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  To Will, for inspiration in your silence








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Hot Ticket
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Winter of our Discontent
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Of Old Friends and New
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        One step at a time 🐾
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Face Up
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Exposure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Moment Thief
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        A Friend in Need
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Finality of Realisation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Domino’s can’t defy gravity
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Just run
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Also by


Andrew Thurlow

The Colour of God (2023)

The Dream Photographer (2025) – Part One of the Dream Vision Trilogy








  
  Chapter one
The Hot Ticket


People who knew, knew that unlaced shoes are preparation for disaster. 
After much thought, as a solution to combat such things, Douglas had developed a habit of looking down. 
A lot. 
Just a quick check every so often, possibly accumulating into spot checks that totalled about thirty minutes per day. So you could say it was a problem, unless you were Douglas, who saw it as prevention worth the time. 
That particular habit may have wrapped up his personality, but only on a singular plane. Douglas was so much more complicated than that. He should have been prancing around confidently, master of his domain, lord of his knightly realm, but the people in his life he was supposed to trust had made sure he didn’t get the time for that. 
The first was his wife, Adrie. 
She had been spending a significant amount, some of it on him, not that he had asked for it. Douglas wished she had understood, or at least listened, when he had said they needed to slow down a little until he could complete the launch of this new business. Not only did he not need the additional financial strain, he definitely didn’t need whatever it was she was purchasing. 
But while many in his field listened to Douglas, the people around him knew him better, apparently. 
His business partners were another bunch who just knew what he needed. 
He needed control and to have control he needed to do everything. Particularly Big Sam seemed happy that Douglas thought he was in charge. Sam would turn up for the fun stuff, the overseas junkets supported by the government or the talk fests, anything that didn't involve actual work. Sam would hit the casinos until late and then turn up for coffee, chat to a few prospective clients and then wander off for an afternoon sleep. In contrast Douglas, organised everything to get there, setup the tech, manned the exhibit, did interviews, consolidated, noted down any glitches, answered any proposed modification customers may want. Then, when it was all over, tore it all down before they moved on to the next show. Big Sam said he didn’t understand all that techie stuff and Douglas knew the reason for that was he never looked and never tried to learn.
Douglas ran the team in the office too, sure he had help from his Technical Manager Paul, who was a saviour in no uncertain terms, but Douglas needed to be all over it, push where pushing was required. For a while he hoped he might get some structural help from Johnno, after all Johnno ran a labour company so he was kind of in that same sphere of work. Johnno had been over-committed, and when his wife Tracey started to have some heart issues, he backed out almost completely. 
Douglas would just have to handle it, they said. No plan, no backup, just get to it. 
So he did, and up to the point he met Amber, he was all work. 
Amber joined the company in May and it took a few months but eventually the two of them just fell into each others arms. 
You could only talk about it for so long before you wanted to taste. 
They fell and tasted and travelled and whether anyone saw it or not, they were as together as together gets without involving other people. Douglas was so together he was ready to pack the whole thing in with Adrie. Amber had broken up with her regular guy but his spectre still lingered, Douglas really couldn’t work out why, maybe she just needed time to decompress.
What did all this do to Douglas? Well between the three a.m. conference calls to the office, the seven a.m. starts to set up sales meetings and the grind of a full day, he also had to catch up with the four jobs in the office he actually did. Regularly he had to interface with government, send out information to potential customers and just trying to keep in touch with what the rest of world was doing. 
Douglas was tired. When Douglas was tired he slept and when he slept he dreamed. He didn’t wake up rested and ready for the day. He woke up exhausted, drained, rattled and thin. Not that he was thin, because he ate and drank a lot. Douglas didn’t dream food, he dreamed about being lost, being alone, longing for companionship. 
Amber had started with the company in Sales. Douglas desperately needed the company to get on the path to generate sales. His tech research and development was great but the market was not full of early adopters so he needed to get people on the path of trials, wider trials and then early sales before full adoption. Something he could show financiers. So Amber had been bought on to help him. 
In true Douglas style after entering his life, she entered his dreams. Then after so many coffees, so many conversations and so many texts, to his surprise, she entered more than his dreams. Douglas’ relationship with his wife, Adrie, was pretty stale, maybe not dead, but it had no spice. Amber was all spice. 
