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Dr Julian Fitz-Bartholomew’s body jerked. His back arched momentarily, and he gasped for air. He put his hand on his heart, inhaled deeply through his nose and exhaled slowly through his mouth until his breathing and erratic heartbeat returned to normal. 
What the hell’s going on? 
His head and body were heavy and lethargic—an out of body experience—he was conscious, but powerless to move. What had woken him from his deep dreamlike state? He had no idea, but his back ached. Round and sharp objects pressed against it.
A crashing sound startled Julian—the water that sprayed on his face unnerved him. 
Where the hell am I? 
He used his hands to try and raise his upper body, but it refused to cooperate. His head spun like a kaleidoscope—a dizzying array of assorted coloured shapes flashed before his eyes. He rested his head back on the ground in defeat.
Another crashing sound and more sprays of water on his face. He licked his lips—the salty water grated his taste buds. 
What in God’s name is going on? Why aren’t I in the bar with Mila? Where am I? Why are there so many crashing sounds? And why is my face being sprayed with salty water?
Julian opened his eyes then peered up at a star-filled sky. He gulped in air and gently shook his head. With his head a little clearer, he placed his hands on the ground beside him. They found pebbles, shells and sand. Confusion consumed him when he realised he was on a beach.
Calm down and think rationally. I’m sure there’s some logical explanation for this. I only drank two scotches, so unless they were exceptionally strong, the only other rational explanation is that my drink was spiked.
Determined to prove he was stronger than whatever had temporarily incapacitated him, Julian raised his upper body into a sitting position then stared ahead. The moonlit beach and sea in front of him confirmed his prediction had been correct. He glanced to his left and right. His heart fluttered with joy, his body and mind relaxed when he saw the pier in the distance. Never had he been so pleased to see the fairground attractions that illuminated it brightly and hear the distant muffled sound of music mixed with squeals of delight or terror.
Julian peered down at himself. He was fully clothed. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his mobile phone. He grimaced when he saw a missed call from his wife, Claudia, at nine. It was ten fifteen. She was going to be furious—and quite rightly so because he’d missed the opportunity to say goodnight to their children, Imogen and Ethan.
He had to phone his wife as soon as possible, but needed time to compose himself, so he could concoct a feasible story for not answering her call. He also needed to be in his hotel room, so she knew he was there, and not out getting drunk with the attendees of the Health Minister’s Forum.
Julian collected himself, stood up, and brushed off the fine moist sand on his blue jacket and beige chinos. He turned around—the beach-front street lined with elegant Regency-style hotels and guest houses greeted him. The hotel where he’d been staying stood out amongst the other buildings. He shivered in response to the cool summer breeze, and the hairs on his forearms stood on end.
Dazed and confused, he struggled to clear his head. He sat on the beach for a while until, in a moment of clarity, his mind told him to walk and get back to his hotel room as quickly as possible. He took a step forward. His shoe scrunched on the seashore beneath his feet. Each rushed step generated a louder response from the pebbles as he scurried over the beach.
He desperately wanted to understand why he’d woken up on the beach in an immobilised state, but he knew he had to prioritise things. Claudia was his prime concern. Then he’d try to unravel the mystery of what had happened to him.
As he approached the main road, lit by lampposts spaced out every twenty yards, Julian’s eyes slowly adapted to the brightness. He stepped up onto the pavement. The sound of crashing waves was replaced with cars speeding by. A middle-aged couple were about to pass him, so he stayed where he was. They turned their heads to acknowledge his presence, their indignant expressions apparent. He lowered his head to inspect himself. 
My goodness. It’s no wonder they both turned away so quickly. I’m a bloody mess.
When he saw no traffic coming, Julian stumbled across the road towards the hotel entrance. He assured himself the concierge and receptionists would be too polite and diplomatic to comment on his shabby appearance or ask what had happened to him.
As he approached the entrance, Julian’s worries were replaced with another—bumping into his colleagues or fellow conference delegates. The concierge nodded and tipped his hat. Julian nodded and smiled the best he could, given the corners of his mouth were twitching. He averted his gaze to the hotel lobby and studied who was passing through it or milling around, but there were no recognisable faces.
Hurriedly, Julian marched to the stairs without stopping or turning to greet the receptionists. He suspected he’d be more likely to bump into someone in the elevator, so he decided to haul himself up the three flights of stairs to minimise the chances of contact with other people.
Julian reached his floor. Scotch fumes lingered on his panting breath. He surveyed the corridor, bowed his head then shot into his room. He leaned back on the door, his legs unsteady. 
Thank the Lord I made it back to my suite without being seen by anybody of significance. Okay. Now that mission has been accomplished, I need to focus on my next priority—Claudia. Jeez, what feasible explanation can I give her for missing her call and the opportunity to speak to our precious children? You’d better think fast, mister, because the longer I leave it the worse it’s going to be.
