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Chapter One 

 

September 1st 
 
He’d never known pain could be so all-encompassing, so enormous he couldn’t locate 
its source. Somewhere, a woman was screaming. There was no way she was 
experiencing anything like this, an agony that didn’t leave him breath to scream. He 
tried to open his eyes, but nothing happened. He was a single thought in a sea of pain. 
He drifted. 

‘What’s your name, lad?’ 
The voice was a shock. The question was repeated, and he focused his attention on 

it. He had a name. Everyone had a name. His name didn’t generally have to be 
dragged up from the treacly depths of his consciousness. 

‘Jack,’ he said. 
‘What? Say that again, lad.’ 
‘Jack.’ A little louder, this time. 
‘Jack, is it? No, don’t nod. You stay still, you hang on. We’ll get you out.’ 
He was in somewhere. Somewhere painful. There were more voices, but they were 

further off. And the screaming had diminished, too, moved away. Perhaps he could go 
with it. He didn’t like the sound of hanging on. Hanging on and staying here, with the 
pain. That was a really bad idea. 

‘Jack. Come on Jack. Stay with us.’ 
They weren’t going to leave him alone. There were more people there, moving 

around, though he didn’t know how he knew. A confusion of voices. Someone 
holding his head, fitting something around his neck. He’d forgotten he had a neck. 
They were talking again, but he had no idea what they were saying.  

Then, close to his ear, ‘Jack? I’m Terry, a paramedic. Giving you some morphine 
now. Might make you feel a bit lightheaded.’ 

Lightheaded? If the pain would let up, he’d like to feel lightheaded. This would be 
the first time he took drugs without wanting to get high.  

‘Jack? How old are you, Jack?’ 
Again he delved down into the treacle. ‘Forty—forty-nine.’ 
‘Old enough to know better,’ someone said. 
‘Shut up,’ Terry said, then, closer: ‘Do you know what day it is, Jack?’ 



Who cared what day it was? But the question was repeated, and he bent his mind 
to it, the pain lapping at the edges of his consciousness, washing over his thoughts. 

‘Thursday,’ he said suddenly. And with that one word it all came rushing back. He 
was in the car, a woman beside him. What was her name? He’d only met her last 
night. He’d made a phone call, and an hour later she’d knocked on his door and 
introduced herself. She was blonde and brown-eyed with the sort of dark skin that 
said her hair colour wasn’t natural, but then neither was anything else. They got 
drunk, and—no, don’t think about that. They had woken up the next day—this 
morning—and had breakfast. Then got in the car, the car he’d bought, last month. 
That he wanted to show off to everyone. Even a prostitute. 

Idiot.  
‘Jack? How you doing?’ 
‘Still here.’ 
Now he knew where he was, and he’d really done it this time. 
‘How’s the pain, Jack?’ 
‘Fucking awful.’ 
‘I’m giving you some more morphine; you tell me when it’s starting to make a 

difference.’ 
Nothing could make a difference to this. 
‘It’s going to take a while to get you out, Jack. Going to have to cut the roof off. 

You just sit tight.’ 
‘Chopper’s coming in,’ another voice said.  
He could hear it, hear the roar of it. It was like the pain, battering at him, trying to 

blow him away. Perhaps he should let it. 
‘Jack?’  
A woman, this time. They weren’t going to let him go. He didn’t want to be 

dragged back, but he was glad he wasn’t alone. 
‘I’m Lyssa, I’m a doctor. Can you talk to me, Jack?’ 
‘What about?’  
‘Oh, I don’t know. Who’s the Prime Minister? Something like that?’ 
Didn’t she have anything better to ask? ‘Brown or Cameron,’ he said slowly. ‘Who 

gives a fuck?’  
Someone laughed. 
‘I’m just going to wipe the blood out of your face.’ He barely felt it. ‘There. See if 

you can open your eyes, now. Come on Jack, open your eyes.’ 
How could something so simple take so much effort? Everything was blurred. He 

blinked, tried to focus.  
‘Hurts too much,’ he said 
‘Your eyes hurt?’ 
‘No. Everything else.’  
‘Give him some more morphine,’ she said.  
‘He’s had twenty-two already.’ 
‘Give him five now, another five in a couple of minutes.’  
‘Thank you.’ She would do something about the pain. He would have felt 

overwhelming gratitude, but he didn’t have the energy. 
Everything was coming into focus now. He could see the shattered windscreen, 

and beyond that a grey wall, concrete. He couldn’t quite work out where the 
dashboard had gone, though the pain was giving him some clues. But then a woman 
moved into his line of sight and for a moment he forgot where he was. Her eyes— 



Her eyes were palest silver, ringed in dark grey. Dark lashes accentuated their 
astonishing colour. He could have stared into them for the rest of his life.  

But she moved away, and he remembered the pain.  
‘Come back,’ he said. And she was in front of him again.  
‘I can’t stay here, Jack,’ she said, ‘they need to get in to cut the roof off, so we can 

get you out.’  
She moved away, was replaced by a scatter of male voices, shouted instructions 

and a thick mechanical whine.  
He tried to keep still, and quiet, but a new panic subsumed everything, even the 

pain. ‘Can’t breathe,’ he said. ‘Come back. Can’t breathe.’ 
‘Jack?’ She was there again. ‘Jack, I’m going to put a needle in your chest. It’ll 

make your breathing easier.’  
He didn’t feel anything at all, and whatever she did, it didn’t help much. ‘Can’t 

breathe,’ he said. 
‘Okay Jack. I’m going to put a tube in your chest now. It’s going to hurt.’  
‘Can’t breathe,’ he said again. 
‘I know, Jack, just hold on.’ There was a sudden searing pain in his chest and he 

hadn’t breath to cry out, wasn’t really sure that the faint wailing sound was him or 
someone else. So much pain. And he was going to die. No one could have so much 
pain and live. 

‘Take a deep breath Jack,’ she said. 
‘Can’t,’ he whispered. 
‘Take a deep breath, Jack,’ she said.  
He couldn’t argue; it was easier to do as he was told. He took a breath, then 

another, and it hurt, it hurt terribly, but the air rushed in. He forced his eyes open 
again and tried to look down at her. ‘Thank you.’ 

She looked up, caught him with those glorious silver eyes. ‘You’re welcome.’ 
He closed his own eyes, opened them again and she was on his left, kneeling on 

the passenger seat. The light dimmed; something over the shattered windscreen as she 
pulled his shirt open, pressed a probe against his chest. 

‘Just a scan, Jack. It won’t hurt.’ 
‘How—does it look?’ Each word a knife into his chest, but he needed her to keep 

talking to him. 
She didn’t reply immediately. The collar and the blood running into his eyes 

prevented him from seeing much, but at the periphery of his vision he spotted the 
small screen she was staring at. 

‘This side looks okay. How’s the breathing?’ 
‘Better.’ 
‘The pain?’ 
‘Bad.’ He managed not to swear this time. 
She pinned him with her silver gaze. ‘Do you take drugs?’ 
‘I—’ The hesitation an answer in itself. 
‘Opiates? Heroin?’ 
‘Yes.’  
No point in lying, not now. She nodded, gathered up her equipment and scrambled 

backwards out of the seat. 
‘Jack?’ Her hand, on his arm. ‘I’m giving you a bigger dose. Let me know how it 

goes.’ 
There was no rush, no ecstasy, but the pain quietened, moved a distance away, a 

hot coal under a heavy fog. 



‘Better?’ 
‘Yes.’ This time he kept his eyes closed. 
‘Good. Now, let’s get that roof off and get you out of there.’ 
It took a long time, and yet it didn’t take any time at all. He drifted, the morphine a 

fragile barrier between him and the pain. He felt daylight on his face as they peeled 
the roof back, ignored the discussion on how to cut through the steering column, and 
screamed as they lifted the steering wheel away. 

‘Okay, Jack, we’re going to get you out.’  
He had to look, had to see those eyes again. ‘Silver eyes,’ he said thickly. 
‘If you say so. Now, we’re going to lift you out, and it’s going to hurt like hell.’  
They did, it did, and he screamed, screamed again. He screamed at them to stop, 

but they were implacable, until he was lying on his back, faces whirling around him, 
voices a confused buzz in his ears. Then he was jolted around, and the roaring grew 
louder, louder than the pain, battering at his head, demanding entrance. 

‘Jack. Jack?’ She leaned across him, her face upside down. ‘You’re in the 
helicopter, Jack. Just hold on. We’re on our way.’  

He was tied down, bound and straitjacketed, but he managed to get a hand free, 
reached towards her. 

‘Hold on,’ he repeated. He felt her hand close around his own.  
‘That’s right,’ she said, ‘you hold on. Just keep holding on.’ 
She stayed there, leaning over him, reached out with her other hand to something 

that hung over his head, a bag of blood, he thought vaguely, then this is real, no one 
to shout cut, this is really happening to me. But it was too much to think about, and he 
looked back at her instead, wanted to say something, found that the treacle had sucked 
the words away. 

I’m dying. 
That floated up, quite clearly. He wet his lips, or tried to, tasting blood. ‘I’m 

dying.’ 
She looked down at him. The noise beat at his ears, vibrated through his body, 

ripping apart the fragile opiate barrier. 
‘I’m dying,’ he said again. 
She was watching his face this time, and he saw her understanding, was relieved 

when she shook her head.  
‘Not yet, Jack.’ She bent closer to his ear, so he could hear her. ‘You’re not going 

to die.’ 
All at once it was easier to breathe. Things hurt, but it was all right. He wasn’t 

going to die. He squeezed her hand, felt her fingers tighten in response. Not going to 
die. Silver eyes wouldn’t let him die. 

He had to let go of her, when they took him out of the helicopter. A brief flash of 
blue sky above him, the noise receding, replaced by voices, too many voices, no one 
he could understand. He kept hearing his name, but as soon as he tried to focus on it 
someone else spoke, confusing him. 

‘Silver eyes!’ he managed to get a hand free again, flailed about, not caring how 
much it hurt. ‘Silver—’ 

‘I’m here, Jack.’ His hand was caught and held, and she was there, pinning him 
down with a single glance. ‘Lie still. You’ll be off to sleep in a minute.’ 

‘I won’t die?’ 
‘Of course you won’t.’ 
Someone pressed a hard mask to his face, and she wouldn’t let him push it away. 

‘Jack, just breathe. That’s all you have to do. Breathe.’ 



I won’t die? 
He wanted to say the words again, hear her reassurance, but it was all slipping 

away from him. Silver eyes floated closer, or was he floating towards her? Too much 
effort. Too hard to think. 

‘It’ll be all right, Jack.’  
Her voice slid into the darkness with him, and was silenced. 

 
 

They were all a bit shell-shocked when they got back to base. Stupid, really. It wasn’t 
as if they knew him. But you didn’t expect to get out of the chopper and have a 
fireman say you were just about to meet one of the world’s most famous actors, 
trapped in the wreckage of his Lamborghini. 

If she hadn’t been told, she’d have been hard put to recognise him. And anyway, 
when she got there, he was just another human being, distressed, terrified and in pain. 
Nothing else mattered. 

But his injuries—when they lifted the steering column away, she’d almost gasped 
aloud. Her call ahead to the hospital, detailing the flail chest, head injury and open 
pelvic fracture, didn’t touch on the enormity of it. Poor, poor man. He may have been 
a fool, and at least he hadn’t taken anyone else with him, but when they’d lifted him, 
and he screamed, she’d wanted to put her arms around him, and tell him that he would 
be all right, even if that was a lie.  

His chances of survival were grim. He was probably already dead; a lot of pelvic 
fractures died on the operating table. Instead of cutting him out, inflicting all that 
pain, perhaps it would have been better simply to stay beside him, hold his hand, give 
him morphine and let him slip away. But they’d lifted him, and moved him, strapped 
him down, and taken him to hospital. And he’d looked up at her while she held his 
hand and lied to him, and told him everything would be all right. 

‘You okay?’ Tim came up behind her as she crossed the helipad. 
‘Think so. Just a bit shocked, that’s all.’ 
‘You don’t like talking to them, do you?’ 
Lyssa fought down the anger at his accusation. It wasn’t true, it had never been 

true. She talked to injured people all the time, preferred to care for someone who was 
able to communicate with her. ‘I do. I just don’t like talking to them when I know 
they’re going to die.’ She felt her voice grew hoarse. 

‘Hey,’ Tim reached to put a hand on her shoulder, stopped before he touched her. 
‘It’s not your fault. We just pick up the pieces, remember?’ 

‘I know. I’m all right.’  
She followed him into the crew room, surprised to find it was gone three o’clock. 

The call had come in just after eleven, and she’d have sworn they’d been out for no 
more than a couple of hours. Time was elastic, in emergencies. She’d been doing this 
for long enough that she’d got used to it, no longer spent the start of each call in a 
barely-suppressed state of acute anxiety, scared she wouldn’t be able to handle 
whatever they were heading to. 

But every so often you got one like this, where someone snuck under the barriers 
you’d erected, and made you feel for them. She’d stayed long enough at the hospital 
to watch him anaesthetised; had stood where he could see her, as that seemed to 
relieve some of his panic. You’ll be all right, she’d said, as the drugs stole over him 
and his eyes closed. Telling lies to a dying man.  

What else could she have done? Why did it make her feel so guilty? 



‘Here.’ Tim set the coffee plunger on the table. She found her mug in the 
cupboard; someone else had used it, leaving a fine, dark brown ring on the glaze. 
There was no washing-up liquid, because she was the only one who bought it, and 
she’d forgotten.  

Who cared? She poured the coffee, topped it up with skimmed milk, wishing she 
hadn’t also forgotten to pick up a carton of the real stuff this morning. Andy was on a 
health drive, had substituted the sugar with artificial sweetener, chucked out the 
biscuit tin and replaced it with a bowl of fruit. They were all pretty sure that he kept a 
pack of mini Mars bars in the bottom of his filing cabinet, but no one had the guts to 
challenge him on it. Least of all her. 

Tim retrieved a packet of chocolate biscuits from his locker. ‘Go on.’ 
She took one, then, when he shook the packet at her, another. They exchanged a 

glance of shared wickedness, and he took two himself and hid the packet again. 
‘Do you ever get tired of it?’ she said as he sat. Tim had worked for the service 

even longer than she had. 
‘Sometimes. But I know it’ll wear off. And even if it didn’t, I can’t think of 

anything else I’d want to do. I left nursing and went into the ambulance service, 
because I thought it would be—’ he shrugged, grinning at his own naïveté, ‘more 
exciting. And then I seemed to spend most of my days transporting grannies with 
broken hips, drunken teenagers with sprained ankles. There was some big stuff, as 
well, but it was never enough. Then I cottoned on to the fact that the helicopter 
service filtered out all the crap. Well, I was sold. And now I’m not going back to 
that.’ He sighed. ‘At least, not until they kick me off the chopper.’ 

‘Hmm.’ Many of Lyssa’s frustrations had been the same. ‘At least you only get 
one patient, usually. I like focusing on one person, making sure everything is done 
properly. And when you talk to them, people are more,’ she searched for a word, 
‘honest. It’s down to basics, no bullshit.’  

She thought about Jack MacKinnon, clinging to her hand. All his money, all his 
fame; it was all irrelevant, became one human being holding on to another, 
reassurance, kindness, a sort of love, she’d thought once. When she entered medical 
school she’d had those kinds of ideas, been able to seek the human in every 
interaction. It was a pity that exhaustion and overload and people pulling knives on 
her, threatening her, throwing punches at her, had ground it down. They saw her 
simply as a barrier to what they wanted; drugs, mostly, but not infrequently more 
bizarre demands like hospital admission for their unwanted granny, or unnecessary 
investigations and treatment. Once, someone had even threatened to smash her face in 
for an antibiotic prescription.  

The helicopter service made it easier. It cut things back to the essentials. Pretty 
much everyone, if they were conscious, was pleased to see her. They rarely said thank 
you, unlike when they were discharged from the hospital, when they showered the 
nursing staff with chocolates and biscuits and baskets of fruit. But then the emergency 
service wasn’t like that, and people generally only remembered a terrifying, painful 
experience. They didn’t recognise that it would have been far more terrifying and 
painful if she hadn’t been there. 

Tim was still watching her. ‘Are you tired of it?’ 
She thought about it. What she was tired of was the unnecessariness; seeing 

healthy human beings reduced to a crushed mess, generally because of their own or 
someone else’s carelessness.  But carelessness was part of being human, too.  

‘Not really. And I’m the same as you. I can’t imagine anything else I would do 
instead.’ 



He raised his mug to her. ‘Here’s to a bunch of people who can’t come up with 
anything better to do.’ 

She grinned and saluted him with her coffee. 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Two 

 

September 3rd 
 
This was a different kind of drifting. There was still pain, but it was distant, like the 
roar of a far-off crowd. He could ignore it, most of the time. Sometimes there were 
voices, closer, and he swam towards them, reached for them, but was pushed down 
again. Half-formed thoughts, a half-formed existence. 

‘Jack.’ 
Calling him.  
‘Jack?’ 
Where were they?  
‘Jack.’ 
Where was he? 
‘Jack.’ 
He opened his eyes. His mother, leaning over him. He stared at her, bemused, then 

closed his eyes and floated away again. 
 
 

September 4th 
 

‘Jack?’ 
What? 
‘Jack.’ 
He knew what they wanted, now. He had to open his eyes. If he did that, they’d 

leave him alone again, let him sleep. 
‘Jack.’ 
He forced his eyelids up, fought against the paralysing drowsiness. 
Silver Eyes.  
Shock overcame his sleepiness. She was there, leaning over him.  
‘Jack?’  
He lifted an arm, a heavy, wandering limb, and felt her grasp his hand. Silver Eyes. 

Don’t leave me. He tried to pull her toward him. 
‘You’re getting better, Jack.’ 



