. So, what am I doing here? Am I just being paranoid? Or am I more unwell than I realise?

I lower my feet to the carpet as Alex returns and sits on the arm of the chair beside me. “Here we go,” he says, handing me the pizza menu and wrapping his arm around my shoulders. It feels strangely comforting to have him close, even if only to hold back this awful sense of vulnerability. And for now, all I want is to sink into this moment, eat something greasy and unhealthy, and forget everything else.

Ha! How’s that for grim irony.
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The next day is a Saturday, and I wake up determined to focus on what I can do instead of all the things that still feel out of reach. It helps that I slept better last night than I have in weeks. No unsettling dreams of dark figures on the stairs, no waking up with my heart racing. Alex is already up and the clock on his bedside table tells me it’s just a few minutes after nine. A sensible time to wake up on a weekend I feel.

Getting out of bed is like another small victory. I’m lighter and steadier on my feet than I have been since leaving the hospital. I rub the sleep from my eyes and stretch my arms above my head. As I do, there’s this vague, familiar sensation—like muscle memory kicking in. Yoga. Did I practice yoga? It’s there in the back of my mind, hazy but somehow comforting.

I hear water running in the bathroom—Alex in the shower, no doubt—so after a few more stretches, I get dressed in a pair of jogging bottoms and a t-shirt and head downstairs, still quietly pleased with myself. I rummage through the kitchen cupboards and decide to make scrambled eggs and toast. It’s the first time I’ve attempted breakfast on my own since the accident, and there’s a certain satisfaction as I crack the eggs into the bowl, whisking them into a frothy yellow.

“I’m making eggs,” I shout up, as I hear the bathroom door open and footsteps on the landing. “Do you want some?”

There’s a pause, as if he’s taken off guard, caught without an answer. “No. Thank you,” he shouts down, finally. “I’ve already eaten.” His footsteps continue along the landing to our bedroom and I return to the hob, firing up a frying pan and adding a little oil, then the eggs.

While the eggs cook, I toast the bread and butter it, trying not to think too hard about whether this was once a regular routine for me. By the time I sit at the table with my plate, fork in hand, I feel like I’ve accomplished something—however small.

When I finish eating, I rinse my plate and stack it in the dishwasher. I’d expected Alex to be down by now, but I still hear him moving around in his office. Doesn’t he know it’s the weekend? I walk to the foot of the stairs and try to ignore the shiver of trepidation as I stand on the spot where I fell—where I knocked all the memories out of my head. Walking up the first few steps, I can see that, for once, the office door is ajar. From inside, I can hear the steady click-clack of Alex typing.

“It’s Saturday,” I say, climbing another few steps so I can see him at his desk, hunched over his keyboard. “What are you doing?”

He spins around in his seat, blinking at me like I’ve caught him out. “Nothing much. Just a bit of admin.” He recovers with a quick smile. “I won’t be long—then we can do something, okay?

It feels a bit like another pat on the head, a run-along-now kind of moment. Fighting to hold onto my new positive outlook, I shrug and head to our bedroom. I open the bottom drawer of my bedside table, where I’ve hidden my phone underneath the leather-bound organiser I found in my bag. I lift the organiser, grab the phone, and then tuck the notebook back in place before heading downstairs.

At the kitchen island, I switch on my phone and scroll through the sparse contacts list until I find Maxine’s name. My boss, apparently. I try and picture her, to summon any kind of memory regarding her at all. But there’s nothing. A shiver of nervous energy runs through me as my thumb hovers over the call button. Should I? I want to be proactive, to check in with work at least, even if I’m not returning anytime soon. It feels like the professional thing to do, and it might help me reclaim some sense of normalcy. This, despite this uncomfortable knot forming in my stomach.

What if I don’t recognise Maxine’s voice?

What if I can’t even hold a conversation, and she realises she has to let me go?

I tap Call and bring the phone to my ear, listening to the dull, repetitive ringing. Each pulse seems to stretch on forever, and I let it go for six before hanging up.

Bugger.

But it is the weekend, I tell myself as I stare at the screen. That’s probably why she didn’t pick up. I’ll try again on Monday.

Just then I hear Alex on the stairs and stuff the phone in my pocket as he wanders into the kitchen.

“Morning, babe. Sorry about that, just a couple of invoices I needed to sort out.” He stands beside me, a little too close. “I’m free now for the rest of the weekend. All yours. Do you fancy doing anything today?”

I look up at him. “I might go for a walk,” I say. “It’s nice outside.” I realise I’m testing him, watching to see his reaction to the idea of me going out alone.

His jaw tightens ever so slightly, and there’s a brief hesitation before he says, “I was thinking we could go out together. Maybe do a bit of shopping or grab some lunch.”

“I’m not a child, Alex,” I snap. “I can manage a walk on my own. Or I might pop round to see Jane if she’s in.”

“Jane?” His voice tightens along with his jaw. “Why would you want to see Jane?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” I shoot back, narrowing my eyes. “She’s my friend, isn’t she? Nothing wrong with that?”

“There’s nothing wrong with it,” he says quickly. “I just thought you’d want to spend some time with me, that’s all.” He steps closer, his expression softening. “I’m only thinking about what’s best for you, Soph.”

“And apparently, you know what that is better than I do,” I mutter, getting up and walking into the front room. My skin feels hot but I can’t decide if it’s from anger or something else. I flop onto the sofa like a petulant teenager. I think I even huff. I know I’m being a cow, but I can’t help myself. I glare at him as he follows me into the room. “Alex, you’re acting like I’m about to run off and join a cult. It’s just a walk and maybe a quick chat with one of the only other people I know apart from you. I need a bit of space. I don’t see why that’s such a problem.”

“It’s not a problem. That’s not what I’m saying,” he replies. “I’m only trying to look out for you, Soph. You’re still recovering. You need to take it easy.”

“And who decides what easy looks like?” I say. “You? Because it’s starting to feel like I’m under house arrest.”

He steps close. “Look, I’m sorry if that’s how you feel.” He sits beside me, pulling me into an awkward hug. “I know it’s hard, baby,” he whispers into my hair. “But it’s difficult for me, too. I don’t mean to come off as controlling. It’s just… I worry, you know? I don’t want anything to happen to you. I can’t lose you again.”

I let myself sink into his embrace, resting my head against his chest. Once more, his warmth and familiar scent are reassuring, and for a moment, I almost convince myself everything is fine. But even as his arms tighten around me, the restless feeling won’t fade. It’s not that I don’t appreciate his concern—it’s just that it feels less like he’s looking out for me and more like he’s keeping me on a lead.

I pull back, forcing a smile.

“I know you’re worried,” I tell him. “But you have to let me do some things for myself. Otherwise, how am I ever going to get back to normal?”

He stares off into the middle distance for a second, nodding slowly. “You’re right,” he says. “I’ll try to give you more space.”

“Thank you,” I say. And for the first time in a while, I feel like we’re actually getting somewhere.

Later, I retreat upstairs, telling myself it’s to clear my head, to have a bit of alone time, but the truth is, I need a break from all the constant care and attention. I run through a few more stretches, surprised at how easily the yoga positions come back to me, and then sit on the edge of the bed, gazing out the window. It’s a nice day outside. I should go for a walk. But even as I think it, my body doesn’t seem interested in getting up and going out. It’s not that I’m being lazy, more…cautious, perhaps? Although I’m not sure why.

I pull my phone from my pocket and wonder about trying Maxine again. No. Best to wait until Monday.

I open the bedside drawer and lift out the leather-bound notebook, returning the phone to where I’ve been keeping it. With the notebook on my lap, I run my fingers, over its smooth cover. Maybe it’s a good idea to start keeping a diary, a way to document my recovery, or whatever. It might help me make sense of things, to keep track of my thoughts and feelings. I open it and flip through the blank pages, feeling a little rush of gratitude. It’s nice to have a project to focus on, something that’s just mine.

But as I keep turning the pages, I notice a few at the back that aren’t blank. I pause, flipping the notebook around for a closer look. There’s writing—my handwriting. I can’t recall exactly how I used to write, but something about the familiar loops of the ‘y’s and the sharp slant of the ‘f’s stirs a faint sense of recognition. Most of the entries seem rushed, just scrawled reminders about work appointments, along with a few names and phone numbers I don’t recognise. But as I keep reading, the entries start to feel more personal, and slightly cryptic.

Talk to Maxine about Friday. Don’t forget.

Change the passwords. Again.

Stay calm. Pretend everything is fine!

That last one hits me hard. It doesn’t feel like a casual note or some kind of generic platitude. What was I pretending was fine, exactly?

Then I turn the page and see one final entry.

I don’t know what to do. I can’t face him. He looks at me like he wants to hurt me.

My breath catches in my throat. I read the words again, half-hoping they’ll change on a second pass. But they don’t. I have no memory of writing this, but I can’t ignore the cold dread spreading through me.

He looks at me like he wants to hurt me.

This is my handwriting.

I feel sick.

Was I writing about Alex? Did I mean him? The thought makes my skin crawl as I grip the notebook. Could he have… hurt me? Was that why I fell? I think of his insistence on keeping me and my things safe, his reluctance to let me go anywhere alone.

I slam the notebook shut. What am I supposed to do now—march in and confront him with these ambiguous notes? And if I’m accusing him of something…what, exactly? I’m not even sure myself. But one thing is clear: I can’t just ignore this. The paranoia that’s been simmering in the back of my mind doesn’t feel so irrational anymore. This notebook entry changes everything. It’s like I’ve stumbled upon a piece of a puzzle I was never meant to see. And now that I have, I can’t look at Alex in the same way.

I glance down at the notebook one last time, then tuck it back into the drawer. I’ll keep this discovery to myself, at least for now. I don’t even want to imagine how he’d react if he knew what was written in there. But the more I think about it, the clearer it becomes. I need to find out what really happened to me.

Before it happens again.


13


He looks at me like he wants to hurt me.

Ican’t get those words out of my head. I must have read that notebook entry a hundred times since I found it, and each time it feels a little more terrifying. My head is telling me to confront Alex about it, to just ask him what he thinks it means. But my heart—and my legs—seem to have other ideas. What if it was just a flippant note I scribbled after a silly row? What if it’s not even about Alex?

The notebook was in my work bag, after all. The He could refer to anyone, Lewis perhaps? Maybe I’d made a mistake whilst doing whatever marketing analysts do and he was furious about it. And, yes, wanting to hurt me is rather extreme but I already suspect Sophie Version One might’ve had a flair for the dramatic.

To be fair, I think Sophie Version Two is giving her a run for her money.

And the last thing I want to do is accuse Alex of something monumental—like pushing me down the stairs— only to be completely wrong. Yes, I’m struggling at the moment, feeling as if I’m wrapped in cotton wool, but really, the worst Alex is guilty of is being kind and considerate, taking care of me every step of the way. If this was just a silly note—me being paranoid or venting—using it to accuse him of something sinister could destroy everything.

But I have thought about leaving. Just packing a bag and just walking out the door, getting in my little red car and praying I remember how to drive. I even started gathering clothes together earlier. But then I stopped. Because…what if I’m wrong? What if I am—as I suspect, deep down—blowing this out of proportion? Alex would never forgive me for accusing him of hurting me, for walking out on him. And if he’s done nothing wrong, I wouldn’t blame him.

God, am I losing my mind?

Yet this isn’t some hazy, half-formed thought I can brush off as a trick of my imagination. It’s in my handwriting. Words on a page, right there in black and white: He looks at me like he wants to hurt me. I know it’s not exactly a smoking gun, but really, how many ways can you misinterpret that?

He looks at me…he wants to hurt me.

A shiver runs down my spine every time I think about it. Did I mean it literally? Or was I just being dramatic? The problem is, I have no memory of whether I’d write something like that simply for effect or if it’s actually the truth.

Dr Rahim did say I might experience paranoia during my recovery. But really, how paranoid would I have to be to misread something like that?

It doesn’t help me make sense of anything that, for the rest of the day, Alex is his usual sweet and thoughtful self. I know I should appreciate him more. He brings me tea before I even ask, sits with me on the couch, and is always ready to jump up and fetch me snacks or a jumper when I’m a bit chilly. But if he asks how my head is one more time, I might just push him down the stairs myself.

I know that sounds bad. I don’t really mean it. But the more he fusses over me, the more I want to shove his hands away. It’s not that I don’t appreciate the attention, it’s just… I don’t know. It feels weird, somehow. Like he’s auditioning for the role of Concerned Husband and he’s trying a bit too hard to get the part. He’s always hovering around, as if he thinks I’ll keel over if he takes his eyes off me for a second.

Or maybe he’s worried I’ll remember something I shouldn’t.

It’s a tricky one. My thoughts are more jumbled and contradictory than ever. Part of me wonders if I’m just looking for reasons to doubt him now. I keep turning these questions over in my mind, though:

Could he have pushed me? Could it have been more than an accident?

I start watching him more closely, scrutinising every little thing he does. The way his eyes flick toward the door whenever there’s a sound, as if he’s expecting someone to barge in and ruin his little domestic scene. How he keeps his phone screen angled away from me, even though I’ve shown zero interest in his messages. Even his smile feels a touch too rehearsed.

I’m tempted to mess with him a bit, to see if he’ll slip up. So, during dinner, I decide to test the waters.

“You know, I’ve been thinking about that day,” I begin, “you know, the accident. The fall.” I give these last words a dramatic flourish that neither of us finds amusing.

“Oh?” Alex pauses, a forkful of spaghetti carbonara poised at his lips. He lowers the fork. “What were you thinking?”

I puff out a sigh, twirling some pasta around my own fork like it’s no big deal. “Oh, I don’t know. I just don’t remember if you told me exactly where you were when it happened.” I glance up to watch his reaction, and I’m almost sure I see his left eye twitch.

“I was in the living room,” he says. “I heard a noise and found you at the bottom of the stairs.” His gaze flicks away from mine, but he doesn’t take another bite. It’s like he’s waiting, holding his breath to see if I’ll press further. So I do.

“What kind of noise?” I ask, keeping my tone light.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, was it a scream? A thud? A crash? Did I shout out?”

He looks at me and his eyes widen just a fraction. It’s barely noticeable unless you’re watching for it. “Um… yeah, you cried out. Then there was this sort of… juddering sound, and then a thud.” He gives me a thin-lipped smile. “Like something heavy hitting the floor.”

“Something heavy?” I tease, unable to resist, even now. “What are you trying to say? That I’m fat?”

He blinks, and for a split second, I swear I see a flicker of relief flash across his face. “Not at all. But I was bloody terrified. I thought…” He looks down as if he’s about to burst into tears. “It was horrible, Soph.”

I don’t take my eyes off him. He looks genuine enough. He looks stressed and distraught is what he looks like! But is he just a good actor? I don’t know.

“And what about the laundry basket?” I ask. “You know, the one I was carrying when I slipped? Where did that end up?”

He shakes his head. “On the floor, I imagine. It’s all a bit of a blur.”

“For you too?” I let out a bitter chuckle. “How unfortunate for you.”

He frowns, like I’m the one being unreasonable. “Come on, Soph. You know what I mean. What do you want me to say?”

“I just want the truth.”

“This is the truth! You slipped on some washing and fell. It was awful. I thought you were dead.” His voice cracks. “It was a horrible accident, but you’re alive, and thank God, you’re going to be okay. That’s all there is to it.”

“Right. Okay.” I return my attention to my plate, poking at a lone cube of pancetta with my fork.

Alex tilts his head down to try to make eye contact. “Sophie, please don’t get yourself worked up about this. It’s not helpful. We need to move on.”

I nod, stabbing at the pancetta and chewing it down, eyes still fixed on my plate. But there’s something beneath Alex’s composed facade that bothers me. Is it fear? Guilt? Or is it just irritation at his wife for not having the decency to forget the whole thing? I’m not sure if I’m reading too much into it, or if he’s hiding something. Either way, the doubt is setting in, making itself right at home, and with it…

Shit!

What the…?

The pain hits like a spear behind my eyes. Alex says something, but his voice distorts and I can’t make out the words. I’m trying to follow along, but this intense pressure in my head makes it impossible to focus. I press my fingers against my temple, hoping it’ll pass, but it only sharpens, a white-hot stab of pain that takes my breath away. I wince, gripping the edge of the table.

“Sophie? Shit!” I hear the scrape of Alex’s chair as he pushes it back, but I can’t bring myself to look up. My vision blurs, as the pain claws mercilessly through my skull. I try to answer him, but my throat is so tight that I can’t make a sound.

The room tilts and my vision goes fuzzy around the edges, like I’m seeing everything through the bottom of a dirty glass. I blink, trying to clear it, but the darkness keeps creeping in, closing off the world. I clutch the edge of the table as if it’s the only thing keeping me grounded. It doesn’t help. The pain surges, a jagged bolt that makes everything else disappear. I squeeze my eyes shut, pressing my free hand against my forehead, willing it to stop. I can’t think, I can’t breathe—it’s like my skull is splitting open.

Am I dying? Is this it?

I reach out blindly, searching for something—anything—to hold onto, but all I find is empty air. Disoriented, the world swirls into a chaotic blur, and I can’t even tell if my eyes are open or closed anymore.

“Stay there, I’m calling an ambulance,” Alex’s voice is closer now, but it sounds muffled, like it’s coming through some weird filter. I feel his hand on my shoulder, and I’m grateful he’s here. I need him.

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

The world spins faster, and I can feel myself slipping, my consciousness draining like water through my fingers. I fight to hold on, clinging to the last shreds of awareness, but it’s no use. Everything fades until all I can hear is the relentless pounding in my skull.

“Sophie, stay with me!” Alex’s voice is louder now. He sounds scared. “Yes, thank you. Ambulance, please,” I hear him say.

I force my eyes open and the last thing I see before everything goes black is the look on Alex’s face—wide-eyed and frantic.

And then I’m gone, spiralling down into the darkness.


14


Iwake up tangled in my sheets, my head throbbing. For a moment, I don’t know where I am, or even who I am. The edges of the bedroom are blurry, as if I’m peering through a veil of mist that won’t lift, and the light streaming through the window feels harsh and intrusive. I blink hard, forcing the room into focus, piecing together what I can. The wardrobes, the pale pink and sage green decor. It’s my bedroom. I’m home.

And then it all comes rushing back—the crushing pain, like my skull was being split open. The memory hits me like a slap, forcing the breath from my lungs. I gasp, clutching at the sheets, half-expecting the pain to flare up again and swallow me whole. Thankfully it’s just my mind playing tricks on me.

I lay back and try to recall the events. I don’t remember passing out, but I do remember Alex rushing around like a blue-arsed fly, gathering our things as the paramedics helped me into the ambulance. I also know they took me back to Manchester Royal Infirmary—the last place I wanted to see again so soon. Dr Rahim wasn’t working that shift, so I ended up with another neurologist whose name I can’t even remember. He was pleasant enough, though I think I was a bit of a pain in the arse to him, truth be told. But in my defence, it has been a rough couple of weeks.

They sent me for a CT scan and an MRV. “We just want to rule out anything serious,” the neurologist assured me, as if that would somehow calm my nerves. But I could see the worry in his eyes. In terms of bedside manner, he was no Dr Rahim, that’s for sure. If he wants to reassure his patients, he might want to work on his poker face.

Thankfully, there was no bleeding or swelling, and I was discharged this morning with the news it was most likely a migraine or post-traumatic headache brought on by stress. Alex, of course, wasted no time reminding me of that on the drive home, gently insisting that I really did need to start taking things easy. He has been a sweetheart, though, and I’m starting to wonder if this is the universe telling me it’s time to listen to him.

By the time we pulled up to the house, I could barely keep my eyes open. I must’ve crawled straight into bed and passed out. No surprise there. But at least I feel a lot better now, and I’m grateful I wasn’t stuck in that hospital a minute longer. More than anything, I’m happy to be still alive, though I can’t help being a bit annoyed with myself for pushing things too far.

Baby steps from now on.

I sit up in bed, wincing as the blood rushes from my head. It still feels a bit fluffy, or like it’s full of custard, but I’m all right. Taking a deep breath, I swing my legs over the side of the bed. Enough lying around like some tragic Victorian heroine. I stand up, half-expecting the room to spin, but it doesn’t. That feels like good progress.

I walk to the window and stretch. I have no idea what time it is but it’s still light out and it looks like a nice day. I spot both our cars in the driveway and as my awareness sharpens, I catch the faint murmur of Alex’s voice drifting up from downstairs. I get dressed and head down, taking it steady on the stairs.

As I reach the hallway, I spot him in the kitchen and pause. He’s pacing back and forth, his back to me, phone pressed to his ear.

“No, it’s fine, I swear,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve got it under control. Just give me more time and—” He stops mid-sentence when he catches sight of me standing there. For a split second, his expression is like a deer caught in headlights.

He quickly ends the call and slips the phone into his pocket. “You’re up,” he says. “How are you feeling?”

“Who was that?” I ask

“Just a work call.” He shrugs, but it’s like he’s trying too hard to act casual.

“Work? Really?” There’s a strange tightness in my chest I can’t explain. “A man or a woman?”

“What?” Alex leans back. “It was a work call, Sophie.”

“A woman?”

“A man, if you must know.” He shakes his head and chuckles humourlessly, then puts on a big smile. “Just forget about it. Come in. Let’s sit down. How do you feel.”

I don’t move, the words from his call ringing in my head. I just need more time.

For what, Alex? To leave me?

To get rid of me?

“It was just a work call,” he repeats. “Nothing important.”

“I see.” I fold my arms, leaning against the doorframe. “Because you sounded like you were talking to someone that you knew well.” I don’t know why I’m pushing this, but there’s a nagging feeling in the back of my mind, like an itch I can’t scratch.

Alex gives me a look—half confused, half irritated. “What are you talking about, Sophie?”

“I’m talking about whether you’re cheating on me.”

Whoa! Shit.

Where did that come from?

But the words are out there now, like a grenade I’ve just lobbed at his feet.

Alex’s expression shifts. His mouth opens slightly like he’s about to laugh—but he doesn’t. Instead, he just stares at me, like I’ve grown a second head. “What?” he says, his voice rising an octave. “Why are you saying that? I would never…”

I blink, stunned by my own accusation, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks. “I don’t know,” I mutter, looking down at my feet. “It’s just… I feel like you’re hiding something. And I don’t know what it is.” But now that I’ve said it, I realise this isn’t a new thought—it’s something that’s been niggling at the back of my mind for a while. Another one of those unsettling questions I just can’t shake.

I study him closely, feeling like I might actually have a point. It’s like he’s overcompensating for something. Why does he always seem so on edge around me? And why, for the love of God, can’t I get past this feeling that something is seriously wrong between us?

Alex just shakes his head at me, looking disappointed, as though he can’t believe what he’s hearing. “No, Sophie, no. I’m not cheating on you,” he says. “When would I even have the time? I’ve been here with you. You know that.” He steps closer, his hands outstretched like he’s trying to reason with a crazy person.

“Okay,” I say, feeling compelled to backtrack, though a deeper part of me is still unsettled. “What about before the accident?”

“Don’t be daft. I was too busy with work. I told you—things have been stressful. You know that.” He laughs incredulously, like I’ve just asked something utterly ridiculous. “I’ve got a new solicitor who’s not as good as the last one. It’s been a nightmare.” He shrugs, as if that alone explains everything.

“Right.” I nod, even though his answer doesn’t satisfy me.

Bloody buggering shit!

I don’t even know what to believe anymore—him or the doubts whispering in my head. I watch him, trying to gauge if he’s lying. But the fact is he seems convincing, calm, like he truly believes what he’s saying. So, maybe it is just my condition making me paranoid. But that doesn’t silence the little voice in the back of my head.

“You’re making yourself worse, Sophie,” he continues. “You need to stop this constant questioning. I’m doing everything I can to take care of you, and you don’t even appreciate it.” He sighs, shaking his head as if I’m the one making things difficult. “You’re stressing yourself out and it’s not helping. At all. You need to live in the moment. Move on.”

I nod, biting my lip to keep from snapping back. “I know. I’m sorry,” I mumble, swallowing hard against the lump forming in my throat. I walk to the sink and pick up a glass from the draining board, filling it with water from the tap. Taking a long sip, I let my gaze wander out the kitchen window, where the view of our neat but unremarkable back garden stretches out in front of me. I watch a ginger cat strut across the far end of the lawn and then turn back to Alex, who’s still watching me, arms crossed over his chest.

“What about my credit cards and passport?”

This was another thing I wasn’t planning on bringing up today, but it’s as if there’s a part of me that wants to win the argument—to prove to myself I’m not crazy. “When do I get them back?” I add, trying to sound calm. Trying to sound sane. “I’m feeling a lot better now I think I should have them.”

Alex’s smile fades, and something hardens in his eyes. “Not yet, Soph. You don’t need them right now.” He steps forward. “I’m only doing this to protect you. You can’t manage things at the moment. When you were having your CT scan the doctor told me that stress is likely making you worse. That’s what caused the migraine.” He pauses, then adds in a low voice, “You need to stop this, Sophie. I mean it.”

My hand trembles and I set the glass down on the worktop before I drop it. “What were we like before my accident?” I ask. “Me and you. Were we…happy together?”

Alex looks at me for a long time. “I can’t believe you’re asking me that,” he says, looking at the ceiling as if this is the last thing he needs. But I keep staring at him until he sighs and continues. “Yes, Soph. We were happy. We are happy. Can you please keep in mind what Dr Rahim told you—that these hallucinations and false memories can distort your perception while you’re recovering? I know it’s hard for you, I get that. But it’s hard for me too.”

“I just want to know that I’m…safe. That I’m loved. That you aren’t…I don’t know…” I trail off, annoyed with myself. The words won’t come. I’m not even sure what I’m trying to say. “I’m sorry, Alex. I do love you. I know that. But I just…” I trail off again, and he tilts his head, smiling warmly.

“You just need to let yourself get better,” he says. “You’re going to give yourself another migraine if you carry on like this. We love each other, Sophie. I promise. We always have. So, please, let’s not go down this road again. I can’t take it.”

“Again?” I repeat. “When did we go down that road before?”

He shakes his head, letting out a long, weary breath, as though trying to summon the last of his patience. “Please… don’t,” he says, almost pleading. “Put your focus on getting better.”

“What does that mean?” I ask him. “You tell me to focus on getting better, then a minute later it’s all about taking things slow. Baby steps.” I realise I’ve got my hands on my hips, in full housewife battle mode, but I can’t help it.

“All I mean is… let’s take things one day at a time and not be in a rush to know everything all at once.” He gives me a look that says he’s given all he can for now. “But there’s nothing sinister for you to find out. I swear.”

I jut my chin, unsure how to respond. “Well, okay,” is all I manage.

Alex smiles and walks out, leaving me alone in the kitchen. I hear him as he trudges upstairs—the footsteps of a defeated man—and I feel a pang of guilt. Am I being horrible? Unreasonable? I want to relax, to do what he keeps telling me, but these thoughts won’t leave me. They claw at the edges of my mind, no matter how hard I try to push them away. I’m not sure what to believe, but one thing is certain—I can’t let this go. Not yet.
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I’ve decided I need a plan. Just in case my doubts are more than paranoia, and Alex is more than he appears. I’ve been treading water long enough, thinking I can just sit here and wait for answers to fall into my lap. If there’s something to be found, I’m going to find it. It’s not that I’m ready to believe Alex is guilty of…anything. But I’m also not ready to dismiss the nagging thoughts that keep buzzing around my head like a swarm of angry bees.

The problem is, if I do have to escape, I don’t exactly know how. It’s not like I have much in the way of resources—no money, no bank cards, no passport. I’ve got my phone, but hardly any contacts on it and no one I can really rely on.

The next afternoon, I tell Alex I need a lie-down then squirrel myself away in my bedroom with my phone. I start piecing together the bones of an escape plan—what I’ll need if I decide it’s time to go. Just in case. I download the email app I think I used to use, along with the three big social media apps. Thankfully, my email address must date from before the cut-off in my memory because I’m able to dredge it up from somewhere in the recesses of my mind. But when I try to log into my emails, I get a message in red: Incorrect password. I try it a few times, typing slowly, trying different combinations of capital letters, but then it tells me I’m locked out for twenty minutes.

Bugger.

It’s the same story on all the social media apps. Incorrect password. Incorrect password. Incorrect password. It’s as if the entire world has locked me out.

I feel as if I’m going insane. I don’t know if this is my memory playing tricks on me, or… what? Alex wouldn’t have changed my passwords, would he? I’m not even sure if that’s possible without knowing the original password. Did he know it? Did we trust each other enough to share that information? If so—great—but what the hell is going on now? I’ve never felt more trapped.

After placing my phone back in the drawer, I go downstairs, to find Alex in the kitchen making dinner. The smell of garlic wafts through the air, and for a moment, the domestic calm almost settles me. It probably would do completely, if this storm of conflicting thoughts weren’t so relentless. It’s like I’m living in two realities at once—this one, where everything seems perfectly fine, and another, where every small action feels loaded with hidden meaning.

“I’m making butter chicken curry,” Alex says, glancing over his shoulder with a smile. “One of your favourites.”

“Great, thanks. I remember,” I say, even though I’m not sure I do.

“It’ll be about twenty minutes,” he says. “Have a seat. Talk to me while I cook.

“Sure,” I reply, perching on one of the stools around the island. I smile to myself and look around, trying to act like everything’s normal. My head feels fine now, but the intrusive thoughts are back with a vengeance. I force myself to stay present, watching Alex as he hacks away at some raw chicken with a large knife. All day he’s been his usual considerate self, and it should make me feel better. But it doesn’t. Because, for some reason, I don’t understand why he’s being so nice to me. Has this bang on the head changed my personality somehow? Have I gone from someone who loved being cared for to this prickly unreasonable person I see in the mirror. It doesn’t seem like a fair exchange.

Alex fries off the chicken and after assembling the rest of the curry in the pan he puts a lid on and turns to me, wiping his hands on a tea towel. “I’m going to grab a quick shower while the flavours develop,” he says. “Do you need anything before I go up?”

I smile and shake my head. “No. I’m fine.”