So he didn’t so much jump as pivot. Amber came with him on company trips instead of Big Sam. Big Sam was busy with other business so he didn’t mind. Adrie didn’t ask anything about the business. 
No one in the office seemed to notice when two rooms became one, and then the rooms moved from the Holiday Inn to an old German palace. Twice the price but only one room. Douglas controlled the finances, the government submissions and realistically he was out on the road a lot, so if he wanted comfort he took it. 
Amber loved it. To start with. 
The relationship grew and burned and then tempered and cooled and was ready to move to another stage. It was about this time Douglas had his first few days off work, not that anyone except Amber noticed. He just couldn’t lift his head, couldn’t focus enough to turn his big brain onto the tasks of the day or even into putting on his shoes and tying his laces. 
The headaches were debilitating.
First, he took a few days off. Then he missed a few social shareholder functions. He let Big Sam and Johnno get those ones, but then he missed a customer engagement and then a sales trip. Amber hadn’t been going on that one, and his head had hurt a lot, so he just let it slide and substituted someone else in. 
Once he felt better, Douglas saw a few doctors, then optometrists, then ophthalmologists. He changed his diet a little, but nothing seemed to fix his headaches. The small amount of time he had for himself, he spent with Amber, or getting near Amber, or returning from seeing Amber. 
Things with Amber took more of a turn when he moved the business focus from Rotterdam to London. That step got everyone’s attention, except Amber. Douglas explained it was for her, that he wanted to be with her. That didn’t get the reaction he had expected, she supported him but wanted the move to be something he did for him. Douglas was a smart man but he really didn't understand. As his health deteriorated more and Amber tried to create some distance, ironically in a perfect twist of fate Adrie walked back into focus again, knowing just what he needed.
She organised a trip to a GP which lead to a referral to a cardiologist, and his problems were finally discovered. High blood pressure, with a strong probability of a stroke or a heart attack.  Douglas had lost his mother, grandfather and other family members to Aortic Dissection so he needed to take this news seriously. His cousin had died at forty nine and Douglas was just pushing up past fifty, so that time was now. 
The medication he wa given had a most profound effect, most noticeably on his dreams, Douglas went places and experienced things so extensive and so amazing, he felt he needed to take notice. The huge landscapes, elongated time frames, the bizarre constructs and highly unlikely scenarios made him wonder what it was all about. To make it worse, living those moments in his dreams seem to make his blood pressure worse. 
Amber would message him from time to time. They even hooked up a few times. Douglas wasn’t sure, but he thought Amber was on the way out, just hanging around to draw the last breath from what they had together, physically. His disappointment was written all over his face but in consolation Adrie made the difference with a gentler demeanour and a better attitude. 
Did she know about Amber? How could she not. 
This had a further affect on his dreams, wandering around these huge worlds for hours, bleating Amber’s name in the darkness, sifting through endless hotel rooms looking for her, talking to inane and uninterested hotel or café staff, or just people lingering around wide, empty streets or yawning, gaping spaces. Sometimes the spaces looked outdoors until he hit the wall. 
Both in dreams and in reality Douglas hit the wall. 
His first stint in hospital was short, just five hours. He had never moved so fast through the queue of waiting people at the hospital. Fifty year old man complaining of headaches and chest pains. Straight to a quiet corner, doctor by his side in five minutes, stabilised, tested, checked, tested again, medicated, observed and cautiously released with a note for his GP. 
His GP referred him and the cardiologist increased his testing regime and his medication.
The rest of the world waited for Douglas to return to work.
Amber had chosen that moment to resign and move on, from both the company and Douglas. Well, she gave the company nothing more, but she met Douglas a few more times in his apartment. Just to squeeze every last drop from him. 
It was hard to give up as that part of the relationship hadn’t reached the end yet. If anything it was still rising but the rest of her life was closing in and Douglas suspected she had a more suitable, younger, less married suitor who was knocking on her electronic door. 
Adrie kept on with her life in Rotterdam but Douglas went back to work. But from that moment his passion was gone and that to him was everything. How does a man who has lived his life on passion move on from that. Everything about Douglas’s life had screamed passion from his relationships to his music, his pursuit of education and knowledge, his work, his travel. His whole life had been about passion and now emotionally trapped by one woman and emotionally depleted by another, ignored by friends, used by partners, scrutinised and judged by family. Douglas felt bound, blocked, tied and controlled. 