Knowing Claudia as well as he did, Julian knew she was going to be less than happy with him for not speaking to their children before she’d put them to bed. Equally as bad, she might have been frantically worried something terrible had happened to him. To pacify Claudia, he had to come up with an acceptable reason for not calling her back sooner.
Julian covered his ears when he heard a man and a woman arguing in an adjoining room. He swallowed repeatedly, praying that his conversation with Claudia wouldn’t result in the same outcome. 
Conscious of his appearance, Julian marched to the wardrobe. A pair of tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt caught his eye, so he grabbed them. Once he was changed, the reflection of the dishevelled and shaken man that stared back at him was hardly recognisable. A bit of spit on his hand helped smooth his hair down, making his aspect slightly more respectable, but he had no idea if it would be convincing enough to fool Claudia.
Julian swung around. His mobile phone on the coffee table beckoned him. A vision of Mila flashed through his mind. He shivered—his body ached with tension—then blinked rapidly, banishing the vision from his mind. 
Oh well, here goes.
Julian sat on the couch and initiated a video chat with Claudia. The call connected almost immediately. Claudia’s sweet, rosy-cheeked face appeared on his screen, eyes wide, lips pursed. She frowned and shook her head. Her gorgeous honey-blonde hair swung in time with her head movements, at times partially covering her face. 
How the hell could I have been so stupid to have let myself be seduced by Mila? I’m a fool. My wife is stunning!
“Thank goodness you’ve called.” Claudia’s voice was soft yet stern. “I was beginning to worry about you. It’s so unlike you not to be available at nine so you can say goodnight to the children.”
Julian’s cheeks burned. “I know, darling, and please forgive me. And pass my apologies onto the children tomorrow morning. I’m so sorry, honey, I didn’t mean to make you anxious, but when I left the dining room, I got caught by General Althorpe, and I tell you, there’s no getting away from him. He insisted I had a drink with him in the bar and he just wouldn’t stop talking.”
Claudia snorted and pulled her head back. “Oh, I see. Let me get this clear. Having a drink with General Althorpe is more important than saying goodnight to your children, is it?”
“Darling, please try to understand. You knew when you married me things aren’t always easy with my job. There are certain things I have to endure and make sacrifices for in the interests of my career and political standing.”
Claudia bit her lip. “I know, darling, but this is the third night you’ve been away, and the children and I miss you. You are going to be back home tomorrow night, aren’t you?”
“Of course, I will be, darling. You have my word. And it’s Friday tomorrow, so I’ll be able to spend some quality time with you and the children over the weekend. Hopefully that’ll make up for subjecting you all to my absences, which are far more often than I’d ideally like.”
“Well, that would be nice, and I’m sure the kids will forgive you once I tell them daddy is going to spend the whole weekend with them.”
“You do that, and I’m sure they will. Ask them what they’d like to do, and where they’d like to go. We’ll make this weekend all about them and us. We could even go somewhere if you, Imogen and Ethan would like that.”
“Oh, I’m sure they’d love to. We can speak to them tomorrow night when we’re all together. I’m sure they’ll be very excited knowing we’re going on an adventure.”
“That’s settled then. I’ll let my secretary know I’m only available for emergency calls or situations. Hopefully nothing will come up, so let’s all spend the perfect weekend together.”
Claudia grinned and blew Julian a kiss. “I’m getting excited about it already, darling. It’ll be the first weekend away we’ve had in…ooh…too long a time. What time do you expect to be home tomorrow?”
“I’ll do my best to be home between six and seven, but I’ll let you know if I’m going to be a bit late.”
“Okay. So, shall I ask Mrs. Randalls to prepare dinner for eight?”
“Yes. Eight should be fine, and it’ll give me time to have a shower and get changed into something a bit less formal before we eat. It’s been a pretty intense conference, so I’ll probably need some down-time before we get together as a family.”
“Okay, I’ll encourage Imogen and Ethan to have a little nap tomorrow afternoon when they get home from school, but I’m sure they’ll be far too excited knowing they’re going to see their daddy.”
Julian chuckled then blew Claudia a kiss. “What would I do without you, my darling? You take control of a very important part of my life that I have very little time to control, but I know with you at my side, we’re all in safe hands.”
“Why, thank you, and don’t go forgetting that in a hurry. You know our lives aren’t complete without you being here, darling. I do my best to deal with the consequences of your job and the demands put on you, but…” Claudia sighed. “It does get jolly hard at times, and I wish you could be around more than you are, but I guess I’ve kind of developed my own coping mechanisms.”
“That you have, my sweetheart, and I’m forever in your debt for being such a caring and considerate wife and mother. You know you mean the world to me, and maybe one day, when I’m a bit older, I’ll quit politics. Then perhaps we can lead a relatively normal life.”
“Oh come on, Julian. Do you think you could ever quit politics and lead a normal life? Anyway, I’m extremely proud of what you’ve achieved, which means you have to keep fighting for what you believe in and influencing change in this country and around the world. I wouldn’t want you to stop doing what you’re doing for my sake, and I’m sure the children wouldn’t want you to either. They’re equally as proud of who you are and what you do.”