“Good. Won’t be long.” He places his hand over mine as he passes.

Once he leaves, I sit there for a minute, not quite sure what to do with myself. It’s a strange and frustrating feeling—not being fully knowledgeable regarding your own life, or even who you are. I have every hope I’ll get myself back in time, but I wish it would bloody well hurry up.

And, yes, I understand why Alex and the doctors keep telling me to take it easy and not to rush things. But it’s hard. I want to know things. I want to get back everything I’ve lost.

I hear Alex walking from our room to the bathroom and then hear the door close and the shower come on. He’s left the chopping board out and his phone is lying on the worktop beside it. Almost instinctively, I slip off the stool and pick it up. It’s a different model from mine and I’m a little jittery as I navigate the log-in screen. It wants a six-digit code to unlock it/ I try my birthday—which, thankfully, I still remember—and it works. I’m in. If he’s hiding something, there might be a clue here.

I start with the obvious—messages. But there’s nothing suspicious. No flirtatious texts, no late-night chats with someone I don’t know. But if he were having an affair, I imagine he’d be careful enough not to leave a trail on his phone. I move on to his recent calls, scrolling through the list of names. The phone call he took yesterday isn’t listed for some reason. I frown.

Was the number unlisted?

Did he delete it from his call list? Is that even possible?

I keep scrolling and find a call to Charlie, who I’m told is my friend from Sheffield. The call is dated the day after my accident, which makes sense. I’ll let him have that one. But it hits me that Charlie has only sent me a card. Why hasn’t she called to see if I’m okay? Or maybe she did call, and Alex fed her the party line, telling her I’m taking it easy and not yet ready for visitors.

It also dawns on me that I don’t even have her number saved on my phone. I glance around for a pen to jot it down, but nothing’s in reach, and I’m too eager to keep digging, so I leave it for now.

Further down the list, I spot a couple of calls to someone named Amy. I pause. Amy. The name rings a bell, but I can’t place her. There are two calls made a few weeks before the accident, but none since. All the other names in Alex’s contact list are ones like JP Rollins Builders and Nige Electrician—as well as even more banal ones, such as BANK and Portaloo Hire.

But why would Alex be calling someone who’s saved in his phone as simply Amy? I stare at the name, willing a memory to surface, but as usual, my mind is a total blank.

Frustration wells up inside me, but I’m determined not to give up. After dinner—which was indeed very tasty I have to admit— I excuse myself, telling Alex I want to change into something more comfy. Since returning from the hospital, I’ve been living in pyjamas, jogging bottoms and slubby gear, but I’ve no reason to dress up at present. I will make the effort, I tell myself, once I get my head back together. Once I find myself again.

Upstairs, I take out the notebook from my bedside drawer and jot down a few notes—details I’ve remembered or questions I still need answers to. I’ve been doing this whenever I get a chance, in the hope it will help me move forward and get some of the more unsettling ideas out of my head and onto paper. I wonder if that’s what I was doing before, with that scrawled line He looks at me like he wants to hurt me. I hope that’s all it was—I try and tell myself it is—just a fleeting thought, a moment in time, not some deeper or ongoing fear.

But as I sit there now, eyes closed and pen in hand, a flash of something hits me. It’s nebulous, just a wisp of a memory, almost unable to get hold of, but I see Alex and me yelling at each other. I’m not sure what we’re arguing about, but it seems real. I can feel the energy of it in my chest, his eyes boring into me. The moment vanishes as I open my eyes, leaving only a shadow of memory. Nothing concrete enough to make sense of. I close my eyes again, trying to dig deeper, but the image is gone and I have no way of pulling it back.

Regardless, I write down everything I can, even the smallest details, hoping that if I put the small pieces together, a bigger picture will start to emerge.

Before I know it, I hear Alex coming up the stairs and realise it’s almost ten. He’ll be coming to bed, and I’m no closer to figuring out what any of this means. I quickly shove the notebook back into the drawer and try to look relaxed as he walks into the room.

“I thought you were resting,” he says. “What have you been up to?”

“Nothing much,” I reply. “Just reading.” It’s not exactly a lie and Alex seems satisfied with my answer. He sits beside me on the bed and we stare at each other’s reflections in the mirrored panel on the wardrobe. He pulls a few funny faces, trying to make me laugh, and after a few eye rolls in response, I can’t help but giggle.

It’s such a strange and tricky situation. On the surface, he’s almost annoyingly sweet. But these darker thoughts won’t leave me alone. For instance, has he always been this devoted, or is he trying to distract me from something?

Even as he goes cross-eyed and sucks in his cheeks, I find myself circling back to the accident. Could he have done it? Could he have pushed me down the stairs in a fit of anger?

Or worse…Could he have planned it?

The questions swirl around in my head, each one more absurd than the last. And yet, there’s a small voice inside me—a voice I can’t ignore—that keeps insisting I might be onto something. It’s there on the edge of my consciousness, like an annoying gremlin, whispering doubts and stoking my suspicions. I hate that I’m even thinking this way. I want to believe he’s just a kind, caring husband trying to look after me. I really do.

By the time I’ve brushed my teeth and climbed under the covers, I’m exhausted—more mentally than physically. I can’t keep doing this, questioning every little thing, analysing every word he says, and every look he gives me. We kiss each other good night and then I roll onto my side without even attempting to read. I can sense he’s still angling for sex but I can’t do it and he doesn’t protest except for a heavy sigh. For a second, I feel another twinge of guilt. If all of this really is just trauma-induced paranoia and Alex is completely innocent, then I’m putting him through hell.

But as I close my eyes, one thought still nags at me: Amy.

Who is she? Why would Alex be calling her? Her name circles in my mind like another devious little gremlin, refusing to let me rest. I try to think happy thoughts to push it away, but it’s no use. I drift off with her name still on the tip of my tongue, as if I’m about to remember something important—but it slips away into the void, just out of reach.

The last thing I feel before sleep takes over is a growing certainty that I’m missing something big. And that if I don’t figure it out soon, it might be too late.
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Iwake with a start, Alex nowhere to be seen, and for a few grim seconds, I worry I’ve wet the bed. But no. Thankfully it’s just sweat.

Thankfully! Ha! Yeah, great.

Because, of course, it’s the result of another stinker of a bad dream. I sit up, trying to shake off the images that cling to my mind like cobwebs. It was the same as before— a shadowy figure standing at the top of the stairs, just watching me. I could never quite make out the face, and every time I tried to move closer, it felt like I was falling, like the ground was being pulled out from under me.

I rub my eyes and take a deep breath, waiting for the panic to subside. But as I fully come back online, a strange sensation creeps over me. I realise the figure in the dream wasn’t some faceless ghoul. And it wasn’t Alex, either. It was me.

It’s ridiculous, but I can’t shake the thought. It’s like I was trying to warn myself—or tell myself something. But what? I don’t understand. The harder I try to recall the details, the more they slip away, like trying to poke a fire with an icicle.

I get out of bed and shuffle to the bathroom, shivering in nothing but my knickers and a thin nightshirt. The air on the landing is freezing, despite the sun already making itself known through the windows. The bathroom light feels particularly harsh and unflattering as I pull the chord, casting deep shadows across my face in the mirror. I splash cold water in my eyes, hoping it might clear the lingering fog, and then lean closer to my reflection.

I look tired and drawn. My skin is pale, and the delicate area under my eyes has taken on a purplish hue. There are lines there I don’t remember having before, and my hair hangs limp around my shoulders.

Brilliant. At least I look as crazy as I feel.

I sigh and splash more water on my face, rubbing it in as if I can scrub away the weariness. I probably should start wearing makeup again. Make some effort. I’m pretty sure I used to take better care of myself. I used to feel…attractive. Confident, even. There’s a whole cabinet of face creams and anti-ageing serums as testament to this. But right now I just feel like a faded version of someone I barely recognise— someone who’s lost touch with what’s real.

“Poo.”

I mutter it under my breath, like a little child who’s just been told off for something they don’t understand. It’s pathetic, but it’s all I’ve got at the moment.

Maybe it’s time to start acting normal, or at least pretend to. And I know I should make some real effort to connect with Alex before it’s too late. I’ve still got plenty of doubts and worries, but maybe if I act like everything is fine, it will be. Or at the very least, I’ll notice where the cracks are if I look at things closely enough. Then maybe I can figure out what to do.

I dry my face, patting my cheeks with the towel, then toss it onto the rack. Time to face the day.

“Alex, you downstairs?” I call out as I leave the bathroom.

No reply. I make my way to the end of the landing and lean on the bannister as I look down into the empty hallway.

“Alex?” I try again, but something already tells me he’s not down there. It’s weird how you can sense another person’s presence in a place, even without seeing them. The house feels eerily empty and still, like it’s waiting for something to happen.

“Alex? Are you there?” My voice is louder this time. Still nothing. I wander into the bedroom, just in time to catch sight of him through the window, striding down the driveway. His back is rigid and he’s walking with a real sense of purpose. He’s wearing an old navy jumper and jeans, and his hair looks like he barely bothered to touch it before rushing out. I can’t see his face, but from the tension in his shoulders, it’s clear he’s not happy.

Where the hell is he going?

There’s no casual swing to his step, nothing that suggests he’s just popping out for milk or to get some air. He appears to be heading towards the house two doors down. I squint, trying to make out exactly where he’s going, but a line of parked cars obscures my view.

I remain by the window for a moment, chewing on my bottom lip, then quickly pull on a pair of old leggings and the same faded grey jumper I wore yesterday. My miraculous glow-up will have to wait until later. For now, curiosity is getting the better of me. I head downstairs, gripping the bannister to steady myself as I go.

After slipping on an old pair of trainers, I leave the house, careful to shut the door quietly behind me. The air is cool, and our cul-de-sac is quiet except for the distant hum of a lawnmower. I glance in the direction Alex went and see him disappearing around the side of the house further down the street. I hurry after him, staying close to the hedge that separates our garden from the next, ducking down to keep out of sight. The leaves brush against my arm as I creep forward, my pulse thudding in my ears.

I don’t know what I’m expecting to find, but after everything that’s been happening, I can’t just sit at home wondering.

The gardens here are well-kept, mostly. Neatly trimmed hedges, rows of roses and colourful marigolds lining the edges of the lawns. It’s a quiet, respectable area, the sort of street where you’d think nothing ever goes wrong. But as I creep along the side of the house, damp grass soaking through my trainers, the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. There’s a faint smell of cut grass and damp soil in the air. Somewhere nearby, a dog barks.

I reach the house two doors down, and press myself against the side wall, peeking carefully around the corner. Alex’s voice drifts out through an open kitchen window, muffled but unmistakable. I step back to look up at the red brick semi. I think this is Jane’s house.

I lean around to listen. There’s a hard edge to Alex’s voice, like he’s barely holding his temper in check. I inch closer, crouching down behind Jane’s green bin, straining to hear. I’ve got him. I don’t know what he’s doing here, but I’m determined to find out.

Jane’s voice filters through now, too, though I still can’t tell what either of them is saying. But then Alex’s voice rises, cutting through the air like a knife.

“This is ridiculous!” he snaps. “I asked you to keep it to yourself.”

I freeze. Then, suddenly, there’s a loud crash from inside, as if something’s been knocked over. The next thing I know, the back door flies open, banging against the wall. I hold my breath as heavy footsteps pound towards me.

Alex. Shit!

I don’t have time to think. I dash back the way I came, slipping slightly on the damp grass, and duck up the next-door neighbour’s drive, aiming for the alley that runs behind the row of houses on this side of the street. Glancing over my shoulder, I see Alex heading straight for our house. I veer right into the alley, keeping low as I cut through to our back garden. I haven’t been out here since the accident, but there’s no time to admire it now. I run over to the backdoor and turn the handle, feeling a surge of relief when I find it unlocked. I slip inside, my hands trembling as I quietly close it behind me. I stand in the middle of the kitchen, my chest heaving as I try to steady myself. The smell of toast and coffee lingers in the air, making my stomach grumble.

I hear the front door open, and quickly sit down at the kitchen island, trying to act cool as a rush of fresh air sweeps through the house.

“Oh, you’re up,” Alex says, strolling into the kitchen. “How did you sleep?”

He’s slightly out of breath, but his expression is all sunshine and rainbows, like he wasn’t just yelling his head off at Jane two minutes ago. He smooths down his hair and leans over and kisses me on the cheek, his composure flawless.

“I thought you’d gone out,” I say.

“I was just putting the rubbish out,” he replies, not missing a beat. He smiles at me so sweetly that if I hadn’t just seen him storming around in Jane’s house, I might’ve believed him.

But I’m right to be concerned. Aren’t I?

The problem is, I can’t trust my own memory anymore, so it’s starting to feel like the line between reality and fear is blurring, too. I don’t know if what I’m seeing is real or if I’m imagining things, twisting ordinary moments into something more sinister.

Alex watches me carefully, his eyes searching mine. “You okay?” he asks.

“Fine.” It comes out snappier than I mean it to. I force myself to meet his gaze, but I still can’t read him. Is he worried about me? Or just hoping I’ll let this go?

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. Is it?”

His shoulders sag and he lets out a resigned sigh. “What is it, Sophie?”

“Nothing, Alex. I’m fine.”

“Bloody hell,” he mutters, almost to himself. He takes a step closer, his voice softening. “Sophie, I don’t know what to do anymore. It feels like I’m losing you.” He pauses, his eyes glistening as if he’s on the verge of tears. “I’m constantly walking on eggshells, trying so hard not to set things off… hoping that you’ll come back to me. The old you. The wife I used to know.” His voice cracks, and whether it’s real or a calculated performance, he sounds genuinely hurt. My throat tightens.

“I can’t help it,” I say, feeling defensive now as well as confused and angry—all the really cool emotions. “I am trying, Alex. But this is really bloody hard for me. I’ve lost part of my life and all I have really have to go on regarding who I was…is you.”

“I know you’re dealing with a lot,” he says, his voice wavering. “But I just want my wife back, Sophie. We were great. We still are, I think, or we could be again. I have to believe that.” He wipes his eyes. “But you need to trust me again.”

I want to believe him. I really want to trust him. But it’s so hard after everything I’ve seen and experienced up to now. There’s something about his words that seems so carefully chosen. I still get the impression there’s a side to him I’m not being shown. Not yet at least.

I swallow, steadying myself. “I was thinking I might pop around and see Jane later,” I say, trying to keep my tone casual. I watch him closely, looking for any hint of a reaction.

But Alex doesn’t flinch. Pokerfaced. Not a flicker of surprise or concern, nothing at all.

“Good idea,” he says. “That sounds nice.”

Wow. Is this guy a psycho?

He’s too calm. Too controlled. After the shouting match I overheard, his nonchalance seems downright bizarre. And the way he’s standing there, so composed and unfazed, makes me realise I really can’t trust a single word he says. Not anymore.
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That night, I lie in bed, staring up at the ceiling, as doubts swirl relentlessly through my mind. I didn’t go to Jane’s house in the end, but I kept bringing her up in conversation, giving Alex every chance to explain what happened. But he never did. And now, all I can think about is why they were arguing—and why he’s keeping it a secret.

Come on, Soph.

Pull yourself together.

I wish I could let it go, but I can’t seem to stop. Is this who I’ve always been? Paranoid, anxious, second-guessing myself at every turn? Only able to see the worst in people? If so, I must’ve been a real bundle of joy to be around. No wonder I don’t have many friends.

But I also know there’s currently somewhat of a barrier to my social life in the form of my overly protective husband. I can’t stop thinking about all the curious things that have happened recently. Who was he was talking to in the kitchen that day, the call he ended so abruptly when he saw me? Why did it always feel like I’m not getting the full story from him?

And then there’s Jane. What on earth were they arguing about? Alex sounded furious, so unlike the calm, reassuring man he is when he’s with me. And Amy—who is Amy? The single name in his contacts list rattles around in my head, taunting me with the fact that I can’t place her. Is she someone I’m forgetting, or someone I’ve never known at all?

I try to tell myself that I’m being unreasonable, twisting everything into knots because I’m scared and confused. But I know something is wrong. I can sense it, like a splinter under my skin, but too deep to pull out.

The next day, I can barely look at Alex. It’s like there’s a wall between us now, and every interaction feels strained, like we’re reading lines from a tired script. I laugh at his jokes, but it sounds fake, even to me. I let him kiss me on the cheek, but it feels weird and I pull away just a bit too quickly. The problem is, I’m not just pulling away from him—it feels as if I’m slipping further away from myself, from the woman I’m desperate to reconnect with. It’s as though I’m losing pieces of myself bit by bit and I’m not sure I’ll ever get them back. The house is so quiet and calm its suffocating sometimes. When it’s really bad, it feels as though I’m a prisoner here, trapped between my fractured mind and Alex’s constant presence.

So, sod baby steps and taking it easy.

I need to be proactive.

Alex is in the kitchen making himself a sandwich. I put my head around the door and tell him I need a lie-down, then hurry upstairs. Once in our bedroom with the door closed, I grab my phone and start googling amnesia and head trauma. I feel a bit ridiculous, but what choice do I have? It’s not like I can ask Alex to help me research, How long until I remember if my husband is lying to me?

At first, though, I try simple questions.

How long does it take to recover from memory loss?

Will I regain my entire memory after head trauma?

The search results are a mix of medical jargon and vague reassurances. I scroll through articles, blog posts, and forums, skimming each one, desperately searching for some magic answer that will make all this easier to handle. I don’t find it. Some sites say it can take months or even years to fully regain memory after a head injury. Others mention gaps that never close, memories that just… never return.

I try to ignore the growing heaviness in my chest.

But then I have an idea. Trying to figure this all out on my own feels impossible, but maybe with professional help, it wouldn’t be. If I had someone who knows what they’re doing, who could help me navigate this mess.

I start googling, combing through articles on different approaches to memory recovery—cognitive behavioural therapy, hypnotherapy, even a few more experimental options. Then I search specifically for local therapists with experience in these areas and find a listing for Dr Diane Reynolds, whose website states she’s the North West’s leading specialist in trauma and memory recovery. It’s a professional-looking website, with a dark blue banner across the top and a photo of Dr Reynolds smiling warmly in a serene office setting. I scroll down past her qualifications and click on the About section. Her bio highlights her expertise in trauma and neuropsychology, with one line in particular standing out, about her work helping those with memory loss reconstruct their past.

That sounds like exactly what I need—someone who can help me make sense of this fragmented mess I call a mind.

I tap the Contact button and start drafting an email, keeping it short and direct. It’s not so easy typing on a phone, but I explain that I’m dealing with memory issues following an accident and that I’d like to schedule an appointment as soon as possible. I hesitate for a moment before hitting Send. What if Alex finds out? What if he’s right, and I’m making myself worse by chasing shadows? But then I remember the way he looked at me when I mentioned Jane, his too-calm expression. I hit Send before I can talk myself out of it.

I navigate back to the homepage and skim through the services Dr Reynolds offers. One section explains how she uses a combination of traditional therapy and more modern techniques like neurofeedback. Another page, What to Expect, mentions that she prefers to meet clients in her home office in Chorlton, South Manchester— not far from here at all. The thought of going there in person, sitting down with her face-to-face, is both comforting and terrifying. But it feels like a real step forward, something that could finally bring me closer to answers instead of more questions.

One way or another, I have to do this.

As I’m reading, I hear Alex’s footsteps coming up the stairs. I quickly slip my phone into my pocket and get up off the bed as he reaches the doorway. “I’m going to take a bath,” I tell him.

“Good idea,” he says, giving me an encouraging smile. “A nice soak will do you the world of good.”

I feel the heat rising to my cheeks as I shuffle past him, hoping he doesn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. Once in the bathroom, I close the door and turn the lock, breathing a small sigh of relief. The bathroom smells faintly of bleach and lemons. I sit on the edge of the bath and turn on the taps, the sound of running water filling the room.

I take out my phone and swipe it open to see that I’ve got a message in my email inbox. I hold my breath as I tap it open. It’s from Dr Reynolds.

Eek!

Her email is brief but to the point. She thanks me for reaching out and invites me for a preliminary chat, mentioning she has availability either tomorrow afternoon or the day after. She suggests Zoom as an option but adds that in-person meetings are usually more effective, to see if we’re a good fit for each other. Her tone is assertive but reassuring. She even writes, I’m confident I can help you. I read that line over and over, feeling the first glimmer of hope.

I glance at the bathroom door, listening for any sound outside. Taking a steadying breath, I quickly tap out a reply, confirming I can meet in person at her office tomorrow afternoon. I hit Send and press the phone to my chest, feeling a wave of relief wash over me. For the first time in weeks, it feels like there’s a way forward—an escape from this bewildering maze I’ve been trapped in for too long.

The hard part now is keeping it from Alex. At least, until I know what I’m really dealing with.
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Iwasn’t planning to tell Alex about the therapy appointment, but as I lie in the bath, I start to think about how happy he looked to see me earlier, and how eager he always is to make sure I’m okay. Maybe it’s the warmth of the water or the pleasant scent of the soap, but I start wondering if I should just tell him.

Yet, I don’t know how he’d react, and I’m nervous enough about going as it is. The last thing I need is a lecture on not dwelling on the past or having him try to talk me out of it.

But it does mean I need to come up with an excuse to leave the house without raising suspicion. And then there’s the small matter of payment. Apparently, this first meeting with Dr Reynolds is a complimentary getting-to-know-you session, but if I want to continue with the therapy, I’ll need to figure out how to pay for it.

After my bath, I sit on the edge of the bed with my phone, open my banking app, and type in the password I’m fairly certain is right. But, no. Incorrect. I try again, tapping carefully each letter on the tiny onscreen keyboard. Still wrong. Taking a deep breath, I give it one last attempt, but red words flash up on the screen, telling me my account is now locked for security reasons.

Damn it.

I stare at the phone for a moment, then shove it back in the drawer. One step at a time, I tell myself. I’ll figure this out somehow.

Heading downstairs, I find Alex in the front room, sprawled on the sofa with his feet up on the coffee table, snooker on the TV. He sits up as I enter, quickly taking his feet off the table. He looks pleased to see me. Though, to be fair, he always does. “Feeling better?”

I smile and nod, but inside I feel far from settled. I sit in the armchair and stare at the TV for a few minutes, not really watching. Should I tell Alex about Dr Reynolds? He does want me to get better, so he should be all for it. And if he isn’t…well, then that tells me even more about the situation.

But as I sit there, I find myself unable to say a word.

Come on, Soph. This indecisiveness isn’t doing your stress levels any favours.

I decide I’ll tell him after a few sessions. Once I’m certain it’s really helping. But I still need a good excuse to leave the house.

I clear my throat. “I’ve been thinking,” I say, trying to sound casual, “I might go to some yoga classes. You know, get a bit of exercise. I think it’ll be good for me. Good for my moods, you know.” I cross one leg over the other and immediately feel a bit silly, like I’m giving some lame demonstration of what I’ll be up to.

Alex’s eyebrows lift slightly. “You used to love a bit of yoga.”

“Yeah. I know,” I say. “So…I’ve actually booked myself onto a class tomorrow morning. Over in Chorlton.”

As soon as the words leave my mouth, I want to snatch them back. How, Soph? How did you book it? He doesn’t know about the phone.

Alex looks at me, his expression open. “Yeah, I noticed you found your phone. That’s good.” He doesn’t seem angry. If anything he sounds relieved.

I stare back at him, somewhat thrown. “Right…Yeah.” I know at this point I should ask him why there was hardly anything saved on it, and just a few contacts, but I’m too surprised by his reaction to say much else.

“Yoga, huh?” He nods. “Yes, I think that’s a very good idea.” He smiles.

“Great. Thanks.” I nod back a few too many times. “The first class is free, but if I decide to carry on, it’ll cost obviously.” I pause, feeling awkward about what I have to say next. “Do you think you could… you know… pay for it if I decide to keep at it?”

He sits up, reaches for the remote, and mutes the TV. “I don’t see why not,” he says. “If it helps you feel better, then it’s worth it.” He leans back again, studying me with that familiar mix of concern and encouragement.

“Thanks,” I manage, still a bit in shock. I get up and give his arm a light squeeze before heading back upstairs. The closeness feels genuine, for once.

I decide to go along with it. For now.
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The next day, I’m up, dressed, and ready long before my eleven o’clock appointment, wearing black leggings and a loose grey jumper that, if you squint, could pass as yoga gear. I’ve memorised the tram times, planned out my route, and even rehearsed what I’m going to say to Dr Reynolds when I get there. I’m halfway downstairs when I realise I haven’t got my phone. I might need it in case I get lost. I’m about to head back up for it, when Alex appears in the hallway, zipping up his coat.

“I’m going to drive you,” he says, reaching for his car keys on the shelf by the door.

I freeze, gripping the bannister. “Oh, no, it’s fine,” I say quickly, trying to keep my voice light.

He pulls a face. “Do you think you should be driving yet?”

“No, I’d rather take the tram,” I say. “And I think I want to do this on my own.”

He shakes his head. “Don’t be silly. It’s not far, and I’ve got time.” He jingles his keys, making it clear he’s not taking no for an answer.

I open my mouth to argue, then think better of it. There’s no use in making a big deal out of this and raising his suspicions. “All right,” I mumble, stepping down the last few steps. “If you insist.”

The car ride is tense. I stare out the window as we drive down Barlow Moor Road, the late morning sun casting a warm glow over the rows of red-bricked terraced houses, making them kind of beautiful. I pay extra attention to the local shops as we pass, wondering if I drove this way to work, and if should remember the route. Every few seconds, I feel Alex’s gaze flick over to me, as if he’s trying to figure out what’s going on in my head.

I lean against the door and press my forehead against the window, letting the cool glass soothe me. My thoughts today are a mush and I’m finding it hard to focus. I’ve no idea If I’m doing the right thing seeing a therapist, or if it will ultimately make everything worse. A creeping sense of dread starts to build, like I’m about to get caught in a lie, and I find myself glancing at the road signs, wondering what I’ll do once we reach Chorlton.

As we approach the main strip, I spot a yoga studio up ahead with a bold purple sign in the window: Serenity Fitness. The logo, in bright white lettering with a stylized lotus flower underneath, feels like a lifeline.

“Stop!” I blurt out, pointing at the sign. “That’s the place.”

Alex slows the car, pulling up near the building. I unbuckle my seat belt and open the door, trying to look eager, like I’m genuinely excited about this yoga class.

“I’ll wait here for you,” he says, switching off the engine.

“What? No. It’s fine,” I tell him, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. “I’ll be fine, Alex. Please, I’d rather do this on my own. You know, to build a bit of confidence.” My voice wobbles slightly, and I hope he doesn’t catch it.

He hesitates for a beat, then smiles knowingly. “I wondered if this might happen.”

I stare at him, unsure where this is going. Then he reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out my phone.

Whoa.

He must have taken it from my bedside table while I was in the bathroom. I continue to gawp at him as he hands it over. There’s nothing on his face to say he’s angry or even concerned.

“Th—thanks,” I stammer, taking it from him.

“I’ve charged it for you. And my numbers on there, obviously,” he says. “Give me a ring if you need me. And here—” he pulls out his wallet, fishing out two twenty-pound notes and holding them out to me. “Take this. Get a taxi back.”

“Okay, thanks.” I take notes and stuff them into my pocket. “But I’ll get the tram home.”

“No. Get a taxi,” he insists. “I’d much rather you did.”

“If you’re sure. Thanks.”

“Oh, and take your front door key,” he adds, pulling it from his jeans pocket. “In case I’m in the back garden or something.”

He hands it over, and a shiver of something close to relief runs through me. He’s trusting me with things. This is real progress.

“So…I’ll see you later,” I tell him.

Still feeling slightly off-balance, I step out of the car. As I head toward the yoga studio door, I glance over my shoulder and my heart sinks as I see he’s still parked up, watching.

“Please don’t wait for me to go in,” I mutter, through a gritted-teeth-smile as I wave at him.

Alex waves back. But stays put.

Bugger.

Slowly, I pull the studio door open and step inside. The receptionist glances up from her desk, her face lighting up with a welcoming smile.

“Are you here for a class?” she asks in a sing-song sort of voice.

She’s young and annoyingly fresh-faced, with glowing skin and thick, bouncy hair, making me feel more frumpy and worn out than ever.

“Umm…I’m new to the area,” I say, stalling. “Just seeing what’s available.”

“No worries. Let me know if I can help.”

“Thank you.” She returns to whatever she was doing and I feign interest in a display of Serenity Fitness merchandise—mostly t-shirts and branded yoga mats. Edging toward the window, I duck behind a rack of leaflets and peer out to see Alex still waiting, his eyes glued to the entrance.

“Go on, just drive off,” I mutter to myself.

I wait, counting the seconds in my head. When I peek through the window again, I see his car start to pull away. Finally, he’s gone. I give the young receptionist a quick look that I hope she interprets as this isn’t my therapist’s office like I thought, then hurry back out the door. Glancing down the street to make sure Alex is out of sight, I take the next left down a narrow side street parallel to the main road.

Dr Reynolds’ office is only a short walk away, so I pick up my pace, moving past rows of parked cars and sidestepping a man walking his dog. It feels strange to be out of the house and alone. I’m wobbly and uncertain, like a newborn deer taking its first steps. Every few seconds, I glance over my shoulder, half expecting to catch sight of Alex’s car creeping along behind me. But the street is empty, except for a couple of joggers and an old postman struggling with a cart full of parcels.

The office is in a three-story Victorian building, situated on one of those streets where every property has been long ago converted from a grand family home into flats or offices. The building’s exterior is all red brick and sash windows, with a black iron railing lining the steps up to the entrance. A polished brass plaque sits beside the door, engraved with a list of names and professions. Dr Diane Reynolds, Therapist is on the second floor. I press the intercom, and a few seconds later the door buzzes open without a word from the other end.

I go in and close the door behind me. Inside, it’s quiet, the air carrying a faint whiff of old wood and freshly brewed coffee. A narrow hallway with an antique tile floor stretches out in front of me, with a large mahogany door to my left and a staircase at the far end. The walls are painted a pale cream colour and lined with brass light fixtures, each holding frosted glass shades that cast a warm glow up the stairwell. I head up, gripping the bannister as I go. When I reach the second floor, I’m faced with a door, complete with a frosted glass panel that reads Dr Diane Reynolds. I pause for a moment, then knock.