I am? If only he could speak. He tried to form words, words without breath, but no 
one ever understood. 

‘You’ve been here five days.’ 
That was the answer to a question he hadn’t been able to ask. He waited, to see 

what else she would say. 
‘It’s going to take a long time, Jack. You’ll have to be patient. You—’ she stopped, 

and he heard someone else talking, was suddenly afraid she would leave. 
Silver Eyes. He moved his lips, tried to make the words clear, saw her smile. 
‘You do remember me, then?’ 
He nodded. The tiredness was coming back, and he didn’t want to sleep, didn’t 

want to let go, but knew he didn’t have the resources to fight it. 
‘She said you’re having another operation tomorrow. Plastic surgery. Do you want 

a facelift while you’re under?’ 
She was joking with him, and so everything would be all right. He tried to smile 

back, knowing it was a poor effort. 
‘Go back to sleep,’ he felt a touch on his cheek. ‘I’ve worn you out, haven’t I? Just 

sleep, and everything will heal.’ 
He would just close his eyes for a while, but keep a grip on her hand so she 

couldn’t leave him. Keep holding on. Keep— 
 
 

When his fingers relaxed in hers, Lyssa waited another minute and then gently laid his 
hand back on the sheet, stepped away. His face had slackened, his chest still rising 
and falling with the regular hiss of the ventilator. 

‘He recognised you, didn’t he?’ the ICU nurse said. 
‘I think so.’ Lyssa was uncomfortably aware of the elderly woman sitting by the 

bed, listening to the conversation. 
‘The team’ll be pleased. He must have a reasonable amount of brain function to 

remember.’ 
‘Did he have a head injury?’ 
‘Couple of small bleeds. Nothing anyone was going to do anything about.’ 
Lyssa watched the monitors. When she’d talked to him his heart rate had touched 

ninety; now it had settled back down to a steady sixty-two. Was he still aware of 
them?  

The old woman got up, walked closer to where they stood at the foot of the bed. 
‘Is he better?’ She had a soft, Scottish accent, threaded with anxiety. 
‘This is the doctor that brought him in the helicopter,’ the nurse dropped Lyssa in it 

without a hint of remorse. ‘He only saw her for a short time, but he recognised her 
just now, which tells us he probably doesn’t have serious brain damage.’ 

‘Oh—’ the woman swayed, her hand going to her mouth. Lyssa caught her arm, 
worried she was going to faint. 

The nurse moved to support her. ‘Sit down, Mrs MacKinnon. I’ll get you some 
toast and a cup of tea.’ 

‘I can’t—’ 
‘You must.’ 
Lyssa helped the old woman back to a chair, feeling the frail arm tremble in her 

grip. She was what, seventy-five? Eighty? How unfair, to have a child cause you all 
this grief, when they should be looking after you. 

‘He’s going to get better, isn’t he?’ Pale blue eyes stared into her own, willing her 
to give the right answer. 



She looked away. ‘I hope so.’ She was forced to prevaricate, knowing too much 
about pulmonary emboli, septicaemia, respiratory failure and all the other things that 
could crush a hopeful prognosis. ‘We can’t make promises, though.’ 

The woman nodded, blinking away tears. ‘I know. But…’ 
She forced herself to look at the old woman. ‘I think he did recognise me, which 

means he understands what you’re saying to him, he knows you’re here.’ Did her 
words have a positive effect? How could you tell? 

The woman’s gaze went to someone behind her, and Lyssa turned, nearly fainted 
herself. Tom Drummond had one of the most familiar faces on the planet; even she 
could recognise him. In his fifties now, he’d aged better than most.  

The lines around his eyes deepened as he looked at them both. ‘Ellie, are you 
okay? What happened?’ 

‘He woke up, and they think he recognised the doctor here.’ 
The million-dollar gaze turned on her. What was he thinking? After several 

seconds he blinked and held out a hand. ‘Tom Drummond.’ 
‘Lyssa Carlyle.’ His hand was warm in hers, and she sent a mental command to her 

knees to quit messing around. 
‘She’s the helicopter doctor,’ the old woman—Ellie—said. 
‘Really?’ He started to smile, and then the frown returned to his face as he glanced 

at the still figure on the bed. ‘The docs here said they were amazed he made it. Said 
you saved his life.’ 

‘It took a lot more people than me to do that.’ The response was automatic. No 
single person saved a life. 

‘Yes, but—he remembered you?’ 
‘I think so.’ It was uncomfortable, the way he was still staring at her, but she 

couldn’t look away. 
‘Oh, Tom.’ Tears trickled down the old woman’s face. 
‘Hey, now.’ He reached out, hugged Ellie to his broad chest. Lyssa fought down an 

unexpected surge of envy, watching her cling to him, weeping. Unlike most men, he 
didn’t appear to be bothered by female tears, not even from someone old enough to be 
his own mother. The nurse returned with a cup of tea and a plate, and he settled Ellie 
back into a chair, persuaded her to drink, and to nibble on a piece of toast.  

Charm. Charm, and confidence, which of course were only useful when allied to 
good looks. 

Not long after that her pager went off, and she hurried back down to the helipad. 
 

 
‘The hospital’s complained about your on-scene time with MacKinnon.’ 

Lyssa’s heart sank. She should be used to these conversations by now, standing in 
Andy’s office while he tried to pick holes in her management. But they always ended 
up with her in the wrong, whatever she said, and ruined her subsequent shifts with 
anxiety. 

‘We weren’t sitting around drinking coffee.’ 
‘Your scene time was nearly two hours, and I’ve seen the list of his injuries. You 

shouldn’t have spent that long messing around.’ 
 ‘I can’t give you a minute by minute breakdown of what we did, but apart from 

the assessment, and putting in a chest drain when he blew a pneumothorax, the rest of 
the time was spent cutting him out.’ The scene time had been an hour and sixteen 
minutes, most of it taken up by the fire brigade. It had been longer than she’d wanted, 
but she knew better than to criticise. 



‘How much time did you spend when you got him out?’ 
‘Probably less than three minutes. We put a wrapper on his pelvis, got him 

strapped down, and then loaded and left.’ She hated the pleading edge that always 
crept into her voice, however much she tried to stop it. 

‘The hospital aren’t happy.’ 
Yes, and you won’t do anything to back me up. You’ll have implied that I was 

incompetent, that you’re forced to carry an incompetent doctor in the service. 
‘And if he dies, there’ll be a coronial enquiry, and you’ll have to justify yourself.’ 
‘I won’t have any problem with that,’ she said calmly. Her heart pounded, and she 

began to feel an urgent desire to throw up. 
‘I’ll be speaking to the fire brigade,’ he leaned forward, invading her space, forcing 

her to look up at him. ‘To get a report from them on what you did.’ 
‘That’s fine.’  
He was trying to push her into apology and self-justification. She’d done that, at 

first, before she realised what he enjoyed was seeing her squirm. She’d spent days 
going over the minutes of each callout, trying to work out where she was going 
wrong, what she could have done better. Slowly she’d come to realise that that wasn’t 
the issue.  

The turning point had been a trauma conference, where she’d talked to a South 
African doctor who worked under even worse conditions than she did. They had 
exchanged stories, and he hadn’t seemed to feel she was remotely incompetent, had 
praised her for some of the things she’d done, even as she’d sat in open-mouthed 
admiration at his tales. It had been a pleasant, slightly drunken encounter, and at the 
end of it she’d given him her e-mail. But unsurprisingly she hadn’t heard from him 
again, and that small friendship had evaporated.  

The evening still meant a lot to her, had given her the courage to come back and, if 
not face down Andy, at least stand up to him more often. She’d also talked to Tim, 
and one or two of the more supportive crew, had lifted her head from her own 
unhappiness, and looked around at how Andy treated other people. His criticisms 
didn’t seem to be prompted by incompetence; in fact, she suspected it was 
competence that galled him. He hadn’t been out on a call in over eight years, and she 
did wonder, sometimes, if he had lost his nerve. 

Recognising these things had given her the determination to carry on. He was a 
bully, and there was nothing she could do to change that. There was no point trying to 
report him, or making a fuss; he had enough people who thought the sun shone out of 
his arse to shoot her down if she tried anything. So she kept out of his way, enjoyed 
the freedom of the callouts, and dealt with his criticisms as best she could. Which 
meant she didn’t really deal with them at all, but that, of course, was her problem. 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Three 

 

September 8th 
 
He never slept well. The low-level noise in the intensive care unit, the constant 
beeping of alarms, the quiet conversations, hovered at the edges of his consciousness. 
Some nights, depending on who was nursing him, they drugged him into sleep, and he 
sank gratefully into darkness only to be roused by the sudden fluorescent brightness 
of morning, by someone fiddling with his tubes or washing him. 

‘Here,’ the nurse said, as they tidied him up after raising the head of his bed. 
‘Someone left you a letter, last night.’ 

His sluggish thoughts quickened as he remembered who was the only person likely 
to visit him at night. He took the sheet of paper, unfolded it with clumsy fingers. 

 
There is a stand of pines 
And a small cabin, 
Somewhere 
Where the mountain air is cold, 
Water runs clear to valleys far distant. 
And here I carry you in my arms. 
Do not fear; 
Here you will rest. Will heal, 
Lying on the soft grass 
In the silence, the sun, 
And the still air. 

 
     Silver Eyes 

 
He let his head drop back on the pillows. He was there; he could see the cabin, 

could feel himself laid on the grass, her warm touch a contrast to the cool air on his 
skin. The sky was blue, cloudless, and in a little while he’d get up, whole and 
complete. 

She’d been here, and he hadn’t known. Silver Eyes. He mouthed the words. Why 
did it matter so much? He wasn’t sure; he only knew that it did. Her face, hovering 



above him the last time she’d visited. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep, he’d only closed 
his eyes for what felt like a minute, yet when he’d opened them it had been a different 
day. And now, this time, he hadn’t even known she was here. 

It wasn’t difficult to imagine her sitting in the chair by his bed. Tall, elegant; he 
couldn’t remember what colour her hair was but imagined it blonde, caught up in a 
chignon—no, that was wrong—in a loose tumble over her shoulders, soft waves of it 
that he could run his fingers through— 

He stopped himself in the act of reaching for the imaginary figure, blinked at the 
empty chair. The next time she came he would catch hold of her, make her stay. Talk 
to her. Well, he couldn’t talk yet, but his hands were less shaky, and he managed a 
few coherent words on a notepad the nurses had given him yesterday. He would make 
her see who he was, beyond all the tubes and machinery; make her promise to keep 
visiting. 

 
 

September 11th 
 

On day ten, the urologist arrived. 
He knew it was day ten because he’d heard them say it on the ward round, a little 

crowd standing at the end of his bed, reading the charts that measured out the 
previous twenty-four hours of his life. Yesterday had been his first proper day; the 
first time he’d opened his eyes and got a sense of morning, followed by afternoon, 
followed by night. If he turned his head a little, there was a window at his left, leaking 
something into the room that wasn’t sunshine, but the kind of light that implied a 
clouded morning.  

Ten days. He looked at the man standing at the side of his bed. He’d said his name, 
something Middle Eastern, and Jack had forgotten it as soon as the words were 
spoken. He hadn’t really paid much attention at all, until the man peeled back the 
blankets, and started prodding around his groin. 

‘Do you have any feeling here?’ His voice was English, cultured. Jack, a master of 
accents, hadn’t the energy to wonder if it was innate or acquired. ‘Can you feel this?’ 
the man said again. 

Feel what, he wanted to say. He looked down, trying not to jog the tube that ran 
into his neck. 

The man’s brown hands were peeling back dressings, exposing a mass of scars and 
stitched skin, Jack’s genitals lying bruised and swollen amongst the bloodstained 
padding. That really ought to hurt, but he couldn’t feel anything at all. He 
remembered getting kicked in the balls playing rugby at school, how he had staggered 
to the side of the pitch trying not to vomit. 

The man must have seen something in his face. ‘You can’t feel anything?’ 
He shook his head carefully, then not so carefully, shock overwhelming caution. 
The man nodded, as if Jack had given the right answer. ‘You have a bad pelvic 

injury. A lot of nerve damage. I spent a lot of time repairing things. It was very 
challenging.’ 

Jack didn’t want his injuries to be challenging, he wanted them to be 
straightforward, easy to sort out. 

‘Nerves can regenerate,’ the man said. ‘But it takes time, and there are no 
guarantees. Bladder function, sexual function, they will be affected, and you will have 
to take care.’  



At another time, Jack might have noticed the individual enunciation of each word, 
the clues it gave. But although some portion of his mind was taking it in, the rest of 
him was staring at the man in blank shock.  

‘You must be careful with the skin, it is easy to damage when you have no 
sensation. Now, I’ve been talking with a colleague in Edinburgh. He will come to see 
you, once you are settled in.’ 

Edinburgh? He looked around for his pad and paper, but the nurses had taken it 
away. Why the hell was he going to Edinburgh?  

As soon as he framed the question in his head, he knew the answer. His parents 
would have arranged for him to be moved nearer to them. They would feel they were 
taking him home, taking him back to look after him, for the first time in thirty-two 
years. 

I don’t want to go to Edinburgh. 
Would anyone listen? They couldn’t move him if he didn’t want to go, surely. In 

his consternation he hadn’t listened to anything else the urologist said, and now the 
man was walking away, probably believing that he was too confused, incapable of 
understanding what he was being told.  

He knew they thought he had a brain injury. They kept asking him careful 
questions, several times yesterday, and then again on the ward round today. Did he 
know who he was, where he was? They didn’t press him for the day, but for the 
month and year, and then got him to do a couple of simple additions, but by that time 
he’d been so exhausted, his arm aching, and the pen had slipped from his grasp. The 
doctor had nodded, and after the group had moved on, the nurse came up to him and 
told him how he’d done really well, had tried really hard, in the kind of tone you’d 
reserve for a four-year-old. 

I’m here, he’d wanted to say. I’m Jack MacKinnon, I’m forty-nine years old, and I 
may have done something exceptionally stupid, but I’m not a child. He’d barely got to 
the end of that sentence when he drifted off to sleep. And now, slumping back on the 
pillows, he knew he was going to fall asleep again. 

 
 

September 13th 
 

‘Why don’t you want to go to Edinburgh, Jack?’ 
On day eleven he’d responded to every mention of the city by writing no on the 

pad beside him. There were tears in his mother’s eyes. He’d looked away, picked up 
the pen, intending to write arse end of nowhere, but he couldn’t do it.  

On the morning of day twelve, he settled himself firmly on the bed, determined 
that they weren’t going to move him. He wasn’t really sure anymore why he was 
objecting so much, except that he’d taken a stand, and he wasn’t going to give in.  

For once no-one had mentioned Edinburgh, he noticed, as the intensive care moved 
into its daylight routine around him. He began to relax a little; perhaps they’d 
capitulated. He was Jack MacKinnon, after all; he wasn’t the type to be pushed 
around. Not once he’d taken back control of his life. The dark-haired nurse changed 
one of the bags suspended above his bed, smiling down at him as she stretched up to 
hang it on a hook.  

‘Breakfast,’ she said. He looked up at the unappetising yellowy-brown liquid, 
heard the click and whine of the pump, and felt the tube at the back of his throat go 
cold as the stuff ran down into his stomach. There was a momentary surge of panic at 
his helplessness, which he fought down again.  



Half an hour later, she came back with a syringe full of white stuff, set it up beside 
the bed. This time she didn’t smile, and he should have realised, should have cottoned 
on to what they were about to do. When the drowsiness stole over him, at first he 
didn’t think much about that either, but abruptly there were more people around him. 
Despite the drugs clouding his mind, he knew what they were going to do. No, he 
tried to say. No, you cannot do this to me. He tried to sit up, tried to roll himself out of 
bed, anything, anything to make it too difficult for them to move him. There was 
conversation, but he couldn’t make out the words, a hand on his arm, someone 
supporting his head, saying don’t worry Jack, it’s all right.  

 And then they were gone. 
 
 
When they unloaded the elderly man onto the bed, connected him up to various 
monitors, Lyssa glanced round the intensive care unit. ‘How’s Mr MacKinnon?’ 

‘Oh,’ the nurse shrugged. ‘He’s gone.’ 
‘Gone?’ She hadn’t meant to sound quite so alarmed. 
‘Been transferred to Edinburgh this morning. His family’s up there, they wanted 

him nearer home.’ 
‘Oh.’ She felt strangely disappointed. She’d felt—what did they call it? A 

connection with him. Although of course it was difficult to know for sure. Probably 
everyone wanted to feel a connection with a man like Jack MacKinnon, and maybe it 
was just a combination of fame, looks and money. Would he remember her? Possibly; 
after all, she’d been with him through some very memorable events. But like 
everyone else, he’d shrug, and go back to his old life, because she was just doing her 
job. That was what she was there for, and to expect anything more wasn’t stupid, it 
was arrogant.  

She hoped they’d been gentle with him on the journey, though. Gentler than she’d 
had time to be. 

 
 
Jack awoke on another bed, in another room. He couldn’t say how he knew it was 
different; it was dark, there was nothing to see. There was the familiar hiss and click 
of the ventilator beside him. The involuntary rise and fall of his chest.  

There were vague memories of arriving, being moved again, the searing pain as 
someone suctioned his tube, making him cough, making his broken ribs jump and 
burn. But now they were gone, and there was just him and the darkness. The tube 
dripping into his stomach because he couldn’t eat. The tube sitting in his bladder 
because he couldn’t piss. The tube in his neck because he couldn’t breathe.  

He closed his eyes, squeezed them tighter, but the betraying tears escaped anyway. 
They said he would heal, but what if this was it? They talked across him, used words 
he couldn’t understand. What if this was another step towards a nursing home, 
towards utter dependency for the rest of his life? A life on the end of all these tubes, 
and only himself to blame. 