His return to work was unheralded and he went back to the coal face as quickly as he had left it. Reports, summaries, responses, technical verification, submissions, account balancing, share holders, accountants, certifiers. It took about two months before Douglas went back to the hospital but this time in an Ambulance. 
His blood pressure was acute. The doctor increased his medication again, which made him listless, bordering on groggy. In a blessing Douglas just couldn’t see, he recommended rest, starting with a few days in hospital. Adrie was there quickly. She sat by his bedside quietly at first, before her phone rang.
“Babe, The Dream Photographer,” she said to her friend Janna, “Supposed to be amazing. The clarity of his images from dreams are meant to be next level. I was thinking I could frame it, make it a talking point in that area near the balcony.”
Douglas wasn’t asleep but he also wasn’t very interested. Adrie had a habit of taking on whatever crackpot thing was on trend. She went through stages, grabbing at things, spending his hard-earned money on whatever piqued her interest for a few minutes, before moving on to the next shiny thing.
“I found out about him on Reddit,” she ploughed through the word Reddit like it was foreign soil. “Mostly he just sees students. I don’t know why I got in, but apparently it’s a hot ticket.”
Douglas opened his eyes slightly, “I have to go, babe, call you back later, Douglas is awake.”
Adrie held his hand. “You OK, pet?” she asked with genuine affection.
Douglas nodded. “Some water please,” he croaked.
Douglas let the cool water trickle down into the parched valleys of his aching throat.
“Where am I?” he asked. 
“London,” Adrie replied gently. “Hospital, pet. You had a heart attack.” Douglas closed his eyes.
“From the doctor’s account to me, you might have died,” Adrie was gentle but to the point. “Working too hard, no doubt.” 
Douglas left his eyes closed now fully resigned to his fate.
“You just rest there. The doctor will be along soon,” Adrie said, holding his hand loosely.
Douglas lay there, awake but not really zoned in. The water wasn’t enough, but he couldn’t find the enthusiasm to lift his head to take more. He remembered being in a meeting with a potential customer, the customer had been frustrating, using the spectre of additional functionality before committing to trial his device as it was in its current state. He just wasn’t going to put up with it. 
‘Get on board here and the additional technology will come in time, but not now.’ 
There was nothing else on the market to compare, but you just can’t pick and choose in the highly regulated electronics safety market. He had defended that stance many times to keep the product stable, not that Big Sam or Johnno listened. They always wanted changes without realising the gravity of those changes.
Taking himself through those events, Douglas remembered the conclusion of that conversation, followed by the searing pain in his chest, like someone was behind him slicing into him with a sharp star picket. That was the end of the memory. It must have been bad if he had blacked out.
The doctor arrived and gave his prognosis, suggesting a few days in hospital and then home for a few months’ rest. Douglas nodded dutifully, knowing the repercussions of that and how very, very unlikely that was to happen. Adrie added her full agreement, she needed him alive.
After the few days in hospital, Douglas took his leave of London, and of Amber, and headed back to Holland. Big Sam and Johnno seemed more worried about who would do what while he was convalescing, rather than how he was feeling. Douglas could hear the echoes of them trying to remind him of his responsibilities. 
'We need you back, fighting fit,' Johnno had coughed in his deep, casual voice. 'We can’t run the place.' Sam had admitted. 'Shareholders depending on you.'
The forward pressure had been just what Douglas didn’t need.
Douglas and Adrie had a large house in the wealthy suburb of Kralingen in Rotterdam. The house was everything they needed and more. Douglas just needed rest, which involved bed for a week, some physio for a month, and no work for probably three months. Adrie was doing her best to look after him, and Douglas appreciated the effort. Things hadn’t been the best between them for a while, so it was nice to see she still cared. He hadn’t ever stopped loving her. The thing with Amber had some love and might have gone somewhere, if Amber had any real interest, but he knew she didn’t. Douglas was like that, he needed to receive to give, or at least meet halfway. That was unlikely, as Amber knew he was married, so she would never trust him fully. She might have said she did, but he knew she didn’t, or he knew he wasn’t trusting her until he knew she was trusting him.