The door opens almost immediately, and Dr Reynolds is standing there.

“Sophie?” she asks.

“Yes. That’s me.”

The photo on her website must be a few years old, because she’s a bit plumper and a little less polished than I’d expected. But she’s attractive, in an approachable sort of way, with dark hair that falls loosely to her shoulders, and large brown eyes full of warmth. I feel an unexpected connection with her, even as she gives me a quick once-over. She’s wearing a pale pink knitted jumper, which hangs loosely over a pair of black trousers.

“It’s so nice to meet you in person,” she says, stepping back and gesturing me inside. “Please, come in.”

I take a deep breath and step through the doorway

Looks like I’m doing this. It’s happening.
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Dr Reynolds’s place looks exactly how I imagined a therapist’s office would look. It’s a cross between a posh library and a cosy living room, with pale green walls, a big window letting in lots of light, and big leafy plants in the corners. A large desk sits in front of the window with a silver laptop closed on top. Bookshelves line one wall, filled with important-looking psychology texts and hefty reference books on human anatomy and the brain. In the centre of the room is a circular cream rug, with two low grey armchairs facing each other on top. Beside one of the chairs is a small coffee table holding a box of tissues. It’s a good space, welcoming. I think I can relax here.

Dr Reynolds closes the door behind me, and I take a deep breath, steadying myself.

“Please, take a seat,” she says, gesturing to the chair with the tissues close by.

“Thank you.” I sit and look around as she walks over to a wooden cabinet in the corner and lifts out a couple of glasses. “Would you like some water?” she asks, glancing back at me.

“Yes, please.” She fills a glass from the pitcher sitting on top of the cabinet and hands it to me, then takes a seat opposite. I watch her as she settles in, like we’re old friends about to have a good old gossip. She has a comfortable, slightly erratic energy—she’s not austere or intimidating, just a real person. Her oversized jumper keeps slipping off one shoulder, and she absent-mindedly pulls it back up. Once she’s comfortable, she closes her eyes and lets out a slow, deep breath, which somehow has a calming effect on me too.

“Now then, Sophie,” she says, opening her eyes, “tell me what’s on your mind.”

I take a sip of water. “Well, I… I don’t really know where to start,” I say, feeling a bit foolish. “I’m worried I might be wasting your time. It’s just that… I feel like I need to be here.” I cringe inwardly and look down at my lap, twisting the glass in my hands.

Dr Reynolds leans forward. “There’s no such thing as wasting time in here, Sophie,” she says. “You’re in the right place. Why don’t you start with what brought you here?”

I nod, taking another quick sip before setting the glass on the table. “A few weeks ago I had a nasty fall and hit my head,” I say, trying not to let Dr Reynolds’s empathetic wincing throw me. “It happened at home. I fell down the stairs. Slipped on some washing, apparently. Bloody housework.” I let out a nervous laugh, but Dr Reynolds just watches me, her eyes filled with concern. I clear my throat and keep going. “Apparently, I banged my head pretty hard and ended up in the hospital. The first few days I was very groggy. I didn’t know where I was or even who I was. But then I started coming around a bit, just…not completely.”

I pause and Dr Reynolds lowers her head. “In your message, you mentioned losing some of your memory.”

“Yes. There are parts of my life that…aren’t there.” I glance up at her, feeling a little exposed. “Even straight after the fall, I knew who I was, I knew I was married to my husband, Alex, but everything else was… blurry. The last six months in particular are still a blank.”

Dr Reynolds gives a thoughtful nod, not interrupting, just waiting for me to continue.

“I’m having trouble focusing,” I say, fiddling with the hem of my jumper. “I’m confused all the time, and a bit irritable. A lot irritable. And sometimes I’m not even sure if things happened the way I remember them or if they’re false memories. They warned me that could be part of my recovery, which is scary enough. But now, for some reason, I’m starting to worry that… things actually happened that I can’t recall.” I let out a nervous snort. “It sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it?”

“Not at all,” Dr Reynolds says. “It’s perfectly understandable, given what you’ve been through. When you say you’re worried that things happened, what sort of things do you mean?”

I stare at her for a second, then chuckle. “Well, that’s the problem. I don’t know,” I say, raising my eyebrows. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be here.”

She smiles. “Fair enough. It sounds like you’ve been feeling quite lost.”

“That’s exactly it,” I say. “And it’s not just the memory loss. It’s… I don’t know how to explain it. They said I might feel disconnected and paranoid after the head injury, but this feels way beyond that. Like the paranoia’s actually trying to tell me something. I keep getting this sense that my husband is hiding something from me. And I want to know what it is.” I glance up, half expecting her to laugh in my face.

Instead, she leans back, one hand resting on her knee. “When you say you think your husband—Alex—is hiding something from you, is there anything specific that gives you that sense? Or is it more general?”

“It’s little things,” I reply, rubbing my hands together. “He’s super attentive, but in a suffocating way, like he doesn’t trust me to be alone for too long. I didn’t think he was going to let me come here today but…well, here I am.” I frown, concerned I’m not making much sense, but Dr Reynolds gestures for me to keep going, so I do. “The other day, I overheard him arguing with our neighbour, Jane. But he never mentioned it. Later, I even brought up Jane, giving him the perfect opportunity to bring it up, but he still didn’t. It felt like he didn’t want me to know.”

“He could just be trying to avoid upsetting you,” Dr Reynold says. “Given that you’re recovering from major trauma.”

“Yes, I get that. But I felt as if it was more than that. I can’t explain it.” I sigh, wishing I’d never come here. “Sorry. I knew this would sound ridiculous.

“It doesn’t, Sophie. Please, go on.”

I hesitate, then continue. “Then there’s this other woman—Amy. Someone he knows from…somewhere, I’m not sure.” I look at the floor, avoiding her gaze and adding, “I looked in his phone and found her name. That’s all it was, just a name but…it’s been playing on my mind and I don’t know why. I have no idea who this Amy person is but I have this funny feeling about her. I can’t tell if I’m being paranoid or if there’s something to it.”

Dr Reynolds gives me a reassuring smile. “It’s not uncommon to feel suspicious or unsettled when there are gaps in your memory. Our minds tend to fill in those gaps with worry and anxiety,” she explains. “It sounds like you’ve been trying to work everything out on your own, and that can be exhausting. Especially if the brain isn’t ready yet.”

“Okay, yeah,” I say, but I’m relieved she seems to understand. “I just want to know what’s real. I feel like I’m constantly second-guessing myself, and it’s driving me crazy.”

“Well, if you’re open to it,” she says, “I’d like to suggest a therapeutic approach called Cognitive Mapping Therapy, or CMT. It’s a process designed to help reconstruct fragmented memories by focusing on sensory cues.

“Sounds good,” I say. “Is it hard? Will it hurt?”

She chuckles. “Not at all. In CMT I’ll be guiding you, not forcing anything. The idea is to reconstruct memories gradually, linking them to objective details—things you can see, hear, smell, touch, or taste. What we call sensory anchors.” She pauses to check that I’m following, then continues. “For example, let’s say you vaguely remember a particular smell, like freshly cut grass, tied to a specific time in your life. We’d start by focusing on that smell and use it as a way to explore what else might be connected to it—what you were doing, who you were with, how you felt.”

“I think I understand,” I say. “And this will actually help me remember things? I’ll get my memory back?”

“It’s a start,” she says. “Instead of pressuring you to remember specific events directly, we’ll focus on linking memories to each other in small, manageable chunks. Once you recall one thing, we’ll explore the moments just before and after it, gently building out a larger memory. And at the end of each session, we’ll reflect on any progress and talk through how you’re feeling.”

I roll my shoulders back, feeling a little more optimistic. “And what happens if nothing comes up? If I can’t remember anything at all?”

“That’s perfectly okay,” she replies. “It’s not a failure if nothing comes up right away. The goal isn’t to push; it’s to create a space where memories can start reemerging naturally. Even if we just find a small detail, that’s enough to build from. And often, memories surface in the days after a session, once things start to settle.”

She reaches for a notepad and jots something down. “At the end of each session, we’ll spend time reflecting. We’ll discuss your progress and talk through any emotions that surfaced. This helps reinforce the connections we’re building and ensures you feel safe throughout. This process isn’t just about recovering memories; it’s also about understanding the emotions that come with them.”

I take a deep breath. “It sounds… doable,” I say. “I just want to remember who I was, and what I truly feel about…everything. Right now, it’s like I’m trying to fit into a life that doesn’t feel like mine.”

“I understand, Sophie.” She leans back, watching me carefully. “It’s natural to want answers. I’ll warn you, it may not happen as fast as you want, but step by step, we can help you regain a sense of where you fit in.”

She flips to a fresh page in her notepad. “In the meantime, I’d suggest keeping a log of any emotions or flashbacks that come up, no matter how insignificant they may seem. It could be a passing feeling, a snippet of a dream, or just a thought that keeps returning. Write down as much as you can. This will give us more to work with.”

“I’ve already been doing that,” I say. “Well…sort of.”

“Perfect. Keep at it. It really does help.”

I pick up my glass of water and take a sip, feeling a small surge of determination. Now, I have a real reason to keep at my journal—a place to unload all these muddled thoughts and feelings.

“We’ll start with weekly sessions,” she continues. “That way, we can establish a routine without putting too much pressure on you. It’ll give us time to build up those connections gradually.”

Weekly. My stomach clenches a little, but with my “yoga class” excuse, it should work. And, hopefully, soon, I’ll realise Alex really is the sweet, supportive husband he appears to be, and I can come clean with him. We’ll probably laugh about it. Hopefully.

“That sounds fine,” I tell Dr Reynolds.

I’ll make it work. I have to.

“In that case, I’ll email you the payment details and a link to my session diary. Have a look at my availability and book yourself in through the app. It’s easy to use.”

“Thank you.”

She closes her notepad. “One more thing before you go,” she says. “I’d encourage you to consider talking to Alex about some of these concerns. When you’re already feeling insecure, it’s easy to build things up in your mind. Often, I find that talking things through with loved ones can bring clarity.”

“Yeah, I get that,” I say. “But it’s easier said than done.”

“I know,” she replies. “Just think about it. You don’t have to do it right away.” She gives me a small nod and gets to her feet, signalling the end of our session.

I stand and follow her to the door, a mixture of relief and apprehension churning inside me. I’m taking a big step forward, but I have no idea where it’s going to lead. As I reach the doorway, I pause, and Dr Reynolds places her hand on my arm, giving me another reassuring smile.

Yes. Coming here was the right choice. I’m glad I’m doing this. But I can’t help wondering what I’ll uncover—and whether I’m truly ready for it.
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Ihop out of the taxi, still buzzing from my meeting with Dr Reynolds. It feels good to have a concrete plan to work towards, instead of getting lost in my own endless thoughts. But as I approach the front door of my house, I realise it’s locked. Strange. I dig around in my bag for the key Alex gave me and let myself in.

“Alex?” I call out. “Are you home?”

But the house is silent. I pop my head around the door to the front room. No sign of anyone. Carrying on down the hallway and into the kitchen I see there’s a note stuck to the fridge using a magnet shaped like a mermaid, with Majorca written across her tail. The note is scribbled on a torn piece of lined paper. I step closer to read.

Hey Sofee. Just getting petrol. Back in 10 mins.

I frown at the odd spelling of my name. It must be Alex’s attempt at being playful. It’s kind of cute, I suppose, but today it grates on me a little, like an inside joke that’s lost its charm. I leave the note where it is and head back into the front room.

I consider switching on the TV for some background noise but decide against it. Instead, I sink into the armchair and close my eyes, going over everything Dr Reynolds told me, replaying every detail in my mind. It feels good to have someone on my side—someone who isn’t telling me to just rest or give it time. Dr Rahim has referred me for memory retrieval sessions with someone at the hospital, but even I know what the NHS is like these days. Overstretched and underfunded. It could be months before they get around to me. For something this important, I need a private expert, someone who can actually make time for me. So, I’ll stick with Dr Reynolds for now and see where it leads.

I fish my phone out of my bag—relieved I don’t have to keep it hidden anymore—and try Maxine again. It rings for ages before eventually going to voicemail.

What day is it? Wednesday?

No—I glance at the phone screen—it’s Thursday, a few minutes to one. Maxine should be at work. So why isn’t she picking up?

I wander into the kitchen, set the kettle to boil, and toss a teabag into a mug. While I wait, I walk over to the patio doors and look out over our garden.  It’s nothing spectacular, but it’s pleasant enough—neat bushes, a few rows of nondescript but colourful flowers, and a small red Acer tree that will be beautiful in a few years. Yet none of it feels like it belongs to me. I feel detached from it all, viewing my garden with an outsider’s gaze. Will this place ever feel like home?

The kettle clicks off and I make myself a milky cup of tea, carrying it back into the front room. As I settle back into my spot, I glance at my phone and notice I’ve had a message. From Maxine. I eagerly swipe open my phone.

Hi Sophie. I saw you called. But please don’t worry about work for now. Alex has explained the situation and we’re happy for you to take another month for yourself. We understand. Get well. M.

A surge of irritation runs through me. So, now Alex is explaining the situation to my boss without even mentioning it to me first. Is there any part of my life he’s not going to micromanage? I shove the phone back into my pocket, forcing myself to stay calm. Stress isn’t helping my recovery, and the last thing I need is another debilitating migraine.

I need to do something—anything—to keep myself from overthinking. I pull out my phone again and open the grocery app, deciding to place an order. It’s a small way to regain a bit of control over my own life. I start adding ingredients for a roast chicken dinner—a meal I get the sense I used to enjoy. I even get a little flush of excitement as I picture myself cooking it for Alex. But when I reach the payment screen, I’m stuck.

Shit. Of course.

I don’t know my credit card details. They’re not saved in the app and I don’t have access to any of the accounts. Another door slammed in my face by my ever-watchful gatekeeper. I shut down the app, chewing on my lip enough that I taste blood.

Heading upstairs, I grab the notebook and a pen from out of my bedside table. At least Alex hasn’t moved these, too. I sit cross-legged on the bed and take a deep breath, exhaling the way Dr Reynolds did. Then I start writing down my thoughts, scribbling furiously about how much I hate feeling dependent on him, about how my life doesn’t feel like mine. I try to remember what it was like before, jotting down whatever scraps of memory I can muster from the haze.

As I write, a memory starts to take shape, like a half-formed thought at the edge of my mind. It feels at odds with my current experience, a vague sense that maybe Alex wasn’t always like this. Was he? I close my eyes, straining to pull the memory closer. There’s something about Sheffield...the two of us arguing. The memory is almost there but I can’t drag it fully into my awareness.

What were we arguing about? Kids? Money?

I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to make the memory sharper, clearer. I can sense it there. But the more I look in that direction the more it⁠—

“Hey, you got back okay then?”

My eyes snap open, and I look up to see Alex standing in the doorway.

Damn it.

The memory slips away. I tighten my grip on the pen, clutching at the lost fragments, but they’re already gone.

“Everything go okay?” Alex asks.

I slam the notebook shut. “Bugger.”

He raises his head, looks puzzled. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Doesn’t matter. I was… busy.”

His gaze drops to the notebook. “What’re you writing?”

“Nothing,” I say again, but I know it’s not going to cover it. “It’s just…Dr Rey—Dr Rahim, suggested it might help me to keep a journal. About how I’m feeling, any memories that come up.”

“Oh. I don’t see how that would help,” he says, shrugging. “I thought we just had to give it time.”

“Well, it does help, actually,” I snap, a sudden rush of anger bubbling up from nowhere. But I’m sick and tired of him telling me how I should feel, what I should do. I’m also done with keeping things bottled up and this constant guessing game. I get up off the bed, flipping to the back of the notebook as I move over to him.  I hold it out, open on the page with the cryptic message scrawled in my handwriting. “Here. What do you make of this?”

Alex takes the notebook and reads. I watch his eyes move over the page, silently reading what’s written there.

I don’t know what to do. I can’t face him. He looks at me like he wants to hurt me.

He stares at the notebook for a long time, reading and re-reading. I don’t take my eyes off him but it’s hard to tell what he’s thinking. He looks… kind of upset. But more sad-upset than angry or defensive. Not what I expected.

Finally, he looks up at me, his expression shifting to one of genuine confusion. He raises an eyebrow.

“Sophie, I… I don’t know what to say.”

“I wrote that before the accident. What do you think it means?”

He looks at me like a lost puppy. “I don’t know. Maybe you wrote that when you were feeling stressed about something at work. Or rather, someone.”

“At work?” I keep my eyes fixed on his. “I don’t remember feeling that way. I don’t remember hating work. Why would I write something like that?”

He shrugs, almost maddeningly calm still. “You were going through a lot,” he says, as though he’s explaining something obvious. “There were days you came home convinced people there were out to get you.”

“Just venting, was I?” I snap, yanking the notebook back from him. “I don’t remember writing this, and I’m supposed to believe it’s just some random thought? It sounds serious, not just a fleeting notion.”

Alex doesn’t flinch. “This is your work diary, isn’t it? Stands to reason it’s related. You were under a lot of pressure before the accident. A new job and all. It wouldn’t surprise me if you wrote that during one of those rough days, when things got overwhelming.”

“I thought I liked my job.”

He smiles. “You did. You do. Now. But that doesn’t mean there weren’t times it got to you.”

I stare at him, holding onto the notebook for dear life. His explanations twist around me like a snake trying to squeeze out every certainty. Just plausible enough to make me question… everything.

“I thought it was about you,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “I must have written it for a reason.”

Alex’s calm doesn’t falter. “If it was about me, it was probably in the heat of the moment. I’ll admit we’ve both been a bit stressed with our respective jobs recently. And we were rowing a bit more than usual. But it was over little things, nothing serious.” He tilts his head to one side and smiles. “Do I ever look at you like I want to hurt you?”

The question catches me off guard, and I look away, unable to hold his steady eye contact. “No,” I mumble. “But right now, I don’t know what’s real and what I’m imagining.”

“But isn’t that the point?” he says. “Isn’t that why it’s best not to get yourself caught up in these silly theories. Focus on what’s real, Soph. On what you know to be true, right now. That’s me and you.” He takes a step closer, his voice dropping like he’s letting me in on a secret. “I love you, Sophie. And I promise, I’m not hiding anything from you. I’ve been trying to help you through this—every step of the way.”

I nod, not trusting myself to say anything. He can insist all he wants that he loves me, that he’s been there for me, but something about this whole conversation feels wrong. I can’t put my finger on why, but the unease is there.

“I’m going to take a bath,” I tell him.

“Good idea. I’ll start making dinner.” He’s already turning away, as if we haven’t just been discussing whether or not he might be dangerous. Like this was all perfectly normal.

“Fine.”

I watch him leave, then stand there, clutching the notebook against my chest like it’s the only thing keeping me steady.

So, what now?


22


My bath is anything but relaxing. I sink into the water, hoping it will soothe my frayed nerves, but my mind keeps replaying the conversation with Alex. His steady, almost rehearsed calm, his insistence that I was just stressed. Do I believe him? Should I give him the benefit of the doubt, or was he…gaslighting me?

Hell, is that even the right term? My head feels so foggy right now that I can hardly concentrate on anything.

I think again about packing a bag and leaving, but where would I even go? Sitting up to grab a jar of body cream off the side, I stare at the bathroom door for a moment. I have my phone now and eight pounds of change leftover from the taxi fare, but that’s hardly enough for some grand escape. I let out a long sigh and sink back under the water, hoping to silence the endless hum of doubt in my head. When I finally get out, the bathwater is lukewarm, and I’m no closer to finding any answers.

I dry myself off and dress in a purple velour jogging suit I’ve been using as pyjamas. As I blow-dry my hair, I stare at my reflection in the mirror, trying to will my memories to come back. If only it were that easy. But I do a good job of waving my hair which pleases me.

Right now, I’ll take what I can get.

When I go downstairs, I’m greeted by the rich aroma of spices wafting from the kitchen. The dining table is set, and Alex is at the cooker, pulling a steaming pot off the hob.

“Dinner’s ready,” he says, flashing a small smile as he carries the dish through to the dining room. “I’m afraid it’s Butter Chicken. Again.”

“Again?” I repeat, following him to the table.

He puts the pot down and stares at me for a second, his cheery expression fading. “What? Yes. Again,” he says, sounding almost puzzled. “It’s your favourite.” His eyes search mine, like he’s looking for some spark of recognition.

“Is it?” I ask, feeling a spike of anxiety when he looks at me as if I’ve just said something completely insane.

“Yeah, you know it is,” he says, setting a serving spoon in the pot. “Don’t you remember? We’ve talked about this since… everything happened.”

I don’t respond. I just slide into my chair at the table. The delicious smell of curry fills the room, but I feel dizzy suddenly. If we’ve had this conversation before, why can’t I remember it? Am I forgetting things that have happened since the accident? What the hell does that mean?

I pick up my fork and poke at the mound of steaming rice already on my plate. Alex spoons some curry on top, and I give it a stir before taking a small bite. The spices hit my tongue, rich and creamy, but there’s no rush of familiarity, no sense of it being my favourite meal. It’s just… nice.

We eat in silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the scrape of silverware and the occasional clink of water glasses.

“How is it?” Alex asks.

“Yeah, really nice.”

“Great.”

I glance over at him. I know he’s trying, really trying, and a part of me feels sorry for him. Maybe even a little guilty for snapping at him earlier. All that business with the message in the notebook…he did seem genuinely baffled by it. I believed him. I think. It was why I couldn’t relax properly in the bath. I was too confused and on edge to let myself enjoy it.

Alex’s voice breaks through my thoughts. “I know this is extremely difficult for you, Soph. But I am doing my best.” He sighs. “I just want us to get back to the way we were. Before.”

“Before what?” I ask, meeting his gaze directly.

He gives me a thin-lipped smile. “Before all this,” he says, gesturing around with his fork. “You loved me. You did.” His voice is almost pleading, like he’s trying to pull something from me that I don’t know if I can give.

I stare into his dark eyes, clinging to the hope that Alex might still be the man I love. I take another mouthful of curry and as I chew it down, something stirs at the back of my mind—a trace of a memory, jagged and incomplete. I see us sitting at this table, or another one just like it, or it’s this table in a different house. I see Alex reaching across the table to touch my hand, his eyes full of warmth. He’s kind and loving, just like he is now. It feels like a happy time, like a memory I should hold onto, but then again, I can’t be sure if it’s even real.

I carry on eating, concentrating on each bite, on the textures and flavours, the way Dr Reynolds suggested, hoping something might trigger a memory. But nothing surfaces to tell me if this was even my favourite meal.  Did we really share those tender little moments that seem almost too perfect?  It makes me question whether Alex is even capable of the things I’ve started to suspect him of. Or am I just clinging to anything that feels safe and familiar in the middle of all this confusion?

I glance up at Alex to find him watching me with that same patient and expectant look on his face, as if he’s praying for something to click into place. I drop my gaze back to my plate.

I hate feeling like this.

I hate it so much.

The more I try to remember, the blurrier the line gets between what I know to be true and what I wish was real.

After dinner, we move into the front room.  Alex sits next to me on the sofa and takes my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze before leaning in to kiss me. I hesitate, my muscles tensing as his lips brush mine. The kiss feels awkward, like we’re strangers instead of husband and wife. I pull back slightly, and Alex sits back too, the disappointment clear in his eyes.

“Sorry. Too soon.” He looks away. “I get it.”

“It’s just…” I start, but I have no idea how to finish, so just trail off. “Give me some time.”

“Sure. Of course.”

We turn towards the blank TV screen as an uncomfortable silence descends. I spot the remote on the arm of the sofa on his side, willing him to pick it up and put something on to break the tension. But instead, he leans forward and picks up a large leather-bound book from under the coffee table. I’m sure it wasn’t there earlier—or at least I don’t think it was. But I wouldn’t bet on me being correct anymore.

He places the book on his lap. The maroon leather cover is worn, the corners frayed. “I thought we could look through some of these,” he says, opening it to reveal pages of photographs. “Maybe it’ll help remind you of some of the good times. You were always big on having physical photos instead of just storing them on our phones. I used to think it was overkill, but now I’m glad. It’s nice, don’t you think?”

I lean in. I suppose it is nice.

“This was a holiday a few years back,” Alex says, waving his hand over a set of photos. “Kos, in Greece. An all-inclusive resort. We had a great time.”

He tilts the album so I can see the shot of me lying on a sun lounger. I have to say, I look pretty good in a bikini. There are also selfies of the two of us, grinning, pink-cheeked by the pool. We look happy.

Alex points to one photo, the start of a smile twitching on his lips. “I remember that day. It was scorching and we couldn’t get a lounger anywhere near the pool because everyone else had got up super early and claimed them with towels before dawn. I poured a glass of ice water over you to cool you down. You were not happy.”

I stare at the picture, trying to connect it with something real in my mind. In it, I’m making a mock angry face, my hair dripping wet. It looks sort of familiar.

Alex’s eyes are on me, waiting for some response. “Yeah, I think I remember,” I lie.

He turns the page to a shot of the two of us in front of a crumbling old castle. Alex’s arm is draped around my shoulders and we’re grinning like we haven’t a care in the world. “This was in Cornwall, two years ago,” he says, tapping the edge of the photo. “You were on a mission to find the perfect cream tea. We tried about five different places over the three days we were there.”

I study the image, taking in our younger faces, the way I’m leaning into Alex and he’s pulling me close. “Good thing we like scones,” I say, mirroring his energy. But I’m just riffing, going along with him. This whole exercise feels false.

We continue through the album. There’s a picture of us at a wedding, dressed in fancy clothes, champagne glasses in hand. Another of me and then him, hiking through some forest. In every photo, we look happy, relaxed, carefree. As we flip through more pages, I feel a sense of closeness creeping in. These photos are real. Our life together was real. It had to have been. I glance at Alex, who’s snuggled up next to me, as if we’re just a regular couple sharing memories. For a moment, all I want is to love him and be happy in my own skin, back in that version of my life where everything made sense.

“What do you think?” Alex says. “Anything coming back to you?”

I shrug and make a face. I wish I could tell him that it had all clicked into place, but it hasn’t. “Baby steps, remember?”

Alex sighs and flips the album shut, his gaze lingering on the cover. When he looks back at me, his brows are drawn together and he has this hurt look in his eyes. I don’t need to remember every detail of him inside and out to know he’s disappointed.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

He shushes me softly, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I just want to take care of you,” he says. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

His hand stays resting against my face, and for once, I don’t pull away. A part of me wants to believe him wholeheartedly, to sink into the comfort he’s offering.

He really does seem to want to take care of me.

I search his eyes, looking for any hint of the darkness I’ve been imagining, but all I see is a man who looks drained, like he’s been holding on for too long.

He can’t be the monster I think he is, can he?

I take his hand and gently lower it from my face, feeling more confused than ever. There’s still an uneasiness here—in this house, in his presence— but maybe that’s just normal. Maybe this is how everyone feels when they lose pieces of themselves.

I chew on my lip

Or maybe I’m more messed up than I realise.

I stare down at the photo album, thinking about those old versions of myself that looked so whole, so complete, and I wonder if it’s possible for me to ever find my way back there.
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The next morning, I’m up before Alex is even awake. I quietly get dressed in some workout gear, grab my yoga mat from under the bed, and tiptoe downstairs to the front room. After a few attempts I manage to set up the smart TV and find a video on the YouTube app—some cheerful woman in leggings and a neon sports bra leading a beginner’s yoga session. I follow along, bending and stretching, my sleepy muscles protesting with every move. I’m clumsy at first, but as I persevere and start hitting the poses I get a tiny thrill of accomplishment. Not just because I’m more flexible than I expected, but because I set all this up on my own, no help needed. I’m starting to feel more like a citizen of the world again, not just some weird shadow drifting around the house. Now if only I could get my mind in shape and lay these nagging doubts to rest.

Afterwards, I’m in the kitchen gulping down a pint of water when Alex appears in the doorway, rubbing his eyes. “Morning,” he says, then notices the sweat on my brow. “You’ve been exercising.”

“Yoga video,” I gasp. “It was… intense.”

“Good for you.” He smiles. “It can only help.”

I step back as he fills the kettle with water and puts it on to boil, waiting for him to settle before I bring up what’s on my mind.

“I thought I’d go see if Jane’s around later, maybe grab a coffee or something.”

He shoots me a look. “Really?”

“Yeah. I think it’ll do me good to get out of the house.”

He frowns. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? You’ve been pushing yourself a lot lately.”

“It’s just a coffee, Alex,” I snap. “Maybe a biscuit if I’m lucky. I need a change of scenery.”

He doesn’t answer, just watches me with that worried look I’ve grown to resent. When he still doesn’t respond, I raise my voice. “Well I’m going,” I tell him. “I don’t need your permission.”

“Okay,” he says, weakly, like he’s waiting for some violins to start playing. He shuffles over to the kettle as it begins to boil and I head upstairs to get washed and changed.

When I come back down, Alex is standing in the hallway, holding out my phone.

Why do I feel something bad is coming?

“Here,” he says, showing me the screen. “I’ve downloaded this app onto both our phones so we can track each other.”

“What?” I take the phone from him and inspect the display, which shows a map of our street, with a little blue dot I assume represents Alex. “Do you mean so you can track me?”

“No,” he fires back. “I mean what I said, so we can track each other. Is that okay?”

“I suppose,” I say, but suspicion creeps in. He’s going to be tracking my every move, isn’t he?

“It’s just until you’re fully back on your feet,” he adds. “It makes me feel better knowing where you are, in case anything happens. And this way, you’ll know where I am too.”

I suppose that makes sense, even if I can feel the subtle guilt trip behind his words. But I don’t push back.  Slipping on my coat and boots, I tell him I’ll see him later, holding up my phone as I head out to show him I’ve got it.

Our cul-de-sac is as quiet as usual, the only sounds the distant hum of traffic and the faint rustling of leaves in the trees. When I reach Jane’s front door, I ring the bell and step back to wait. For a second, I imagine Alex frantically calling her to warn her I’m on my way, but I push the thought aside.