Silver Eyes. He wanted her here, wanted to feel her arms around him. She’d done 
that once, as they’d lifted him out of the car, but he had been in too much pain to care. 
Her arms around him, warm and strong, rescuing him from all this, or at least making 
it bearable. Maybe that made him a weakling, but he was beyond all endurance, no 
longer cared about anything, would die if only he could do it in her embrace.  



He tried to imagine her in the bed beside him, her arm heavy across his chest, the 
long, lithe length of her pressed warm against his hip and leg. Her fair, smooth hair 
spread out on the pillow, cool under his cheek.  

Without thinking he turned towards her, and the tube connected to his throat pulled 
tight, yanking on the tracheostomy and sending him into a paroxysm of coughing. The 
nurse, alerted by the sudden alarm of the machinery, hurried in, and before he could 
protest reached for the suction and threaded the thin tube into his neck. He could feel 
it, deep in his lungs, despite the frantic coughing and the accompanying air hunger. 
Tears flooded his face and it was all he could do not to grab her, to shove her away. 

At last she finished, and, oxygen-starved and dizzy, he could only lie there, limp, 
letting the mechanical breaths keep him alive. She wiped his face with a tissue, her 
movements impersonal, then pulled the sheet up around his shoulders and left without 
speaking. 

His eyes continued to water, tears running down to the pillow.  
Silver Eyes.  
But she wasn’t here, she was gone and he was alone. 
The ventilator hissed steadily, ignoring his silent sobs. He blotted his eyes with his 

sleeve, wished he could blow his nose. But you needed breath to do that, needed 
breath to demonstrate despair, and he had nothing. 

 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Four 

 

November 20th 
 
‘So what’s all this about?’ Hots flicked the notice with a curious finger, dislodging it 
from the overcrowded board. He picked it up off the floor. ‘An Extraordinary Meeting 
to discuss the future of the helicopter service. Do you think the dear leader’s going to 
sack us ?’ 

‘No, just me.’ Lyssa didn’t look up from her notebook. 
‘He’s not managed that in a decade, so maybe he’s going to announce he’s stopped 

trying.’ Hots grinned, taking any sting out of the comment. 
‘Something’s going on, though.’ She chewed the end of her pen, noticed what she 

was doing and dropped it on the table. ‘Every time I see him I think he’s going to 
burst with glee at all the stuff he’s withholding from us.’ 

‘Pregnant with news,’ Hots drawled. 
Roger guffawed. Even Lyssa smiled, though it was difficult to find anything about 

Andy funny. 
Despite this, most of the crew were present for the meeting. Seeing them crowded 

into the tiny coffee room made Lyssa grateful there was a shift system. Though she 
knew how many people worked out of the base, she’d never quite got to grips with the 
overwhelming reality. She retreated to the table, and sat there with her notebook, 
wishing the noise would abate enough that she could write.  

Andy arrived ten minutes later, no doubt expecting them to have worked 
themselves into a fever of anticipation. In fact, someone had bought a box of Quality 
Street, and the pilots were amusing themselves trying to throw chocolates into one 
another’s mouths, and running a complicated scoring system. Hots had just yelled 
‘Ten for the nose,’ when Andy walked in. 

After his usual pompous throat clearing, paper shuffling, and waiting for them all 
to settle into silence, he handed round some sheets of A4. Lyssa received hers, slid 
across the tabletop by Tim, and inspected it. The top half was a picture of a helicopter, 
with details in a dense block of text underneath. Bigger, certainly, than the one they 
flew now. Around her, she could feel interest quicken. 

‘It’s an M-450,’ Andy said, somewhat unnecessarily, as the specifications were 
printed on the paper. ‘Made by West Meridian. Carries two patients, three medical 



crew and two flight crew. To cut short a story encompassing several weeks of 
negotiation, we’ve been offered one for a year. For free.’ 

The pilots were watching Andy now, dogs hungry for a bone. Hots’ tongue was 
practically dragging on the floor. Boys and their toys.  Lyssa looked at the paper 
again. The helicopter in the picture was very red and shiny. 

‘What’s the catch?’ Tim said from the back. 
Andy grimaced, annoyed that his thunder had been stolen. ‘The catch, as you so 

crassly put it, is that we have to fund it. Not for the first year, that’s guaranteed, but in 
that year we have to prove that we can raise funding for two more years. Otherwise, it 
goes back.’ 

‘Back where?’ 
Andy shrugged. ‘Back to wherever the donor bought it, I suppose.’ 
‘Who’s the donor?’ Hots wasn’t the type to let that go. 
‘I’m not at liberty to reveal that.’ 
Secret boy stuff. Did they ever grow up? Still, it was an incredible offer. A little 

odd, that the donor wanted anonymity; usually they insisted on emblazoning whatever 
they funded with their (inevitably) garish company logo.  

Could it be Jack MacKinnon? He could probably afford to do it. But she couldn’t 
imagine someone like him spending that much money and not getting any publicity. 
Anyway, it was unlikely he was well enough to be organising a donation like this. It 
was what, ten weeks since the accident? He’d be lucky to be on his feet. 

 
 

Six weeks after they first started weaning him off the ventilator, Jack went home. He 
hadn’t expected to be able to get up and walk as soon as he was free of the machine; 
he’d seen the pictures of his pelvis, which seemed in places to be more metal plates 
and screws than bone. He could understand, without anyone needing to explain, that it 
would take a long time to get back on his feet.  

But he didn’t think it would take so long to breathe.  
They took it slowly, changing the ventilator settings, letting him do a little more of 

the work until he was breathing for himself, the machine just giving him a push with 
each breath. Or so he thought. The first time they turned it off completely he lasted 
less than twenty minutes before signalling frantically for them to turn it back on.  

The shock of that had been almost too much to handle. Freedom receded; he was 
trapped, tied to a machine. He spent another long night fighting back despair, then, 
the next day, endured exhaustion and air hunger, and lasted forty minutes.  

It gave him a goal, something measurable that he could achieve. He sat there, 
watching the clock, dragging air into his unwilling body, knowing that this was a 
hurdle he had to get over. It hurt because his ribs weren’t fully healed, but he learned 
to expect the pain, used it to let him know he was still alive. 

Nights were harder. Numerous times he woke up, panicking, gasping, until 
someone hurried in and flicked the switch that would give him some respite. 
Eventually that stopped too, and the first time he opened his eyes to daylight, found 
he had made it through the night independently, he waited for the expected euphoria, 
but all he felt was relief. He would never take this for granted again. 

Everything else—his small shuffling steps, the ignominy of walking with a metal 
frame to support him, all that could be overcome once he could breathe. 

And now he was packed, and waiting for the ambulance that would come to 
transport him home. Well, not home; he was going, at the age of forty-eight, to live 



with his parents again. Only knowing it brought him closer to independence 
reconciled him to the idea.  

He was embarrassed, knowing how hard his parents had worked to make this 
happen and how little gratitude he felt. After all, he could have told them he was 
going back to London, that he would hire any help he needed. But he simply hadn’t 
the heart to deny them their plans.  

He was also angry at being forced to need all this. They had told him about the 
organisation of the equipment he would require, that would help him stumble around 
the house like an old man. Clinging onto rails in the bathroom, sitting on a chair in the 
shower. Had they got a stairlift for him? That would be the final indignity. 

Jack shook his head, though there was no one in the room to see it. He had to stop 
thinking like this. Eleven, nearly twelve weeks; he’d gone from a clapped-out piece of 
meat existing on the end of a ventilator to sitting in a chair, and shuffling slowly to 
the bathroom. It wasn’t great, but it was an undeniable improvement. 

The door swung back and he looked up. His jaw dropped. 
‘Hi there,’ Tom Drummond said. ‘Your carriage awaits, my Lord.’ He bowed, a 

stagey gesture from the Shakespeare film he’d been in about five years ago.  
Jack grinned; he couldn’t help it. ‘You’re taking me home?’ 
‘Told them you didn’t need an ambulance. I’ve got something better.’ 
What he had was a Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost. He stopped the wheelchair a few 

feet away, so that Jack could admire its lines. 
Jack could feel the euphoric smile plastered across his face. It didn’t matter that 

Tom had to pick him up out of the wheelchair and lift him into the car, or settle him 
on the seat with his bag of tablets and equipment. He was human again, a real person 
returning to real life.  

The hospital staff crowded out, applauded as they drove away. He wound down the 
window and waved royally, and they waved back. 

‘Thought that might help,’ Tom said. ‘I’d stop at the pub, but your mom’ll have a 
conniption fit. We better go straight there.’  

His reception at the other end was quieter. Tom simply lifted him out again, carried 
him into the house and up the stairs, sat him down in a recliner. Jack looked up at 
him, trying not to feel anxious at the display of strength. Tom wasn’t even out of 
breath.  

He glanced down at himself, at his sticklike legs, at how the skin dipped between 
the bones of his hands. Felt shamed. He’d looked, once, in the mirror a nurse had 
given him so he could shave. After that single glance he had kept the glass tilted, 
made sure it only reflected the small area of skin the razor passed across, refusing to 
think about what lay beyond. There was a fresh scar running down the right side of 
his face, an inch or so in front of his ear. He touched it inadvertently, sometimes. That 
wouldn’t have bothered him, but beneath it a nerve was damaged, leaving that side of 
his face partly motionless. It might improve, they’d told him, because he still had 
some muscle function, and it wouldn’t affect his speech, or his ability to eat.  

They didn’t get it. His face was what kept directors knocking on his door. 
Jack dragged himself back from the pointless ruminations. Tom sat opposite him in 

an armchair. His mother spread a blanket across his knees. He wanted to snatch it 
away, throw it on the floor, but he was cold, and the warmth was welcome. He 
watched her tiny figure vanish into the hall. 

‘You’re doing all right, you know,’ Tom said. 
Jack looked at his friend’s concerned features, felt the familiar wash of guilt. ‘You 

haven’t said I told you so.’ 



‘I’m not going to.’ 
‘But you did tell me. I called you an old woman, once.’ He fiddled with the 

blanket. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
‘It’s okay.’ 
‘It’s not okay. I wouldn’t listen to anyone. I didn’t deserve to survive.’ 
Tom sighed, a heavy gust of air. ‘When I got that call, I got on a plane thinking 

you’d be dead by the time I reached London. Two more days, no one would promise 
us anything. Then they said it was fifty-fifty. Then seventy-five percent. You’ve never 
seen anything like it, Jack. All those people, working to keep you alive. They took 
you to the operating room at three am, once, to stop some bleeding. You mattered to 
them. Don’t give up on them now.’ 

‘I’m trying not to.’ The momentary euphoria of the car journey vanished. All it had 
done was accentuate his despair. 

‘Jack.’ Tom leaned forwards, hugged him. ‘You scared me, you crazy bastard. I 
knew you’d pull some damn fool stunt in the end, but when they told me—’ 

In thirty years Tom had never done anything like this. He was a warm, but not 
overly demonstrative, man. Their only physical contact—barring the times he had 
hauled Jack’s drunken carcase to the nearest horizontal surface—was a handshake, a 
clap on the shoulder. His oldest and best friend had been scared for him. The thought 
was humbling, even as Tom’s strength contrasted with his own frailty. Tom was 
squeezing him, patting him on the back, as if he still needed to be convinced of Jack’s 
continued existence. 

‘Hey,’ he said, when Tom finally released him, ‘I don’t have a monopoly on being 
snatched from the jaws of death.’ 

He’d intended it as a rubbish joke, but to his surprise, Tom was embarrassed. That 
illness, some years ago now, wasn’t something they often referred to. Jack had been 
there, supporting Kimberly, Tom’s then-girlfriend, now wife. He had been more 
frightened than he’d ever admitted. Seeing Tom’s towering, dependable form so 
reduced had shaken him from some of his certainties, like finding cracks in one of the 
pillars of the earth. It hadn’t been enough to admit his own mortality, though. Nothing 
had, until now. 

‘At least—’ he looked down at his hands again, thin, still faintly bruised and sore 
from all the needles. ‘At least I can look at you and know I’ve got a chance to get 
back to work. If a weakling like you can recover, I can.’ He knew his face was giving 
the lie to his words, revealing his uncertainty. 

‘You’ll do it.’ 
That Tom was so certain gave him hope. That Tom still bothered with him was a 

surprise—apart from that illness, he hadn’t exactly been much of a friend.  
 
 

Eliot called him that afternoon; the court case was scheduled for March, three months 
time. It loomed on the horizon, a storm he couldn’t escape. He decided not to think 
about it, to concentrate instead on getting on his feet and back to London. And Silver 
Eyes.  

She was still his talisman; he thought of her often, wondering what she was doing 
during his long, empty days, more particularly during his long lonely nights. Was she 
alone, too? Unlikely. He’d got Eliot to make some cautious enquiries, and now he had 
her name, Lyssa Carlyle. Unfortunately her title gave him no clue. She was probably 
married with children—but she might be divorced. 



What was he doing, mooning after this unknown woman like a lovelorn teenager? 
He’d checked the helicopter service website and found her name, but no photo. She 
wasn’t on Facebook. She’d co-authored a few papers, at least he thought it was her 
because the subjects were related to treating emergencies, but that wasn’t much use to 
him. It was when he found himself considering phoning the number on the website, 
pretending to be a potential colleague, debating what accent to use and how he would 
get the information he wanted, that he slammed a lid on further ruminations and 
called Eliot.  

Obsessed or not, he was Jack MacKinnon, and he would do this properly. 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Five 

 

February 19th 
 
I’m having dinner with Jack MacKinnon. 

No matter how many times Lyssa repeated it in her head, it still didn’t feel real. 
She hadn’t told anyone, had just swapped a shift so that she could have the whole day 
to herself. For once there was no guilt at the indulgence of buying a new dress, of 
having her hair cut and dallying at the Chanel makeup counter. 

His agent—Eliot Cole—had phoned her at work. Surprise had left her momentarily 
speechless. Then, recovering, she had accepted the invitation in so disjointed a 
fashion that he must have thought her quite bizarre. 

Once she’d put the phone down, she did wonder at the message being delivered by 
his agent rather than Jack MacKinnon himself. Still, maybe that was how things 
worked in the celebrity world. And although he was asking her out, it wasn’t as if he 
was, well, asking her out. Eliot had said it was thanks for her help, that long-ago day. 
She’d almost said, then, shouldn’t Tim and Hots come too? And she should have 
done. She really should have done, but she had held back, and for all the wrong 
reasons. The thought of dinner with Jack MacKinnon, just the two of them—would 
any woman seriously consider widening the invitation? 

You’re just as bad as the rest of them. Falling over yourself for a handsome face 
and a sexy grin. 

Maybe not so handsome now, though. There hadn’t been anything she could do 
that day about the multitude of lacerations down one side of his face. They had been 
unimportant, in the scale of things. When she saw him in intensive care he’d 
obviously had a plastic surgeon spend no small time repairing the damage. The 
wounds had been closed with fine thread, the stitches tiny and even.  

There was a period when she’d prided herself on that kind of work, but the 
increasing pressures, the flood of people attending emergency departments with minor 
and ridiculous complaints, had cut down the time she could spend doing a good job. 
Emergency medicine had become an environment of ‘good enough’, not a place to do 
things properly, but a sorting station where she performed little more than advanced 
triage. Her helicopter work might also be time-pressured, but at least she was using 



her skills, and the pressure was due to the patient’s condition, not the mutterings of a 
horde of clipboard-wielding managers. 

Enough. She mentally closed a door on the familiar ruminations. Too much of that 
and she’d end up bending Jack MacKinnon’s ear about the iniquities of the NHS, and 
he’d run for the door. 

 
 

 
She reached the restaurant a careful ten minutes after eight. Nothing worse than 

sitting at the bar, alone, waiting for him to arrive. She’d never been here before, but 
the staff were quick and reassuring, taking her coat, a low voiced enquiry after her 
name. 

‘Lyssa Carlyle.’ 
For an alarming moment, as the maître’d consulted his list, she thought what if I’ve 

got the date wrong? What if it was all a joke? But he looked up again and smiled, 
indicated a table in a far corner. 

Jack MacKinnon was already there, though it took her several seconds to recognise 
him. He looked twenty years older than he had in the pictures she’d seen on the net. 
Compassion stirred in her; even she could see that he wasn’t well enough to be out in 
public, let alone contemplating an entire evening making polite conversation with a 
stranger. If he’d laid his head down on the tablecloth and fallen asleep right then, she 
wouldn’t have been surprised.  

Gathering all her courage she walked up to the table, and smiled as he surfaced 
from his brown study and looked at her. 

His face fell. 
No, it didn’t fall; his eyes widened and his mouth started to sag in what could only 

be utter horror. She couldn’t keep smiling, suddenly had no idea what she was doing. 
The hand she’d held out still hovered there, ignored, above the white linen and 
delicate glasses. Feeling sick, she rested it on the back of the chair, watched as he 
recovered himself and got awkwardly to his feet. 

‘Doctor Carlyle.’ 
What was that phrase? Stunned mullet. It described him exactly as he stared at her, 

quite obviously scrambling for something, anything to say. 
‘Please, sit down.’ He waved toward the chair, snatching his hand back before she 

could misinterpret it as an offer to actually touch her. 
She sat, her heart still pounding, but now with embarrassment and shock. Should 

she stay? He so obviously had expected someone entirely different. 
Someone beautiful. 
Why hadn’t she realised before she sat down? She was a fool. Someone more 

attractive would walk out, wouldn’t stand for this sort of reception. But a fat woman 
storming off in a huff because someone had noticed she was fat? He’d just decide she 
was petulant. However she played it, it would be her fault. 

She hated him, but not as much as she hated herself. How stupid could you be, 
thinking that a new dress, a haircut and some expensive cosmetics would change 
anything at all? 