So what is love without trust?
Adrie showed love, trust, loyalty, commitment, the whole nine yards. In return, that was what Douglas should have given.

      ***Adrie was beside herself. 
She busied herself around the house, tidying and cleaning Moving things to a new location and then cleaning and tidying again. She wanted to make everything perfect for Douglas. He spent such a small number of hours in Rotterdam and an ever dwindling number at their home. She wanted him to feel comfortable. 
“Yes pet. He’s home with me now,” her voice reached a medium-pitched squeal, not ear shattering but higher than normal. “It was most certainly a close call Juul. I could have been organising a funeral. The doctor was very clear.” 
Adrie rattled about with some photo frames removing the dust and then changing where they sat on the sideboard to make them look more orderly. Juul’s responses came through very loud like she was talking from inside a wind tunnel. 
“I know,” Adrie said.
“Yes, you are one hundred percent correct my lovely,” her replies confirmed that Juul was also worried. 
“Yes, it’s great I have him here instead of having to sit in smelly old London.”
“Yes, it’s booked in for this week on Thursday.” Adrie said excitedly as the conversation finally turned to her Dream Photographer appointment. 
“Quite amazing apparently, but all under the cloud of non disclosure so I can’t tell.” 
“Yes, I’ll tell you all about it after, actually Janna, Elsje and Fleur are all meeting me for a coffee on Friday at 10am, you should come too.”
“Great, I must fly pet. I have so much to do before Douglas wakes up. Ta ta, see you Friday.”
It was a cold day in Rotterdam. Who would believe there was snow last night. Snow in Rotterdam.
Adrie had the inside warm but not too stuffy, fresh and breathing, so it made everything easier for Douglas. She had cooked his favourite split pea soup with some crunchy bread. She really wanted everything to be perfect. 
He worked so hard for everything they had, she didn’t want to lose him. In her heart she respected everything he did and was looking forward to when he could retire and they could travel some more. She had plans for them to go on Cruises to Asia and maybe even the USA and Hawaii. 
Right now she was happy to have him home. She spent such a lot of time perfecting their home, she wanted him to enjoy it, but he spent so much time on the road. This new product had really dragged him into some dark places, where he had nothing but work on his plate and on his mind. 
Adrie’s phone rang again. The callers name 'Saskia' flashed up.
“Sass,” Adrie said joyously.
“Yes, I know pet,” she replied to whatever pearl of wisdom flowed from her friend.
“Lucky to be alive they said.” 
Adrie danced around the living room while she listened to Saskia tell about a friend who had a similar problem and how everything worked out fine. If you can just make him give up work. 
“Well, it's a little early for that but let’s see,” Adrie replied.
“Yes, it's tomorrow,” she replied to Saskia’s inquiry about her appointment. “I am bit nervous to leave Douglas alone. But its just four hours and he has been sleeping twenty hours a day so it should be OK.”
Adrie adjusted the throw rug she had meticulously placed on the sofa in an effort to make it look less perfect and more natural.
“Yes. I think it’s the medication. It’s a bit of a wait and see. His next doctor’s appointment is next week.”
“Yes. I know,” Adrie sat on the sofa to try the new rug configuration and adjusted herself to take the form of the sofa. Her figure was slim but not as slim as it had been in her youth and her flaxen hair now shone with just the odd strand of grey. She liked it and decided against colour, looking to age with grace. 
“Really,” she said happily, talking freely, and living the life of her friends as they did hers. She was happy with where life had bought her. When dinner time came and went, and Douglas hadn’t stirred, she thought better of disturbing him and put the meal she had made for him in a container for consumption when he was ready. She satisfied herself with a glass of wine, a nice Australian unwooded chardonnay, thinking she would eat when he did. After a second glass and another phone call, this time from Malou, she settled in to watch another episode of her favourite Netflix drama ‘Women of the Night’ before heading up to bed. 
Douglas was still, but she could hear his breathing as she slid silently beneath the covers and turned her back to him to sleep. Sleep came fast but didn’t hold as she felt Douglas move around uncomfortably. She wasn’t used to him being home so her usually sound sleep was easily broken. 