It’s not helpful. It’s not real.

After a few seconds, the door opens and Jane stands there. “Sophie.” Her eyes widen in surprise before she quickly covers it with a bright smile. “How are you?”

I smile back. “Doing okay. I hope you don’t mind. I was just wondering if you fancied a coffee and a chat.”

“Oh, yes. Great. When’s good?”

“Now?”

“Oh…I see.” There’s a brief hesitation before she steps back, holding the door open wider. “Why not. Come in. I’m just about to make myself a coffee, actually.”

I follow her into the kitchen, taking in the details as I go. I have no memory of Jane’s house, but I assume I’ve been here before. It’s cosy and cluttered in a way that feels comforting and lived-in. Wooden cabinets line the walls, some with the paint chipped at the corners. Mismatched mugs hang from hooks, clinking softly against each other as Jane selects two. By the radiator, a pair of cats are curled up in a basket, one black and one tabby, their eyes half-closed in lazy contentment. There’s a faint smell of cat food in the air but it’s not too overpowering. Jane spoons coffee granules into the mugs, while I take a seat at the kitchen table.

“Hope you don’t mind me barging in like this?” I say, though at this point, she doesn’t exactly have a choice.

“Not at all. I was just pottering.”

She fills the mugs with water from the kettle and tops them up with milk before bringing them over and setting one down in front of me. It’s a pink mug with the words Love Me, Love My Cats printed on the side.

Jane takes the chair across from me. “So,” she says. “How’ve you been? Are you feeling any better?”

“I’m managing,” I reply, taking a sip from my mug. The coffee is off the boil and a little bitter. Hell, I know the feeling.

“It must be so hard,” Jane says.

“It is. But one day at a time and all that,” I say, forcing a smile. “Sometimes it feels as if I’m taking one step forward and three steps back.”

Jane grimaces sympathetically. “Poor you.” Then her expression brightens. “Would you like a biscuit? Or some cake?”

“No, thank you. I’m good.” I set my mug down. “Actually, Jane, I did want to ask you something—about the other day.” I watch her carefully. “I know Alex was round here and I…well, I heard you talking. It sounded like you were arguing about something.”

Jane’s fingers whiten around the handle of her mug. “Oh, that. It was nothing, really,” she says, lifting the mug to her lips, almost as if hiding behind it.

I chuckle to myself. I’m not sure why. “It didn’t sound like nothing,” I say. “What was it about?”

Her gaze flicks to her cats as if looking for backup. The tabby one blinks at her slowly, but they’re no help. That’s cats for you.

Jane looks back at me. “I really don’t think it’s my place to say, Sophie.” She takes another sip of coffee, not meeting my eye.

I lean forward and lower my voice. “Jane, I feel like I’m stumbling through my life blindfolded,” I say. “I don’t have access to anything—not my bank accounts, not even phone numbers for friends.” I search her face, hoping for some sign of understanding. “And sometimes I feel like Alex doesn’t want me to get my memory back.”

Jane’s face softens, but there’s still a wariness in her eyes. “You should talk to him about this,” she says, not unkindly. “He’s been very worried about you.”

“I’m talking to you,” I snap. “Why were the two of you arguing, Jane? Was he asking you to lie to me?” I don’t blink as I wait for her answer.

She grimaces again, but less sympathetic this time. “He was just asking me to…go easy on you,” she says, picking her words carefully. “To avoid complicating things more than is necessary. Just until you’re better.”

“Go easy on me?” I repeat, my voice rising. “What the hell does that even mean? And I am better, Jane. I’m not a child. I can handle the truth.”

She gives me a patient smile. “You had a nasty bump on the head, Sophie. You lost your memory. Alex is worried that you don’t fully understand what you’ve been through. It’s going to take time to heal.”

“Right,” I mutter, fighting back a wave of impatience. I pick up my mug and drink, the bitterness doing nothing to calm my nerves. “Give it time. Yes. That’s what everyone keeps saying.”

“You really should talk to Alex,” Jane says, more resolute now. “He’s the one who can answer your questions.”

I study her face. “It feels like there’s something you’re not telling me,” I say. “I know you’re his friend, Jane, but you’re mine too. If you know something, you should tell me.”

She opens her mouth as if to say something, but hesitates. “It’s not my place, Sophie. I’m sorry.”

“Not your place? What does that mean? If something’s going on, I need to know.”

She doesn’t respond, just stares down at her coffee as if hoping it might help her where the cats wouldn’t. Before I can push her further, a sharp, blinding pain shoots through my temple. Shit! I screw my eyes closed, slamming my mug down a little too hard.

“Sophie? Are you all right?”

I press my fingers to my forehead, struggling to see past the sharp, pulsing pain stabbing behind my eyes.

“Just a headache,” I manage, blinking a few times as the pain starts to fade. “I’m fine. It’s going.”

Jane looks at me like I’ve just told her I have weeks to live. “Maybe you should go home and rest,” she suggests. “You don’t want to overdo it.”

For once, I have to agree. But as I finish my coffee I can’t stop my mind spinning. There’s something here, something I’m not seeing. And Jane’s guarded responses only make me more certain that I’m right to be suspicious.
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The next day, I’m back at Dr Reynolds’s office for my first real session— or, as far as Alex knows, my first Breathe and Flow yoga class. He seemed fine with me leaving the house today but still offered to drive me. This time, though, I stood my ground and told him I wanted to take the tram, that I needed to get my independence back. And really, what could he say to that? The stop is only two minutes from the house, and it’s just a ten-minute ride to Chorlton. 

Besides, he can’t install a tracking app on my phone and still expect me to be glued to his side. He didn’t seem thrilled, but there wasn’t much he could say without sounding completely unhinged. Luckily, with Chorlton being a middle-class area brimming with wellness businesses, Serenity Fitness Studio isn’t far from Dr Reynolds’s office, so if he checks the tracking app, it’ll just show me in the general area I told him I’d be.

And really, he has no reason to complain about me going out, especially since he let me use his card to book six more therapy sessions. Naturally, I told him it was for a yoga course, but I double-checked with Dr Reynolds and it’ll show on his statement as Session Work, so he won’t question it. He flinched a little at the price, but I assured him quality yoga classes don’t come cheap and he let it go.

I do feel a bit bad for lying to him about what I’m using his money for. But, really, why should I when he won’t give me access to my accounts? Surely, he can’t keep this gatekeeping nonsense up forever. If he does, we’re going to have some real problems.

But for now, I’m back in Chorlton, settling into the same chair as last time in Dr Reynolds’s bright, second-floor office, a glass of water and a box of tissues strategically placed on the table beside me.

“How have you been feeling since we last spoke?” Dr Reynold asks, sitting in the chair across from me and crossing one leg over the other. Today, she’s wearing a fuchsia pink blouse and a pair of cream trousers.

“About the same,” I say. “I have moments of clarity and then… it’s like everything goes foggy again.”

She smiles. “Well, let’s get started, shall we?” She places her notebook aside. “As I explained last time, we’re going to focus on memory reconstruction and sequential linking. Don’t worry too much about those terms. I’ll be here to guide you through it. We’ll take it slow and see where it takes us. Sound good?”

“Yeah. Let’s do it.”

“Good,” she says. “Now, close your eyes and take a deep breath in. That’s it. And let it out slowly.”

I follow her instructions, feeling the air expand in my lungs before releasing it in a long, slow exhale.

“Once more,” she continues. “Breathe in… and out. Just let yourself settle.”

Her voice is soft, almost hypnotic, and already I can sense some of the tension loosening from my shoulders.

“Now,” she says, “I want you to picture a place that’s familiar to you. Somewhere you know well. Don’t rush it—let the image form naturally.”

I do as she says. Letting my mind drift without forcing it. After a moment, I form an image. It’s faint, but it’s there “I’m in my front room,” I tell her.

“Good,” she responds. “Focus on the details. What can you see? Hear? Smell?”

I concentrate, allowing my awareness to spread around the room. “There’s a small carriage clock on the mantlepiece. It’s ticking. I can hear it.” I pause, letting more sensations wash over me. “There’s a smell, too. Curry, from last night’s dinner.” I shift slightly in the chair. “And the sofa… I can feel the fabric against my skin.”

“Excellent. Well done, Sophie.

We keep going like this for maybe half an hour, her placing me in different imagined settings, and me describing what I can see and hear. It’s a nice relaxing exercise, though I’m not entirely sure how much it’s helping. Still, I’m surprised by how easily I can answer her questions.

“Now, let’s move on from here if we may,” Dr Reynolds says. “I’d like to try something a little deeper. I want you to think about a time when you felt strong emotions, whether happy, sad, or angry. Let your mind drift there. Again don’t influence too much, just allow the feelings to surface.”

I hesitate, unsure if anything will come at all. But then I sense it, the shadow of a thought. It’s elusive, as though I’m trying to grasp smoke with my bare hands. But there’s a hint of movement, a flash of colour. A feeling of… anger.

“I can see you’ve got something. Stay with it,” Dr Reynolds urges. “Let’s explore it together. What are you seeing? Let the image come into focus.”

I pause, and slowly the scene sharpens, bit by bit. I see a woman with short dark hair, wearing a red beret. She’s standing on a busy street and her eyes are puffy, like she’s been crying.

“It’s a woman,” I murmur. “She’s arguing with…Alex.” And there he is, clear in my mind, standing in front of the woman, his hand on her shoulder.

“What else do you see?” Dr Reynolds asks.

“I...I don’t know,” I reply. “I can’t make sense of what’s going on.”

“Focus on the woman,” Dr Reynolds encourages. “What can you tell me about her? What do you notice?”

“I’m not sure.”

I strain to pick out the details, a tightness building in my chest as I realise—this is Amy. I know it’s her, even though I can’t explain how. The anger and hurt radiating off her makes my stomach churn, and I feel an inexplicable wave of hatred and resentment towards her. But I don’t know who she is or where she came from. Or why I feel this way.

“Sophie, do you know who this woman is?”

Shit.

I grit my teeth. “Sort of. She’s called Amy. But that’s all I know.”

“Can you place where you are?” she asks. “Try using your other senses. What do you hear? Smell?”

I try to follow her instructions, reaching for anything that might give me a clue as to what’s going on. “There’s cars, traffic. It’s loud.”  I pause, the image wavering slightly. “The air feels damp like it just rained, or it’s about to. Yes. And there’s a smell… wet concrete.” I grip the chair arm, as though anchoring myself might keep the memory from fading. “I feel… tense,” I add, my breath quickening. “Angry.”

“Stay with that feeling, Sophie. Let’s see if anything else emerges.”

The image grows clearer. I see Amy’s face contorted with rage, her mouth opening like she’s shouting something. But I can’t hear what she’s saying. It’s like standing on the edge of a cliff, staring down at the fog below, knowing there’s something solid down there but unable to see it. I try to delve deeper, but a sudden sharp pain shoots through my head, making me wince. I sit back but it only intensifies, spreading from my temple to the back of my skull, like a clamp tightening.

“Aw…bugger.” I open my eyes as the pain subsides, meeting Dr Reynolds’s concerned expression. “Sorry. I lost it.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. I am now.”

She smiles. “Let’s pause for a second. You might be pushing a bit too hard. It’s important to allow the memories to come on their own.”

But now the image has faded completely, leaving only a dull ache in my head and a strange aftertaste of anger. I look around the room, blinking against the sunlight streaming in through the window.

Dr Reynolds glances at her watch. “We still have some time. Let’s give it another try.”

The rest of the session drifts by in fits and starts. Dr Reynolds keeps the pace slow, asking me generic questions about aspects of my life, but no more memories come. I follow her instructions, but it’s like trying to navigate a pitch-black room with only a flickering candle. Frustratingly, nothing clicks into place.

After a while, I realise Dr Reynolds has gone silent. I open my eyes to see her smiling gently at me. “We’ll end here for today,” she says. “You did well, Sophie. You have to keep in mind that it’s not about recovering everything all at once. The memories will come in pieces. It’s a long process.”

I puff out my cheeks, unable to hide my disappointment. “I was almost there but it felt like something snapped,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “Or there was a barrier I just couldn’t get through.”

“That’s common,” she reassures me. “Memory retrieval can be complex, especially in cases like yours. We’ll keep working together to build those connections, link by link.”

I take a sip of the water. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

I set the glass down, hesitating before speaking again. “The thing is, I’ve heard a lot about false memories and hallucinations recently? Is that what this could be?”

“That’s a fair question,” she replies. “But tell me—how did the memory feel? Were there other senses attached to it? Did it feel grounded in reality?”

I nod slowly. “Yes. It felt real. I could see, hear… even smell things. And the anger—I could feel it.”

“Then I’d say it’s most likely a genuine memory,” she replies, matter-of-factly. “The mind can distort details or play tricks, but true memories usually come with sensory anchors—those are much harder to fabricate. Trust what your senses told you.”

We finish the session with a brief discussion about the next steps. Dr Reynolds suggests continuing with the CMT and advises me to keep noting down any flashes of memory or strong emotions, no matter how disjointed they might seem.

As I stand to leave, she adds, “Remember, Sophie, it’s not always about seeing the whole picture straight away. Sometimes, it’s about following the threads and seeing where they lead.”

I thank her and tell her I’ll see her next week. Heading down the stairs and out onto the street, I feel a strange sense of empowerment—even with those pesky gremlins of doubt and impatience still nibbling away beneath the surface. I’m no closer to understanding what was going on before my accident, or what I even saw in that session, but at least I have a direction now. Amy is somehow connected to why I feel this way, and if I’m going to put the pieces together, I need to find out more about her.

As I walk to the tram stop, my mind keeps circling back to the image of her and the anger that surged through me. I don’t know if it was directed at her, at Alex, or even at myself. But I do know one thing: I’m not done digging. Not by a long shot.
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Amy, Amy, Amy.

Her name echoes in my head for the rest of the day after my session with Dr Reynolds, and right into the next one. The image of her arguing with Alex felt too vivid to be some weird hallucination. Her hair, the vibrant colour of her beret, the raw anger in her eyes… it wasn’t some hazy dream image. It felt like a snapshot of the past, something real, something I’ve forgotten. And something I’m desperate to remember.

Amy, Amy, Amy.

Who the hell is Amy?

Is she the reason Alex keeps slipping away for those mysterious phone calls? Is she why he’s so secretive, even going so far as to lock me out of parts of our own house?

Was he—is he—cheating on me?

The thought turns my stomach, but what else explains this? And if it’s true, I need proof.

We’ve just finished lunch and Alex has gone upstairs to use the bathroom when his phone rings on the kitchen counter. I walk over and glance at the screen: Unknown caller.  For a moment, I wonder if I should answer it. But before I can decide, Alex comes tearing down the stairs and practically dives for the phone without even acknowledging me.

“I’ll take this outside,” he mumbles, already heading towards the front door. He’s out of the house in seconds, slamming the door behind him. I walk into the front room and watch through the window as he paces up and down the driveway, his hand clamped over the receiver, his head angled away. Whatever he’s saying, he doesn’t want anyone to hear. It does nothing for my suspicious mind.

I watch him for a while longer, then head upstairs, intending to use the bathroom. But as I reach the landing, I notice his office door is slightly ajar.

My heart skips a beat. This is it. An opportunity I might not get again. I glance back down the stairs, making sure he’s still outside, then head inside.

Alex’s office looks exactly as I imagined it would from the glimpses I’ve caught up to now. A black desk with a small drawer unit sits against the wall, topped with a computer monitor, keyboard, and mouse. The computer tower sits on the floor under the desk next to an old printer. Scraps of paper and notes are strewn over the surface of the desk and a large ball of blue tack clings to the bottom left corner of the monitor. An old metal filing cabinet stands by the window, scratched and dented, like it’s been moved one too many times. A few shelves line the wall beside it, with a scattering of paperbacks shoved together in no particular order. In the corner, a steel mesh wastebasket overflows with balled-up papers, some spilling onto the floor. It’s a home office, plain, unremarkable, boring.

But appearances can be deceiving.

I pull open the top drawer of the desk and start rifling through it. Pens, paperclips, receipts for building supplies—nothing helpful. I yank open the next drawer, my hands moving faster than my thoughts. I experience another twinge of guilt, but I shove it aside. There’s no time to worry about the moral issue of going through Alex’s things. I need answers. I shuffle through more folders, full of invoices and more receipts, mostly from builders’ merchants and petrol stations. Nothing overtly suspicious—just bits of paper that don’t add up to anything alone.

I grab the mouse and give it a shake. The computer screen lights up, only to reveal a login screen. And of course, it wants a password. I try my birthday, the same one as on his phone, but get no joy. And I don’t have time to keep guessing.

I crouch down to get a closer look at the setup under the desk, and that’s when I notice a briefcase wedged beside the computer tower. I slide it out and place it on the chair. It looks well-used the black faux-leather casing peeling away at the corners. A latch on each side of the handle has a small three-wheel combination lock, the kind you have to line up just right for the mechanism to release. I take a deep breath, and set the numbers to my birthday, splitting the date over the two dials. Once both latches are set, I hook my thumbs underneath and lift. They snap open with a soft click and my heart races. I’m in.

I raise the lid and peer inside. The briefcase is a jumbled mess of papers, plus a couple of packets of crisps that are so badly crushed they’re probably just crumbs. This is unmistakably the briefcase of a man who runs a building renovation business, not a meticulous office worker. I rummage through the contents: construction invoices, site plans, schedules. It’s all work-related until I uncover a piece of paper embossed with a logo for The Stag Country House Hotel. I pull it out and see it’s a printed receipt for a hotel reservation. I scan the details. The hotel is in Derbyshire, about an hour away from here. The receipt lists a one-night stay, dated two months ago.

I glance over my shoulder, half-expecting to hear the front door any second. What was Alex doing in Derbyshire? Did I go with him? He hasn’t mentioned it and I notice now he stayed on Wednesday night. It’s doubtful I’d have got time off for a mid-week break during my first few months at a new job.

My mind races through the possibilities. Sure, there are a few reasons why Alex might be staying in a hotel on his own, but to me, this feels like confirmation of what I’ve been suspecting. Alex is up to something.

I slip the receipt back into the briefcase, snap the latches shut, and slide it back beside the computer tower. Just as I’m pushing the chair into place, I hear the front door open. Panicked, I jump to my feet, smooth down my clothes, and stride quickly out of the room, practically leaping onto the landing just as Alex appears in the hallway below. His hair is tousled and his cheeks are red. He looks more rattled than I feel, like he’s the one who’s just been caught out.

“You alright?” he asks, a bit breathless. I notice the sheen of sweat on his forehead.

“I’m fine.” I go downstairs and follow him into the kitchen. “Who was that on the phone?”

“Just work again,” he says. “You know how it is.” He avoids looking at me, heading straight for the kettle like he’s desperate for a distraction. As he fills it with water, I catch him glancing over his shoulder, bracing himself for more questions. 

“You seem stressed,” I say. “Is something going down?”

He doesn’t turn around. “Erm…no. Not really,” He remains with his back to me as he puts the kettle on to boil. “Just busy.”

“Fair enough.” I cross my arms. “It’s just…you can see how it looks, Alex. You dash outside to take a call in private, then come back looking like you’re about to have a meltdown.”

He spins around, his jaw clenched. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly what I said.” I meet his glare head-on and flick my eyebrows at him, pushing a little harder than usual. I can see the frustration flaring behind his eyes, his grip tightening on the edge of the counter.

“Can we not do this right now, Sophie?” he says, voice rising. “Jesus Christ! I’ve got enough on my plate without you jumping down my throat, too. I do not need this today!”

His outburst startles me, and for a second, I feel myself welling up. I quickly blink the tears away. I’m not letting him off the hook that easily, not after what I just found.

“You need to tell me what’s going on, Alex,” I say, stepping closer. “I deserve to know.”

He leans away, momentarily thrown by the edge in my voice. “Sophie, I—” he starts, then just shakes his head. “Sorry, I can’t do this.” He holds a hand up to me and storms out of the kitchen.

“Alex! Get back here!”

But he doesn’t turn around. I hear him stomping up the stairs and into our bedroom.

Bloody hell.

I march into the hallway and catch sight of myself in the mirror. I look furious, and—I have to admit—rather unhinged. My eyes are wide and bloodshot and my lips are dry and cracked.  But I don’t have time to sort myself out right now. I need to get to the bottom of this.

“Alex!” I shout, starting up the stairs. “Listen, we need to—” A loud, frantic banging on the front door cuts me off.

What the…?

“I’ll get it!” Alex comes racing down the stairs, pulling a jumper on over his head, and barely slowing as he jumps the last few steps. “Don’t answer it. It’s for me.”

“What’s going on?” I ask, as more banging echoes through the hallway.

“It’s fine,” he says, striding toward the door. I step back as he opens it to reveal a large man standing on the doorstep, his broad frame blocking out most of the light.

“What are you doing here?” Alex hisses. “I told you not to come to my house!”

The man grunts something unintelligible and steps back. I stay in the hallway, craning my neck to see, but Alex follows the man outside and shuts the door behind him.

Bugger.

I hurry into the front room and press myself against the wall beside the window, carefully pulling the curtain back just enough to peek through.

The man is enormous, towering over Alex by at least a head, with hands that look like they could crush someone without breaking a sweat. His face is rough and weathered, like he’s spent years on the wrong side of things—a stubbled jaw, crooked nose, and deep-set eyes that seem permanently narrowed. A thick neck juts out from a leather jacket zipped halfway up, revealing a faded T-shirt underneath.

Alex is holding his hands up, palms out, as if trying to calm the man down, but he isn’t having it. He jabs a finger at Alex’s chest, leaning in close, his expression ugly with rage.

I can see Alex’s face clearly now. He’s gone pale, his brow furrowed and eyes wide with desperation as he tries to keep the man calm. He shoots a quick glance back at the house, his expression growing more strained, then turns back to the man, shaking his head emphatically.

“Look, I said you’ll get it,” I hear him say, his voice rising a few octaves. “I just need a little more time. It’s complicated.”

The man replies, too low for me to hear, but whatever he says makes Alex’s shoulders stiffen. Now he squares up to the man like David against Goliath. “I’m doing everything I can!” he says. “You showing up here doesn’t help!”

The man grunts something else then turns and strides off down the path. Alex watches him go, his body rigid with tension, like he’s bracing himself for the man to turn around and come back to finish what he started.

Finally, with a deep breath, Alex heads back inside, slamming the door behind him. He looks visibly shaken as he steps into the front room and sees me by the window.

“Who was that?” I demand. “He looked… dangerous.”

“He’s no one,” Alex replies, forcing a smile that fools neither of us. “Just someone I’m working with. It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

I let out a bitter laugh. It’s fine, he says.

But that’s clearly more lies. Because the way his hand trembles as he brushes it through his hair tells me otherwise.

It doesn’t look fine. Not at all.
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I’m still teetering between confusion and fury over the hotel receipt, but after that terrifying man showed up on our doorstep, it feels like I’ve got even bigger fish to fry. Or, as the French would say, other cats to whip. I can’t decide what’s worse—finding out my husband’s been sneaking off to Derbyshire, or realising he’s involved with people who look like they just walked off the set of a crime drama.

And why do I remember useless bits of trivia—like how the French say other cats to whip instead of bigger fish to fry—yet I can’t recall if my husband and I had a happy marriage before my accident?

The more time passes, the more I realise I have gaps in my memory the size of the Grand Canyon. And they only seem to be widening.

Over the next few days, the tension in the house gets progressively worse. I keep trying to piece things together, but it’s like working on a jigsaw puzzle where half the pieces are blank, and the picture on the box keeps shifting out of focus. I even called the hotel in Derbyshire, hoping they’d at least confirm if Alex stayed there—and maybe who was with him—but they wouldn’t tell me a thing. Privacy policy. Bugger. I’ve tried getting back into the office, but he seems to have developed a sixth sense for locking the door whenever he’s not around.

In our calmer moments, I’ve tried, as patiently as possible, to ask Alex about the man at the door and what he wanted. But each time I bring him up he plays it down, brushing me off with empty reassurances.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s just someone from work. Don’t stress.”

But of course, I worry. Especially since his demeanour doesn’t match his words. I keep picturing the man’s hard stare, those huge fists clenched at his sides, and how shaken Alex looked when he came back inside. I tell straight away. He was terrified. There’s no way that guy was just someone from work.

The strain of everything going on at once is definitely getting to me. I’m barely sleeping, my appetite has all but vanished, and I keep finding myself pacing the house at odd hours, my mind running in frantic circles. Last night, I actually did what I’ve been thinking about for so long and packed a bag. Just the essentials: a change of clothes, some toiletries, my phone. I got as far as the front door, then stopped, staring at the latch like it was some kind of barricade. Minutes later, I was unpacking everything, my hands shaking as I stuffed the clothes back into the wardrobe.

Because where would I even go? Jane’s house, maybe? Though it’s hardly the great escape, moving two doors down. There’s this friend, Charlie, over in Sheffield, but I barely remember her. Anyway, I don’t have her number, and Alex is as careful about keeping his phone out of reach as he is about locking his office. Surely, if she were a real friend, she’d have called by now to check on me, so I can’t help wondering if he’s already gotten to her, too.

And I can’t just drive off into the sunset like some tragic heroine. Not when I can’t trust my brain to get me to the nearest hotel without getting lost. And even if I did make it, Alex controls all the money—I’d be stranded somewhere, penniless and completely out of my depth. Or he’d just track me on the app and drag me right back, even more determined to keep me under lock and key.

There’s also the unsettling possibility that Alex is right to be cautious. What if I really am losing my grip? What if the signs are all there, and I’m the only one who can’t see it? The thought of stepping out into a world filled with dangers I can’t even remember, of facing people and places that might feel unfamiliar or threatening, makes me break out in a prickly sweat.

But Alex is definitely acting weirder, and I know I’m not imagining it. The smallest things seem to set him off now, like when I asked if he’d seen my old handbag. He looked at me like I was some old dear with dementia, and when we finally found it shoved at the back of the wardrobe, he seemed almost relieved.

And then there’s this Amy person. Alex’s fancy woman, perhaps? I keep circling back to the vision I had during the session with Dr Reynolds. Was she the one on the phone that day when Alex rushed outside? Was she the reason for the hotel trip? And if Alex was having an affair, did I already know about it before the fall?

Could that be why…?

No!

I can’t let my mind go there. The thought is almost too awful to entertain, yet it keeps worming its way back in.

Over the last few days, I’ve started to make small digs at him, trying to provoke a reaction, to maybe let his guard down. But he just looks at me with that same tired expression and tells me not to overthink things, to take it easy.

“Baby steps, Soph.”

Baby bloody steps!

If I hear that phrase one more time, I swear I’m going to scream.

In a bid to rattle him, I even mention the vision, lying that it came to me in the shower. “I saw you with a woman with short hair. I could see her clear as day,” I tell him. “She was arguing with you and…I felt as if I knew her, too. I hated her. for some reason.”

His face goes blank for a moment, then he smiles. “I think you’re putting too much pressure on yourself,” he says. “This is exactly what you were told not to do.”

“I know what I saw. It was a real memory.”

He shoots me a look. “We can be certain of that, can we?” he says, adopting that maddeningly calm tone, like he’s comforting a child who thinks there’s a monster under their bed. “Dr Rahim warned us about these visions, remember? They’re not real memories, Sophie. It’s your brain trying to fill in the blanks.” He gives me a sympathetic grin, bordering on patronising. “You’re putting your brain under a lot of unnecessary stress right now. You need to let yourself heal.”

“It wasn’t a hallucination,” I argue, crossing my arms tightly over my chest. “It felt like I was remembering something that actually happened.”

He lets out a sigh, his sympathetic expression growing more pitying. “I know it did,” he says, reaching out to touch my shoulder. “But that’s what minds do when they’re trying to make sense of things. They create stories.”

I pull back from his touch. “So, I’m just making things up now?”

“I’m not saying that,” he replies, his voice infuriatingly steady. “I’m saying you need to be wary about what you think you remember. We need to give it time, Sophie. Let’s not jump to conclusions based on something that might not even be real.”

God. I hate this.

Every time I think I’ve found something solid to stand on, I realise it’s actually quicksand. The more Alex tries to soothe me, the more it feels like I’m losing myself. I’m starting to wonder if I’ll ever get to the truth. Or if I’m even capable of recognising it when I do. I’m constantly on edge, jumping at the smallest noises—a door creaking, next door’s dog barking. There’s no one I can really talk to, not even Jane. Ever since that awkward chat in her kitchen, she’s been keeping her distance.

I feel like a prisoner in my own home, questioning every little thing. Did Alex just give me a strange look, or am I imagining it? And last night, I thought I heard him talking on the phone after midnight. I crept out of bed and listened at the bedroom door, but when I stepped onto the landing, he was just in the bathroom, having a wee. I told myself I was being paranoid, that it was all in my head, but that didn’t make the sense of unease go away. It feels like I’m unravelling, piece by piece.

I’ve got another session with Dr Reynolds tomorrow and I’m determined to squeeze every last second of usefulness out of it. I need to get better.

My main problem is, I can’t let go of my theory about Alex and Amy. If he was seeing her before my fall, it would explain so much. The hotel receipt, his constant defensiveness, the secretive phone calls—it all fits perfectly if he’s hiding an affair. But maybe I already knew. Maybe I confronted him about it, and then…

No, it’s absurd.

But doesn’t it make sense? Maybe this over-the-top concern for me now—this suffocating attentiveness—isn’t love at all. It’s guilt.

I can’t shake the feeling that there was more going on before my accident than Alex is willing to admit. If I even mentioned Amy’s name, he’d probably insist I was making things up again, claiming my memory’s unreliable, just like he always does. But I know what I saw in that session with Dr Reynolds. There was real anger in that vision. It didn’t feel like some made-up scenario.

But that doesn’t quite fit either. Damn it. Every time I try to pull it all together, it’s like reaching for a thread that slips through my fingers.

Still, the thought nags at me.