A waiter hurried up with the wine menu, and she watched, unsurprised, as he 
ordered a bottle of burgundy without reference to her. In that moment she decided that 
she would live up to his obvious expectation. There was no way she’d ever see him 
again, and if she was going to endure an evening with this charmless prick, she would 
get a decent meal out of it, and the hell with what he thought. 



‘So, er...Doctor Carlyle, how long have you been working on the helicopter?’ he 
said, after they had ordered. 

‘Twelve years.’ 
‘And you—enjoy it?’ 
‘Very much.’ She remembered him, terrified, clutching her hand. You were much 

nicer when you were dying. Her lips twitched, and she transferred her gaze to the 
tablecloth, hoping he hadn’t noticed. 

He had. ‘Something funny, Doctor Carlyle?’ 
‘No. Nothing at all, Mr MacKinnon.’ If she’d suspected that he had even a 

vestigial sense of the ridiculous, she might have told him, but he was as humourless as 
a flatfish. She thought about the routes the conversation could have taken; he was 
obviously still struggling with his recovery, and until a short while ago she had been 
sympathetic towards what must be a hard road. She might have asked him about his 
career, and how he would start working again, wondering whether stage or film was 
more physically demanding. She could have told anecdotes about her work, and 
maybe made him laugh. 

She looked up, and he snatched his gaze away as if he’d been caught watching 
child porn. Did he think she was going to leap across the table and rape him? Find out 
where he lived and stalk him? 

The silence stretched out. She wasn’t going to be the one to break it.  
The wine came, and it was naturally him that tasted first. She held back until the 

waiter had filled their glasses, and then picked up the bottle, read the label. 
Now she had his attention. ‘You approve, Doctor Carlyle?’ 
She set it down again. ‘I expect it’s all right. But I think you’ll find the ninety-eight 

would have been better.’ 
This time the pause was far more satisfying. In the periphery of her vision she 

could see him staring at her. 
‘You know about wine?’ 
‘A bit. I go to tastings when I can.’ She waited for him to apologise, or ask if she 

would like to see the wine list, but he did neither. 
‘Have you ever done anything else but doctoring?’ 
Doctoring? ‘No. I went straight from school to university. Cambridge. What about 

you?’ 
‘I’ve always been an actor.’ 
‘I mean,’ she said patiently, ‘which university did you go to?’ 
That earned her a keen look. ‘I didn’t. I went into the RSC when I was seventeen, 

and stayed there for four years.’ 
‘Oh,’ she raised her eyebrows, trying not to betray her glee as he walked into the 

trap she’d laid. Did he really think she’d done no research at all? ‘What parts did you 
play?’ 

‘Romeo,’ he said shortly. ‘That’s when I was offered the role in Dark Stranger.’ 
‘But what else did you do? With the RSC, I mean?’ She kept her expression one of 

innocent enquiry. 
‘Oh, a few other roles.’ 
‘Which ones? I love Shakespeare. I read A Winter’s Tale again a couple of weeks 

ago.’ 
He didn’t reply. 
He knows. Her glee doubled. A little time on the net had told her he’d been the 

understudy for a much more famous Romeo, and called in at the last minute. Before 
that he’d been things like officer (A Winter’s Tale) and second captain (Cymbeline), 



and now he didn’t have the balls to admit it, even when he had to be aware that she 
knew.   

Their starters arrived then, and he didn’t try to keep the conversation going. Lyssa 
was relieved, needing the time to work out if there was any other way she could bait 
him.  

As she set her fork down he looked up. ‘Where do you visit vineyards?’ 
‘Italy. France, sometimes. ’ 
‘Ever been anywhere else?’ 
‘No.’ I would if I could afford it, but that’s something you’d never understand. 
His expression changed. ‘So you’ve never wanted to travel, see the world?’ 
Now he was laying traps for her. Say yes, and she was admitting to voluntarily 

curtailing her own horizons. Say no, and she was simply boring. 
‘No more than anyone else, I expect.’  
Silence fell again, this time lasting well into the second course. In a way she was 

relieved; had he been chatty, she’d inevitably have ended up in some endless 
monologue, realising only after she reached home quite how boring he found her. 
Was he angry? Probably, and blaming her for the ruin of a good evening.  

I don’t care.  
When the waiter returned she ordered the chocolate torte, asked if it could be 

served with extra ice cream. She would force down every last mouthful, just for the 
satisfaction of annoying him. 

He declined coffee, so she ordered an espresso and sipped it slowly. The lack of 
anything resembling conversation had made it a relatively swift meal, but it was still a 
relief to gather herself and bring the evening to a close. She stood up, forced herself to 
meet his gaze, gripping her bag so he wouldn’t see how badly she was shaking.  

‘Thank you, Mr MacKinnon. This has been very—educational. After all, when I 
get out of the helicopter, people are always desperately pleased to see me. It’s 
interesting to experience the difference.’ 

Before he could reply she turned and walked out of the restaurant, her head held 
high. She wasn’t going to let him see one iota of what she felt. 

Out on the pavement the cold air hit her like a slap in the face. A quick glance at 
her watch told her the tube was still running, and she hurried along the street, trying to 
fan the flames of her anger, because that would hold the humiliation and despair at 
bay. 

 
 

He slammed onto the back seat of the taxi. Furious at himself, for in his weakness 
doing something so stupid as creating a ridiculous fantasy woman, who he saw now 
could never have existed. And at her, for failing to live up to his expectations in any 
way at all. As if he’d imagined her in bed with him, then opened his eyes to find a 
witch, laughing shrilly at his discomfiture. 

By the time he got home he was still angry, but as he went over the evening in his 
head a creeping wisp of shame wound itself through his thoughts.  

She had saved his life. One of many, in a long chain of experts, but she was the 
first, she’d made sure he reached hospital alive, so that everyone else could help him. 
He remembered that feeling of air hunger, the panic, the way she’d told him quite 
calmly that she was going to put a tube into his chest. Involuntarily, his fingers crept 
to the small, puckered scar. He could have suffocated and died right there, but she had 
saved him. 

‘Fuck.’ He sagged into a chair, closed his eyes. 



It was as if meeting her had released a flood of memory; he could hear her voice, 
feel her touch as she wiped blood from his face. 

‘You hold on.’ 
She was leaning over him in the helicopter. 
‘You’re not going to die, Jack.’ 
He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, as if that would stop him 

remembering. 
‘I am an arse,’ he said aloud.  
It didn’t help. 
He could have charmed her. He could at least have been decent. Instead he’d 

behaved like a child whose favourite toy had just broken. He’d looked into her eyes, 
those eyes that had haunted him, and they had been just as amazing as he 
remembered. But the rest was only disappointment, and because of that he had let her 
see exactly what he thought. 

The only consolation was he didn’t have to see her again. She could go public—
Jack MacKinnon is a self-centred arsehole—but something told him it wouldn’t even 
occur to her. Strangely, none of that made him feel any better. 

Damn.  
Damn, damn, damn. 

 
 

She wasn’t going to cry. Why on earth would she waste tears on a prick like him? It 
was just—it was just that she was sick of being judged. Sick of knowing that 
whatever she did, whatever she achieved, it didn’t matter as soon as someone saw her 
face.  

She should have realised. He’d been injured, and up to his eyeballs in morphine, 
and he hadn’t really looked at her properly at all. She’d tried to be sensible, told 
herself not to hope, not even consider that he might like her. But even when you 
accepted reality, it was impossible not to hope, not to dream, to think that he might 
look at her and see something special. He might at least have taken the time to find 
out who she was.  

Idiot. She yanked off the dress, screwed it up into a ball and threw it at the basket. 
Don’t you ever bloody learn?  

What an utter waste of time. The day off work, the hairdressing appointment, a 
new dress, two hours spent doing and redoing her make-up, all rendered pointless 
within three seconds of meeting him. 

She heard the squeak of the cat flap, and a few moments later Toast came running 
upstairs and jumped onto the bed beside her.  

‘You don’t care, do you?’ Lyssa rubbed her behind the ears, releasing a cacophony 
of purring. ‘As long as I’m kind, as long as I treat you properly, you don’t care about 
bad hair days, or even bad everything days.’  

Toast climbed onto her lap, put both paws on her shoulders and butted her under 
the chin. It was no good. She was turning into a mad woman with a house full of cats. 
And what nobody seemed to understand was that she couldn’t bear coming home to 
silence. Having someone pleased to see her, even if it was only Toast and Bacon, was 
better than the coldness of an empty house.  

She knew they laughed at her behind her back at work. They’d even had a locum 
for six months who’d been quite mediaeval about it. Making it clear he despised her, 
simply because she shared her life with cats.  



Would she give them up, for a man? Toast butted her under the chin again. No. 
They were part of her life. They’d greeted her when she came home from work for 
nearly ten years. They kept her company on long unhappy nights, curled up purring 
beside her when the world became too breathtakingly cruel to be faced. However bad 
things got, they would come to her, and she would make them happy, and that would 
make her feel better.  

And thank god she had said nothing to anyone at work about this evening. 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Six 

 

February 22nd 
 
The barrister was a big-boned, blond woman with a cut-glass accent. Jack could tell 
from the way that Eliot was looking at her that he was regretting his choice. Up until 
they stepped into her office, he’d been going on about how highly recommended she 
was, how experienced, edging towards the statement that her gender really didn’t 
make any difference, but not quite having the balls to get there.  

Her desk was empty, books stacked neatly on the shelves, framed certificates on 
the wall. It was obvious she didn’t have any need to project an image of overwork. 
She was brusque, and to the point, and didn’t give any sign she cared who he was. 

‘The CPS is going for dangerous driving,’ she said, as soon as the introductions 
were finished. ‘That carries a minimum sentence of two years. You’re in trouble, Mr. 
MacKinnon.’ 

‘But they could just fine him,’ Eliot said, ‘surely—’ 
‘Yes, they could,’ her gaze flicked across to him, and back to Jack. ‘If you had a 

clean record. You don’t. You have two convictions for drink driving, for which you 
got away with fines. And you were over the limit this time, as well. They have at least 
one witness who will say that you overtook them doing approximately a hundred and 
ten miles an hour. And you injured someone else.’ She rested her hands on the desk. 
‘In film parlance, Mr. MacKinnon, they’re going to throw the book at you.’ 

Eliot was shaking his head. She saw it, and for a moment she looked almost 
amused.  

‘You can go elsewhere if you like, Mr. Cole. Undoubtedly you’ll find someone 
who will tell you they can get your client off. They’ll take your money, tell you what 
you want to hear, and he’ll go to prison anyway.’ 

Jack moved, attracting her attention again. ‘What should I do?’ 
‘I advise you to plead guilty. We’ll go for mitigation, genuine remorse, and the 

injuries you sustained. I have to say, it’s unlikely that will get you off entirely. 
Depends on who the judge is, apart from anything else. You can start by getting some 
character witnesses, Mr. MacKinnon. People willing to say you’re a decent human 
being.’ All traces of humour had vanished from her face. ‘Be careful. A parade of 



celebrities who’ve been photographed falling out of nightclubs and vomiting in the 
gutter isn’t going to help your case.’ 

On the pavement outside, Eliot turned to him, as Jack knew he would. 
‘We’ll go somewhere else. Find someone less negative. Miserable bitch sounded 

like she’s got a carrot up her arse.’ 
‘No,’ he said. 
Eliot stared at him. ‘You crazy, Jack?’ 
No, for once he wasn’t crazy, he was just tired, needed it to be over. Needed 

people to be honest with him, stop telling him that his life would go back to normal. 
He knew as well as they did that it wouldn’t. 

‘I’ll go with her, Eliot.’ He watched the traffic, people going places, leading other 
lives. ‘She tells it like it is. That’ll do.’ 

‘But we’ve only got four weeks—’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘What about character witnesses?’ 
He mentally reviewed his friends. No, not friends. He hadn’t seen any of them 

since the accident. Apart from Tom, of course. The woman was right, a parade of his 
friends to the witness box would be a character assassination, whatever they said. All 
except Tom. Tom was decent, a family man. He was married to an Englishwoman, 
which was even better. He could see Tom, calm, sensible and reassuring, testifying 
that his friend had learned his lesson and needed another chance. Tom would do it. He 
was going to be all right. 

 
 

He sat at home, watching the clock, until it was eight forty-five in LA. Half-terrified, 
half-eager, he dialled the number. 

‘Tom?’ 
‘Jack! How you doing?’ 
‘Getting there. Slowly.’ 
‘It’s good to hear you. Gotta warn you, I’m on set, they could call soon.’ 
‘That’s okay. I just—just needed to ask you a favour.’ 
‘Ask away.’ 
‘I go to court next month. I need a character witness.’ 
He heard Tom exhale. Unexpected tension tightened the air between them. 
‘I don’t think I can do that.’ 
‘Tom—’ 
‘No, Jack, let me speak. It isn’t that I don’t want to help you. But I’m not going to 

perjure myself for you. Nothing I could say would help your case. You drink, you 
take drugs, and you drive. You thought just because you’d got away with it before, 
you always would. You’re not twenty-two. You had all the fun, now it’s time to take 
responsibility. You could kill someone, Jack. That matters. You need to go to court, 
stand there and take it like a man. Whatever they say.’ 

‘I could get two years. Three.’ 
‘That’s called consequences. You’re not a kid. You knew the risks, you ignored 

them. It’s time to realise that you can’t get away with it any more. I’m sorry, Jack.’ 
Somebody spoke in the background. ‘Look Jack, I gotta go. I’ll talk to you in a couple 
of days, okay? Hang in there.’ 

He hung up.  



Jack sat there, the echo of the words fading to a faint roar in his ears, the static of 
an uncaring world. Two years. Three, really. Eliot had said they wouldn’t put him in 
prison until he was physically recovered, and that would be another six months.  

Idiot. Fucking, fucking idiot. 
He’d had four films lined up, back to back, and one of them would be in the can by 

the end of this month. In the can with Robbie Dupont’s name in place of his. They 
hadn’t just dropped him from the film, for which he couldn’t exactly have blamed 
them. They’d put a thirty-two-year-old in his place.  

Bastards. 
You needed momentum in your forties, needed to keep moving from film to film, 

proving you were still a box office success. By the time all this was over, it would be 
too late. Tom didn’t understand. He wasn’t trying to wriggle out of facing 
consequences, he was trying to salvage his career. Trying to preserve something out 
of the train wreck his life had become. 

What am I going to do? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

February 25th 
 
‘I’m in love,’ Hots said. 

Lyssa watched him, smiling. He and Evan had driven out to collect the new 
helicopter and flown it back to base. Even people who weren’t on duty had turned up 
for this moment. They’d all come out to watch it land, waved madly as it circled twice 
over their heads, before putting down perfectly in the centre of the helipad. Hots and 
Evan got out, wide grins on their faces, beckoned them closer. 

‘Christ,’ Roger leaned back, squinting up at the tail. ‘It’s a big bastard.’ 
‘Yes,’ Hots stroked the glossy red nose. ‘It’s a big bastard and—’ he draped 

himself across it, ‘It’s true love.’ 
There was laughter, a kind of group euphoria as they circled it, clambered all over 

it, admired the storage space, the room for two patients, the comfortable, squashy 
seats, the bright lighting, and all the newness of it. Lyssa climbed in the back, stood 
with her arms outstretched. She still wasn’t anywhere near touching the sides. It was 
huge, it was wonderful, and they had to have it.  

An idea had been brewing in her head for some time now, prompted by Roger’s 
offhand comment that Jack MacKinnon was facing a long prison sentence. Up until 
that moment, she hadn’t really thought about him. Well, all right, that was a lie. 
Before that unfortunate dinner, she’d thought about him quite a lot and visited him 
twice in hospital. And once, which made her blush just thinking about it, she had left 
him a piece of poetry. How dreadfully, embarrassingly teenage.  

And since? She was still pretty pissed off, but had found herself making excuses 
for him—he was expecting someone different, I took him by surprise, I can’t expect 
people to treat me as if I’m normal. It wasn’t entirely his fault; she’d startled him, and 
during their subsequent conversation, or lack of it, she’d been too annoyed to monitor 
her own behaviour. She hadn’t made much eye contact, though that was probably a 
good thing, as he might have suspected her motives. There had been long silences, 



during which she had felt annoyed rather than awkward, and she thought she’d scored 
several points at the end. 

If only he hadn’t been so thin; if only there hadn’t been several times when his fork 
clattered against a plate as his hand shook. That made it hard to feel victorious. 

But anyway, she’d done a bit of reading, and Roger was probably right. Drink 
driving, speeding, injuring a passenger; the news reports had mentioned that he 
already had several cautions for speeding. He was in trouble, and possibly, just 
possibly, she might be able to get him out of it. 

She moved to the door, ran her hand over the glossy red paintwork. It really was a 
wonderful piece of machinery. And she wanted it, wanted it nearly as badly as the 
pilots did. 

Standing below her on the tarmac, Anna produced a bottle of champagne. Hots 
yelped when she mimed smashing it against the smooth, shiny nose, so they 
compromised, shook it well, popped the cork and sprayed the helicopter with a 
generous amount.  

‘There’s some more in the crew room,’ Lyssa pointed out, when someone 
protested the waste. 

This prompted a general move indoors, where there was a half-dozen bottles in the 
fridge, and two boxes of glasses.  