“Are you OK pet?” She whispered in the darkness.
“Fine,” he said gruffly, “just need to move, spent too long in one position.”
Adrie looked at her phone which she kept beside the bed. It was four a.m. Once Douglas settled, sleep returned quickly. 
Adrie woke up as Douglas turned his body sharply on the edge of the bed and placed his feet neatly into his slippers. 
“I just can't sleep any more,” his voice was raspy. “I really need some water and maybe something to eat, but nothing to heavy.”
Adrie glanced at her phone. It was seven a.m.
“No problems,” she replied. “You should wait here or in your study arm chair and I will bring something in.” She rubbed his back for a moment to help his with the blood flow. “I made some split pea soup last night or I can prepare some beschuit with cheese and meat or jam and chocolate spread. 
“Thanks Adrie. Maybe a little soup and some bread. I will be in the study.” Douglas got up stiffly and moved slowly. Adrie quickly gathered herself and her phone and headed downstairs. 
The place was cold so she moved straight to the central heating controls to warm the house. She prepared the meal quickly and put on some coffee for herself. She wasn't sure if Douglas was allowed coffee so just got him some water. She put it all on an ornate tray she had bought just for occasions like this, and took it upstairs.
Douglas was in his study but at his desk not on his relaxing chair.
“Really pet, you need to rest,” she chastised him lightly.
“Just checking urgent stuff and forwarding it on. I am finished already, let me move over there.”
He moved slowly like he was gripped at the ankles by clamps joined together by poles. He was not so old and Adrie had never seen him quite so constricted. He carried his phone over to the chair and sat while she fussed around the tray.
“That looks perfect sweetheart. Thank you.” Douglas said smiling sweetly.
“It’s OK,” she replied and moved to the chair on the side. “I put on the central heating but it seems to be taking a while. Are you warm?” 
“I’m fine. It’s perfect.” Douglas said taking a large mouthful of water and swallowing painfully.
“The doctor said you should avoid the stairs for a few days, so best you stay up here,” she reminded him gently. “I will put together another tray when I go out so you can graze through the day, eat when you like, sleep when you like.” She stared at him with her best look of concern. “Please, no work. OK pet,” she said turning her head sideways hoping to get another angle on his response.
“OK,” Douglas said
“I have an appointment at eleven a.m. with the Dream Photographer,” Adrie reminded him. “I would cancel but he is like a one off, no repeat and I figure you will be sleeping for most of it.” She emphasised the urgency in her own way. “It’s OK isn’t it pet?” 
Douglas had managed to get down three spoonfuls of soup and a piece of bread.
“Yes of course. I think I'll sleep through that time but can you wake me up when you're back please.” 
“Of course,” she said, “you should rest.”
She took the tray downstairs to put away and began her day with a coffee and some Beschuit, meat, cheese and fruit juice. She looked in on Douglas before she went to shower and got ready to go out. In the shower Adrie thought carefully about the outfit she had laid out to wear and promptly changed her mind, truth be told she had changed her mind three times. She had taken a lot of different outfits out and scanned through the remainder of her extensive wardrobe. True to form she changed her mind several more times, before finally settling on something that was similar, but not exactly the same, as what she had chosen in the first place.
She checked in on Douglas who had finished eating and was asleep again. She sat quietly completing her morning routine of makeup, skin care, hydration and then changed again before realising that if she wanted to be on time to the appointment she should really leave the house soon. 
The Dream Bakery was walking distance on a nice day or she could cycle, if she had chosen a different outfit. Anyway a walk would do. It wasn’t a nice day but instead it was a cold, glum Rotterdam day, the brilliant Azures and bright oranges were in hibernation and had given way to scattered pastel blues, sketch greys and the occasional puff of white cloud.
The walk was uneventful and Adrie took it at a medium pace. She was on time so didn't need to rush. She enjoyed walking or cycling around Rotterdam, she couldn’t think of anywhere else she would rather live. She thought through her things to do after this appointment to make Douglas comfortable, top of the list was to bake him some of his favourite pastries. 
She could see the Dream Bakery ahead. She knew the building from many years ago, it was always such an eyesore, she was surprised when she got the address on the email. It must have been a few years since she walked passed. They had clearly done amazing things restoring the fascia to its original look while
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