Julian swallowed, tears threatening to well up in his eyes. “Thank you, honey. Hearing that come from your mouth makes me feel so proud. Not only for what I’m doing, but for what an amazing and supportive family I have by my side.”
“Okay, before we both get too soppy, and my heart bursts because I miss you so much, I think it’s time for both of us to say goodnight. I have to be up early with Imogen and Ethan, and I’m sure you have a busy day ahead of you.”
“Yes, my dearest. You’re right. I’ll say goodnight then, and we’ll see each other tomorrow evening about sixish. My heart and soul will be with you all in spirit until I get home.”
Claudia blew Julian a kiss, his body tingled fantasising about making love to his wife the following evening.
“Goodnight, my darling. I love you and we’ll speak tomorrow.” 
Julian waved his free hand and blew a kiss back. He stared at the black screen, consumed by a sense of loneliness, then threw his phone down on the couch beside him. He leaned forward and cupped his forehead with both hands. 
His own unforgiving guilt consumed him, and he made a vow he’d never cheat on his wife again in that way. If he did, he knew he’d risk losing his wife and family, and possibly his political position.
Julian longed to cleanse his body of the dry salty water stuck to his face and hair. And cleanse his mind of the memory and visions of Mila. Both sucked the moisture and life out of him. A haunting reminder of his shameless actions that ignited the torturous thoughts plaguing his mind—losing everything that meant anything to him, and his concern as to why he’d woken up on the beach without having any recollection of how he’d ended up there. He also craved some relaxation to help distract him from his work-related pressure, and the added burden of what awaited him the following morning.
Mustering up all the energy and enthusiasm he could, Julian went to the bathroom to run a bath. He read the labels on the small bottles of essential oils lined up on a shelf and reached for the Lavender oil.
Within a few minutes, the warm camphor-like steam gradually filled the bathroom. The tension in his body and mind started to evaporate. When the bath was half-filled, he got undressed and tested the water with his hands.
Julian stepped into the bath then sat. He laid back and placed his head on the cushioned headrest, closed his eyes and breathed in a controlled and calming manner.
The soothing warm water and lavender took effect. Julian’s muscles relaxed and the tension gradually faded from his body. It took him some time to wrangle his thoughts into order, and some considerable soul searching, but once he had, he made a vow that he would never again succumb to the charm of a female stranger in a bar or anywhere else.
Once Julian had assured himself that he had everything under control, he opened his eyes, sat up and reached for the shower head. While he rinsed the shampoo from his hair, he lowered his head then gasped. He quickly splashed his hands with the bathwater, got out, grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist.
Julian reached for a small hand towel on the rack and cleared the steam from the bathroom mirror. The reflection of his chest horrified and mystified him. Why did he have a long smudged black line drawn between his pectoral muscles?
As he placed the towel on the rack, his attention was drawn to another strange new addition to his body—a small reddish-purple puncture wound in the crease of his arm. He stretched his arm then studied the tiny hole surrounded by bruising and thin red thread veins, which indicated it had been ruptured.
Julian took a quick step backwards. Had he taken part in some strange alcohol-fuelled or drug-induced sexual ritual with Mila? Or was there a more sinister significance to what he’d found?
Suspecting it was the latter, Julian used the hand towel to pat his upper body dry, being careful not to touch the black line on his chest. Despite being confused and concerned, his rational thoughts kicked in and told him that he had to get some photographic evidence of what had happened to him before the marks disappeared. God only knew, but he wanted something to use against Mila should the need arise in the future.
Julian ran to the lounge, his legs threatening to buckle. He grabbed his phone with his trembling hand and took numerous selfies of the black line and puncture wound from different angles.
A knot formed in Julian’s stomach, and he was overcome with nausea. It had been a while since he’d been sick in any way and his body’s reactions were overwhelming him. The muscles in his abdomen contracted and went into spasm. He grabbed his stomach and put his other hand to his mouth.
The dry retching and erratic breathing lasted for several minutes and contributed to his dizziness. Julian sat back on the couch and stroked his forehead, willing himself on to try and remember something about what happened after he’d met Mila.
Mila’s face flashed in front of Julian’s eyes, and his body tensed. That was one face he’d never forget or forgive. She’d charmed him with her animated and engaging conversation. Seduced him with her fresh, perfectly made up doll-like face, framed with straight black shoulder length hair with a chiselled fringe. Her petite fit body, draped head to toe in classy designer clothes, shoes and handbag. She portrayed elegance, power and had been…irresistible.
Julian turned to stare out the window in an attempt to break his train of thought. He didn’t want to be reminded of the error of his ways there and then. He’d had a long tiring day, and he’d made a huge mistake. One he didn’t want to reminisce on.
He went to the bathroom, grabbed his toiletry bag and took out a strip of pills. Taking one was the only way he’d be able to relax and get some sleep. He didn’t like taking them, but he reminded himself it wouldn’t have been the first time after a stressful day. This day had more than qualified as one of those.