‘What are we going to call it?’ Anna said, when all the glasses were filled. 
‘Lolita!’ 
‘Johnny Depp!’ 
‘The Big Bastard?’ Hots suggested. 
There was a short silence. 
‘Here’s to the Big Bastard,’ Lyssa raised her glass. 
‘The Big Bastard!’ 
When the celebration started to die down, Lyssa followed Andy back to his office. 
‘What would you say if I could get Jack MacKinnon as publicity manager?’ 
He’d been ignoring her all afternoon; now he turned round and stared at her. ‘Jack 

MacKinnon?’ he said, as if she was a lunatic. 
‘Yes. You said we needed someone with contacts, someone who dealt in much 

bigger sums of money. I thought he might fit the bill.’ 
‘If you think Jack MacKinnon is going to come and work here, you’re even 

stupider than I thought.’ 
She he’d onto her temper. ‘I didn’t ask you whether you thought he would work 

here. I asked you whether, if I can organise it, you would have him.’ 
‘Of course I would, and while you’re at it do you think you could get Brad Pitt and 

Sigourney Weaver?’ 
‘I think Jack MacKinnon will be more than enough. So you’d authorise me to offer 

him a job?’ Lyssa persisted. 
‘Oh for the love of—write a fucking contract, if that’s what you want.’ 
‘I think Melissa’s old contract will do. It’s a pretty standard one, isn’t it?’ 
That was a loaded question. His penchant for adjusting minor but important details 

in people’s contracts was legendary. He glared at her, but didn’t reply. 
She went to the office at the far end of the corridor; it was nominally a shared 

space, but as the senior clinician, she was the one who used it most of the time. She 
accessed the server, searched through the folders, found the one she wanted and 
pulled up Melinda’s old contract. It didn’t take long to change the name and relevant 
details, and she read through it, surprised and slightly sickened at the terms under 



which Andy had forced her to work. There was no point thinking about that now. Too 
much ruminating on Andy just gave you ulcers, and achieved nothing.  

She printed out the new contract, took it through to him. ‘Is this all right?’ 
He turned, snatched the paper from her hand. ‘What is this?’ 
‘The contract for Jack MacKinnon,’ she said slowly, as if speaking to an idiot. 
‘I think you’ve gone completely mad.’ There was no humour in the statement. 
‘Maybe.’ It was an effort to smile at him, but she managed it. No one had applied 

for the job, she knew that. Having seen the salary, it wasn’t really surprising. But 
community service didn’t merit a salary, and Andy would employ Pol Pot if he could 
get him for free. 

 
 

The next day, she pulled up all the recent newspaper reports she could find on Jack 
MacKinnon. Her Google-fu was strong; it didn’t take long to find a mention of which 
courthouse would be hearing the case, and from there she had only a momentary 
qualm as she spoke with a receptionist, spelled out her name and telephone number. 

Being a doctor was useful. People might suspect that she was lying, but most 
wouldn’t take the risk. Peter Allison, the judge’s PA—or whatever he was—called 
her back half an hour later. 

‘Doctor Carlyle, if you have information about the case, I advise you to speak to 
the investigating officer—’ 

‘It’s not that.’ She wasn’t good at interrupting people; always chose the wrong 
moment and offended them, but she couldn’t let him put the phone down on her. ‘I 
wondered if a non-custodial sentence might be possible, and if so, I’ve been 
authorised to offer a job.’ 

There was a pause, and for a panicked moment she thought he had hung up and she 
hadn’t noticed. 

‘Hmm. You won’t have supervised an offender before?’ 
‘No. But I’m used to paperwork.’ 
To her relief, he laughed. ‘There would be plenty of that. What position are you 

offering?’ 
‘Public relations.’ 
He laughed again, but not as loudly. ‘I see. You’d better speak to Doctor Waters. 

Hold the line, please.’ He was gone before she could object. 
‘Waters.’ The voice was harsh, clipped. 
‘Hello, I’m—’ 
‘Doctor Carlyle. Yes, Peter told me. I understand the reasons behind your offer, 

but you have no idea what you’re doing.’ 
‘Half of my skills I learned in the field, without backup. The rest I trained for,’ she 

said, nettled. ‘If it can be learned, I’ll learn it.’ 
‘Are you prepared for the responsibility? What if he absconds?’ 
‘I don’t think he’d get very far. Unless you’re going to let him have his passport?’ 

Was she really being this snippy with a judge? 
A hiss of breath as he sighed. ‘It’s not such a bad idea. He’s a low-risk offender, as 

long as he stays off the road. Very well. You can talk to Peter; he’ll tell you what to 
do, and arrange court papers.’ 

‘Court?’ 
‘Oh, yes, Doctor Carlyle. You want him, you tell the court why you should have 

him.’ 



Lyssa had always suspected that some people became barristers—and judges—
because they enjoyed the theatrical nature of court. Now she was sure of it. 

Some time later she put the phone down. Outside, the helicopter took off, 
reminding her of why she’d started this. Peter had warned her that the judge could be 
unpredictable—if Jack tried to be funny, or arrogant, it was likely he’d change his 
mind and send him to prison anyway.  

And then there was the little matter of her speech. She hated doing this kind of 
thing. Teaching was different; you were telling people things that they supposedly 
wanted to learn. But this—demonstrating to a court why Jack MacKinnon should 
suffer an abrupt career change to sit in an office all day—was terrifying. Whatever 
she said would be written down, in court records and by reporters, who’d waste no 
time making fun of her. 

It wasn’t just speaking, it was looking at people. Knowing who to look at, and for 
how long. Not meeting someone’s eyes and then looking away quickly, which 
(apparently) was a sign of untrustworthiness. Would the judge ask her questions? It 
sounded as though he was happy with her suggestion, but there were thousands of 
times that she’d thought that, only to be painfully disabused of the notion when 
someone threw her offer back in her face. 

Why am I doing this? 
For the helicopter service. Jack MacKinnon was a millionaire, and all his friends 

were millionaires, and they could damn well give something back. 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Seven 

 

March 4th 
 
Jack sat in court on a Friday morning. The previous afternoon he had watched in 
silence as the judge heard evidence from police, firemen and various expert witnesses. 
He’d hoped it would be over in one day, but they adjourned at a quarter-past four, and 
he’d staggered home and spent a sleepless night limping round the house, wishing he 
could have a drink. He wasn’t stupid enough to turn up either hungover or smelling of 
alcohol, though.  He adjusted the sleeves of his jacket, tried to cover up his bony 
forearms. He still looked like a walking skeleton. Having a suit made to fit him hadn’t 
improved matters.  

The judge was Edward Waters, a crusty bugger, and from the start he’d been 
unsympathetic. Not that he had any right to sympathy. It just might have been helpful 
to feel he had a chance. Yesterday as they left the court Jocelyn had mentioned 
Waters rarely let anyone off with less than two years. 

Now he was summing up. Detailing Jack’s two previous drink-driving offences, 
for which he’d got away with a fine. Then moving on to the fact that he almost always 
had the maximum number of points on his licence. Speeding, mostly. They’d even 
dug up his several dozens of parking tickets.  

Jack wondered when he was entitled to feel paranoid. The bastard was certainly 
out to get him. Eliot had nominated himself as a character witness, but his confident 
sentences had wilted and then disintegrated under Waters’ unflinching stare. 

At last, Eliot dismissed, the judge’s gaze turned back to him, and Jack forced 
himself to sit straight and meet it. Jocelyn, beside him, rested her hands on the sheets 
of paper in front of her and waited. 

‘Is there anyone else here on your behalf?’ Waters’ tone implied he would be 
surprised to find Jack had any friends at all. 

Jack shook his head, but as he did so a clerk hurried across with a piece of paper, 
handed it to the judge. There was a breathless pause while he read it. Jack could hear 
someone whispering softly behind him but couldn’t make out the words. 

The judge looked up, eyebrows raised. ‘Well, Mr MacKinnon, it appears there is 
someone else to speak up for you.’ 



He stared, tried to keep his jaw from sagging open. Was it Tom? No, he’d spoken 
to Tom last night, in LA, trying not to be angry with his long-time friend. Beside him 
Jocelyn’s consternation was palpable. The judge nodded at the clerk, who hurried 
back to a side door and opened it. 

‘The court calls Dr. Lyssa Carlyle.’ 
Oh God. Not her, please. She would watch him go down and laugh. What had he 

done? Why had he done it? It would have cost him so little to be kind.  
He stared down at his lap as she took the stand. Then, knowing he had to do it, he 

lifted his head and looked at her. She wore a navy-blue jacket, her hair scraped back 
into a tight ponytail. She looked like a lesbian. No, that was unfair. That moment 
when he first heard her voice, when she’d been the only thing standing between him 
and oblivion. He’d been so grateful she was there. Why had he been such a bastard 
afterwards? 

But now she was speaking, and around him people seemed to be holding their 
breath. 

‘I’m not here as a witness, I’m here to offer an alternative to a custodial sentence, 
that I hope the court will consider.’ She gripped the rail at the front of the witness 
box, knuckles whitening. ‘The London aeromedical emergency service is prepared to 
offer Mr. MacKinnon a job, working for us as publicity manager.’ There was an 
audible intake of breath behind him. 

‘We’ve been offered a second helicopter, but in order to keep it beyond a year we 
need to prove that we can raise,’ she hesitated, ‘a specific amount of money. Our 
publicity manager resigned a few weeks ago. We need someone with contacts, 
someone who knows people for whom the kind of sums we’re talking about aren’t 
unusual. We believe Mr. MacKinnon may be able to do that for us. Even if he can’t, 
having him as publicity manager will attract a greater share of media attention. And 
media attention is what all charities need. I’m not a big fan of prison anyway. 
Especially not for people who aren’t a risk to the community. I don’t think Mr. 
MacKinnon is a risk to the community any longer, and I think if the court has 
concerns that he’s not yet learned a lesson, then being forced to see some of what we 
deal with may give him a better understanding.’ She stopped, looked somewhat 
uncertainly at the judge, who was regarding her with something that might have been 
amusement. 

‘Anything more, Doctor Carlyle?’ 
‘No, sir. Thank you for giving me an opportunity to speak.’ 
Jack gripped the edge of the table, lightheaded, as she walked away. He was a leaf, 

tossed this way and that, his future entirely out of his hands.  
Waters watched him, a long, thoughtful regard. After several silent minutes the 

judge drew himself up. 
‘Well, Mr MacKinnon, it appears you have friends you don’t appreciate. You are 

hereby sentenced to three thousand hours of community service, to be worked at the 
discretion of the London Aeromedical Emergency Service. You are disqualified from 
driving for three years, must pass an extended driving test at the end of that period, 
and carry a licence endorsement for three further years…’ 

Jack hardly heard the rest. 
I’m not going to prison.  
He could hear his mother weeping, could imagine her clinging to his father, how 

they were looking at each other. 
I’m not going to prison. 



Jocelyn put a hand under his elbow, got him to his feet as the judge left. He 
managed to stand, but his legs shook, and he thumped back into his seat the moment 
she let go of him, rested his arms on the table and dropped his head onto them. 
Around him the babble of voices grew, but he couldn’t talk to anyone, not yet. 

Eventually he did manage to stand and walk out of the court, pretending to pay 
attention to what was being said. His mother clung to his arm, still weeping, and Eliot 
supported him on the other side. Jocelyn walked in front, turned slightly sideways, her 
armful of files extended as a barrier against the swirling faces. Outside, on the 
pavement, it would be worse. 

She glanced back at him. ‘Are you going to be able to make a statement? 
He shook his head.  
‘I’ll do it,’ Eliot said. ‘But we’ll get you out of here first.’ 
‘Doctor Carlyle!’ 
His mother’s cry made them all jump. She let go of him and ploughed through the 

crowd to where Lyssa was hurrying for the door. His father followed her, and he 
watched, helpless as they ignored Lyssa’s obvious attempts to extricate herself and 
bore her back towards him. 

‘I was telling her she must come to lunch with us.’ That was his mother. ‘It’s the 
least we could do.’ 

Lyssa adjusted the shoulder strap of her bag, her other arm across her chest. 
‘Surely you want a family lunch—’ 

‘Absolutely not,’ his father said. ‘After what you’ve done, we should be taking you 
out every day for months.’ 

‘Please,’ his mother added, ‘we’ve no other way of thanking you.’ 
Lyssa glanced up at Jack, waited, the silence becoming awkward. He knew if he 

said no, she would refuse to be persuaded. And that realisation made him deeply 
ashamed. 

‘Please come.’ He tried to put enthusiasm into his voice, but he was too tired, 
could only think of the moment when he could get into a car and sit down. ‘Let me…’  

Let me what? Apologise? Make up for my appalling behaviour? Say thank you? 
She nodded, her expression unreadable. 
He got out of the building and down the steps by the simple expedient of ignoring 

the shouts and the camera flashes, keeping his head down, putting one foot in front of 
another and only stopping when he was inside the car. He slumped onto the seat, 
found Lyssa beside him.  

She was a little wild-eyed. ‘Is it always like that?’ 
‘No. Only when you’ve done something really stupid.’ 
‘I should have asked you, before I turned up here.’ She looked at the seat, at her 

hands, out of the window, everywhere but at him. ‘What I did—are you all right with 
it?’ 

‘It sounds better than prison.’ He still couldn’t bring himself to thank her. 
‘It will be. I’ll try and make it easy for you. I’ll give you my number; you can call 

me when you’re ready to start.’ 
‘How about next Monday?’ 
‘That soon? You don’t look—I mean...’ 
‘The sooner I start, the sooner it’s over.’ 
‘Oh.’ She caught her lower lip between her teeth. ‘Well—if you’re sure you’re 

ready?’ 
He didn’t bother answering. How long would it be before he could go home? 

When he’d insisting on returning to London he hadn’t considered that his parents 



would follow. As well as dealing with his debilitation, he’d had to handle their 
anxiety over the decisions they’d made when he was incapable, laying off staff, 
sorting out his finances and, most unforgivably, though he’d said nothing, selling off 
several of his cars. It had become easier to stay silent and not risk revealing his anger; 
next week, if he started work, he could use it as an excuse to force them to go home. 

Lunch was interminable. The seat was too soft, making his hip grind and ache. The 
portions were far too big, making his lack of appetite even more obvious. He hadn’t 
intended to drink at all, but his father poured him a glass of wine that he stupidly 
swallowed without thinking, and which made his head spin. His mother insisted that 
he sit on one side of the table with Lyssa while she sat with his father. He could see 
her matchmaking intentions building, could imagine her thinking a nice sensible 
woman, very caring, a steady job. The fact that he was—had been—one of 
Hollywood’s ten most bankable stars was irrelevant. She wanted to see him with 
someone who would look after him, who would stop him from doing anything so 
stupid ever again. He was too tired to even find it funny. 

When coffee finally came, he was so relieved that he reached for his cup without 
thinking. It tilted sideways in his fingers and spilt most of its contents across the table.  

He stared at the spreading pool of dark liquid soaking into the tablecloth, hands 
shaking, unable to react, wishing he could lie down somewhere, anywhere, and go to 
sleep. 

In one quick movement Lyssa steadied his hand, snatched up a napkin and covered 
the stain. She looked into his face for the first time since they’d left the courthouse, 
her eyes narrowing. ‘Did you sleep last night?’ 

‘No,’ he said, before he could stop himself. Her fingers were warm on his wrist, 
and the firm grip was unexpectedly comforting. 

‘You’re exhausted. You need to go home.’ 
A sarcastic retort rose to his lips, and then died. All he could do was nod. It was 

taking a ridiculous amount of effort just to hold his head up. 
She looked away. ‘Can you go and get the car?’ 
He had no idea who she was talking to, or what happened next, until she pulled 

him to his feet and guided him across the room, taking far more of his weight than 
probably anyone else realised. The short flight of steps outside was a challenge, but 
she got him down them without mishap, and into a car. He leaned his head back, 
closed his eyes. His mother started to ask something, then stopped, as if someone had 
told her not to speak.  

The drive was endless, but at least he didn’t have to talk, didn’t have to move, 
didn’t have to think. At last he was home, and Lyssa and his father hauled him 
upstairs and into his bedroom. Nothing mattered except the bed, the smooth expanse 
of linen onto which he toppled and lay still, waiting for the world to go away and 
leave him in peace, which it did. 

 
 

Lyssa found it all deeply embarrassing. When she left Jack in his bedroom and went 
back downstairs, she found his mother had made her a coffee, worried that she’d felt 
some lack from their abandoned lunch. There was no way of reassuring her, or his 
father; the only thing to do was to sit down, make polite conversation again, and drink 
it. And then, to settle their anxiety, she had to go back up, and check on him. 
Fortunately he’d been too deeply asleep to notice. With his father’s help, she took off 
his shoes, got him out of his jacket and settled him comfortably. At their insistence, 



she checked his pulse, though his steady breathing and colour told her there was 
nothing to worry about. 

She was cross with herself for not realising how exhausted he was. She should 
have stopped them at the court, made them take him home. However much he’d 
annoyed her (and he certainly had) there was no way she would have put him through 
that. She’d confused him with the roles he played; she’d only seen a couple of his 
films, but he always played heroes, men of strength, who fought off the bad guys, 
rescued puppies from collapsing buildings, and fell into bed with the beautiful woman 
at the end, with no sign that the traumas had any effect at all.  

He didn’t deserve that. He might have been a smug, irritating bastard—yes, she’d 
watched a couple of his interviews on YouTube—but in the past few months he’d 
taken some fairly unbelievable physical and mental blows, and it wasn’t surprising 
that he was struggling. As soon as she’d appreciated the state he was in, it was as if 
she was back at work. He’d been her focus, the only thoughts in her mind of how to 
get him home and into his bed with the least fuss or distress. There had been a 
moment when she thought he really was going to pass out; he sagged against her as 
they tottered down the steps, and she said it’s okay, Jack, you can do this. He’d 
straightened, finding some last reserve of strength, and they made it to the car. 

She screwed up her eyes, did some quick mental arithmetic. Three thousand hours. 
That was nearly a year and a half of full-time work. Given that it was going to take 
some time for him to build up to a forty-hour week, he was going to be working with 
her for nearly two years. 