Because if he was cheating…did he want me out of the picture? And if the answer to that is, yes, then the next question is even worse. Was my fall really an accident, or did he have a hand in it? It feels wrong to even think that way, but I can’t ignore it. Even when I try to distract myself with yoga or a long, hot shower, the thought is there on the cusp of my awareness, dark and persistent.

Could he be biding his time? Hoping the authorities don’t make a connection before he gets another chance to⁠—

No, stop.

Don’t be ridiculous, Sophie.

If it was that bad, he’d just leave. Wouldn’t he? There’s no reason for him to stick around, to keep pretending to care if he truly wanted me out of the way. But then again, what if he thinks it’s easier to let me unravel on my own? To let my mind spiral in on itself until I’m questioning everything, even my own sanity? It would be clever, wouldn’t it? Letting me become my own worst enemy, slowly losing my grip and getting committed, while he keeps his hands clean.

It’s a ridiculous theory. I know it is. But I’m torn between thinking I’m making it all up and fearing I might actually be onto something. The last thing I want to believe is that my husband had something to do with my accident, but the harder I try to make sense of things, the more tangled everything becomes.

Alex loves me. He wouldn’t hurt me. I’m just being paranoid… right?

But… what if I’m not?
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I’ll be honest, I’m starting to struggle. The harder I try to hold on to some sense of normality, the more it slips through my fingers. Each day blurs into the next, with moments of clarity scattered like broken glass. I’ve also started losing track of things—simple things I should remember without even thinking. Yesterday, I tore the house apart looking for my phone, only to find it sitting on the draining board in the kitchen, nestled among the drying dishes.

And there’s this odd feeling of déjà vu that creeps up on me at the most random times—such as when I’m making a cup of tea or zoning out to some mindless talk show on TV. It’s scary and annoying all at once, as if a trick is being played on me that I can’t quite figure out.

I could swear I’ve had the same conversation with Alex at least three times this week. Sometimes, I catch him watching me, as if he’s assessing whether I’m still capable of handling basic tasks. Maybe he’s right to worry. Because I’m starting to wonder if I really am losing my grip on reality. I now have this almost constant, nagging sense that there’s something I should know—but it’s just out of reach, lurking at the edge of my consciousness. It’s like when you know that you know someone’s name but can’t grasp it—only ten times more frustrating and terrifying.

This is exactly what I tell Dr Reynolds during my next session with her.

I’m sitting in the same grey chair in her office, nervously picking at the seam of my cardigan, while she sits across from me, her eyes alive with curiosity.

“I feel like I’m going mad,” I confess. “The wheels are coming off my life and I’ve no stabilisers or even a way of staying on track.” I look away, finding it hard to maintain eye contact with her. “Everyone tells me—Alex, Dr Rahim, you—that I need to slow down. But I don’t know how to do that. I want answers. I want to feel better. I want to feel like me again.”

I sigh. There’s something about this room, and Dr Reynolds, that feels safe, but today, I also feel exposed, as if I’m revealing too much. I take a breath and clasp my hands in my lap. This isn’t what I planned to discuss today. I came here wanting to explore my theories about Alex—even if I am nervous about saying it out loud.

“I’ve been thinking,” I say, pushing myself to go for it. “About what happened before the accident…and about this person I saw. Amy.” Her name feels strange in my mouth, like I’m testing whether it’s safe to say.

Dr Reynolds raises an eyebrow. “Do you want to try to remember more about her?” she asks, her pen poised over her notepad.

“Yes, I think I do,” I reply. “I need to know more about who she is. Even just a scrap of memory.”

Dr Reynolds smiles. “Okay.”

For the next ten minutes, she guides me through another Cognitive Mapping session, encouraging me to close my eyes and focus on any sensations or emotions connected to the name. But no matter how hard I try to picture this Amy woman, there’s only a dull emptiness. The more I strain, the more elusive any memories become. It’s like reaching out into the dark, expecting to feel something solid, only to find that there’s nothing there at all.

I try to follow Dr Reynolds’s guidance, letting my mind drift and searching for any hint of memory linked to Amy. But it’s as if my brain hits a wall every time.

“I just… I can’t see her,” I admit, curling my lips. “It’s like there’s a fog over everything concerning her.”

Dr Reynolds encourages me to stay patient, but the longer we sit without a breakthrough, the more it feels like we’re just going around in circles.

Finally, I decide to take a different approach. “What about the actual accident?” I ask, opening my eyes to Dr Reynolds’s composed expression. “Can you help me remember what happened right before? I need to know what I was doing… and why I fell.”

She hesitates, and for a brief moment, she even looks a little concerned. “We can certainly explore what happened,” she says. “But I need to remind you, Sophie, that the mind has ways of protecting itself, and I think it’s wise to honour that protection. Sometimes memories are buried for a reason. It’s also not uncommon for details to become jumbled, which could complicate your progress.”

I bite down on my lip. “I’m not asking to be protected,” I snap, a little sharper than I intended. “I’m asking to know the truth. I need to know if...if Alex had something to do with my accident.”

Her eyes widen. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean, what if he wanted rid of me?” I blurt out, my hands trembling in my lap. “What if he was...seeing someone else and I was in the way? It would make sense…wouldn’t it? If he was cheating and I found out…maybe I threatened to leave. Maybe we fought, and he pushed me. Or maybe it’s worse than that. It would explain why I feel so...disconnected from him.”

Dr Reynolds’s brow furrows, her concern evident. “Sophie, that’s a very serious accusation. Do you have any evidence to suggest that Alex was unfaithful? Or that he might have…done what you’re suggesting?”

“Not exactly,” I admit, looking down at the floor. “It’s just the way he’s been treating me since the accident—like he’s afraid of what I might remember. I know it sounds crazy.”

“It doesn’t sound crazy,” she says softly, though there’s a shadow of doubt in her eyes. “It sounds like you’re trying to make sense of your experience. But I have to be clear—memory isn’t always reliable, especially after trauma. It’s possible you’re filling in the blanks with what you fear might have happened.”

“No!” I shake my head, irritation bubbling up. “I can’t just sit here and accept that everything’s fine because it’s not. I keep having these flashes, these moments where I feel like something is very wrong between me and Alex.” My voice catches, and I swallow hard. “If I could just leave—get out of the house and away from him—I might be able to think clearly. But I’ve got nothing. No money, no ID. I’m stuck.”

“Are you saying you want to leave for your own safety?” Dr Reynolds asks. “Because if that’s the case, this would be a safeguarding issue, and I’ll need to report it.”

The way she says this—it feels as though she’s testing me. Pushing me too far so I’ll pull back.

It feels like a trap.

“That’s not what I’m saying,” I reply. “I just...I don’t know. I’m not even sure if I need to get away or if I’m just being paranoid.”

Her expression softens. “We could try some additional memory techniques,” she suggests. “It might help you access memories from before the accident.”

“Will it help?” I ask, feeling a sudden surge of trepidation.

“It won’t hurt.”

I nod, willing to do anything that might bring some clarity. “Okay,” I say “Let’s do it.”

I close my eyes as Dr Reynolds guides me through the techniques, her voice settling into that soft, hypnotic rhythm that seems to relax me almost immediately. I let go of the room around me, focusing instead on the image of the staircase, and the feel of the carpet beneath my feet. I’m in my house, walking up the stairs, the way I have done a thousand times before.

And then I see a figure. It’s standing on the landing, shadowy and indistinct, its features blurred in the dim light.

My pulse quickens. The figure isn’t moving—just standing there, watching me. As I focus in on its face it’s like looking into a mirror in a dark room. Slowly, I realise the figure is me, like in my dream—or some part of me, anyway. I shudder and open my eyes.

“What did you see?” Dr Reynolds asks

“Me. On the stairs at home. Or rather…it was me, but not me.” I let out a nervous chuckle. “I’m not sure how to describe it. It didn’t have any real features, but I knew it was a part of me—if that makes sense. It felt like…a warning, maybe.”

Dr Reynold’s nods, stony-faced. “It’s not uncommon to see oneself in memories, especially during trauma recall. The mind can project parts of a person’s own conscience or fears as a separate entity. Your mind may be confusing symbols with reality.”

The explanation sounds reasonable, but it doesn’t feel satisfying. It’s like she’s putting a neat label on something that’s anything but neat.

“I’m not sure this is helping,” I mumble. “I just feel more confused.”

“I understand that it’s difficult,” she says. “Memory work can be unsettling. But try to keep an open mind about what these visions might mean. They might not always be literal.”

I rub my temples as a dull ache forms behind my eyes. “I’ve been having a few more memories—or visions, if that’s what they are,” I say. “I was starting to believe them, but now I feel like I’m back to square one. I don’t know if they’re real memories or just…things I’ve made up.”

“Tell me about them.”

“They’re mostly about Alex,” I say. “I keep trying to hold on to the idea that he’s still the same person I fell in love with. But then I look at him now, and I don’t know who he is anymore.”

“You have been through a lot, Sophie,” Dr Reynolds’s. “I know you’re tired of hearing this, but you really do need to be kind to yourself and take things slowly.”

“I’ve been looking through old photo albums,” I tell her. “Trying to remember happy times, but it’s not working. I feel as if I’m trying to convince myself that black is white. There’s too much...counter-evidence.”

Dr Reynolds nods slowly. “It sounds like you’re struggling to reconcile the Alex you remember with the Alex you’re seeing now.”

“Exactly,” I say. I sense tears bubbling up and tense my jaw, fighting them off. “I don’t know if it’s him that’s changed, or if it’s me. Or if this is how things were before, and I just can’t remember.” A rogue tear rolls down my cheek and I swipe it away.

The room goes quiet, the only sound the soft ticking of the clock on the wall.

Dr Reynolds closes her eyes, holding them shut for what feels like forever. She’s so still that after about twenty seconds I wonder if she’s drifted off. But then she lets out a long, steady breath and opens her eyes.

“Sophie,” she says, firmly. “You need to be careful. You’re still healing, and forcing answers too quickly only leads to more confusion. You have to give yourself time.”

“I just want the truth,” I say, my voice trembling with frustration. “If I don’t push, if I don’t try, I’m never going to bloody remember, am I?”

Dr Reynolds clears her throat, and I get the sense she’s choosing her words carefully as if delivering a difficult diagnosis.

“You have to understand that your neural pathways are still healing, and that takes time,” she says. “There are parts of your memory that may not be ready to resurface yet, and trying to force them can sometimes do more harm than good. I’ve seen cases where rushing this process has led to traumatic flashbacks, even total mental shutdown.”

“Shutdown?” I flinch. “Sounds good. It can’t be any worse than this? I don’t know who I am and I’m starting to question my sanity and my safety. Tell me how it gets worse! Or—actually—maybe don’t!”

I cross one leg over the other, letting out a bitter laugh. I feel like one of those prickly sods who takes offence about everything, but I can’t help myself. Suddenly, I get the impression even Dr Reynolds is against me.

“You don’t understand. I feel like I’m being lied to—by everyone around me. It’s like Alex is controlling my life, stopping me from remembering what I need to.” The words spill out, tumbling over one another. “I know how it sounds, but with Alex…there’s something really not right about him. He’s⁠—”

“Sophie,” Dr Reynolds interrupts. “Memory loss can distort your perception of the people around you. Some of what you’re experiencing—your feelings about Alex—could be influenced by the gaps in your memory. It’s not uncommon for trauma to cause feelings of paranoia.”

There it is again. Paranoia. That word everyone is so fond of. Like it’s some catch-all explanation for this constant feeling that I’m being manipulated.

I let out another bitter laugh. “So you think I’m just imagining all of this?”

“I’m not dismissing your feelings,” she replies. “I’m just suggesting that you consider the possibility that your memory loss might be affecting your perceptions.”

Then another thought hits me.

“I need you to answer me honestly,” I say, uncrossing my legs and leaning forward. “Has Alex ever spoken to you about me?”

She looks taken aback. “Your husband? No, of course not. You told me yourself he doesn’t know about these sessions.”

I blink. I don’t remember telling her that. Did I? A faint ringing starts in my ears, making it harder to think. Fragments of forgotten conversations and muddled memories whirl through my mind, too fast to grab hold of. “When did I tell you that?”

“You mentioned it during our second session,” Dr Reynolds replies, speaking like she’s talking to a frightened child. “You were very clear that you didn’t want him to know about these sessions. I’ve respected that, of course, even if I didn’t necessarily agree.”

There’s a tightness in my chest. The walls seem to close in on me. “I don’t remember telling you that,” I mumble, fighting the first edge of panic.

“Like I keep saying, it’s perfectly normal for your memory to be spotty right now,” Dr Reynolds continues. “It doesn’t mean you’re not making progress.”

But it doesn’t feel like progress. It feels like I’m being pulled in different directions, not knowing which version of events is real. One moment, I’m convinced Alex is hiding terrible things from me. The next, I’m questioning…everything.

I stare at Dr Reynolds, searching her face for some kind of reassurance, some kind of certainty. Her expression is unreadable. But is this just another act, her way of masking something she isn’t telling me? My throat tightens as the realisation settles in. Even here, in what’s supposed to be my safe space, I’m not sure who I can trust.

Maybe I can’t even trust myself.

I glance around the office, taking in the shelves heaving with books, the tall green plants, the large bay window. Everything feels familiar but distant, as if I’m looking at a photograph. I came here for help, but all I’m leaving with is more doubt.

If I keep talking, if I keep pushing, she’s going to think I’m crazy. Everyone will. Not just suffering from memory loss, but actually losing my mind. And once they decide that, anything I say will be dismissed as the ramblings of an unstable woman. It’s the exact trap I’ve been trying to avoid. If Alex is behind this, he’s a lot cleverer than I gave him credit for. He’s making me look unhinged, making me question my own perceptions until I can’t even trust myself.

“We’re going to have to end it here for today,” Dr Reynolds says, pulling me from my spiral, at least momentarily. “We’ll pick this up again next week.”

I glare at her. Just like that, I’m being dismissed. Either I’m less sick than I realise or she just doesn’t care. I can’t help thinking it’s the latter. As I gather my things and stand to leave, one thought lodges itself firmly in my mind. If I can’t trust my own memories, then I need to find something else I can trust. Something real. Because if Alex is pulling the strings, I need to cut them—before he makes me disappear completely, whether by breaking my mind… or finishing what he might have started on those stairs.
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I’m barely through the front door, just hanging up my coat, when Alex appears in the kitchen doorway. “How was yoga?” he asks.

“Fine,” I reply. “Same as always.”

“Why didn’t you take your mat? I noticed it was still rolled up under the bed.”

A familiar jolt of unease shoots through me. Is this him testing me?

“They supply their own mats,” I tell him. “They like us all to use the same colour. And it suits me. Easier than lugging mine over there.”

“Right,” he says, his smile tightening slightly. “Makes sense. Probably looks better on their Instagram if everyone’s coordinated.” He laughs, and I join in, but the feeling he’s scrutinising my every word, searching for a crack in my story, won’t leave me.

“I was about to go upstairs and do a bit of paperwork,” he says, “but can I get you anything first?”

I could murder a cup of tea and something sweet and chocolatey but I don’t want him hovering around. “I’ll make us some drinks,” I say, giving him a pointed look, hoping he’ll take the hint. “Why don’t you get back to work? I’ll bring you one up in a minute. Tea?”

He hesitates, then grins. “Perfect.”

I wait by the front door, watching as he heads upstairs, then make my way to the kitchen. I fill the kettle, taking slow, steady breaths as I wait for the water to heat, trying not to let the dark thoughts consume me.

These are just theories, Soph.

You have proof of nothing.

Grabbing two mugs, I make the tea and add milk. In the cupboard, I find a fresh packet of chocolate digestives and take out four, then carry two of them, along with one of the mugs, upstairs for Alex.

The door to his office is half-closed, so I knock gently before nudging it open. “Refreshments,” I announce, stepping inside. Alex is at his desk, tapping away at the keyboard. He looks up and smiles as I shuffle closer, holding the mug of tea out in front of me like a peace offering.

“Lovely,” he says.

I hand him the tea and biscuits, and as he turns back, I catch a glimpse of his briefcase on the floor beside his chair. The corner of a folded receipt pokes out and I recognise it instantly—the hotel receipt.

A shiver of nervous energy ripples through me, but right now I’m past caring. “Oh…what’s this?” I ask, reaching down to snatch the receipt, trying to sound casual. “You had a hotel break?”

Alex spins around, his eyes widening as he sees what I’m holding. “Sophie, what are you doing?” He reaches for the receipt, but I step back, keeping it out of his reach.

“You tell me,” I say, waving the paper at him. “What were you doing at a hotel in Derbyshire?”

“Seriously?” he says. “You’re doing this now?”

“Doing what, Alex? Asking a reasonable question?” I glare at him. “What’s the story?”

He sighs heavily, giving me a hard look, like a disappointed parent with an an unruly child. “It was a work visit,” he says. “The owners are considering having some renovation work done. I went for a meeting and to give them a quote. They offered me a complimentary night’s stay so we could start early the next morning.”

My grip on the receipt tightens. “And you didn’t think to mention it?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he snaps. “You knew about it. But you’ve obviously…” he stops himself, clenching his fists, as if he’s trying his best to keep from losing it. “You can’t keep doing this, Sophie. You have to stop jumping to conclusions all the bloody time. We talked about it. You were fine with it. I swear.”

“Was I?

“Yes!”

I stare into his eyes, my anger shifting to uncertainty, shifting to panic. The ground feels like it’s shifting beneath my feet.

Alex lets out another exaggerated sigh, still trying to make a point. “Sophie, I need that renovation contract. It’s important. I wouldn’t have just gone there without telling you.”

I lift my head, not breaking eye contact with him. Something in his tone bothers me. He’s trying too hard to sell me this explanation.

“Fine,” I say. “I suppose it’s just one more thing I can’t remember.”

I leave him stuttering some garbled platitudes and head downstairs, trying to shake off the anxiety burning in my stomach. Once again, Alex’s explanation sounds plausible, but it doesn’t put my mind at rest. Back in the kitchen, I down my now lukewarm tea and eat both biscuits without really tasting them. Then I start pacing, too restless to sit still. I need to talk to someone—someone who can give me a different perspective, someone who isn’t Alex.

Without giving myself time to reconsider, I grab my coat and slip out the front door, careful not to make any noise. The last thing I want is for Alex to catch me leaving.

I make my way down the driveway and head straight to Jane’s house. As I approach, I spot her car parked in the driveway. Good, she’s home. I knock on the door, tapping my foot impatiently as I wait. It takes a while before I hear movement on the other side, and when Jane finally opens the door, her eyebrows shoot up in surprise.

“Sophie! I wasn’t expecting you⁠—”

“I need to talk to you,” I say, not giving her a chance to finish. I push past her and step into the hallway. “And please don’t fob me off any longer.”

Jane shuts the door behind me and turns, her surprise shifting to concern. “What’s going on?” she asks. “You look⁠—”

“Don’t, please!” I hold up my hand, silencing her. “I’m not here for a cup of tea and a chat about how I’m feeling. I need answers, Jane. And I think you can help.”

“What do you mean?” She does a sort of double take, glancing towards the living room as if searching for an escape route.

“I don’t want you fobbing me off again. I was around the back of your house the other day,” I tell her. “I heard you and Alex arguing. Then he stormed out. Don’t tell me again to ask him about it—I’m asking you. I want to know what you were talking about, and why it got so heated.”

Jane’s eyes widen. “Like I said before, it wasn’t… we weren’t really arguing. It was just…a difference of opinion.”

“Don’t lie to me.” I step forward. “I heard both of you. It was an argument. What was going on?”

She looks down at her feet, lips pressed tightly together. For a moment, I think she’s not going to say anything. Then her shoulders slump. “He was asking me to…well, you see…oh, shit,” she puffs out a breath. “Okay, here’s the thing—I saw him arguing with someone in your driveway, having another heated discussion. It was with a woman I’ve not seen before. I was taking my bins out and they were there. Alex came around, practically begging me not to mention it to you.”

My skin goes cold, and then my blood starts to boil—all the usual clichés for how a wife might feel about her husband’s indiscretion. But honestly, I’d rather smash a mug over his head than waste a single tear.

“When was this?” I ask.

“A couple of nights after your fall,” Jane says. “When you were still in the hospital.”

“What did she look like?”

Jane grimaces, like she’d rather be anywhere but here, having this conversation.

Well, that’s okay, sweetie, that makes two of us.

“Jane, I need to know,” I say. “Forget what Alex has said to you. I’m asking you as a friend.”

She sighs, reluctant but resigned. “I just told you; I didn’t recognise her. I’d never seen her before. Or since.”

My stomach twists as I process what she’s saying. “Describe her,” I snarl. “What did she look like?”

Jane hesitates, glancing around nervously as if worried someone might be listening. “She was about our height and build,” she says. “Probably a similar age, too, with short dark hair. She seemed angry.”

Amy.

It’s her. I has to be. The woman from my flashbacks.

I go quiet as Jane looks on, watching me like she’s worried I might explode.

“Listen, Sophie. Alex was adamant that⁠—”

“Did you know he was cheating on me?” I cut her off. “Is that what this is about? Did he want me out of the picture? Did he have something to do with my fall?”

Jane’s face pales, and she takes a step back, shaking her head. “Of course not,” she says still shaking her head. “Alex loves you. He would never…”

“Then why didn’t you tell me?” I demand. “Why keep it from me?”

“He asked me not to! For your own good!” she hits back.

“Oh, come on, Jane. You know that’s no excuse. If you thought it was strange, you should have told me. And if Alex asked you to keep it quiet? That’s all the more reason you should have told me. Where’s your sense of sisterhood?”

She looks at her feet. “He didn’t want to upset you while you were recovering,” she says. “He told me it was all work-related and didn’t want to worry or confuse you unnecessarily. I wasn’t thrilled about keeping it from you; that’s why we argued. But… I understood why he didn’t want to stress you out when you were already struggling to make sense of everything.”

“Did you catch her name?” I ask. “Was it Amy?”

She frowns, as if searching for the memory. Hell, I know all too well how that feels. “I’m not sure,” she says.

But I know it was Amy. I can feel it.

“Please, Sophie,” she says. “Don’t tell Alex I told you any of this. I don’t want to cause any more trouble.”

But the trouble is already here, and it’s not going away. If Alex has been lying to me all this time—if Amy is somehow at the centre of it—then I have to know the truth. There’s no going back now, and deep down, I know: that whatever I find, it’s going to change everything.
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Imarch home, my head buzzing with what Jane told me. Alex, arguing with a strange woman in our driveway, just two days after my fall, while I was still in the hospital. I know I’m breaking Jane’s trust after she asked me not to say anything, but I don’t care—she kept this from me. Now, I have no choice but to confront Alex.

He’s standing at the sink, rinsing his mug as I walk into the kitchen. He’s got his back to me, and for a moment, I wonder if I should just drop it, let it go. But no. I’m done second-guessing myself.

“Who was she?” I demand.

Alex spins around, startled by my tone. “What? Who was who?”

“The woman Jane saw you with,” I say, moving around the side of the kitchen island. “In our driveway. Was it her—Amy? Your girlfriend?”

“My…what?” He puts the mug down, his hands still wet with the suds. “Sophie, what are you talking about?”

“You heard me.” I cross my arms. “Jane saw you with a woman when I was in hospital. Short dark hair, about my height. Are you telling me she’s having false memories, too?”

His mouth opens and closes as if he’s fumbling for the right words. “You’re making it sound like something terrible was going on,” he says, with a forced laugh. “It was just a work thing.”

“Really? Because Jane said you were arguing. She said it was heated.”

He shakes his head. “She must have got the wrong end of the stick.”

“Funny how that keeps happening to everyone—except you,” I snap.

“It was nothing, really.”

“Why are you acting so defensive?”

He rubs his eyes. “Because I’m tired of this, Sophie,” he says. “You keep digging up these wild accusations, looking for something that isn’t there!”

“If there’s nothing, then why won’t you just answer the damn question?” I shoot back. “You’re acting like you’ve got something to hide.”

“What question?”

“Who was she?”

He grimaces, gritting his teeth. “Fine. Yes, it was Amy. But it was about work. I used to work with her—or rather she worked for me. She was my solicitor when we were in Sheffield. But not anymore. I was just asking her advice about an old account.”

“Why did she come to the house? Why not call?”

“Oh for God’s sake.” He throws his hands up. “You know what? I don’t have time for this.” He moves past me, grabbing his coat from the back of one of the stools. “I’ve got an emergency at work. I was heading out anyway.”

“How convenient.

He pulls on his coat.

“It has nothing to do with…this,” he adds, waving his hand between the two of us. “We can talk about it later, but right now I have things to take care of. I’m going over to the site in North Manchester. I’ll see you later.” And with that, he storms out of the kitchen and yanks open the front door.

“Running away again?” I call out, following him into the hallway.

He pauses in the doorway, and for a second, I think he’s going to turn back and say something. But he just shakes his head, steps outside, and slams the door behind him.

I stand there, my heart pounding in my ears.

What the hell?

I stomp into the front room and slump onto the sofa. But when I can’t immediately find the remote for the TV, I leap up again and walk back into the kitchen. I’m so wound up I don’t know what to do with myself. I go to the sink and stare out into the back garden, not really seeing anything. I can’t just let him walk out like that. I need answers.

Running upstairs I grab my phone and swipe it open. I still have the app Alex downloaded, the one that tracks our phone’s locations. A dark satisfaction twists in my stomach as I open it. He thought he was being so clever doing this. Maybe now, it’ll be his undoing.

As I rush back downstairs, a throbbing pain pulses behind my right eye. I press my fingers to my temple, trying to dull it, willing it to ease. I can’t let this stop me. I can’t rest. I have things to do.

I search the key hooks and find the Toyota set. Before I can talk myself out of it, I’m out the front door, locking up behind me. I walk around to the driver’s side and press the button on the key fob to unlock the car. Nothing happens at first and I’m starting to curse Alex for doing something to the keys when I try again and the door beeps open. I’m in.

But I haven’t driven since the accident. My legs feel wobbly as I sink into the driver’s seat, gripping the wheel with clammy hands. I set my phone in the cradle on the dashboard and open the app. A map of Manchester flashes up, with the blue pin marking Alex’s location. He’s travelling fast. I jam the key into the ignition and twist it. The engine sputters—my poor little car’s been sitting unused for weeks—but I keep trying, and after a few more turns, it roars to life. The whole vehicle vibrates through me, intensifying the pounding in my head. But I can do this. I have to.

I shift into first gear and pull onto the street, the car jerking forward as if it’s fighting me. I press down a bit too hard on the accelerator, and the tyres spin before catching. It’s scary, like it’s my first time behind the wheel, but I force myself to keep going. After a few minutes, the basics start to come back—finding the clutch’s bite point, timing the gear changes. I suppose it’s muscle memory kicking in, like with the yoga. I vaguely recall Dr Rahim saying something about how the body remembers even when the mind doesn’t, which is helpful. Especially as my nerves are frazzled. I keep glancing in the rearview mirror, half-expecting a police car to appear and pull me over for dangerous driving.

Right on cue, I take the next corner too sharply, the tyres squealing as I yank the wheel back to straighten out.

“Bloody hell! Come on, Soph. Get it together.”

I check the tracking app again. Alex’s location keeps moving steadily towards the city centre. Maybe he is going to the site in north Manchester. Or maybe he isn’t. Either way, I have to stay on him.

The traffic thickens and slows as I hit the outskirts of Manchester. Buses block my view, and bikers seem to appear out of nowhere, weaving between the rows of slowing cars. I dodge a transit van pulling into my lane, then swerve back, barely missing a cyclist who shouts angrily after me. I try to stay calm, but the pounding headache makes it nearly impossible. At one point, I get so close to the car in front of me that I have to slam on the brakes, nearly skidding into the back of it. The driver glares at me in his mirror, and I mouth a quick apology, my heart racing faster than ever.

As I move between lanes, my paranoia spikes. I keep looking in the rearview mirror, convinced I’m being followed. A dark blue Audi has been behind me for the past five minutes, moving over just seconds after I do. I take another sharp right, nearly clipping the kerb, and check the mirror again. The car is still there. My grip tightens around the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white.

Focus, I tell myself. Alex is ahead. I just need to catch up to him.

Navigating through the city centre, the traffic is a nightmare of one-way streets and merging lanes. I swerve to avoid a double-decker bus pulling into a stop, then nearly miss the light turning red. My phone buzzes, and I glance at the screen to see Alex’s blue dot has stopped moving. He’s somewhere up ahead.

Following the directions, I wind through a maze of narrow streets, cut across a main road near Victoria Station, and continue along a busy stretch until I reach a construction site about five minutes outside the city. As I get closer, I spot Alex’s car parked beside a row of battered portacabins. I slow down and pull over a little way down the street. I turn off the engine and lean forward, peering through the windscreen for a better look. Alex is inside one of the portacabins, pacing back and forth, reading from a clipboard. I don’t take my eyes off the window, waiting for someone else to appear—Amy, maybe, or the man who came to our house. But after fifteen minutes, there’s no sign of anyone but Alex. Another twenty minutes crawl by and still nothing. Alex is just moving papers around and talking on his phone. He looks stressed, almost frantic at times, but there’s no woman, no seedy rendezvous.

Bugger.

Maybe I got this wrong.

It doesn’t help that my headache has only worsened, pounding at my temples as I sit there, watching. I wait another half hour, but nothing changes. A mess of emotions churns within me, with the usual front-runners of frustration and confusion leading the pack. I’ve wasted nearly an hour here, hoping for answers, and all I have are more questions. Feeling deflated, I start the car and pull away slowly, glancing at the portacabin as it fades in the rearview mirror. But even as I drive away, the doubts gnaw at me. I know something isn’t right.

I know it.

The headache returns with a vengeance as I head home, pounding in sync with the questions spinning around in my mind. I may not have found any answers, but I’m not ready to give up. And the longer I think about it, the more certain I am that I’m missing something important.
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Iget home, and the pounding in my head is unbearable, like someone’s taken a hammer to the inside of my skull. I scribble a quick note for Alex, stick it to the fridge, and head upstairs, clutching the bannister to haul myself up. With each step, a fresh jolt of pain spears through my temples. This is a bad one. In the bedroom, I draw the curtains and pull back the duvet before collapsing onto the bed. It’s cosy in here, and the darkened room helps. Pulling the covers up around me, I close my eyes, hoping sleep will come quickly. It does—but not peacefully.