She’d left a copy of the contract and told his mother that she would pick him up on 
Monday morning, drive him to work. It hadn’t occurred to her until she saw where he 
lived, and realised it was on her way anyway. Well, nearly. His parents were 
so…ordinary; they could have told her that he had a car and chauffeur, but his mother 
had smiled and said that it was very kind of her to offer, and that they’d make sure he 
was ready in time. 

There was definitely a gleeful satisfaction in making him beholden to her, after the 
way he’d treated her that evening. Maybe he would try and smack her down for 
presumption, but she would just carry on as if nothing had happened, and her inbuilt 
ability to conceal emotion would leave him with no idea what she was thinking.  

There was of course the possibility that he really was an unreconstructed wanker, 
in which case the next couple of years were likely to be more interesting than she’d 
anticipated. He’d have no clue what to expect. He thought dead people got up and 
carried on breathing when the director called cut. If nothing else, she’d make him see 
what it was really like, rub his nose in the reality of crushed bodies and fractured 
lives. She might not be the kind of person he was used to dealing with, but she was 
going to screw up her courage and treat him just like anyone else. 

Yes, it was all going to be very interesting. 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Eight 

 

March 7th 
 
As Lyssa reached Jack’s house on Monday morning, she discovered the full extent of 
her miscalculation. The road was lined with paparazzi, and she put her foot on the 
brake, wondering how she could get through the mass of bodies between her and the 
gate. Cameras began to swing her way, shutters clicking, even though there was 
nothing of interest for them to record. She turned the wheel slowly, hoping her foot 
wouldn’t slip on the accelerator. It wouldn’t be a good start to have to resuscitate 
someone on the pavement. 

The press of bodies slowly gave way as she eased the small car forward. As the 
bonnet came within a couple of feet of the gate it swung open, revealing the long 
gravel drive, and two security guards. They waved her through, walking either side of 
her car, arms spread wide, herding photographers away in much the same way that 
you would manage a crowd of dimwitted sheep. She glanced once in the rear view 
mirror, and then put the image out of her head, motored slowly up the drive, and 
stopped by the wide stone steps. 

The door opened as she got out of the car. Jack stood there, looking about as 
cheerful as could be expected under the circumstances, which wasn’t very. Behind 
him she could see his mother, which in part accounted for his hangdog expression. As 
he limped down the steps, cane clicking, she hurried round and opened the passenger 
side. 

‘Thank you,’ he said, without looking at her. He leaned on the door and lowered 
himself slowly into the seat. She hovered there, ready to offer him an arm, knowing 
he would only accept her support if he had no other choice. When he lifted his legs 
stiffly into the footwell, she shut the door, waved to his mother and returned to the 
driver’s seat. 

As they passed through the gate, the cameras started clicking and flashing. He 
stared rigidly ahead, made no attempt to shield himself from their view. She should 
have thought about this, should have let him make his own way in a car with tinted 
windows, giving him a degree of privacy. Instead she had exposed him, 
unintentionally of course, but that didn’t make her feel any better. 



‘I didn’t realise it would be like this.’ She pressed down on the accelerator, leaving 
the crowd behind. 

‘Welcome to my world,’ he grunted. 
‘Will they be there every day?’ 
‘I doubt it.’ 
‘I suppose they get bored?’ 
‘Hmm.’ 
He clearly wasn’t going to help the conversation along. Stuff it. If he thought she 

was disconcerted by silence he was in for a surprise. Outside of work, silence was 
how she lived her life. She concentrated on driving, navigating smoothly through the 
early morning traffic. It still didn’t feel real; despite his film-star temperament, it was 
impossible to believe she had Jack MacKinnon sitting beside her. Life had taken an 
Alice in Wonderland twist, and she had well and truly fallen through the rabbit hole. 

Once they were heading back out of the city, the traffic lightening, she put on a 
CD. Gòrecki: Symphony of Sorrowful Songs. Perhaps he would feel it was 
appropriate. 

There were more photographers clustered by the chainlink fence at the base, with a 
couple of policemen monitoring the scene. Andy would be less than delighted about 
that, and she had no illusions about who he’d hold responsible. 

‘You’ll be spending the day with me,’ she said as she parked. ‘The previous 
publicity manager ran through all her files with me before she left, so I can hand 
things on to you. If you can’t manage the whole day, just say. I’ll run you home 
whenever you need to go.’ 

If he was surprised by that, she saw no sign. He got out of the car and hobbled after 
her, both of them ignoring the fusillade of clicking from the gate. If he had any 
opinions about the row of battered temporary cabins that made up the base (and had 
done for the last twelve years), he kept them to himself. She took him to Melinda’s 
old office, a not-particularly-enticing room with worn brown carpet, a brown and 
black melamine desk and a view of the car park. Catching a glimpse of the paparazzi, 
she adjusted the blind so that no one could see in, then turned back to find him 
standing a couple of paces inside the room, staring around, his lips pressed together in 
a thin line. 

‘Here,’ she slid the chair towards him. ‘Sit down—I’ll take you to meet the crew in 
a minute, if you want.’ She leaned on the desk as he sat, trying to imagine what he 
must be feeling. Was he angry at being forced to live an ordinary life? That 
photographs of his first day at work would be printed in magazines and newspapers? 
That she’d essentially forced him into this? 

‘You know, you don’t have to do this. If you want to refuse, it’s your choice.’ 
His gaze snapped to her face. 
‘I didn’t realise it would be like this,’ she waved a hand in the direction of the gate, 

‘when I backed you into it. I’m sorry. Really sorry. Maybe prison would be better. 
Less public.’ 

He stared at her as if she’d just arrived from Mars. ‘Are you trying to be sarcastic?’ 
he said eventually. 

‘No!’ Shocked, she couldn’t think of anything else to say. Why had she done this, 
what on earth had made her think it was a good idea? He was Jack MacKinnon, and 
she was a dumpy middle-aged woman, which meant in his eyes she was barely 
superior to a cockroach. She’d thought about putting on some makeup this morning, 
decided it would only enable Roger to imply that she was deluded enough to think she 
might be attractive. They would all find it a fantastic joke that she fancied her chances 



with a film star. She had put the eyeliner back, unused, and if she had sprayed a little 
bit of gloss in her hair, and worn a new pair of shoes, it was just to give her a scraping 
of confidence, that was all. 

He was still looking at her. ‘Are you going to show me the computer system?’ 
‘Yes—of course.’ She switched it on. He was glaring at her, making her uneasy in 

the small room. ‘It’s old, it takes ages to boot up. Come and get a coffee and I’ll 
introduce you to the crew.’ 

The crew room was crowded; she hesitated, then realised that everyone was keen 
to meet the new addition to the team. Her own first day—she’d been appointed by the 
now-defunct committee, over Andy’s head—had been very different. 

To her relief Hots was there, and as she struggled through the introductions, he 
came across and helped her, covering any awkwardness. It was embarrassing not to be 
able to recall names and faces, especially those of people you’d worked with for 
years. Hots at least grasped that she didn’t do it deliberately, that she wasn’t lazy 
about remembering. It was strange how some faces fixed themselves irreversibly in 
her mind, while others slipped from her grasp, no matter how hard she tried. 

‘We’ve got another new team member,’ Hots said, coming to the end of the list. 
‘Selina Padmashali, our new registrar.’ 

The girl who got up from the sofa was tall and slim, with dark wavy hair that 
brushed her shoulders, a pointy face with perfect skin and large brown eyes. She 
reached for Jack’s hand first, shook it, her gaze fixed on his face. To Lyssa’s surprise, 
Jack broke into a wide, lopsided smile. She looked again at the girl, realised belatedly 
how attractive she was. Even the uniform—which made most of them look, and feel, 
like sacks of potatoes, was good on her. She was wearing makeup, too; Lyssa forced 
down the surge of frustration. No one would laugh at Selina. 

She let herself fade out of the conversation—who was she kidding? No one was 
interested in talking to her—and went back to the office.  

Nearly an hour later Jack tapped on her door. ‘Too many people to meet. Sorry 
about that.’ 

Did he mean it? She had no idea. He was watching her again, that disconcerting, 
direct gaze. He hadn’t smiled at her, not once.  

Which was a good thing, letting her know where she stood. 
‘I had a look at the computer,’ he waved a hand in the direction of his office. ‘I 

can’t make head or tail of it.’ 
He was at least computer literate, she found as they went through the files one at a 

time. They were sitting close enough to bump elbows, but she pushed the discomfort 
to the back of her mind, focused on the work, while Jack asked questions and made 
indecipherable notes on a pad. 

They stopped for lunch and went back to the crew room where he was predictably 
mobbed again. She sat at her usual table and watched, envious of how he never 
seemed to be at a loss for something to say, how people listened and smiled, how he 
managed to seem fascinated by whoever was speaking. The new registrar, whatever 
her name was, seemed to be attracting most of his attention—and that of most of the 
other men in the room. Lyssa unwrapped her sandwiches, shifted her chair so she 
didn’t have to watch and took out a book. 

She’d been back in the office for over an hour when he finally joined her, sinking 
onto the chair with a heavy sigh. 

‘Are you all right?’ 
‘Just—not really prepared for this.’ His knuckles were white where he gripped his 

walking stick. ‘I’ll be okay.’ 



‘You should go home.’ 
There was a pause. ‘No, it’s all right,’ he said at last. 
She turned off the computer, picked up her bag. 
‘What? No, really…’ He was frowning now. 
Why couldn’t he just admit the truth? ‘People hesitate like that before they tell a 

lie. I think you want to go home.’ 
There was another, longer pause. She shouldn’t have been so honest. People didn’t 

like it. 
He stared at the computer as it powered down. ‘All right.’ 
He wasn’t going to be angry. The relief was so great it left her speechless, and she 

gestured that he should go ahead of her while she locked up. 
The drive back was as silent as the earlier one. There were fewer photographers at 

his gate, and one of them pressed the intercom for her, the gates swinging silently 
back. Once again Jack stared stonily ahead, ignoring the camera flashes that made her 
flinch. 

This time she did manage to appreciate his house, a four-storey Victorian affair 
with enormous bay windows and white marble steps leading up to the door. That door 
swung open as she stopped, and his mother hurried down to the car. 

Jack submitted to her assistance and enquiries with surprising grace, and after 
turning down the inevitable offer of tea Lyssa extricated herself rather more clumsily 
and drove away. 

 
 
 

March 9th 
 

‘Have you eaten this morning?’  
Jack nearly said what has that got to do with you? ‘No,’ he managed instead. 
Lyssa kept her gaze on the road. ‘I didn’t think so. It’s a good job you’re on 

flexitime.’ 
He should have asked her what she meant, but he couldn’t be bothered. Further 

down the road she indicated right and turned into a side street. He wanted to know 
where they were going, but he was too pissed off to ask. After being rousted from bed 
by his mother, chivvied into appropriate clothes and presented for collection from his 
own front doorstep, it was safer to keep his mouth shut. 

‘Here we are.’  
There was a cafe with an empty parking space outside. It had a small frontage, 

poster-bedecked windows, and a couple of outside tables. Lyssa reverse-parked in one 
swift move, which did nothing to assuage his irritation. He’d have been much happier 
if she had no spatial ability at all. 

‘Come on then.’ She got out of the car, walked round and opened his door.  
He didn’t move. She leaned down to look at him, and he was disgusted to find that 

her silver eyes were no less remarkable when he was a bad mood. 
‘You know, if you sit there and sulk while I’m having breakfast, the only person 

who’s going to look like an idiot is you.’ 
He glared at her, though she was no longer looking at him, and got out onto the 

pavement.  
Lyssa reached onto the back seat, picked up his walking stick and handed it to him. 

‘You won’t regret it. They do really good coffee.’ She headed into the cafe, leaving 
him no option but to follow her. 



‘Is there anything you don’t eat?’ she asked, as he sat at a window table. 
He glared at her again. ‘Breakfast.’ 
She smiled as if he was an exasperating toddler, and went to the counter at the 

back. When she returned she dropped a couple of newspapers on the table, took the 
seat across from him and opened a copy of the London Review of Books. 

Piqued, he opened the Guardian, only looking up when the waitress deposited two 
bowls of milky coffee on the table. 

‘I didn’t order this,’ he said as she walked away. 
‘I know you didn’t,’ Lyssa said. ‘I did.’ 
His pissed-offness flared into anger. ‘Stop treating me like a child!’ 
She rested her elbows on the table and looked out of the window. After several 

minutes of silence she picked up her coffee, took a mouthful. Ashamed of his 
outburst, and unsure how to retrieve himself, he did the same. She was right, it was 
very good coffee, the warm milkiness reassuring. He wanted to say something, but 
she had returned to her reading. A few minutes later the waitress returned, put a plate 
in front of him. 

‘Hot and cold bruschetta,’ she said. ‘Those two are traditional, and those two are 
mushroom, tomato and bacon with thyme.’ 

Lyssa had a bowl of fruit with muesli, and as he looked down at his plate he felt 
his appetite stir. The slices of bread were small, with generous toppings. His mother 
was still cooking for him, loading every meal with calories as if his failure to regain 
weight was a personal affront. This, however, was manageable. 

He surprised himself by eating it all, and, when a smaller cup of coffee replaced 
his empty bowl, managed most of the large, chocolate-studded cookie that came with 
it. 

Back in the car, he found he couldn’t remember what he’d been so annoyed about. 
‘Lyssa,’ he said as she reached for the ignition. 
She rested her hand on the steering wheel. ‘Yes?’ 
He stared out through the window. She’d saved his life. She’d saved him from 

prison. She’d endured him being a complete plonker, and she’d got him home when 
he was half-dead with exhaustion. He looked across at her, at those eyes, felt a rising 
sense of shame. ‘Thank you.’ 

She shook her head, smiling slightly. 
‘I mean it,’ he said. ‘Can we start over? Can you give me a chance to prove I’m not 

a total wanker?’ 
Now she looked at him properly, her eyebrows raised in a caricature of scepticism. 
‘Okay,’ he said, holding up a hand. ‘I know it’s going to be difficult. Maybe 

impossible.’ 
‘You have dug yourself a fairly deep hole.’ 
‘Yes,’ he said quietly. Then, ‘Lyssa, thank you. For all of it.’ 
‘It’s my job, Jack.’ 
‘Going to court, telling them you don’t agree with prison?’ 
‘Maybe not that bit,’ she admitted. ‘I was terrified.’ 
‘You were?’ 
‘Shaking so much I could hardly stand up in the box.’ 
‘And you did it anyway? Why?’ 
She bit her lip. ‘Seemed like a good idea at the time.’ 
He gasped, and then, seeing her expression, started to laugh. In a few seconds they 

were both howling, rocking back and forth, tears running down their faces. He 



couldn’t work out why it was so funny, but it was, and he needed to laugh, needed to 
let go of everything but the moment they were living in. 

At last she reached across, opened the glove compartment and pulled out some 
tissues. 

She handed him a couple. ‘We’d better get moving. They’ll think you’ve changed 
your mind and gone to Wormwood Scrubs.’ 

 
 

There was a new office chair sitting in the crew room. Aware of curious stares, he 
yanked the plastic wrap off and wheeled it down the corridor. 

‘Very nice,’ Lyssa called as he passed her open office door. 
He stopped, feeling unaccountably embarrassed. ‘I’ve got one at home. I need it 

for my back…and I’ve got nerve damage. Can’t feel anything when I’m sitting 
down.’ 

‘I wasn’t being sarcastic,’ she rubbed her palms on her thighs. ‘I didn’t mean—’ 
‘I know.’ He sat in the chair, spun it through a full three-sixty, ‘It’s the nearest I’m 

going to get to my own set of wheels, anyway.’ 
‘As long as you’re licenced to drive it. But put go faster stripes on it and I’ll have 

to turn you in.’ 
He laughed and pushed the chair into his own office. 
His good humour vanished as soon as he kicked the door shut. Why did he still call 

it nerve damage? Why couldn’t he say the words everyone else used, from the 
orthopaedic surgeon to the petrified student physio? 

Spinal injury. 
Say it, Jack, you can do it. 
Except nerve damage could heal, while a spinal injury was…  
He should be grateful. A few inches higher and he’d have had a set of wheels 

permanently attached to his arse, spent the rest of his life talking to people’s navels. 
Except he’d never been good at gratitude. Maybe that’s what he was supposed to 
learn, stuck here for the next two years while the rest of the world forgot about him. 

‘Fuck.’ 
 
 

‘Hey,’ Selina said as he passed the door to the locker room late that afternoon, ‘we’re 
going to the pub. Want to come?’ 

He wasn’t fooled by the offhand nature of the question. She’d been staring at him 
non-stop every time he went into the crew room. He looked past her, saw Lyssa 
shutting her own locker. 

‘Who else is coming?’ 
She hadn’t wanted that. It was hard not to grin. 
‘I’m on,’ Tim said, from somewhere deep in the room. 
‘Lyssa?’ he said.  
She looked up, startled. ‘Oh, I’m—yes, all right.’ 
Selina’s expression was now close to comical. She slung her bag across her 

shoulder and slammed the locker door with a loud clang.  
He put on his best innocent expression. ‘Looks like we’re on.’ 
‘Yes,’ she snapped. 
Lyssa seemed completely unaware of the atmosphere, smiling at them. ‘Which pub 

are we going to?’ 
‘The Rose and Crown’s nearest,’ Tim said. 



‘The Rose and Crown is crap,’ Selina snapped. ‘Let’s go to the Firkin, it’s better.’ 
She marched out, passing Jack without a backward glance.  

Lyssa was still standing there, her expression now one of puzzlement. ‘Is she all 
right?’ 

‘She’s fine,’ Tim said before Jack could say anything at all. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ 
They all piled into Tim’s car, Jack in the front, his age and infirmity guaranteeing 

him a comfortable ride while Selina sat stony-faced in the back. Oddly, Lyssa seemed 
completely unaware of her mood, neither concerned nor irritated. She simply stared 
out of the window, watching the London streets roll past and paying no attention to 
the young woman’s emphatic silence. 

‘What does everyone want? I’ll get the first round.’ Lyssa took out her purse as 
they walked into the Firkin. He was surprised, and a little piqued; he’d intended to at 
least buy them all drinks, but she took their orders without noticing, and hurried off to 
the bar. It gave Selina the opportunity to slide into the seat beside him. He looked at 
her more closely, wondering if she was worth the effort. Then again, what other 
options did he have? He smiled, and she smiled back, holding his gaze for long 
enough to indicate that she had a reasonable idea what he was thinking.  

‘So what was the call-out today?’ he asked, more for Tim’s sake than because he 
was interested. 

Conversation devolved easily into discussion of the variety of ways in which 
motorcyclists could impact, impale or otherwise disable themselves. Lyssa returned 
with the drinks, added her own contribution to the discussion, and ten minutes after 
that Hots joined them, dropping half a dozen bags of crisps on the table and settling 
himself in with a pint. When Jack surfaced from his packet of salt n’vinegar, Lyssa 
was explaining to a somewhat stiff Selina the ramifications of something called a 
LeFort fracture on prehospital management. He hid a grin; nothing was turning out 
quite the way she had intended. 

‘She treats me like an idiot,’ Selina complained, when Lyssa vanished in the 
direction of the ladies. 

‘If she’s treating you the same as any other registrar, which I’m pretty sure she is,’ 
Hots said calmly, ‘then she told you at the start she’s going to assume all this is new 
to you, and explain everything, so that she doesn’t miss any gaps in your knowledge. 
That doesn’t sound like treating someone like an idiot, it sounds like common sense.’ 

Selina flushed. ‘All I was saying—’ 
‘What you were saying wasn’t true,’ Hots cut her off. ‘A small piece of advice; 

you’re new here, and I’d keep your mouth shut and your eyes and ears open, and 
maybe you’ll learn a lot.’ 

From her? Selina mouthed to Jack, when Hots looked away.  
Jack kept his expression neutral. He could imagine Lyssa’s teaching style; earnest, 

perhaps a little pedantic. It wouldn’t suit someone like Selina. That said, Hots had 
made a valid point.  

‘I’d be the first one to admit Lyssa knows what she’s doing,’ he said with a grin. 
‘I’d look stupid trying to claim otherwise.’  

Hots raised his glass. ‘It’s just a job.’  
‘No, it’s not,’ Jack corrected him.  
Conversation had lapsed by the time Lyssa reappeared. Selina was sulking again, 

Tim and Hots making no effort to cheer her.  
‘So,’ Lyssa said, sitting down across the table from him, oblivious to the 

atmosphere. ‘What’s everyone doing at the weekend?’ 
Selina tossed her head, rolling her eyes.  



‘Not a lot,’ Jack said evenly. ‘I’ll be knackered by the end of the week.’  
‘I’m playing footy,’ Tim said, ‘us youngsters have to keep our fitness up, you 

know.’ 
‘Youngster?’ Hots pulled a face. 
It was strange, sitting round a table like this, laughing, joking. He felt oddly 

clearheaded, probably because he was clearheaded, a somewhat unusual state for him 
in a social environment. ‘What about you, Lyssa?’ he pushed the last of the crisps 
towards her..  

She looked up, appearing surprised to be asked. ‘I’m going to the Caravaggio 
exhibition at the National on Saturday night.’ 

‘Who’s Caravaggio?’ Selina raised her eyebrows in sarcastic interest. 
‘He’s a painter,’ Lyssa fiddled with the packet, dropped it back on the table 

without opening it. ‘Italian, one of the most famous artists in the world.’ 
Jack was fairly sure she hadn’t meant it to sound like a put-down. He didn’t think 

she was capable of that kind of cruelty, but Selina took it that way, her expression 
hardening. ‘Oh, right, an Italian painter. Sounds fascinating,’ she said coldly.  

Lyssa looked confused. ‘Well, I like his work. There’s something about the way he 
uses light, and his people, they look real, as if they could step out of the paintings and 
talk to you. There’s still lots of speculation about who he used as models, about which 
pictures are actually him, or people he knew. I think it’s really interesting.’ She rattled 
on like this for several minutes, oblivious to the fact that no one, except possibly Jack, 
was interested.  

At last Selina started talking to Tim about his prowess on the pitch, and Lyssa 
stuttered into silence, her face a little flushed. Jack felt embarrassed on her behalf. 
One of those odd, awkward people, for whom social situations where a trial. It was 
strange; she hadn’t been nearly as awkward with him, and she was obviously smart, 
or she wouldn’t be doing this job. It didn’t translate into other kinds of intelligence, it 
seemed.  

Robert had been like that. Strange; he hadn’t thought about the guy in years, and 
now memories kept popping up. Scarily bright, Rob had topped the class in every 
scientific subject, as well as history and geography, the type of academic prowess that 
wasn’t likely to win him many friends. His stumbling forays into established cliques 
had attracted Jack’s notice. Even then, he’d been aware that Rob was awkward, but he 
was neither unkind nor thoughtless, and though he was smart, he didn’t make a big 
deal of his knowledge. In fact he was simply bewildered when no one seemed as 
interested in obscure facts as he was. They had struck up a friendship, initiated by 
Jack, and though most of his friends found it weird, his own popularity had enabled 
him to withstand the teasing, and protect Rob from some of it, too.  

He wondered idly what Rob was doing now. Felt a little guilty, if the truth be told. 
So many people he’d lost contact with—no, not lost touch, simply dropped, failed to 
keep up with.  

Lyssa was very like Rob; even now her bewilderment in the face of Selina’s 
hostility reminded him vividly of those days at school. ‘Do you know if there are any 
more tickets for the Caravaggio?’ he said, earning himself an astonished stare from 
Selina.  

‘I’m not sure,’ Lyssa folded an empty crisp packet, avoiding everyone’s gaze. 
‘Tell them who you are. Then there’ll be tickets,’ Tim said, ‘as many as you need.’ 
‘You can have my ticket if you want,’ Lyssa said.  
He stared at her. ‘But don’t you want to go?’ 



She shrugged. ‘Yes, but it must be boring for you, being stuck here in London all 
the time.’ She was still flushed. ‘It’s not just a ticket to the show; it’s the opening. 
More interesting. There’s wine and nibbles, and there’ll be talks, too. You might 
enjoy it.’ 

He could see Selina grinning behind her hand. She caught his eye. ‘I don’t think 
it’s Jack’s thing. I’m going to see the Dust Devils, they’re a pop group,’ she spoke to 
Lyssa with exaggerated seriousness. ‘Probably not your sort of thing either, but I do 
have an extra ticket,’ this to Jack, ‘if you want to come.’ 

There was a moment of silence. Lyssa was still red; she glanced towards the door, 
reaching for her bag. A ticket for an opening at the National, and Caravaggio would 
be a huge draw. She clearly knew something about art, had most likely been looking 
forward to it for months. And yet she’d offered it to him, worried that he was bored 
by his invalid life. 

‘I think I’d prefer the Caravaggio,’ he said, coming to a sudden decision. ‘But I’m 
not going to take Lyssa’s ticket away from her. I’ll see if I can get one of my own, 
maybe meet you there?’ 

She smiled. Not like Selina’s smile, no calculation, simply pleasure. ‘That would 
be nice. I’ll look out for you.’ 

From of the corner of his eye he could see Selina recalculating, considering her 
options. She just been outmanoeuvred in the most unanticipated way, and she was 
definitely annoyed about it.  

It was all quite amusing. 
	  
	  

 
	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Nine 

 

April 3rd 
 
Jack wandered through to the crew room. Roger was on the sofa with Selina, poring 
over the rota, Hots, in an armchair with his feet on the coffee table and a tea towel 
over his face, appeared to be asleep. Lyssa sat at the table, writing.  



‘Anyone else want a coffee?’ he said. 
Selina and Roger indicated half-full mugs. Hots didn’t reply, but Lyssa glanced 

over her shoulder, said, ‘Yes, if you’re making one. Milk, no sugar, thanks.’ She went 
back to her writing.  

It was only instant; Jack had put up with it for a couple of months then, a few days 
ago, he’d found a plunger in a cupboard. He’d widened his search, thinking that even 
three-month-old ground coffee would be better than the dusty-tasting sludge that 
came in one-kilo tins. But he’d come up empty, and that afternoon he’d ordered an 
espresso machine online, with a couple of kilos of beans.  

The tin was empty; he should have had the machine couriered over. 
‘I’ve got some more in my locker.’ Lyssa got up from the table. ‘Emergency 

supply. Put that tin in the recycling bin.’ She hurried out. 
As soon as the door had shut behind her, Roger got to his feet.  
‘Watch this,’ he said with a sly grin.  
He stepped across to the work surface, unplugged the toaster and kettle, and 

swapped them round. Then, as Lyssa’s footsteps became audible in the corridor again, 
he trotted back to the armchair, sat down and opened a newspaper, but not far enough 
that he couldn’t still catch Jack’s eye.  

Lyssa walked back in, a bag of coffee in one hand, a pack of biscuits in the other. 
She put both down on the work surface, reached for the kettle.  

‘Oh.’  
She stared at the toaster, as if it were some alien being, squatting, ready to leap at 

her. She started to glance back over her shoulder, and then seemed to change her 
mind. Robert was grinning widely. Trying to catch Jack’s eye, giving him an odd 
sense of déjà vu.  

It was like school, the way when someone was being humiliated, everyone else 
looked at each other and shared the joke in silent amusement. He’d done it himself, 
for a while, until he’d realised that he didn’t really like the people he was exchanging 
glances with, and even more that he didn’t like what they were doing. He remembered 
his one-time friend, Rob, wilting under a barrage of abuse, the other boys laughing. 
At least, they’d laughed until he stepped up, put a hand on Rob’s shoulder, and the 
two of them walked away together. There’d been a bit of name-calling, but he’d given 
them the finger, and they’d shut up. Under his hand, Rob had been shaking. That was 
the first time he’d realised how much that cruelty hurt, how frightened someone could 
be. 

He got up, walked over. ‘Sorry. I spilled something, earlier. I must have put 
everything back wrong after I wiped up.’ 

‘N—no, it’s all right.’ She rubbed her palms on her thighs.  
He unplugged the heavy steel toaster, picked it up. ‘Here, shove the kettle back. 

Before I drop this.’ She did so, and he could see her relax. He didn’t bother looking at 
Roger. ‘Where did you get your coffee?’ 

The rest of her tension dissolved in a discussion of the relative merits of several 
coffee suppliers, as she made brimming mugs for them both.  

‘I think you know as much about how to pick good coffee as how to pick good 
wine,’ he said after he’d taken a mouthful.  

She flushed a little, unable to meet his eyes. ‘Not really, I just tell them to give me 
something that tastes like it’s been stirred with a burnt stick, and might possibly 
dissolve the spoon.’ 

‘Alternatively, you could probably tell them you’re a doctor, and they’d give you 
much the same.’ He sat at the table with her. ‘What are you writing?’ 



‘Nothing,’ she said, at the same time Hots from under the tea towel said loudly, 
‘Poetry.’ 

She twisted round in her chair to glare at the pilot, but as the tea towel remained 
draped over his face, it didn’t have any effect. 

‘She’s a published poet,’ Hots added, ‘didn’t she tell you?’ 
‘Why would I?’ Lyssa said crossly. 
Hots lifted one corner of the tea towel. ‘Over there,’ he nodded at the bookshelves 

in the far corner of the room. ‘There’s a copy of her book. It’s the third copy—the 
other two just vanished. Very strange, but I think the thief knows that if this one 
disappears, we’ll just buy another one.’ 

Lyssa sighed and picked up her coffee, drank it without looking at any of them.  
Jack wandered over to the bookshelf, sorted through the piles of three-year-old 

celebrity magazines, medical journals, out-of-date textbooks, copies of Dan Brown 
and Wilbur Smith, and found a small, hardback volume, titled heavy air, and with a 
picture of the London skyline on its cover. 

‘May I borrow it?’ he said. 
Lyssa didn’t reply.  
Hots said, ‘Of course,’ dropped the corner of the tea towel, and went back to sleep. 
He sat down at the table, opened the book. 

 
 
We are the ones 
The ones who fly without wings 
The ones who swim without fins 
 
Ascend to the thinnest air 
Touch the stratosphere 
And the deepest depths. 
 
I need to fly 
Stretch my arms 
Circle the towering cumulus 
 
Skip across a mackerel sky 
Roll and twist in the colours 
Of each dawn’s day 
 
 
 
Nowhere in the world is safe 
A different gravity drags us down 
Pulls us forward, or back 
Our brittle softnesses broken  
Into pieces, cracked open. 
 
Bloom red across the hardness 
Of the world. Its cruel 
Edges gleam, draped with roses, 
Scarlet petals torn 
By sharp white bone. 



 
 
 
Beneath me: 
 
A sodium tracery 
A pinpricked nightcity 
A galaxy of stars 
A Hubble photograph— 
  —a world too close for comfort. 

 
 
 

There is a stand of pines 
And a small cabin, 
Somewhere 
Where the mountain air is cold, 
Water runs clear to valleys far distant. 
And here I carry you in my arms. 
Do not fear; 
Here you will rest. Will heal, 
Lying on the soft grass 
In the silence, the sun, 
And the still air. 

 
There was a sudden tightness in his throat, a pressure of memory, of the times he’d 

imagined himself on the grass, Silver Eyes bending over him, her hands warm and 
gentle, her hair falling forward around her delicate, heart-shaped face as she looked 
down at him. Involuntarily he glanced across at Lyssa, hunched over her notepad.  

What an idiot he was. 
 

 
 

That afternoon was Lyssa’s half-day session that she held every three months for 
‘interested medical students and junior doctors’. Jack had been surprised when she 
invited him along. ‘Something different,’ was all she’d said, in answer to his raised 
eyebrows.  

They used the seminar room at the rear of the building. It occupied an entire cabin 
of its own, with a tired brown carpet, three large tables and a collection of brown 
plastic chairs. She’d already started when he slid in at the back and sat in a corner.  

Twelve young men and women sat in the rows in front of him. Most were less than 
half his age, yet two thirds were already qualified doctors. Children, all of them. 

Lyssa was showing slides of some of the accidents the helicopter had attended. 
Jack tensed when he saw the first picture, then relaxed, realising she wouldn’t be 
crass enough to exhibit his own stupidity. He’d started to get used to images like this; 
the crew often left Polaroids from the last call lying on the table in the coffee room. 
Images of shattered motorbikes and scaffolding falls didn’t evoke any reaction at all, 
but he still couldn’t pick up a photo of a car crash without a momentary increase in 
his heart rate, a tightening in his chest. He looked away from the screen, and when he 
finally looked back, found her watching him. 



‘We’ll split up now, into groups of four, but before we do, I’ll introduce Jack, 
who’ll be joining us for the afternoon.’ She grinned as she recklessly committed him 
to far more time than he’d anticipated. Heads turned and eyes widened as they 
realised he was there.  

He smiled, raised a hand. ‘Hi.’  
A few of them greeted him in return, but most were already looking back at Lyssa. 

He was, he realised with a shock, not that interesting to them. Hell, even Brad Pitt 
wouldn’t hold their attention. This was a new generation, interested in celebrity 
twentysomethings, reared on Twilight and Harry Potter. 

He felt for a moment as if he’d been slapped with a brick. But why did it matter? 
He’d had thirty years, nearly, had been in some of the most well-known films of those 
decades. If it was over, he still had more money than most people would see in a 
dozen lifetimes. He would never be obliged to work, could spend the rest of his time 
doing whatever he wanted to. Perhaps this was a better way to go out. Better, anyway, 
than spending his pre-retirement years sliding down the ranks, until he got turned 
down because he was too old to be bankable any more. 

‘What role do you want to play?’ Lyssa was standing beside him. ‘Doctor, 
paramedic or victim?’ 

‘Victim. It’s my best role.’ He grinned at her. 
She didn’t smile. ‘I’d say it’s one you’ve had too much practice at.’ 
He went with her to a corner of the room, where four chairs were arranged to form 

a ‘car’. One of the medical students came up, a collar in his hands, asking about 
paediatric sizes and forcing her attention away. Jack was grateful; there was a 
conversation he wanted to have, but not here, not now. He sat in a chair and let 
another of the youngsters fit him with a hard collar. 

‘Now imagine,’ Lyssa turned back to them, ‘that Jack’s in the back seat of a two-
door car. You can’t get in behind him, nor can you go get directly in front of him. 
You might have to reach through a broken window. How would you manage it?’ 

Twelve pairs of eyes regarded him thoughtfully. Lyssa moved a chair in front of 
him, pressed it against his knees. ‘Some cars have headrests you can remove with a 
bit of a tug.’ She knelt on the chair, mimed tugging a rest free. ‘That’s worth a try, 
before you do anything else. Of course, if someone’s in the front seat, that changes 
things.’ 

‘Cut the roof off?’ 
The collar was firm around his neck, pushing his chin up. A strange, remembered 

sensation. Lyssa’s voice, so close and calm. He closed his eyes, shoved memories 
away, or tried to. As soon as he lost sight of the room, it rushed back at him, the 
whine of the pneumatic cutter, the smell of spilled petrol. He jerked his eyes open 
again, tried not to panic. Lyssa was staring straight at him. 

Oh God, help me, help me please— 
‘You could do that,’ she said to the student as she got off the chair, her movements 

unhurried, her gaze not leaving his face. ‘Of course, that takes time, and time,’ her 
hands unfastened the collar, ‘is something we don’t always have.’ 