I drift in and out, my mind swirling with troubling images—shadowy figures standing on the landing, pointing at me; a woman with dark hair wearing a red beret. Her face is blurred and nondescript but I know it’s her. I’m chasing her down a corridor that seems to stretch on forever, and as I’m about to reach her, she disappears into the darkness.

I wake with a start to find the room dimly lit by the streetlight outside the window. The throbbing in my head has dulled slightly, but it’s still there—a steady, pulsing reminder of the strain I’m under.

The house is silent until I hear the front door close softly. I glance at the clock on the bedside table. It’s late, but Alex must be just getting home. The sound of the front door opening must have been what woke me. I lie still, listening to his footsteps as he makes his way upstairs.

I don’t want to have to deal with him right now.

As I hear him creak along the landing, I hunker down under the covers and close my eyes, feigning sleep. I’m facing away from the door but I sense his presence as he steps into the room and stops, probably taking in the sight of me already in bed. I focus on my breathing, slow and even. Alex is just standing there, and I can almost feel his gaze boring into me.

What the hell is he doing? What does he want?

I hear him undressing, then feel him ease his old t-shirt out from under his pillow. But then he just stands there at the side of the bed, watching me.

Does he know I’m awake?

I resist the urge to peek, feeling his eyes on me for what seems like forever. Talk about creepy.

Get lost, Alex. Go make a brew or something!

Finally, I hear him turn and go back downstairs. I wait a few minutes, letting my heart rate settle, then slip out of bed, tiptoe along the landing, and head downstairs. As I reach the hallway, I hear him in the front room speaking on the phone,

He’s speaking in a hushed, hurried voice, and I can’t quite make out what he’s saying. I edge closer, pressing myself against the wall by the doorway. Closing my eyes, I focus all my attention on listening, hoping to catch snippets of the conversation.

“We’re all moving on,” Alex snaps at one point. “No, I told you…She can’t know…We agreed...I don’t care what you want.”

Admittedly, it’s only clipped, scattered phrases—and just one side of the conversation—but it’s enough to stoke the fire of suspicion burning inside me.

He’s talking to her. He has to be. And I’m not going to be made of fool of a second longer.

I barge into the room. “Who are you talking to?” I demand.

Alex whips around, his mouth open. “I’ve got to go,” he says into the phone, hanging up quickly. “Sophie. What are you doing? I thought you were asleep.”

“Who was it?” I snap, pointing at the phone. “Was it Amy again?”

“It was a work call,” he insists, but there’s an edge in his voice, his tone rising defensively. “You’re blowing this out of all proportion.”

I dart forward and snatch his phone before he can react. Stepping back, I hold one arm out to keep him at bay, scrolling through the call history with my other hand.

And there it is. Amy. I hold up the screen, my hand trembling.

“Amy,” I repeat, wishing this vindication felt better. “Who is she?”

Alex steps closer, his expression hardening as he reaches for the phone. “Sophie, you wouldn’t understand what’s going on right now—you’re not well enough to handle this.”

I pull back, tightening my grip on the phone. “Oh, so now I’m not well enough,” I scoff. “That’s convenient, isn’t it? Using my head injury to keep secrets from me!”

“This has to stop, Sophie!” he shouts. “You’re getting worse, and you’re starting to scare me.”

I feel the walls closing in but I refuse to cow down. “I’m scaring you?” I say. “And why is that, Alex? Because I’m getting close to the truth?”

He rubs his forehead, looking exasperated. “Jesus. I think we need to do something. Get help. Maybe go back to see Dr Rahim. Last time, he mentioned the possibility of a short course of antipsychotics or anti-anxiety medication. It might help...”

“Oh, so now you want me drugged?” I yell. “Keep me boxed up and docile so I don’t make a scene?”

“It’s not like that,” he says, his hands going to his head. “I’m trying to help you.”

“Then tell me the truth.”

“I am doing.”

I shake my head, a bitter laugh escaping. “Bullshit,” I say, my voice cracking. “Who’s Amy? I know you know her. I know you’ve been meeting her. Who is she?”

He runs his hand through his hair, then lets it fall limply to his side. “Fine,” he says. “Her name’s Amy Donovan. Do you remember her?”

I grit my teeth “I wouldn’t be asking if I did, would I?”

He gives me a small, resigned smile. “I already told you; she used to do some work for me,” he begins. “She handled legal matters related to the business. Property contracts, land disputes, negotiations with investors.” He pauses, studying my reaction. “But when we moved to Manchester, I found someone new, someone local. It was just easier that way.”

“Then why are you still talking to her?” I demand.

He sighs and looks away, searching for the right words. “I didn’t want to. Believe me. But I needed her advice on a few things. She knows the business inside and out, and… well, things aren’t going as smoothly as I’d hoped. There have been some complications recently.”

I stare at him, searching for any sign that he’s lying. There’s a hint of desperation in his voice, but I can’t tell if it’s because he’s being honest—or if he’s just trying to cover his tracks.

“Why keep it to yourself,” I ask. “Why not tell me all this when I first asked?”

“I didn’t want to worry you,” he says. “You’ve been through enough as it is. I didn’t think adding business problems to the mix was a good idea.”

“So…Amy…she’s just a work colleague?”

Alex’s gaze finally meets mine, his expression softening. “Don’t you remember her?”

I shake my head. “Did I know her well?”

“No, not really.” He hesitates, chewing his lip, then smiles. “How about I make us a drink?”

I stare at him for a moment. He looks relieved to have got this off his chest but when I look into his eyes, I get the impression there’s still something he’s not telling me.

“I’ll have a glass of wine,” I say.

The request receives a concerned look. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

“Yes, Alex,” I snap. “I think it’s very wise. Please don’t treat me like a baby.”

He raises his hands. “Okay. I just think⁠—”

“Alex,” I say, cutting him off. “You keep telling me I need to stop acting this way. Well, so do you. Stop acting like I’m going to break, both physically and mentally. I’m doing well. I’m stronger than you think. So, either you get me a glass of wine—or we can talk about the fact that I still think you’re hiding something from me.”

I glare at him and he stares back, the tension between us brittle and electric. Seconds pass, and then his shoulders sag.

“Fine,” he says, heading into the kitchen. “Two glasses of wine coming up.” Before he leaves, he glances back at me, and for the briefest moment, I see it in his eyes—fear.

It makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

Whatever he’s scared of, I know it’s not my imagination, and it’s not my injury. It’s something real. Something Alex is desperately trying to keep buried. And now I know—I’m closer to unearthing it than he wants me to be.
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The wine was nice, but it didn’t do my headache any favours—in fact, it only seemed to bring it back with a vengeance. Still, I have to admit, the rest of the evening with Alex was almost...pleasant. We stuck to safe topics at first, the kind of small talk usually reserved for work colleagues or extended family members. But after the second glass, I couldn’t help myself. I brought up Amy again, just to see how he’d react.

As expected, he brushed it off, minimised the whole thing, acting as if she were barely a blip on his radar. He has this way of making me feel ridiculous for even asking, as if I’m the one blowing things out of proportion. And he never slipped up, not once. But there was something in his tone, the way he looked at me. I could tell he was hiding something, even if I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

At one point, I almost demanded my passport and credit cards back. But the words caught in my throat. I wanted to be firm, to tell him I was done with his games, but the fear held me back. What if he refused? What if he decided to twist the situation around on me, like he so often does? I couldn’t risk losing what little control I still had.

But even so, I can’t rest. Over the next few days, I’m like a woman possessed, driven by an obsessive need to get to the truth. I start tracking Alex religiously on the app on my phone. Blue dot at the site in North Manchester where I followed him—check. Blue dot at some gym down the road—fine, I suppose he does go there sometimes. But if that dot moves anywhere it shouldn’t, I’m on high alert. When he’s at home it’s the same story. I’m watching his every move, dissecting every word, every little pause, asking questions I already know the answers to, hoping to catch him in a lie.

He’s playing it very cool, which only makes me more suspicious. He’s too careful, too considerate. It’s like he’s trying to win a competition for being the perfect husband. But I’m not buying it. Not anymore.

I don’t know if I’m making any real progress or just losing the plot, but the thought of stopping seems preposterous. I’m consumed by this deep hunger, this craving, to uncover what’s really going on. If he’s having an affair, then I need to know. Because that gives him both the motive and the means to get me out of the way. And if he’s the reason I fell down the stairs—even if it was an accident or the result of an awful row gone wrong—I can’t let him hide behind these lies any more. The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced this could be a matter of life or death.

Of course, he’s not going to try anything right now. It’s too risky, given the timescale of what’s happened. The police would suspect him of foul play immediately, wouldn’t they? And he’s clever enough to know that. But he could be biding his time, playing the devoted husband until the time is right and he can have another go.

I won’t let it come to that. I have to stay one step ahead. And if I’m wrong, well… at least I’ll know I was wrong. But I don’t think I am. There’s a feeling in my gut that won’t cease, an instinct that tells me I’m onto something. I’ve learned not to ignore that feeling.

When I’m alone in the house, it’s like being in a pressure cooker. I pace from room to room, circling back and forth, trying to come up with a plan. But whenever I think about just leaving, I hit the same walls. Where would I go? I’m only just trusting myself behind the wheel again, and I haven’t seen a single one of my credit cards since I came home from the hospital. And my passport? Who knows where he’s put that?

Buggering hell.

How could I have been so blind? I was a strong, independent woman once. I know I was. When did everything get so tangled up in him? There’s a bitter taste in my mouth at the realisation of just how much control he’s taken from me.

At least I have another session with Dr. Reynolds to help me focus my thoughts—and hopefully bring some memories back. But this one is even more frustrating than the last. I sit in the chair, tissues and water nearby, staring at her diplomas on the wall while she drones on about patience and healing. Why can’t she see I want answers, not the same tired lines?

“I want to find out what I know about Amy,” I say, cutting her off. “And the days before the fall… there has to be something there.”

She gives me the kind of patronising smile you might give someone who’s just proudly shown off their participation medal. “Sophie, I’m concerned you’re becoming fixated on this Amy person.”

“I can’t help it. Alex and her…something is going on. I know it.”

“From what you’ve told me, Alex seems like a good man. He’s been nothing but supportive to you since your fall.” Her voice is infuriatingly calm, like she’s trying to talk me down from a ledge. “Nothing he’s said has been proven to be a lie, has it?”

I sneer at the suggestion, but as I think about it, I can’t come up with any counter-evidence. Still, not lying and telling a very convincing story are very different things.

“There’s more than one way to hide the truth, Doctor.”

She purses her lips, nodding to show she understands. But she doesn’t. “Remember what your neurologist told you, Sophie. Paranoia can be a symptom of your condition, not a cause.”

Bloody hell, Doc!

I almost laugh. Symptom or not, I’ve got every right to be suspicious. I’m not taking any more risks.

“You’ve got to approach this slowly, give yourself time,” she continues, falling back into those well-worn phrases. “Stressing yourself will only make things worse.”

But I can’t take it anymore. How am I supposed to stay calm when I’m being gaslit at every turn?

I walk out of her office more wound up than ever. By the time I get home, Alex is miles away, according to the app—some industrial estate over in Prestwich. I watch the blue dot as it moves around the map, almost like it’s taunting me. The house is too quiet, the kind of quiet that gets under your skin. I need to do something, anything, to take my mind off my troubled thoughts.

I decide to cook something from scratch, something I’m pretty sure I used to enjoy doing. But as I open the fridge and stare at the contents, I can’t think of a single recipe. My mind is completely blank, like it’s forgotten how to even start. There must be a recipe online I can follow. I pick up my phone, but the screen’s too small to watch anything properly. Then I spot Alex’s laptop on one of the stools by the island. My heart skips. But if he’s left it there it’s doubtful there’s anything incriminating on it. Still, I could use it to find a recipe guide or a YouTube video.

I place it on the worktop and open it up, only to be greeted with the login screen. Password-protected.

Damn it.

I try a few obvious passwords. My birthday, his birthday, Sheffield United—his favourite football team, judging by his desktop picture—but no luck.

I chew on my lip, debating my next move. Would he give it to me if I called him and asked? I could tell him I’m planning a nice meal and need a recipe. I’m just reaching for my phone when I notice the note on the fridge from last week.

Hey Sofee. Just getting petrol. Back in 10 mins.

Returning to the laptop, I type Sofee into the password box and hit return.

It works. I’m in.

I shake my head as his desktop loads. Sofee. It’s kind of cute, I suppose, but it means nothing. As I focus on the screen, however, my stomach flips. Alex didn’t log out properly, and his emails are open.

Whoa.

I pull myself up onto a stool and lean over the keyboard, my finger swiping the touchpad as I scan down the list of names and subject lines. The first few are dull and predictable—newsletters from a building supplier, a reminder about renewing the car insurance, an ad from a workwear site. It’s all very ordinary and innocent. No sign of any emails from Amy Donovan. But as I scroll a little further, an email chain with the subject line, Urgent: financial concerns re Parker Street catches my eye. My stomach clenches as I open it and start reading.

The first email is from a man named Colin, who I vaguely recall is an investor Alex has worked with for a while. His tone is panicked, going on about cash flow problems, missed payments, and creditors breathing down their necks. It’s obvious that things are unravelling fast, and it doesn’t sound like Alex has been completely honest about just how dire things have become—with anyone. I click into Colin’s latest reply, dated just two days ago.

If we can’t secure new funding or sell the Parker Street property in the next few weeks, we’re going to be in serious trouble. We need a contingency plan.

Parker Street. The name rings a bell. I grab my phone and check the app. Sure enough, Alex’s dot is blinking right near a Parker Street in north Manchester. I return to the laptop, skimming through more emails detailing legal disputes, unpaid invoices, and layoffs. It’s a complete mess, and from the looks of it, Alex has been frantically trying to hold things together while everything slowly collapses.

I keep scrolling, piecing together the extent of the damage. There’s an email from an accountant—not Amy—warning about insufficient funds and potential insolvency. Another one mentions a lawsuit from a contractor who claims he wasn’t paid for his last job. It’s clear now—the business is on the brink, and Alex has been covering it up, all while pretending everything is perfectly fine.

My stomach twists. If he can lie about this, he can lie about anything.

Including whether or not he pushed me down the stairs.

I’ve seen enough. This is grim reading. I’m about to close the laptop when I notice an email at the bottom of the page from Main Brothers Insurance. The subject line reads Confirmation: New Policies Issued. My nerves tighten as I open it. The email is short and to the point, confirming two new life insurance policies—one for Alex…and one for me.

Bloody hell.

The room feels colder as I stare at the screen. I know I shouldn’t jump to conclusions, but the timing sends a shiver straight to my core. Maybe it’s a coincidence, maybe it’s something we’d been planning together for a while, but you don’t have to be paranoid to notice how bloody convenient it looks. It’s a red flag waving right in my face. If Alex wanted me dead, this would be a tidy way to make sure he benefits.

I check the details, and there it is—Alex’s name, listed as the primary beneficiary on my policy. My mouth goes dry as a wave of dark thoughts crash over me.

If the business is tanking and he’s desperate, is it really such a leap to think he might go to extreme measures? And if he’s having an affair on top of it, he’s got a double motive.

Shit. Is Amy involved in this, too?

If Alex is desperate enough to pull a stunt like this, could she be the one who put him up to it? I almost believed him when he said he was just keeping in touch with her for business advice. But why go to her for help when he’s already got a new solicitor in Manchester?

There’s something in my gut that says Amy isn’t just an old colleague. It feels like her fingerprints are all over this mess. I picture the two of them, whispering together, plotting my demise, and then planning their next steps while I was laid up in the hospital, vulnerable and oblivious.

A part of me had still been hoping I was wrong about Alex, but now the truth is staring me in the face. These life insurance policies change everything. A payout for my accidental death would be the perfect way for him to crawl out of his financial hole, wouldn’t it? And then he’d be free to run off with his little solicitor bitch.

I close the laptop, fighting the rage that’s blossoming inside me. I’ve got him now. But I also know it’s pointless going to the police with just a handful of emails and half-baked suspicions. Because I know how this looks—and how Alex will spin it. They’ll smile sympathetically, think bless her, all that trouble and she’s still not back to normal. They might even ring Alex to come get me, and then… no.

I won’t risk it. Not without concrete proof. I need something concrete and undeniable that means they can’t just dismiss me as some poor confounded woman with brain damage. Because I’m not. I’m definitely not. If Alex has done what I suspect—and now I’m almost certain he has—then I’ll find the proof I need.

I’ll play along for now, let him think I’m still in the dark. But the next time he slips up, I’ll be ready. And when the truth comes out, my dear husband will finally understand just how dangerous it is to underestimate me.
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For the next few days, I focus on a single goal: how to get away from Alex for good. There’s no more room for dithering, no more sitting around hoping things might magically work out. I start with simple, practical steps. At night I wait until I’m certain Alex is asleep, then quietly slip out of bed, creeping around the house, barely daring to breathe. I gather whatever cash I can find lying around, and pack a few essentials that I hope he won’t notice missing: a change of clothes, a toothbrush, my phone charger, a bit of concealer. It’s not much, but it’ll get me through a few nights if I need to leave in a hurry.

While searching, I stumble upon a few rings and bracelets I’d forgotten I even owned. I pack those as well. If it comes down to it, I can pawn a few pieces to get by, at least for a little while. The main thing is to stay calm and unnoticed for now. No making waves until I’m fully ready to leave. Once I have everything, I put the bag in the boot of my car and quietly make my way back to bed.

More than anything now, I need solid evidence to convince the police this isn’t just paranoia or my mind playing tricks on me. Alex is in dire need of money and has motive, means and the perfect opportunity to get me out of the way. I know it’s a wild claim, and I know exactly how the police will view me if I turn up with nothing but theories. I’m not crazy.

I’m definitely not crazy.

Those emails I found on Alex’s laptop are all I can think about, keeping me awake as I lie next to him in our marital bed. His business is falling apart; that much is obvious. But I need to know how bad things really are, whether we even have any money left. When I close my eyes, all I can see are those life insurance policies. If Alex is as deep in debt as he seems, that payout would be his golden ticket out of this mess.

And who knows who else is involved? This Amy woman? She was his solicitor, apparently, and it wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if she’s his little partner in crime. This is what keeps me awake at night the most—the thought of them together, scheming and plotting. I’m terrified to discover the full truth of what my husband has done, but my anger outweighs any fear. If I’m right, the two of them are hoping to walk away with a tidy sum once I’m out of the picture.

No. Not happening.

But I need more than assumptions—for my own sanity as much as for the police. I’ve spent too long muddling through a haze of half-memories and mixed-up feelings. I need the facts, clear and undisputable, in black and white. Only then will I truly know.

So, I start asking questions—careful, innocent-sounding ones. I try to be clever about it, subtle, nothing that would make him think I’m prying. But I have to get a clearer picture of his work situation. Over the next few days, I play the doting wife, casually slipping questions into conversation—asking him where he works, who he works with, which sites he’s currently working on. After some digging, I learn he’s juggling three sites—the one up in North Manchester where I followed him. the hotel project in Derbyshire that hasn’t started yet—and probably never will at this rate—and a housing site in Bramhall, near Stockport.

Whenever he talks about work, he wears that same practised smile, like everything’s going great. He cheerfully tells me how he’s been run off his feet, dashing between sites, putting out fires. He’s certainly got the act down, but I see through it now—it’s all a front.

But two can play at that game, Alex.

So, I play along, saying all the right things, looking impressed or sympathetic when needed, rubbing his back and telling him not to work too hard. But now I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he’s lying. And the more time I spend around him, the more he gives me the creeps.

The more I hate him.

And now I have some leads to follow.

The next morning, I wait until he heads off to the site in North Manchester, and as soon as he’s out the door, I pull up the tracker app on my phone. I watch the little blue dot move as I sip my coffee, waiting until he’s properly on his way. Then I grab my keys, check the mirror to make sure I look halfway decent, and head out myself. Driving still makes me anxious, but I focus on my mission, climbing into my little red Toyota and starting the engine.

Alex mentioned his other site—the one in Bramhall—was on Bridge Lane, near the rugby club. It’s not exactly something I can type into the Maps app, but I head in that general direction, hoping a development of twenty unfinished new builds will be easy to spot.

This is only my second time behind the wheel since the accident, but I’m getting the hang of it again. It’s a bright, clear day, which feels strange given what I’m doing. The sunlight seems to invite calm, maybe even cheerfulness, yet here I am with my pulse pounding, hands clamped to the steering wheel. I turn on the radio, hoping some background noise will settle my nerves, but every song is just tinny and irritating, a distraction from what I’m really focused on—getting to Bramhall, finding proof, and getting out.

The roads are quiet, but my mind is anything but. Every traffic light feels like an irritation, like a brick wall testing my patience as I sit, foot tapping, waiting for it to turn green. I reach over to double-check Alex’s location, confirming he’s still in North Manchester, and then it hits me—he’s got the same tracking app on his phone.

Shit.

If he checks, he’ll know I’m not at home; he’ll see that I’m out here, investigating his other site. I can only hope he’s too distracted by work stress to bother, but even so, I keep glancing in the rearview mirror, alert to the cars behind me. A few times, I’m sure I spot his silver BMW on my tail, but each time it’s a false alarm. I tell myself he’s got too much on his plate to track me, but the paranoia digs in, and soon every car looks suspiciously familiar. I take a deep breath, grip the wheel tighter, and force myself to stay focused.

Eventually, I reach Bridge Lane and drive alongside the rugby club. A little further, and I slow down as the development site comes into view. A huge sign reads: Coming Soon: The Sycamores. Luxury Living in the Heart of Bramhall. The sign also shows an artist’s impression of modern three- and four-bedroom houses, complete with neat green lawns and happy children playing in the street outside. But the actual site is quiet, too quiet for a project of this size. My stomach tightens as I park up a distance away, peering around to make sure no one’s watching.

Getting out of the car I wander over to the edge of the site. Whoa. I knew things were bad, but the place is a ghost town. Rows of half-built houses, more skeleton than structure, sit along a bumpy, untarmacked road. No workers, no equipment, not even a cement mixer in sight. I expected to see some signs of life, a foreman or a security guard at the very least. But the site is deserted.

A breeze whips my hair across my face, and I wrap my arms around myself, wishing I’d brought a coat rather than just this thin jumper. I venture further into the site and it’s kind of spooky, like an abandoned set for a post-apocalyptic film. A rusted wheelbarrow leans on its side, forgotten.

I keep walking, wondering when any work was last done here. Nothing looks fresh. Local kids have even graffitied some of the internal walls of the buildings, probably using the empty houses as a place to drink cheap alcohol or smoke weed.

As I reach the end of the first row, I hear what sounds like footsteps behind me and spin around. But there’s no one there. I move around the corner to see if there’s anything going on and—smack, I walk straight into something big and solid.

What the…?

I push myself back, heart pounding, and see that it’s a man. A very large, mean-looking man. The same man who showed up at our house, banging on the door—the one Alex told me not to worry about. Up close, he’s even more intimidating: well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and arms thick enough to crush stone. His head is shaved, the skin rough and scarred in places, and his nose is crooked, as though it’s been broken more than once. A thick, jagged scar cuts across his cheek, and his small, too-close-together eyes lock onto me with a cold, menacing glare.

‘Who the ‘ell are you!” he snarls.

He steps closer, and I catch the stale scent of sweat and cigarettes. My throat goes dry, and I swallow hard, taking a step back.

“I’m—I’m nobody…”

“This is private property,” he says.

“Right. Yes.” I take another step back, trying to put some distance between us. “I was just…looking.”

“Were you now?”

I freeze.

Does he know who I am?

If he’s after Alex for money, this won’t go well if he finds out I’m his wife.

Before I can react, he lunges forward, his hand shooting out to grab me. I jerk back, stumbling over my own feet as his thick fingers graze my sleeve. The shock jolts me into action, and I spin around, adrenaline surging as I sprint back the way I came, his voice booming behind me.

“Oi! Stop!”

My legs move faster than my thoughts, propelling me forward through the maze of unfinished walls. At the end of the first row of houses, I risk a glance a glance over my shoulder. The man is close. Closer than I’d hoped. And he looks no less angry. I push myself harder, the panic spreading through my chest like wildfire. I cut through a barren back garden and back onto what is supposed to be the main street. My car is visible up ahead and I pull my keys from my pocket, shoving the sharp ends between my fingers as a makeshift weapon.

For a second, I think I might make it. Then I feel his hand clamp down on my arm, his grip like a vice, yanking me back.

“Get off me!” I yell, raising my fist with the keys.

“Just calm down, will ya?”

I gasp, twisting against his grip, but his calloused fingers dig into my skin, holding on tight. I struggle, but he’s too strong, forcing me to turn and face him.

“Who are you?” he growls. “You from the insurance? Or the bank?”

“No. I’m…I’m Alex’s wife,” I splutter. “But I don’t know anything, I swear. I came here looking for answers.”

Something in my face must convince him I’m genuine because he lets go of my arm.

“Alex’s wife?” he says. “Where’s the man himself, then, hey? Cos he’s not been answering any of my calls or emails. And he owes me money. A lot of money.”

“What’s your name?” I ask.

He hesitates, wrinkling his nose. “It’s Jeff. He knows full well who I am. He’s avoiding me rather than paying me what he owes.”

I nod, brushing myself down. “Yes, I know. He told me things were…going well here.”

Jeff lets out a harsh, humourless laugh. “Going well?” he snarls, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “That’s rich. Your husband’s up to his neck in debt, lady. Owes me and most of the blokes working on this site. I’ve been chasing him for weeks, but he keeps fobbing me off. So you tell him, if he doesn’t sort it out soon then I’ll…well, I’m sure you can use your imagination.”

“Okay. Yes. I’ll tell him.”

He stares at me for a second longer, then sneers and shakes his head, which I take as my cue to leave. I stumble away and don’t look back until I’ve reached my car. Jeff is still standing there, arms crossed, watching me with a look that says he meant every word of his threat.

I climb into the driver’s seat and lock the doors, feeling my hands shake as I shove the key in the ignition.

Damn.

I knew things were bad, but this is worse than I thought. My mind spins with everything I know—the insurance policy, the debts, the lies, Amy Donovan. A dull ache throbs behind my eyes as I try to fit it all together. It’s almost too much to deal with but I screw my eyes closed and force myself to concentrate. Because I know now, more than ever, this isn’t just some temporary setback for Alex’s business. He’s desperate, and out of options.

And if he needs money that badly…

My blood runs cold. It all makes sense now. Alex isn’t protecting me, or even trying to control me—he’s keeping me where he needs me, waiting for the right moment.

I’m his ticket out of this mess.
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To say things are strained between Alex and me at dinner tonight would be the understatement of the year. I was worried being around him after discovering what I know might fill me with fear but instead it’s only deepened my disgust. I can hardly bring myself to look at him, and when I do, it takes all my self-control not to throw my glass of water in his face.

I take small bites of my food, nodding along and smiling where necessary. He’s putting on his usual show—chatting about his workday, his plans for the week, even making the occasional joke. But every so often, I catch him glancing at me, a flicker of worry in his eyes, and I wonder if he senses it too. That this act—this attentive, doting husband routine—doesn’t work on me anymore.

What the hell is he thinking?

I watch him eat, struggling to reconcile the Alex in my mind—deceptive, secretive, a potential murderer— with the man across from me now—attentive, loving, who’s all smiles and gentle gestures as he reaches to fill my glass. But appearances are deceiving. This is the same Alex who’s hovered over me like a helicopter parent since my accident, trying too hard to seem supportive. I see through it all now, and the charm act he’s putting on tonight won’t keep the truth hidden for much longer.

Because it’s not just me who’s starting to unravel. Alex must be running purely on nervous energy by this point. Beneath his cool façade, I can practically feel the tension coming off him.

You might think you’ve fooled me, darling, but I see through your mask.

I pick at my food, swirling a fork through the mashed potatoes as I ready myself to speak. I know exactly what I want to say—I’ve been wanting to ask it for the past ten minutes—but every time I open my mouth, the words stall. But I need to do this.

Without looking up, I ask, “So…are you staying in touch with Amy Donovan?”

Alex doesn’t answer straight away and as I raise my head I catch him staring, like he’s trying to get a read on me. “What do you mean?”

“Just curious. She’s obviously important. For the business, I mean. When did you last speak to her?”

Alex continues to watch me, then resumes cutting his chicken. “What’s with all the questions?” he asks, attempting a chuckle that falls flat.

I tilt my head, pretending to think it over. “Oh, no reason,” I say with a shrug. “Just wondering.”

“Well, like I’ve told you,” he says, unable to keep the edge from his voice, “she’s not involved with the business anymore.”

“Fair enough. I thought maybe you two might stay in touch, considering you worked together for so long.” I let the words hang there, watching as his jaw tightens ever so slightly.

“We did,” he says. “But like I also told you—I only called her because of her involvement in some old projects I needed help with.” He pauses, a tight smile playing on his lips. “I won’t be needing her again.”

He resumes eating as if that’s the end of it. But I’m not about to let it go. “Were she and I friends?” I ask. “Did I know her well?”

I don’t take my eyes off him as I say this. He shifts in his seat, clearly uncomfortable, his gaze darting to the clock on the wall as if he’s waiting for a chance to escape.

“Look, Sophie,” he says, sounding a bit exasperated, “I don’t know why this is all coming up now. But can’t we just enjoy dinner without all the questions for once? I just want to relax.”

I let out a snort—not intentional, but I don’t regret it.

Alex ignores it and carries on. “We could watch a film later. There are a few new ones on Netflix that look good.”

“Maybe,” I mutter. “By the way, did you ever tell me why we moved to Manchester?”

His expression tightens, looking almost pained, as though he can’t understand what he’s done to deserve this interrogation. “Do we really have to talk about this now?”

“Was the business going badly in Sheffield?” I ask, ignoring his pleas.

He puts down his knife and fork and takes a sip of water, no doubt stalling why he thinks up an excuse. “No, it wasn’t going badly,” he says. “It was just time for a change. It made sense.”

“But you can understand why I’m asking, surely?” I say, hitting him with a big grin. “I have so many gaps…”

“I know. Sorry.”

He returns to his food, but now he’s just picking at it. The silence that follows is more awkward than any I remember. Which, admittedly, isn’t many.

Finally, I take a deep breath and meet his gaze head-on. “So why did you call Amy if you already have a new solicitor?”

“What?” he snaps, barely holding himself together. “Sophie, I’ve explained this already. Amy knows the business inside out. I needed her advice on some specific issues, all right? It wasn’t something I wanted to do, but it was necessary.” He leans forward, his eyes big and pleading. “I won’t call her again. Can we please just…forget about her? I don’t want you worrying over this, Sophie. From now on, let’s just focus on you—on us. Please?”

He sounds genuine, almost desperate, but it only deepens my suspicion. I know I might be jumping to conclusions, but everything lines up too neatly—the insurance policy, his business circling the drain, the fact he’s still in touch with this Amy. Plus that hotel stay— which I don’t believe for a second was just a business thing—and what Jane saw. Not to mention the scattered flashes of memory that flit through my mind, just out of reach.

No. I can’t pretend this doesn’t add up.

Because it makes sense, doesn’t it? Alex and Amy get rid of me, and then they’re free to be together. Plus, they’d get the insurance payout.

“Yeah, sure,” I say. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“Thank God.”

He smiles, and I wonder if he even realises just how transparent he’s become. Yet there’s still a part of me that struggles to reconcile these two sides of him. Maybe this whole scheme wasn’t even his idea. Maybe it’s Amy, pushing him to make that final move. I wouldn’t be surprised. It’s why, even now, I can’t fully believe he’d be capable of something so twisted and sinister.

I may not know my husband the way I once did. But I know women. I know exactly how they can be when they sink their claws into a man. And a solicitor, too, Amy would know just how to twist him around her little finger, how to make him believe that this was the only way.

As I consider it, more pieces start slotting into place. I realise Amy was probably behind his decision to change solicitors—a clever way to create a buffer between them, just in case anyone started asking questions later on.

I finish eating and lean back, not taking my eyes off him. He notices and shrugs as if to say, What now?

The nerve of this guy!

“So…is there anything else I should know, Alex?” I ask. “And please don’t tell me to take it easy. I’ve huge gaps in my memory that I need to fill if I’m ever going to feel whole again. Sane again. Don’t you get that?”

He sighs. “Yes. I do.”

“Good. So tell me—what made us want to leave Sheffield? I do remember being happy there. I had my job, my friends. So what happened?”

“Nothing in particular,” he says.

“Really? So we upped and moved cities, just like that? It wasn’t because…you cheated on me, and I found out?”

Bugger.

I didn’t mean to say that. It just slipped out. Alex’s mouth falls open, and he stares at me for what feels like an eternity.

“Jesus,” he whispers finally. “Where the hell did that come from?”

“Answer the question.”

“No, Sophie,” he says quietly, shaking his head. “It was nothing like that. I promise you.” He reaches out, covering my hand with his. “Please, darling. Stop this. Let’s just… move forward.”

But he’s lying. I see it now. Once you know, you know. He grips my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze, as if trying to reassure me. My instinct is to pull away, but I remain still, keeping my hand limp. I can’t bring myself to return his smile.

“You know, I thought this could be a blessing in disguise,” he says. “A chance for a fresh start. For both of us.” There’s a strange intensity in his eyes, a look of desperation I haven’t seen before. “Can’t we try for that? Just you and me, Soph. No past. Just the future.”

He nods in that way people do to try to influence agreement. I force a smile to make him believe I’m considering it. But in reality, I know what I have to do. I need answers, and I won’t find them here. Not from him, anyway. He’ll just keep giving me these rehearsed reassurances, these empty promises of a new beginning.

But Amy? Maybe she’ll be different. Maybe she’ll want me to know the truth, so she can force Alex’s hand. If she’s the one behind all of this, then she’s the one who has the answers I need.

And I’m going to get them.
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Today’s the day. I’m really doing this.

Shiiiiiit! I’m scared.

But ever since I first saw those insurance policies, one thought has stayed with me: if Alex caused my fall, I need to prove it. There’s no peace without the truth, no way I can stay under the same roof as him, let alone trust a word he says until I know for certain.

Last night, I lay awake, staring at the ceiling, listening to him breathing beside me, wondering how he’ll react when he finds out I know.

Will he confess?

Will he try again to get rid of me?

Either way, I have to be clever about this, careful too. But after seeing his face twitch when I asked about Amy yesterday, I’m more certain than ever that I’m doing the right thing. His reaction was all the confirmation I needed. Now I just need the kind of proof I can take to the police. And if I can’t find the truth at home, I’ll find it elsewhere.

I wait patiently in the kitchen, sipping from a mug of strong coffee until Alex breezes in, telling me he’s going to work—though what work actually involves for him these days is anyone’s guess. As soon as he’s out of the door, I grab his laptop and carry it through to the dining room, placing it on the table. There’s a split second where I feel a rush of nerves, like I’m about to rob a bank, but it doesn’t stop me. I sit and type in his password, tapping the trackpad impatiently as the desktop loads. Once it’s ready, I open up a new browser window and navigate to LinkedIn.

After a few wrong turns, I finally land on the right profile: Amy Donovan, Construction and Commercial Property Solicitor, based in Sheffield. I grit my teeth as I click to enlarge her photo. She looks polished and self-assured, attractive in a professional way, her short, dark hair framing a face that could easily pass as friendly. As I stare into her eyes, I feel a flush of something I can’t quite make sense of. But I know she makes me angry.

Her office address is listed under the firm she works for—Sullivan & Shaw Solicitors, right in Sheffield city centre, close to the train station. Getting there will be simple enough; what happens after that…well, who knows? I close the laptop and sit back, gripping the edge of the table as a fresh wave of nerves runs through me.

Okay. This is it.

No time like the present.

I grab my car keys and head out before I can talk myself out of it. Climbing into the driver’s seat, I start the engine and pull away, humming to drown out the jumble of confusing thoughts clashing together in my mind.

I have to do this. No going back.

The suburban streets blur past, giving way to main roads, then a dual carriageway as I steer onto the A34 and merge into the flow of traffic leaving Manchester. The city lights and rows of terraced houses fade to fields, and soon, I’m on the A57, heading east.

I consider switching on the radio, but I can’t cope with music right now. Instead, it’s just the hum of the engine and a faint pounding in my head as I approach the looming hills of the Peak District, watching the road rise and narrow in front of me. The A57 curves onto the winding stretch known as Snake Pass, and I tighten my grip on the wheel, bracing myself for what lies ahead. As the road cuts through the hillside, I ease into the bends, feeling the weight of the car shift with every turn. A deep valley stretches out on one side of me, scattered with patches of heather and gorse. The scenery is bleak and raw, the kind of terrain that feels untouched and almost primal. Somehow, it matches my mood all too well.

The road twists and turns beneath my wheels, but my thoughts keep drifting back to Amy. I wrack my brain, sifting through fractured snippets of memory, no matter how blurred and unreliable, trying to force some kind of clarity.

Do I really remember her?

I think so. I’m almost certain she was the short-haired woman who flashed through my mind in that first session with Dr Reynolds. But was that memory real? Did it actually happen, or is it, like the shadowy figure on the stairs, just my brain trying to tell me something?

My stomach twists, and I ease off the accelerator, letting the car coast as I try to remember—really remember.

What is it about her?

Why does she feel tied to these fragmented memories, these flashes that vanish the moment I try to focus on them?

Another sharp bend pulls my attention back to the road, the tyres skidding as I fight to steady the car. The moors stretch out around me, wild and endless, and I feel the isolation. It’s just me with nothing but the open sky and the jagged roll of barren hills. And somewhere out there, in Sheffield, is Amy, probably sitting in her office, unaware of what’s about to happen.

A shudder of anxiety runs through me as I imagine her reaction when I show up. I picture her, smug and entitled, sitting in some grand office with her solicitor friends. Then the look on her face when she sees me. When she realises why I’m there…

Will she own up to it? Try to gaslight me like everyone else?

Or will she ring Alex?

As I hit a straight patch of road I check my phone in its cradle on the dashboard. I’m not using the tracking app as I don’t want Alex to know where I am, but that means I have no idea where he is either. I expect his name to flash across the screen any second, ringing to ask where I am, but there’s nothing. No missed calls, no texts. Just an empty signal icon, a reminder that out here, in the middle of nowhere, I’m out of reach.

Small mercies, I suppose.

I drive on keeping my eyes on the road as the moors fade and the outskirts of Sheffield come into view. A few minutes later, my phone buzzes with a new notification, and my heart skips. I have signal. I glance down, holding my breath. But it’s nothing from Alex. Just a news alert about some actor who’s been arrested in Cape Town. Nothing relevant. Nothing that matters.

I navigate to the train station following good old-fashioned road signs and park up in the short-stay car park. I don’t plan on being here for more than a few hours. Once I’m face-to-face with Amy, I’ll either get what I need within minutes—or not at all. At the ticket machine, I pay for two hours, but a familiar pain flares behind my eyes, intense and overwhelming for a few seconds before it dissipates into a dull throb. I brush it off and press on, placing the ticket stub on the dashboard as I climb back into the driver’s seat.

Flipping down the sunshade, I check my reflection in the small square mirror on the back. I look pale and uncertain but also determined. I tuck a stray hair behind my ear and take a few deep breaths, trying to calm the nerves twisting my insides.  I need to stay calm. Focused.

Stepping out of the car, I lock it and then set off towards Amy Donovan’s building. Sheffield stretches out in every direction, grey and vast and impersonal. It’s hard to believe I lived here for so long. I remember it—sort of—but it’s like the memory of a film I only half-watched, or a story someone told me, rather than a place I actually know.

I open the Maps app on my phone and type in her office address. It’s just a few blocks away. Close enough that I can walk it. I suck in another deep breath, and quicken my pace, eyes flicking from the screen to the street signs as I make my way through the city.

My insides are churning, and my thoughts are chaotic and unhelpful. The pain behind my eyes is also getting worse but I ignore it. Easy to do with everything else going on. The questions I need to ask Amy are on a loop in my head, and the different ways this confrontation might go replaying with every step.

What if she denies everything? Laughs it off?

Acts like I’m insane for even bringing it up?

I run through a dozen different scenarios, picturing her face as I accuse her—her expression shifting, eyes widening in fear or narrowing in defiance. I can’t decide which would be worse: to see her frightened or smug, or both.

The street widens into a pedestrianised area and I spot the building on the far side. A tall, grey structure with wide glass doors and the name Sullivan & Shaw Solicitors in polished silver letters above the entrance.

I’m only a few steps away when my phone vibrates, jolting me out of my tunnel vision. I stop and look down, the screen lighting up with a name—Alex.

I freeze, not knowing what to do as the phone buzzes in my hand, demanding my attention. He must have realised by now that I’m not at home. My thumb hovers over the screen, temptation urging me to answer, to hear what he has to say, to see if he’ll stumble through some kind of pretence or demand to know where I am. But I stop myself, watching the screen go dark as I make my decision.

You don’t get to control this, Alex.

Not today.

Not anymore.
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Before I can talk myself out of it, I push open the large glass doors and stride into Sullivan and Shaw Solicitors. The foyer is incredibly classy. All polished marble and pristine surfaces, with massive chrome chandeliers hanging from the ceiling that cast a cold glow over everything. The atmosphere feels almost reverent, like in a church or a library, but the oversized potted plants in the corners and modern grey chairs lining the walls soften the effect.

At the far end is a long reception desk, where a tanned, middle-aged woman sits staring stony-faced at a computer monitor. I take a deep breath and walk over, acutely aware of my trainers slapping against the glossy floor.

The woman is wearing a dark crimson blouse that already shows slight sweat patches under each arm. Somehow, that detail spurs me on. It’s a small crack in her otherwise strict, businesslike appearance. Her hair is slicked back in a flawless bun, not a strand out of place, and her makeup is so meticulous it would’ve taken me hours to apply. She’s not exactly attractive, but she has a presence that fills the room.

I lean one arm on the counter, trying to appear casual but having the opposite effect.  I flash a smile, waiting for her to acknowledge me, but her eyes stay glued to the screen. I clear my throat.

“Excuse me,” I begin, putting on my cheeriest voice. “I’m looking for Amy Donovan. I believe she works here.”

The woman finally looks up, giving me a blatant once-over. Her lips twitch, and I can’t tell if it’s from curiosity or amusement. Either way, it only makes me feel smaller and more on edge.

Have I even got the right place? Does Amy still work here? Right now, if this battle-axe told me Amy had vanished without a trace, I’d probably believe her. It would make sense in a perverse sort of way.

The woman narrows her eyes. “Do you have an appointment?” Her accent has a Liverpudlian twang, which throws me off even more.

I hesitate, a hundred lies flitting through my mind. “No,” I say. “I don’t.”

She nods, unimpressed, and turns back to her screen. “Ms Donovan is in meetings all morning,” she says, with a trace of satisfaction.

I can feel my patience fraying. “Right. It’s just...I’m a close friend, and this is a personal matter. An important one.”

She looks me up and down, no doubt taking in the lack of makeup, the worn sweater, and my unbrushed hair—greasy and dishevelled after skipping a shower this morning. She’s probably thinking I don’t look like the sort of person her precious Ms Donovan would be friends with.

“She won’t be available for a while,” she says slowly, like I might not have understood her the first time.

Just then, two men in suits bustle into the foyer, leather briefcases in hand, talking loudly as they head towards us. They look important, and I wonder if they’re the Shaw and Sullivan from the sign outside.

“Morning, Denise,” one of them says to the woman, lashing her a grin and a wink.

The woman—Denise—practically lights up, smiling and nodding warmly in their direction. “Good morning, John… Nigel.”

I raise an eyebrow.

Oh, so you can be pleasant to people?

Typical. The men disappear into the lift, and Denise turns back to me, her demeanour dropping to the stand-offish side of neutral once more. “I’m afraid you can’t wait here,” she says. “Sorry.’

I smile at her but it takes all I’ve got. “It is very important,” I say. “Can I leave a message for Ms Donovan?”

Denise lowers her chin and glares at me through her false eyelashes. “Don’t you have her number if you’re so close? I think sending her a message is probably best.”

I straighten, keeping my smile in place. Touche Miss Trunchbull.

“Will she be available later, this afternoon?” I ask.

Denise lets out a loud, dramatic sigh. “I couldn’t say.” But I don’t miss the faint smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. Lovely.

I sigh back, almost as loud. “Fine!”

Head held high, I turn and make for the exit, trying to stride confidently across the foyer without looking like I’m flouncing.  I’m not entirely sure I pull it off. Outside, I stomp across to the row of shops on the far side of the pedestrian area. The morning air is cool against my skin. It’s supposed to be summer, but here in Sheffield they clearly missed the memo.

As I walk, the frustration in me swells, and the pounding in my head only intensifies. Driving over here to confront Amy suddenly feels ridiculous, like I’m grasping at straws. But I’m here now, and I’ve got to see it through.

I glance up and down the street, spotting a small chemist on the corner. I head toward it, muttering under my breath as I push through the door. The place smells exactly like every chemist I’ve ever stepped into, a mix of antiseptic and aniseed. I grab a packet of painkillers from a shelf and pay with some of the change I’ve scraped together.

Back on the street, I tear open the box and pop two tablets out of the blister pack, swallowing them dry. They leave a bitter, chalky taste on my tongue, and one feels like it’s lodged in my throat, but hopefully, they’ll kick in soon. My head is still hammering.

Now what?

I retrace my steps and see a small café across the street from Amy’s building. Getting closer, I notice it has tables near the window. Perfect. I step inside and am instantly enveloped by warmth and the smell of coffee and fresh pastries. I order a pot of tea and a slice of carrot cake, spending five of the eight pounds I have left, then settle at a table near the front so I can keep an eye on the entrance to Sullivan and Shaw. The waitress brings my order, and I pour myself a cup of tea, only taking my eyes off the building for a few seconds. The accompanying carrot cake smells wonderful, of cinnamon and spice and I fork in a large mouthful as I watch.

Minutes turn into an hour. The cake was finished in the first five minutes but I’ve ordered a fresh pot of hot water to revive the teabags, which the waitress—an easy-going, cheerful young girl—doesn’t seem to mind supplying. But I feel my patience fraying, my nerves wound tight. This plan made sense back home, but now, sitting alone in a cafe, pressing my wet finger onto the last few crumbs of cake to pick them up, it all feels a bit ridiculous. What am I even doing here? Maybe I should just leave, drive back to Manchester and go about this another way.

I glance at my bag, half-ready to grab my things and leave. But just as I start to shift in my seat, I see movement outside—a woman with short dark hair striding out of the building, head down, tapping at her phone. It’s her. It has to be. My pulse quickens as I get to my feet.

This is happening.

Shit!

I’m out of the café and walking towards her before I can think too much about it, trying to keep a steady pace despite my racing heart. Amy is about fifty metres ahead, weaving through the crowd, and I stay a careful distance behind her. She doesn’t look back, doesn’t have a clue she’s being followed, which boosts my confidence slightly. The pain behind my eyes has intensified, making it hard to focus, but I press on, trying to ignore it.

Amy finally stops in the middle of a large square, her gaze still glued to her phone screen. Now’s my chance. I close the distance between us, and suddenly it’s like my voice has a mind of its own.

“Amy?”

Her head jerks up, and she looks at me, startled.

“Amy Donovan? It is you, yes?”

Up close, Amy is more striking than I gave her credit for. Her short, dark hair frames high cheekbones and fine features. She’s wrapped in a tailored coat that hugs her slim figure, and her makeup is subtle but flawless. There’s an intensity in her eyes, dark and unreadable, that only makes her more intimidating. For a moment, I almost lose track of why I’m here, thrown off by the confidence radiating from her.

“Sophie,” she says. “What are you doing here?”

My stomach flips and my heart sinks at the same time. I was right. And she knows me. She knows exactly who I am. But the way she’s staring, it’s as if she’s seen a ghost.

“I really need to talk to you,” I say.

Amy licks her lips, glancing around like she’s already looking for an exit. I step closer, and she takes a step back, her expression shifting to one of wariness.

“Listen, Sophie,” she says, her tone strained with barely concealed annoyance. “I can’t talk to you right now.” She glances at her phone, perhaps hoping I’ll take the hint and just walk away. But I’m not going anywhere.

“Seriously?” I say, louder than I meant to. “You can’t even be bothered to talk to me? After everything you’ve done?” A few passersby glance over, and I swallow the words I almost blurted out.

After screwing my husband!

Her eyes flash with…guilt? Pity? Then she shakes her head and sighs. “Listen, I know you’re going through a hard time right now. But it’s not what you think.” She lowers her voice. “It’s over, okay? Alex loves you, Sophie.” Her face softens. “Go home to him. He’s worried about you.”

Her words hit like a slap. I open my mouth, ready to argue, ready to tell her she doesn’t get to just walk away from this mess. But before I can even form a sentence, a sharp pain knifes through my skull, blinding and sudden. I press my fingers to my temples, struggling to stay upright, but the pain only gets worse, spreading until my vision blurs. 

“Sophie? Are you okay?”

I can hear Amy’s voice, but it sounds distant and muffled, as if she’s speaking underwater. I look up, trying to keep her in my line of sight, but she blurs into the background. I can just make out her concerned expression as she reaches towards me. I want to tell her to get help, but the words won’t come. My vision starts to darken, the edges fading to black. It hurts. It hurts so bad.

Am I dying?

Is this how it happens?

I stumble forward, feeling the cold pavement under my palms as I hit the ground.

Stay down. Stay awake.

But it’s almost impossible. The pain is unbearable. I hear someone shout my name, and, then there’s a hand on my shoulder, a familiar voice close to my ear.

“Sophie, I’ve got you.”

Alex?

It sounds like him. It smells like him, too. An arm wraps around me, holding me up. A voice says something I can’t quite make out. I blink to try to focus, but the world is slipping away, colours and shapes swirling together, smearing into the fog. I catch a final glimpse of Amy’s blurred face, her mouth moving, saying something I can’t hear.

And then everything goes dark.
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Iwake up slowly, groggily uncertain of where I am, or what happened. But as I blink myself fully awake, the room around me becomes painfully familiar. I take in the faded green curtain, the sharp smell of antiseptic, and the steady beep of a monitor somewhere nearby.

Oh…bugger.

Did I…?

It takes my brain a moment to pull itself together, but then the memories begin crawling back, one after another. My heart sinks as the realisation hits.

I blacked out.

My last clear memory is standing face-to-face with Amy, and then that brutal, ripping pain in my head. After that? Just blurry snippets. I remember a lot of shouting and bright lights, the feel of a stretcher underneath me. I remember Alex showing up and feeling confused and angry and in so much pain. And now, here I am. In the hospital. Again.

I try to sit up, but my head feels like it’s made of lead, as if gravity has doubled just for me. Before I can get my bearings, the curtains part and a young woman who I’ve never seen before steps into my cubicle. She’s wearing dark blue scrubs and is slim, almost boyish, with a button nose and a slightly crooked smile.

“Good morning, Sophie,” she says. “I’m Dr Barrow. Glad to see you’re awake.”

“Where’s Dr Rahim?” I mutter.

She looks at me like I've just spoken another language, and that's when it hits me: I'm not in Manchester. I'm in Sheffield. The room only feels familiar because all hospitals look and smell the same.

"How are you feeling?" Dr Barrow asks.

I have no idea how to answer that. How is anyone supposed to feel, waking up in a hospital bed for the second time in a month? I suck in a deep breath to steady myself and ask the only question that matters right now. “How long have I been here?”

She checks my chart. “You were admitted yesterday. We kept you sedated overnight while we ran some tests.”

“And?” I can hear the strain in my voice.

She leans over me, pulling a small torch from her pocket and shining it directly into my eyes. My head throbs as the light cuts into my vision, but I force myself to stay still, blinking against the brightness. Satisfied, she clicks off the torch and tucks it away, straightening up with a vaguely pleased expression.

“You’re very lucky,” she says. “We were concerned there might have been a small bleed on your brain, but the scans came back clear.”

I nod, already shuffling forward, preparing to swing my legs over the side of the bed, but she raises a hand, all serious-faced.

“But that doesn’t mean this isn’t a warning sign, Sophie.” She folds her arms, doubling down on the doctorly concern. “I’ve read your file. Yesterday’s episode was likely a result of stress, of pushing yourself too hard, too soon. If you don't let yourself rest, you're going to make yourself worse.”

Yes, yes, I know all this.

I’ve heard it from Dr Rahim, from Dr Reynolds, and from Alex—over and over again. But if I can remember all that, I can also remember exactly why I’ve been pushing myself so hard.

“I understand,” I say, giving her what she wants to hear. “Rest and time.” But I know I can’t promise her those things. Not yet.

I look round the room. Where’s Alex? I know he accompanied me here. I remember him looming over me in the ambulance, his face taut with worry.

But how did he know where to find me?

Just as that thought starts to sink in, I hear hurried footsteps, and—speak of the devil—Alex walks through the gap in the curtain, carrying a take-out coffee.

“Hey, they just told me you were awake,” he says, moving to the side of the bed. “I was just getting some air." He looks genuinely relieved to see me, but he also looks like he's been put through the wringer—bloodshot eyes, and dark circles giving him a haunted look. His hair's a mess, and his shirt is crumpled like he's slept in it. Although I'm not sure he's slept at all. He stares into my eyes, smiling and nodding in that way people do when they’re overcome with emotion. Or when they don’t know what to say.

I almost feel bad for him. Almost.  What is he waiting for—sympathy? An apology? I give him nothing, and a few seconds later, Dr Barrow clears her throat, clearly uncomfortable with the tension hanging in the air.

“Well, Sophie,” she says, placing a hand on the bed beside me, “as far as I’m concerned, you’ll be ready to go home tomorrow— after one more night of monitoring." She pauses, her eyes narrowing as she studies me. "But only if you agree to take it easy. And by easy, I mean no stress and no confrontations. You need real rest, Sophie. It’s non-negotiable.”

“Absolutely. I promise,” I say, but barely listening. I’ll agree to anything if it means getting out of here.

Dr Barrow gives me a cautious smile, like she’s not entirely convinced, then heads out, glancing back one last time. “I’ll be back later to check in.”

As soon as she’s gone, the cubicle falls silent once more. I hate this, and I can tell Alex does too, but I’m not going to be one to break it with apologies or fake kindness. Not this time. Alex drags a chair closer to the bed, sitting down with his hand resting on the mattress, just an inch from mine.

I exhale slowly. The tension between us is so awkward and heavy that I almost want to laugh. But I don’t.

“How did you find me?” I ask.

He grins. “That app I downloaded for us. Remember?”

Yes, of course, I bloody remember, I want to snap. I’ve been using it to track your every move. But I bite my tongue.

“I’d left a report I needed at the house and when I went back you were gone,” he continues. “I was worried. So, I tracked you to Sheffield.”

I swallow. “Right. I thought I’d shut the app down.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he says, giving me a self-conscious smile. “It still runs in the background, so I was able to see exactly where you were.”

Bugger.

I didn’t realise that. But maybe it’s for the best that I hadn’t actually turned it off.

“I was worried about you,” he whispers. “You just… disappeared.  I didn’t know what to think. I was worried sick.” He sounds genuinely hurt, but I can’t help the bitter laugh that escapes me.

“Worried about me finding Amy, more like,” I say, watching closely for his reaction. “Worried I’d finally get to the truth.”

“That’s not fair, Sophie,” he says, but he doesn’t sound angry. Just worn out, like he’s been through this a hundred times. “All I’ve ever wanted is to help you, to make you happy. I love you.”

I scoff. “Jesus, Alex. I can’t believe you think saying that’s enough. And I can’t believe you’d do this to me. With her.

“For heaven’s sake, Sophie, you need to let this go.” He sighs, rubbing the back of his neck, clearly stalling. “That’s not what happened. It’s not like that at all.”

“Then what is it like?” I snap. “What was it? Working late together, were you, and got a little too cosy? Or maybe it was my fault? I was working too hard and ignoring you. That’s what most men say, isn’t it? That’s the excuse most cheats give. I wasn’t paying you enough attention, so you went and found solace in the arms—and between the legs—of someone eager to fawn over you. Is that more like it?”

I can see him fighting to keep his temper in check, his knuckles whitening as he clenches his fists. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

I take a deep breath, but it doesn’t even begin to calm the fury bubbling up inside me. And then, before I can stop myself, the question slips out, a rush of adrenaline surging through me as the words take form.

“Did you push me down the stairs, Alex?”

My skin prickles as I see the question land. He looks… stunned. His mouth opens like he’s about to respond, but nothing comes out. He takes a sharp breath, gripping the edge of the mattress.

“What the—what the fuck?”

He shakes his head and looks away, his face a tragic picture of disbelief. But now everything he does seems like an act. When he finally speaks, his voice is low, almost a whisper. “I can’t believe you’d think that. That you’d even….” He trails off and rubs at his cheek, ramping up his hurt act. But it only makes me more angry. “I’ve done everything I can to help you, Sophie,” he continues. “To support you. And this—this is my thanks? You think I’d be capable of something like that?”

“Did you?”

“No! I did not push you down the stairs.”

“Then what about the insurance policies?” I ask, not letting him off the hook for a second. When he looks shocked, I can’t help but grin. “Oh, you didn’t think I knew about those, did you?”

“Those policies were for us, Sophie,” he says, his voice dripping with supposed sincerity. “For both of us. Just in case. Don’t you remember? I’ve had a few…setbacks, lately and it made me realise we needed something in place. A way to make sure you’d be secure, to protect us financially if anything happened to me. That’s all it was. Nothing more."

“Bullshit.” I laugh, a cold, hollow sound that doesn’t feel like me. “I know what you’re trying to do, Alex. But I’m on to you.”

His jaw clenches, and there’s a flash of anger in his eyes. He’s so used to charming his way out of everything, but I’m done playing along.

Sorry, Alex, but your time’s up.

For a moment, he’s quiet, his expression grim, the anger now replaced by something colder and more controlled. In a way, it’s even more unsettling. He doesn’t say anything, just watches me with a look that I suppose is meant to resemble concern. But I see it for what it is. Manipulation. Deviousness.

“I don’t trust you, Alex,” I say. “And I don’t want you here. I want you to leave.”

Before he can respond, Dr Barrow steps back through the curtain. Alex leans back, gritting his teeth as he tries to keep himself in check.

“Sophie, I think you should have some rest now,” Dr Barrow says, glancing between Alex and me. I wonder if she’s been listening to our exchange, but if so, she doesn’t comment. “It’s important that you don’t get yourself worked up.”

Alex looks at her like he's about to protest. But he stops himself, biting back whatever he’d been about to say.

“Fine. I’ll leave.”

He stands, weariness and anger carved into every line of his face. He glares at me one last time before striding out through the gap in the curtain without another word.

Dr Barrow plumps my pillows and I lie back as she moves away. An intense wave of exhaustion hit me, and I allow my eyes to close. There’s still so much to do, so much to consider. But right now, all I want is sleep.
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The next morning I’m awake before anyone else on the ward. The lights are dimmed, and the place has that strange early-morning stillness, like everything is holding its breath before the day begins.

I sit up and stretch. I feel… okay. No head pain, no grogginess. That’s something. Now I need to work out what the hell I’m going to do next. Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I open the bedside drawer and find my clothes folded neatly inside. Did Alex do that? The nurses? I can’t imagine either of those options but someone did. And whether it was Alex or the staff, I can’t shake the feeling that it’s more for their benefit than mine. Like they want me to believe I’m being looked after.

I slide off the bed and quickly get dressed before scurrying barefoot across the ward to the bathroom. The hallways are mostly empty, with only a single cleaner buffering the floor who pays no attention to me. I probably could have walked out of here unnoticed at any point last night. Dr Barrow has been great, but other than her, there’s been a distinct lack of care. It only makes me more determined to get out of here.