As soon as he was free of it, he bent his head, trying to control his breathing. 
‘So set the chairs up like this, Casey, your group over there, Patna’s group over 

there, and Josh towards the back corner with your lot. Try and work out for 
yourselves,’ her hand was tight on his shoulder, ‘how you manage it.’ 

‘I’m okay,’ he said, just loud enough for her to hear.  
Her fingers tightened. ‘Stay there. Don’t move.’ 



He didn’t want to move, needed to just sit, staring at the stained carpet beneath his 
feet, breathing slowly and reminding himself he’d survived, the past couldn’t touch 
him. After a few minutes she moved away, and he managed to sit straight and watch, 
smile, even, as she moved from group to group.  

When they broke for tea, she took his arm and hauled him back to his office. 
‘Sit down. I’ll bring you a coffee.’ 
‘I’m all right, really—’ 
‘Shut up, Jack.’ That was said with more force than he’d expected. When she 

returned with the coffee, he found his hands were shaking. 
‘Flashback?’ She steadied his hand with both of hers as the coffee threatened to 

spill. 
‘I’m fine.’ Then, realising how ridiculous that sounded, ‘Okay, not fine, but I’m 

coping.’ 
‘It was stupid to let you do that. I should have known.’ 
‘I volunteered, Lyssa.’ 
‘Idiot,’ she said softly. His hand had steadied, and she let go of him. ‘I wasn’t sure 

if you’d want to do this, if I should let you. I thought it might bring back bad 
memories.’ 

‘I get those anyway. I didn’t think this would make it any worse.’ 
There was sudden concern in her face. ‘You do get flashbacks?’ 
‘Sometimes.’ 
‘Nightmares? 
‘Sometimes.’ Why couldn’t he lie to her? 
‘Jack—’ 
He shook his head, silencing her. ‘I’m sorry you have to keep rescuing me. I don’t 

know why I always fall apart on you.’ 
She moved away, stared out of the window. ‘I don’t think it’s that.’  
‘What is it, then?’ he said without thinking. 
‘I seem to be the only person who notices.’ 
The words crashed into the space between them, opening doors to places he didn’t 

want to go.  
Lyssa seemed to realise that, too. ‘I’d better get back. You don’t have to join us if 

you don’t want to.’ 
He would have to, he knew, if only to cover his sudden abandonment. ‘What time 

are you finishing?’ 
‘Four. They’re spending the last hour intubating.’ 
‘I’ll come for that. Shouldn’t bring any bad memories.’ 
It did, of course, but oddly he felt removed from it, and watching them work 

helped. He suddenly saw how they distanced themselves from reality, how they 
immersed themselves in the technical aspects, using them as an unconscious barrier 
against the reality of what they could be doing one day. 

They were gone by four o’clock; he watched them from his office window, 
clambering into a minibus. They were so young, so full of life and intelligence. He’d 
never felt old before, but since his accident he’d become acutely aware of the passage 
of time, felt an odd fury at the incontrovertibility of each sunset. Escaping death was 
supposed to make you grateful for every day, but instead it had made him angry at the 
things he couldn’t get back, at the carelessness with which he’d handled the best years 
of his life. 

‘I’m one of the most famous actors of my generation.’ 



Lyssa walked up behind him, handed him a mug. ‘The relevant portion of that 
statement is the end of it. Don’t worry, Jack, they were impressed.’ She took a gulp of 
her own coffee, the medical panacea. ‘They just weren’t interested.’  

That was something he’d realised. They had been shy, and some had been a little 
overawed, but once they got past that, fitting each other with cervical collars and 
inserting imaginary IVs, they’d treated him like some avuncular uncle figure. He’d 
played the role, true, but he had the uncomfortable awareness that if he’d tried to flirt, 
the girls would have pulled back in stunned confusion. 

The other, even stranger revelation was that he had no desire to flirt with them. 
They were smart, and several of the girls were pretty, and one or two were even 
funny, but they were children, still blinking in surprise at the adult world they had 
been thrust into. They were empty of the things that interested him, black and white 
outlines of human beings, waiting to be coloured in by experience. 

‘You’re not impressed by me, are you?’ 
It was a while before she answered. 
‘I’m impressed by the idea of you.’ 
‘Wait, what?’ He smiled, to cover his confusion. 
‘I mean, there’s Jack MacKinnon, and he’s terrifying. And then there’s you.’ 
‘Me?’ 
‘Jack. I’m not explaining it very well.’ 
‘Jack isn’t terrifying?’ 
She put her coffee down. ‘People are terrifying. But sometimes with you it feels all 

right. I don’t have to be scared.’ 
There it was again. A small piece of her, offered almost unthinkingly, that made 

who she was even more incomprehensible. You’re a doctor, he wanted to say. You 
shouldn’t be afraid of anyone. He’d never come across someone so confusing. He’d 
watched her with Hots, and she’d seemed quite normal, laughing and joking. Then 
Andy, the service director, joined the conversation and she’d folded in on herself, 
palpably anxious, before fleeing back to her office. With the students she was quick 
and encouraging, not at all pedantic, and with himself— 

He’d initially thought she might be overawed by him, but he’d rapidly concluded 
that whatever was making her wary, it wasn’t that. There were times when she was 
the only person on the base who treated him like a normal human being. She was still 
picking him up most mornings, and he’d grown to enjoy the drive, listening to music 
or podcasts, occasionally talking, but more often comfortably silent. Sometimes he 
went with her to visit Vivian; the old man was never short of an anecdote and those 
evenings passed in easy conviviality. 

‘So warn me if you need to bring out Jack MacKinnon, all right?’ 
He gulped down the last of his coffee. ‘If he scares you that much, I’ll stick to 

being just Jack.’ 
She grinned. ‘Okay, just Jack. Do you need a ride home?’ 

 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Ten 

 

April 17th 
 

Lyssa still picked him up every morning. She seemed to have decided it was a routine, 
and he wasn’t sure how to tell her not to bother without hurting her feelings. Not that 
she ever seemed to get upset; she just acquired a wide-eyed, anxious expression, and 
retreated into her writing or to her office.  

They were a third of the way home on a Friday evening when her phone rang. She 
glanced towards it where it sat in its cradle, gave a soft gasp, and pressed the button. 

‘It’s Lyssa, what’s happened?’ 
‘Oh, Lyssa, it’s Mr. Carlyle,’ an alarmed female voice. ‘He’s collapsed, he doesn’t 

look well at all. Can you come? Now?’ 
She glanced across at Jack, without actually meeting his eyes. ‘Do you mind?’ 
He was surprised she’d asked. ‘Of course I don’t.’ 
‘Okay,’ she said towards the phone. ‘We’ll be there in about ten minutes.’  
‘Thanks,’ the woman said breathily, and hung up. 
He gripped the side of his seat as she made a swift left into a side street, executed a 

neat three-point turn, and headed back the way they’d come. After about five minutes, 
she said, ‘it’s my uncle, my great-uncle, really. He’s in a nursing home.’ 

‘Oh.’ He didn’t know what else to say. 
The nursing home was a surprise, a large Georgian building set behind a high wall. 

It had a gravel drive and mature trees; oak, horse chestnut, and silver birch. There was 
a small lawn to one side, and beyond it a garden with sunflowers and white roses. 
Lyssa parked outside the front door, leapt out and ran up the steps. Not knowing what 
else to do, Jack followed her. 

They could hear the yelling as they passed through the front door. Lyssa swore and 
hurried along a corridor, leaving him to hobble behind her, hoping that with his stick 
he wouldn’t be mistaken for an inmate.  

As they got closer, the noise became words, an old man yelling. ‘Get off me! 
Leave me alone! I said, get your fucking hands off me!’  

At the far end of the corridor a small group of people backed away from an open 
door. A man and a woman in paramedic uniforms, two nurses, and a man in a suit. 
Jack was surprised to see Lyssa push past them all, and walk straight into the room 

‘Uncle, would you just stop shouting?’ 



‘Don’t you think you can tell me what to do!’ 
‘Uncle. Enough.’ there was a surprising note of command in her voice. ‘These are 

good people, and they’re only trying to help. Stop being so unreasonable.’ 
‘I’m not unreasonable, they’re bloody unreasonable. I told them I’m not going 

anywhere.’ 
‘You need to go to hospital,’ one of the nurses said. 
‘I’m not going to fucking hospital.’ 
‘You could die,’ she said helplessly. 
By this time Jack had entered the room in Lyssa’s wake. An old man lay on a bed, 

trying to push himself up on one elbow, the other arm curled uselessly against his 
chest, the hand clawlike, immobile. Pale grey eyes and fierce, bushy brows pinned the 
nurse where she stood. ‘I don’t care if I die, you silly bitch.’ 

‘Uncle,’ Lyssa stepped between them. ‘That’s enough.’ 
Her voice seemed to recall something in him. He looked down, sudden shame 

lining his face.  
She reached out, patted his shoulder. ‘Let’s get this sorted out. No one is taking 

you to hospital, I promise.’  
He lay down, and she turned back to the paramedics. ‘I’m sorry, but he’s not 

leaving here. I’ll sign any paperwork you need.’  
The suited man pushed through. ‘Lyssa, this is the outside of enough. I will not 

have my staff abused like this—’ 
‘Your staff wouldn’t have been abused if they hadn’t called an ambulance.’ She 

faced the man down. ‘We’ve been through all this. He doesn’t want any medical 
treatment. It’s his decision, and I’ve agreed with it. You’ve got it in writing. You had 
no right to call an ambulance.’ 

‘My staff were frightened—’ 
‘So was he.’ 
At that the gimlet eyes opened, and the old man started to speak. She turned back 

to him, shook her head a little, and he closed his mouth. 
‘Now, let these people pick their stuff up,’ she indicated the paraphernalia of 

defibrillator and oxygen on the floor, ‘and get out of here. They’ve got better things to 
do than stand around listening to us.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Mr. Carlyle,’ the female paramedic said. ‘I didn’t know any of this. We 
really didn’t mean to frighten you.’ 

‘That’s all right,’ the old man said magnanimously. He was gripping Lyssa’s hand 
now, Jack noted. She still stood in front of him, and she didn’t move until everyone 
had left and the room filled with silence. 

‘Are you all right?’ She sat on the bed. 
‘Of course I am. Don’t ask stupid questions.’ 
‘They said you blacked out.’ 
‘What of it? If I’d been dead we both could have stopped worrying. Thought I was 

dead,’ he added reflectively. ‘Bloody busybodies.’ He relaxed back on the pillows. 
‘Expect they’ll want me to stay in bed now.’ 

‘Well it’s quarter past six, anyway, so I don’t see what you’re complaining about.’ 
Jack was looking at the pictures that covered the walls. Photographs, magazine 

covers, film stills. He turned back. ‘You’re Vivian Carlyle?’ 
The old man grabbed Lyssa’s shoulder, hauled himself to a sitting position. ‘Of 

course I am. Who are you?’  
‘I’m sorry, I should have—’ He held out a hand. ‘Jack MacKinnon.’ 



The sharp eyes regarded him. ‘MacKinnon, eh? Made a bloody mess of yourself, 
didn’t you?’ Jack hadn’t failed to spot a copy of Who half-under the bed. The old man 
still kept up with the gossip. 

‘Yes, I did.’ 
‘Don’t come looking for sympathy here.’ 
‘I’m not. I only came because—’ his gesture encompassed the room, Lyssa, the 

retreating staff. 
‘I was giving him a lift home from work, that’s all. Uncle, are you really all right?’ 
He huffed at her, but she didn’t move. 
‘What happened?’ 
‘Nothing happened.’ 
‘Yes, it did.’ She took hold of both his hands. ‘I’ll make a bargain with you. You 

tell me what it was, and then I won’t bug you about it any more.’ 
Jack didn’t miss the glance that flitted in his direction before the old man 

capitulated.  
‘I just felt a bit dizzy,’ he said, an irritated edge to his voice. ‘I tried to get back to 

bed, to lie down. And it got worse and I didn’t make it. I fell on the floor, pressed the 
damn buzzer, and that was when all hell broke loose.’ 

‘Did you black out?’ 
‘I might have done.’  
She sighed. ‘You frightened me.’ 
‘You shouldn’t be frightened about me dying. It’s going to happen. And when it 

does I don’t want fuss, panic and everyone thinking there was something they should 
have said or done that would have stopped it. You’ll get on with your life, and be 
grateful to be rid of an awkward old sod.’ 

She shook her head. ‘Never.’ 
‘Never? Come on, little Lyssa. Don’t let me down now.’ 
Jack looked out of the window, feeling somewhat unnecessary; an unfamiliar 

sensation. He jumped when the old man said, ‘So, Mr. MacKinnon, how are you 
enjoying the new job?’ 

There was more than an edge of sarcasm in the question, but Vivian’s face gave 
nothing away other than a bland curiosity. He realised with a shock that the old man 
had the same eyes as Lyssa, that same pale silver, ringed in dark grey, which must 
once have added to the arresting good looks that still had traces in his face. 

‘It’s interesting,’ he said.’ I’ve never done anything like it, and it’s a challenge.’ 
‘Going back to film afterwards?’ 
‘I expect so,’ he said evenly. 
The old man’s gaze swung to Lyssa. ‘Told you you’d not keep him.’ 
‘We never expected to,’ she said. ‘I just didn’t want him to waste his talents in 

prison.’ 
‘He’d waste more than that in there,’ the old man snapped. 
Jack had been standing too long, and his legs were shaking. He walked across to an 

empty chair, and sat down. Knowing that Lyssa’s concerned gaze would be resting on 
him, and unsure how to meet it. For the first time, he felt that this was real, that this 
was his life, sitting here in a nursing home with an elderly man, and a woman he still 
wasn’t sure he really liked, but who he nonetheless trusted. That other life, of film 
sets and limousines, of five-star hotels and first-class flights, was a dream. This was 
reality. And he could let go of the fear, too, of finding himself in prison. Of knowing 
that his presence in such a place would be a challenge, not to him, but to everyone 
around him. The fear of knowing he was too debilitated to fight anyone off, 



anticipating the helplessness, the terror, the brutality of men whose egos were boosted 
by regular assaults on the defenceless. That was just a nightmare, something he could 
wake from to this reality, and be safe. 

He met the old man’s gaze again, suspecting that Vivian had a shrewd idea of what 
he was thinking. Yes, he had had nightmares. That last night, before he’d been 
sentenced, it wasn’t restlessness that kept him pacing the house. It was fear of what 
would happen if he fell asleep, knowing his unconscious would betray him, and too 
terrified to take the risk of allowing it free rein. He still had the occasional 
nightmare—well, more than occasional, but most of them now to do with the 
accident, with being trapped in a speeding car, or one that was on fire, and he found 
that being helpless in the hands of a machine was far preferable to being helpless at 
the hands of another human being. 

‘Lyssa has been far kinder to me than I expected,’ he said, ‘and a great deal kinder 
than I deserve.’ 

‘Yes, she’ll look after you,’ the old man said gruffly. ‘Just think about returning 
the favour sometime, all right?’ 

Lyssa flushed scarlet. ‘Uncle!’ 
‘Don’t you uncle me,’ the old man said gruffly ‘I’ve passed ninety. I can say what 

I think.’ 
 
 

They stayed for over two hours. Jack got up again and wandered round the room, 
questioning Vivian about the photos, finding he didn’t have to feign interest in the 
replies. 

‘He’s writing his memoirs,’ Lyssa said at one point, ‘and I’m editing them.’ 
‘Would you let me read them?’ 
The clear grey gaze rested on him. The earlier fright had catapulted Vivian into 

querulousness; now, Jack saw, he was as sharp as a man half his age. 
‘What was the last book you read?’ Vivian said. The question was unexpected, and 

it took a moment to remember.  
‘I’ve been reading quite a bit lately,’ he said, with an edge of apology. ‘My friends 

keep sending me books. I think they worry that if they don’t keep me entertained, I’ll 
get behind the wheel of a car again.’ 

Vivian was still waiting, and, dredging through his memory, he eventually 
remembered the title. Hots had lent it to him; the pilot was surprisingly well-read. 
‘The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night Time.’ 

There was a pause, and Vivian reached to take Lyssa’s hands in both of his. 
‘That’s a good book,’ he said. ‘I’d be interested to see what you think of my 
biography.’ 

Jack had an odd feeling he’d missed something, but Vivian had changed the 
subject, asking him about a film he’d made some six years ago, in which one of 
Vivian’s contemporaries had played his grandfather. 

 
 
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he said as they drove away. 

‘I didn’t think you’d be interested. His career ended forty years ago.’ 
‘Yes, but—’ But what? Her uncle was famous? Perhaps she hadn’t wanted to upset 

the old man by reminding him of what he’d lost. Christ, he didn’t know if he’d be 
able to go and watch any of the films he should have made this year. Vivian Carlyle 



had endured the existence he’d been contemplating for himself during those dark, 
lonely nights. How would he have felt if that had become his own reality? 

‘He’s ninety-six,’ Lyssa waved to a driver who let them out onto the main road. 
‘He was fifty-two when he had his stroke. Before I was born. I think now, with 
physiotherapy and everything else, it would have been different. But back then, they 
just dumped him in a nursing home. The last of four brothers. Vivian Adolphus St 
John Carlyle.’ She smiled. ‘It suits him. Sebastian, the eldest, was killed at Dunkirk. 
Then Augustus, who I can just about remember, he died of cancer in the late 
seventies. Then Vivian, and last was Sylvester, my grandfather. He died before I was 
born.’ She paused. ‘A car accident. His wife was killed, too. Augustus brought up my 
father. Sebastian, Augustus, Vivian, Sylvester. I sometimes think it was a different 
world they lived in. I think Vivian believes that too. He doesn’t belong. He says he 
hates that home, but I know he’d be scared to leave it.’ 
 