Somewhere in another ward, I hear someone moaning, the unsettling sound echoing down the empty corridors. As I get closer to the bathroom, though, it sounds less like they're in physical pain and more like a deep, existential wail. Poor thing. I know how they feel.

Inside the bathroom, I use the toilet, hovering over the seat in a vain attempt to avoid MRSA and all the other bugs you can pick up in hospitals. After washing my hands and trying to make my hair look half reasonable, I make my way back to my bed just as Dr Barrow appears, clipboard in hand.

“Morning, Sophie,” she says brightly. “I’m just finishing my shift but I came by to tell you—you’re all set to go.”

I glance up at the ceiling as if thanking the gods of illness for their benevolence. “Brilliant. Thank you, Doctor.”

“But you keep in mind what I told you,” he says, wagging a finger at me.

“I will. I promise.”

I look around and see my phone and keys on the bedside drawers. Alex hasn’t mentioned my car and probably in all the chaos didn’t even think about it. That’s something at least. Now I’m praying to the gods of car parks that my little red Toyota is still there and hasn’t been clamped or towed.

“Right then,” Dr Barrow says, looking back down at her notes. “I’ll call your husband. He can come and collect.”

I shake my head quickly. “No. I’ll ring him myself,” I say, “I’d like to surprise him, you know. It’s all a bit… I just want to hear his voice.”

Dr Barrow smiles. “You can use the hospital phone. Just go to the ward desk and they’ll help you.”

“Thank you, doctor,” I say, waiting for her to leave before making any move.

The moment she’s gone, I straighten my shoulders and switch on my phone. Someone had turned it off, so thankfully, I’ve still got half my battery left. The last thing I need is to set off and have it die on me. I open up the tracking app, but the signal down here in the belly of the hospital is spotty at best and there’s no blue dot. I give it a few more minutes, just to be sure Dr Barrow is out of the way, then hurry off the ward and make my way towards the main entrance.

Hospitals are like labyrinths on purpose, I’m convinced. Designed to make sure only the truly determined ever find their way to the right department—or the exit. Maybe it's a resilience test. Eventually, I find myself in the main reception area and breeze past the front desk without so much as a sideways glance from anyone. I head out through the double doors, the cool morning air hitting me full in the face.

Under the awning, a lone woman in a dressing gown, one arm in a sling, leans against the wall, puffing on a cigarette like her life depends on it. Our eyes meet as I pass. She looks like she’d rather be anywhere else in the world but here.

I hear ya, sister!

I walk to the edge of the drop-off area and check my phone. Full bars of signal. Perfect. I have no intention of calling Alex, but at least now I can track him, and see where he is. I open the tracking app and am a little shocked to see he’s at the Bramhall site.

Bloody hell, Alex.

Did you grow some balls?

But then I imagine him talking with Jeff and let out a shiver that’s not entirely down to the Sheffield climate. Alex is probably explaining to the gruff contractor that he’ll have his money soon enough—just as soon as he can finish what he started and cash in that insurance policy.

No. Not going to happen.

I take a deep breath, then start walking away from the hospital towards the train station. I don’t have enough money for a taxi but it’s not far. Ten minutes later, I spot my car in the same place I left it. Thankfully, all four wheels are clamp-free, though there’s a black- and-yellow parking ticket stuck to the windscreen. I peel it off and toss it onto the passenger seat as I climb in. That’s a problem for later.

Shoving the key into the ignition, I let out a sigh of relief as the engine turns over on the first try. I pull out of the car park and wind my way through the city until I reach the A57. Once I hit Snake Pass, I press down on the accelerator and the scenery blurs by—stretches of bleak moorland and empty fields broken only by the occasional stone wall or skeletal tree. It’s the same as it always is out here, barren and raw, but my mind isn’t on the landscape. It’s on what I’m going to find when I get home. As I drive, shards of memory begin to surface, but they’re fragmented and dreamlike, leaving me struggling to make sense of any of it.

By the time I reach our cul-de-sac, my nerves are shot to pieces. I park in the driveway, go up to the house, and unlock the front door, pausing for a second before stepping inside. I call Alex’s name, even though I watched his little blue dot on the map for most of the drive back and know he's still at the site in Bramhall.

The stony silence in the house feels kind of apt, though no less oppressive. I linger in the hallway for a few seconds, taking in the house around me, then try a bit of the conscious breathing Dr Reynolds taught me. But it does nothing to slow my racing heart.

Right. I can’t put this off any longer.

I dash up the stairs, fists clenched, heading straight for Alex’s office. When I reach the door, I grab the handle and turn.

Locked.

Of course it is.

For a second, I just stand there, breathing hard, staring at the door. But I’m not about to let a lock stop me. Not now.

I hurry downstairs to the kitchen, yanking open drawers, searching for anything that might do the trick. After shuffling through a bunch of useless utensils, I discover a sturdy flathead screwdriver tucked away at the back of the drawer next to the fridge. Bingo. Clutching it like a makeshift weapon, I race back upstairs to the office, ears tuned for the sound of a car pulling into the drive in case Alex returns.

I take a steadying breath and wedge the screwdriver into the slim gap between the door and frame, pushing until I feel the latch give slightly. I jiggle it about, frantic. It doesn’t feel like it’s going to open, but just as I’m about to give up, the latch clicks, and the door swings open.

Come on, Soph!

I move inside and scan the room, spurred on by a surge of adrenaline. There’s no turning back now.

Making a beeline for Alex’s desk, I pull open the drawers one by one. As before, it’s mostly receipts from builder’s merchants and a few handwritten notes filled with figures and rough calculations. Next, I go to his old filing cabinet and this time it takes me only a few seconds to jimmy it open with the screwdriver. Pleased with myself, I pull out a wedge of papers and rifle through, skimming labels and flipping through pages. But it’s all just routine bloody paperwork—account sheets, contracts—nothing useful. Nothing that even proves Alex is lying, let alone plotting to kill me.

My fretfulness mounts as I yank open the next drawer, only to find more of the same. Each page I flip through just fuels my irritation, but I keep going, forcing myself to stay focused, to keep looking.

Then I spot something.

In the bottom drawer, hidden beneath some old receipts and unopened reams of printer paper is a thick brown folder.

I lift it out, flip it open, and pull out the contents. Tense and alert, I skim-read the first page, then the next, my breath catching as I realise what I’m holding. Pages of printed emails and handwritten letters. Love notes, between Alex and Amy.

This is it. Got him.

My heartbeat pulses in my throat as I keep reading.


38


Igo through the letters and printouts, speed-reading, not even finishing one sentence before my eyes flit to the next, then the next, struggling to process what I have in front of me. Some of the words stand out as if they’re bolded just for me to find. Red flags in a sea of black and white.

I need you… I’ll do anything for you…

What we have is special, perfect, real…

The words hit me like jabs to the chest. The sound of my own breathing suddenly seems too loud in the empty house. I flip to another letter, my fingers trembling, eyes skimming down the page, trying to take in all the words, even as they get worse.

My marriage was over long ago…

I love you. I want only you…

I choke back a laugh—half hysterical, half sick. Finally, I have it. Proof.

I love you, Amy.

I love you…I love you…I love you…

The words practically leap off the page at me. My stomach churns but I force myself to keep reading. I can’t fully absorb any of it; it’s like I’m drowning. But I don’t stop. Letter after letter, email after email, all full of declarations of love and need. My head spins, and I have to swallow hard to keep the wave of nausea rising in my throat.

I clutch the papers to steady myself, scrunching the edges, making it harder to read, but I’m not stopping now. I scan down another email printout, reading all the way to the bottom this time.

And that’s when the floor drops out from under me.

What the…

Fuck!

I freeze, staring at the words, my mind refusing to accept what I’m seeing. I reread the lines, over and over, the words twisting in my head, not making any sense.

All my love…forever yours, Sophie.

This can’t be happening; it has to be some mistake. I flip to another page, and there it is again.

I love you, Sophie xxx

My legs go weak, like jelly. I feel as if every ounce of strength has been drained out of me. I collapse into Alex’s leather chair, clutching the papers, struggling to catch my breath. I want to tear them to shreds, burn them, shove them back in the drawer and lock it all away, pretend I never saw any of it. But I can’t move. It’s like I’m paralysed, frozen in time, the letters still clutched in my hands. My eyes keep darting back to those words, like they’ve taken over my mind and won’t let go.

I notice now that my email address is there at the top of each printout and my name, Sophie Hale, staring back at me from page after page, like a signed confession I can’t ignore.

I love you, Amy.

Sophie x

I stare at the words, unable to move, barely able to breathe. Every thought in my head collides with the next, a chaotic mess of disbelief and horror. This whole time, I was so sure, so absolutely certain, that Alex was the one having an affair.

But it was me.

It was me and Amy.

My mind scrambles for some other explanation, anything to make sense of this, but the reality is staring me in the face—my name on every page, and every line spelling out a truth I can’t look away from. Now that I see it, I recognise my own handwriting in the letters. I have no idea why Alex kept these, but there’s no denying what they are.

Shitting hell.

It’s so absurd I almost want to laugh, but the sick feeling in my stomach keeps me silent. Somehow, I’ve managed to bury all of this, twisting it so far around that I made Alex the bad guy to shield myself from the truth. I want to put the letters down, to stop reading, but I can’t. I keep searching the pages, hoping for something, anything, that might explain it away—a tiny mistake, some inconsistency. But there’s nothing. Just me, Amy, and the messed-up story my broken mind has spun to keep me from facing reality.

I sit there, stunned, and let the papers slip from my fingers, scattering across the floor. Suddenly hazy memories start flooding in—so fast, I can barely make sense of them. Clandestine meetings, conversations heavy with tension and guilt, the thrill and dread of being so close to someone who wasn’t my husband. Who wasn’t even a man. I screw my eyes shut and see Amy in front of me, her head on the pillow beside mine, her smile meant only for me. I gasp. The flashbacks are overwhelming. It’s like a dam has burst in my mind, the neural pathways now unblocked, letting through a flood of images, thoughts and feelings.

This is too much.

I can’t cope.

The truth, something I’d distorted and buried, hits me in waves, leaving me unsure how to react. The betrayal, the guilt—it’s all rushing back to me, too vivid to deny. My mind had locked this away, kept it hidden, but now it’s all painfully clear.

Then, just as sharply, I see Alex. His face, his expression when he found out about Amy and me. Was it from a text message he’d found? One of these letters? Something else? I can’t remember exactly how he discovered my infidelity, but I see his face clearly, looking at me with only hurt in his eyes. Looking at me like he was seeing a stranger. The heated confrontation that followed plays out in my mind like a scene from a film I’ve been too afraid to watch. I can hear his voice now, cracked and strained with anger and hurt as he stood in front of me, staring, struggling to understand.

How could you, Sophie. After everything we’ve been through… you did this?

It's all too much to bear and I collapse onto the floor, pressing my hands to my temples as tears stream down my face. I feel trapped in a loop of memories, dark and hazy but now crushingly real, replaying over and over, dragging me deeper into everything I tried to forget. I wish to God this were a false memory or an hallucination but I know it’s not. My heart knows it’s not. I feel it like a stone in my stomach—the reality of my betrayal, tangled with everything I’ve rewritten to make myself the victim, to cast Alex as the villain.

I stay on the floor for what feels like forever, hugging my legs to my chest as I sob uncontrollably—crying for myself, for Alex, for everything I’ve done. I remember it all now. Him begging me, pleading for me to stay. His words echo in my head.

Please. I know we can work through this if you'll just listen. I love you, Sophie.

When I can’t stand sitting with myself any longer, I get to my feet and make my way along the landing to the top of the stairs. These stairs, where I’d all but convinced myself that Alex had hurt me. The very steps I imagined marked the end of us. And maybe they did—but not in the way I’d let myself believe.

I stare down at them, willing myself to remember every detail of that night. It’s like I’m outside my body, watching it play out in sickening detail. Alex is standing there, his voice frayed, barely holding it together as he begs me to stay, to reconsider, to see what I’m throwing away. His face is drawn and defeated, a raw desperation in his eyes. How could I have done this to him? Then I see myself, determined to walk away, rigid with resolve, trying to get past him, my heart pounding with the guilt I refused to acknowledge.

“Shit…Alex,” I whisper, as more memories flood back.

All I’d wanted was to get away, to shut him out, to escape the truth that was crushing me. I’d started to turn, to walk away, but he reached out, his hand gripping my arm, as if he could pull me back. But that touch was too much.

I whipped around to face him, filled with a rage I couldn’t even explain, as if he were the one at fault. I remember swinging my arm out in a reckless, wild gesture, desperate to shove him away. And that’s when it happened. I feel it all over again—the slip of my foot, the sudden jolt of imbalance. I hear Alex’s panicked shout, see him reaching for me. But it’s too late. My heel catches the edge of the step, and I replay the sickening sensation of falling, the world spinning around me as I tumbled. I see the blur of walls and stairs, and then the final, brutal thud as I hit the floor below.

But Alex didn’t push me. He was trying to save me. I fell because of my own reckless actions, and my refusal to face the truth of what I’d done.

I grip the bannister, feeling the dread wash over me. The head injury knocked the memories out of me, and ever since, I’ve been rewriting the story to protect myself. The notes I wrote about Alex looking at me like he wanted to hurt me, all the blame I threw at him, the constant paranoia—it was my mind’s way of shielding me from the pain of my own betrayal.

I feel lightheaded, my vision blurring. I sway, leaning against the bannister to steady myself, as more sobs bubble up inside me, raw and unfettered. The truth is too much, slicing through me, leaving me hollow. I sink onto the stairs, burying my face in my hands as waves of shame and guilt crash over me. I sit there, trembling, my thoughts spinning, each one colliding into the next.

What kind of person does something like this? Who the hell am I?

The sobs won’t stop, as the enormity of what I’ve done settles in and the truth becomes my new reality. I wipe my face, my hands shaking. I can’t stay here, not in this house, not now. I need to move, to think, to breathe. But I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do next—where to go, who to turn to, how to possibly face Alex now that everything’s come undone.

And then, a fresh thought cuts through the haze, sharp and undeniable.

I need to speak to Amy.
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Two hours later, I’m standing outside Amy’s office building, my phone clutched in one hand. I stare at it a moment longer before shoving it into my pocket. I’d half-expected Amy to refuse my call, maybe even to feign ignorance with Denise at the front desk, pretending she didn’t know me. But when I explained to Denise that it was imperative I speak with her, she put me through. Amy’s voice, when she answered, was soft, almost guarded. I got the sense she already knew why I was calling.

“I know,” I told her. “I know about us.”

That was all it took. She agreed to meet me, said she’d be right down, and hung up. There was nothing more to say on the phone. No point in pressing further until we can speak face-to-face. Now I stand watching the entrance, waiting for her to appear. Surprisingly, I have this strange sense of calm about me and my head is clearer than it’s been in weeks.

It’s probably a good thing; it means I managed the drive to Sheffield without veering off the road. I got here as fast as I could, my mind spinning the entire way as fragments of memories flashed through in pieces. And still they come, like half-formed reflections of reality, scraps of moments we’d spent together, things we’d said. I can’t tell if they’re real or just my mind filling in the blanks, but each one carries that same deep ache, a mix of guilt and sorrow. I’m not sure which weighs more heavily, but both are there, eating away at me.

I don’t know exactly what I’ll say to her when she comes out, but I know I have to be here. There’s no way around it. I need to hear it from her, to try and make sense of this mess. If that’s even possible.

After what feels like an eternity, the glass doors of Shaw and Sullivan Solicitors swing open and Amy steps out of the building. Her hair is brushed back, and she’s wearing a charcoal grey coat. No beret this time. She spots me but doesn't react, just walks over with her lips pressed tightly together. She looks as nervous as I feel. She also looks like she'd rather be doing anything else but meeting with me.

“Not here,” she says. “Let’s get a coffee.”

She turns and starts walking, and I follow, keeping a few steps behind. Neither of us speaks, the tension between us heavy and uncomfortable. Amy heads to the same café where I sat not long ago, watching for any sign of her. And now, here we are together. The atmosphere between feels both brittle and electric as if things could explode at any second.

Amy orders a latte but I don’t even look at the menu. I feel hollow, my stomach too tight to eat or drink. I sit across from her, my hands clasped in front of me. I watch her as she removes her coat, trying to find something familiar in her face, something that connects to the memories I have of us. I sort of feel a connection to her, but it’s not desire, it’s not love. In fact, part of me thinks it’s still hatred. And yet, she looks different now, even from the last time I saw her.

She sighs, puffing out her cheeks as she looks at me. “So… you got your memory back?”

“Sort of. Not completely.”

“So how did you find out?” she asks. “Did Alex tell you in the end?”

I take a breath, forcing myself to hold eye contact. “I found the letters. Between us.”

Amy starts to reply but pauses as the waitress brings over her latte. She thanks her and wraps her fingers tightly around the cup as if the warmth provides some kind of shield from the mess I've brought to her door.

“I see,” she says. “He kept them.”

A surge of frustration rises in my chest. “Why were they in my house, Amy? Those letters. Why does Alex have them?”

She sighs, eyes fixed on her coffee. “I gave them back to you, Sophie. After…everything.”

“What do you mean?” I narrow my eyes. “After what?”

Amy glances away, pausing for a long moment before she speaks again. “After I ended things.”

My mind spins, and the chair beneath me feels unsteady. “Right. So I’m not imagining that. You finished with me. You broke things off.”

Amy hesitates, then nods, a faint, bitter smile pulling at her lips. “I did. It was… complicated.”

“Because I was married?”

She hesitates again, looking down at her drink as if considering what to say. Or how to say it.

“I ended it because you… well, you’d become paranoid, Sophie. Erratic. Scared. You were constantly looking over your shoulder, worried we’d get caught. What started out as something fun and a little… taboo, I guess, quickly became stressful and not fun at all. I couldn’t keep it going.”

She’s talking, and I’m trying to listen, but every word feels like a punch in the face. Plus, she’s speaking in that careful way people do when they’re afraid of how the other person will react.

“I don’t think you were cut out to have an affair,” she continues. “We liked each other. It was exciting. But then you got a bit…obsessive. It was a lot to deal with. You were so set on us making a go of it, and I just wasn’t. I didn’t want to be the one to break up a marriage. It was a mistake. All of it.”

I sit back.

Wow.

Let me pass you the salt so you can rub it a bit more.

“It was a mistake,” I repeat, letting out a bitter laugh. “So I ruined my life for nothing?”

Amy stares at me, her eyebrows knitting together. “You see, this is exactly what I'm talking about. This is how you were. It wasn't what I signed up for."

“And what exactly did you sign up for?” I snap.

She sighs, glancing around, probably looking for an escape route.

“Let’s not do this here,” she whispers. “Or anywhere in fact. I’ve done my crying. I’ve dealt with the guilt. I gave you those letters back because I wanted to move on. To forget about you, about everything.”

Wow, again.

And, no, the irony isn’t lost on me. Neither is the sting her words carry. I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes. Just silence, with her sitting across from me, looking exasperated, as if she thought she’d put this to bed a long time ago.

“I remember now,” I whisper. “After you ended things… I cried for days. I couldn’t… I couldn’t believe it was over.”

She nods but doesn’t look at me. “I never wanted to be the reason your life crumbled, Soph. You were married, you wanted kids one day, and I didn’t want to be the one responsible for tearing that apart.”

“But you did anyway.”

She sighs. “That’s why I walked away. I thought it would help you, that you’d move on and patch things up with Alex.”

“But it didn’t help,” I tell her, as more memories slap me in the face. “I risked everything for you. And I lost even more—my sanity, my friends. I remember now. I had a good circle of friends, but after our affair, they all practically disowned me.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispers.

“Are you?”

I sit back. Charlie. Of course. She was the only one who stuck by me, but even she grew cold afterwards. She never knew what to say, how to act. No wonder she’s been avoiding me. But Alex stuck with me, even when everyone we knew thought he was insane for doing it. Even me.

I lean forward as another thought hits me. “Jane—my neighbour—she said she saw you with Alex. Outside our house. Recently.”

Amy looks up, managing only the thinnest of smiles. “I heard about your accident,” she says. “I needed to know if you were okay. But Alex… he told me to leave. Said it was best if we didn’t speak again.” Her voice breaks slightly, and a deep void opens in my chest.

In his own way, Alex had been protecting me, even as I convinced myself he was the one who’d betrayed me.

Amy watches me carefully as if she's worried I might cause a scene. “It’s over, Sophie,” she says finally. “It ended a long time ago. I had to walk away from the chaos. I couldn’t keep living in constant fear of being found out, of ruining more lives. I wanted my life back.”

She looks at me and now her smile is genuine. But it doesn’t soften the blow. The hurt slices through me, but I know she’s right. It wasn’t Alex who destroyed our marriage. It was me. My choices, my lies, the affair I tried to bury. And now, sitting here, I feel the full extent of what I’ve done.

I can’t look at Amy anymore. I can’t even look at myself.

“Goodbye, Amy,” I manage, pushing back my chair. My legs feel shaky as I stand, but I move anyway. Without another word, I turn and head for the door. As I push it open, I sense her stirring behind me, maybe about to follow, but I keep going. There’s nothing left to say.

Outside, the sun is shining as if mocking me, as if it knows my dirty secret. The world I thought I knew—every lie, every distorted memory—is gone, crumbling piece by piece around me.

And there’s no one left to blame but me.
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The shadowy figure I saw on the stairs in my dream was me. I know that now. Or, at least, it was some surreal representation of my guilt, my mistakes—everything I’d buried so deep I convinced myself Alex was the one at fault. I spent all this time casting him as the monster when really, I was the one hiding in the dark.

But now, I see it all, clear as day. I can’t hide from what I’ve done. And now, I need to tell him.

His car is in the driveway when I pull up. Inside, I find him on the sofa in the front room, his shoulders hunched, his face drawn. The letters I’d found are spread out on the coffee table in front of him, the pieces of my betrayal laid out for us both to see. He doesn’t look up as I enter, but there’s something in the way he’s sitting that tells me he’s done, exhausted by weeks of tension, suspicion, and half-truths.

I sit down, and the words leave my mouth before I can second-guess them.

“I remember, Alex.”

He glances up at me, his eyes narrowing slightly. “I see. Everything?”

“Yes. All of it.” The words catch in my throat, but I force them out. “The affair. The lies. Everything I did before…and after. I’m not proud of it.”

“Should that make me feel better.”

I shrug and gesture to the letters. “Why did you keep them?”

“I have no bloody idea. I wish I hadn’t.” He stares down at the letters, his fingers tracing the edge of one. “So here we are.” He lets out a bitter laugh, shaking his head. “I suppose I knew this day would come. I tried to keep you from remembering. And from the mess that would come with it.”

“Why, Alex?” I ask. “Why keep me in the dark? Why make me feel like I was going mad?”

He looks away, his jaw tightening. “Because I knew you’d leave me if you remembered. I couldn’t let that happen.” He swallows, his gaze drifting back to the letters. “You lost your memory. That was my chance to put everything behind us, to let you forget about Amy and what had gone wrong between us. I thought if you didn’t remember, we could rebuild our lives together. That’s what I wanted. It’s all I ever wanted.”

I look at him, really look at him, and see the pain and resentment simmering behind his eyes. “You kept things from me, Alex,” I say quietly. “I was lost, and you let me stay that way. You didn’t try to help me understand anything. You just let me walk around like I was… like I was some fragile thing that would shatter at any moment.”

He lets out another bitter laugh. “And what was I supposed to do? Hand you those letters and watch you fall apart?” He shakes his head. “You think you could’ve handled that, Sophie? You’d barely recovered as it was. I couldn’t risk it.”

“So you kept me in the dark. Lied to me. Controlled everything.”

“I was trying to protect you. To protect us. You lost everything in that fall. Do you think it was easy watching you unravel, bit by bit?” He glances at me, his gaze hardening. “The amnesia was like a ticket to something...better. Different. I love you, Sophie. I don’t want to lose you.”

“But you did lose me, Alex. I lost myself. And you didn’t care.”

“How can you say that? Of course I damn well cared,” he hits back, tears in his eyes now. “But I was also terrified you’d leave me if you remembered. I just wanted you to love me again.”

I sit back, stunned. He doesn’t regret any of it.

“You were terrified I’d leave?” I repeat, a strange calm settling over me. “So your answer was to confuse me, to keep me isolated and in the dark?”

“Yes.” He stares at me and a tear runs down his cheek. “I did it because I love you, Sophie. I thought we could have a fresh start. You lost your memories, your sense of everything that happened before. I thought we’d be able to put all the pain and misery behind us, build something better.”

“You were lying to me, Alex. Manipulating me.”

He sighs. “You don’t understand. I didn’t want to manipulate you. I wanted to keep you safe, to avoid…this.” He gestures to the letters on the table, a sad smile crossing his face. “I’ve been trying to hold on to you for the past year. We were trying to make it work. We moved to Manchester, you got a new job, I got a new solicitor. But it still wasn’t working. You were unhappy. So was I. But I thought if you never remembered, things could go back to how they were. We could be who we used to be.”

I chew on my lip, forcing myself to think it through. It all comes back to me now. After Alex found out about the affair, we’d tried to make it work. He’d insisted we leave Sheffield, the scene of everything, and start over somewhere new. So, we moved to Manchester, got new jobs, built a new routine. But I’d already checked out, emotionally at least. The arguments started almost immediately—about little things, big things, everything. I’d been so lost in guilt and resentment that I barely noticed Alex trying to hold things together.

The night of my accident, we were fighting again. I remember now. I was upstairs, sitting on the bed with a book, trying to distract myself. Alex came home really late from work, and I made some snide comment about how he was avoiding me. The sad thing is I don’t think I even cared—I just wanted to hurt him. He snapped back, accusing me of shutting him out, of not trying anymore. The argument escalated quickly, words flying like knives. Then he brought up the affair, like he always did when we argued, looking at me as if to say, Is this what we disrupted our lives for? Why’s it no better?

I yelled something cruel, something I can’t even remember now, and told him I was going out. He followed me to the top of the stairs, still trying to talk, his voice pleading. I turned suddenly, too caught up in my anger and guilt to think straight. My foot slipped, and… the rest is history. Only it’s not, is it? Not by a long shot.

It wasn’t the affair that caused my accident—but it was everything after. The cracks we’d tried to paper over, the wounds we never really dealt with. It all came apart that night.

I sigh, but with so many emotions battling for control inside me, all I feel is numb.

“Did I meet Amy through your work?” I ask.

He shoots me a look. “You don’t remember that part?”

“Just making sure it’s all clear.”

It’s Alex’s turn to sigh. “Yeah, it was at an event about two years ago. You two hit it off straight away, exchanged numbers, and started going out for drinks. I thought it'd be good for you to have a new friend." He lets out a hollow laugh. "How wrong I was."

“And you thought lying to me, gaslighting me, was the way to make things right?”

“Gaslighting?” He pulls a face, almost amused. “I was trying to keep our marriage together, Sophie. Despite everything you’d done, I was here, clinging to any hope I could find, while you were…wherever you were. I thought if I held things steady, we might still have a chance.”

“So, what? You thought this would be a clean slate?” I ask, my voice trembling with anger. “A way to erase the past, erase everything I did, and keep me here like some museum piece of a life once lived? Or a broken doll you could piece back together?”

“It wasn’t like that. Not really.” He stares at me, not blinking. “You were broken, Sophie. And you didn’t need to know about… all of this. You think I wanted to hurt you? You think I wasn’t terrified that telling you everything would make things worse?”

“Maybe,” I say quietly. “Maybe I didn’t need to know. But you needed me to forget, so I wouldn’t leave you.”

He looks away and finally wipes his eyes. “I just wanted to keep you safe. And, yes, I hoped we’d be able to start afresh. But I see now, that was just wishful thinking. I was lying to myself.”

A heavy silence stretches between us. It’s almost unbearable, but I don’t know how to break it. My eyes wander around the room, landing on the empty space on the mantelpiece where the vase used to be. That memory comes back now too—me storming in here, angry and fuming after Alex told me to stop picking fault with him.

I snapped back, telling him he was the one who always found fault with everything. But that wasn’t the truth. I was angry because things hadn’t turned out the way I wanted them to. I remember I felt trapped. Trapped in a marriage I didn’t want to be in, trapped in a life that didn’t make sense anymore.

And maybe that’s why my mind created that same feeling all over again. It knew. Deep down, it knew.

I watch Alex, the exhaustion showing on his face, and for the first time, I see it all clearly. He’s not a villain, but he’s not innocent, either. He’s broken, like me, trapped by his own need to control everything, to keep things exactly as he wanted them.

He rises slowly, reaching down for the letters and gathering them into a neat stack. “This isn’t how I wanted things to end, Sophie,’ he says. “But I understand now that our marriage ended long before this. Maybe I was trying to save something that was never there in the first place.”

A dull ache settles in my stomach as he lumbers towards the door. There’s no anger left, no accusations, just a quiet understanding that there’s nothing left for us to discuss.

He pauses in the doorway. “I’m going to pack a bag and go to a hotel. After that…we’ll figure it out as it comes.” He turns and looks at me, waiting for a reply, but I have nothing to say. He nods, accepting the silence. “I love you, Sophie. I always will. I’m sorry for how things turned out.”

And then he’s gone, leaving me alone in the empty room.

I sit there, a raw sense of regret settling over me, impossible to shake. My phone buzzes with a new message. I pull it from my pocket to see it’s from Dr Reynolds. She’s enquiring about my next appointment. I place the phone on the table. I won’t be needing her anymore. I remember enough now. I remember all I want to.

Maybe Alex was right—it might’ve been easier if I’d never gotten my memory back. It’s disturbing that he tried to keep me in the dark, but I kind of understand why he did it. Things might have gone smoother if I’d stayed in that place of not knowing.

But the problem is, in the end, you can’t erase what’s happened. And no one can hide from the truth.

Not forever.


Can you help?


Enjoyed this book? You can make a big difference

Honest reviews of my books help bring them to the attention of other readers. If you’ve enjoyed this book I would be so grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a comment (it can be as short as you like) on the book’s Amazon page.
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