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			To Daisy, Isla and Kerry

		
	
		
			Charlie

			The public address system repeats its call. The sound echoes through the terminal and Charlie peers over the top of her magazine at the departures board. American Atlantic 229, boarding at gate 11. Her heart leaps at the sight, the deep thuds of anticipation weakening, but not breaking, her resolve. She lowers her gaze, grips the glossy paper with both sweaty hands, knowing she must move, stand in line, smile at the people who want to lock her into a metal tube and hurl her across the sky.

			Heathrow is bright at this time of day, the early London sun breaking through, reflecting off the huge windows overlooking the tarmac below. The sight of the rows of multicoloured aircraft sends a shiver down the back of her neck, and she stays seated. Just long enough to run through everything in her head, check her boarding pass, check the weather in LA, for no reason other than it helps to calm her. Besides, the queue is long, and she’s quite sure they won’t leave without her.

			Her phone buzzes. A message from Julian.

			I heard what you’re doing. Can I help? Call me?

			Her thumb hovers over the screen for a moment before she swipes the message away. Nobody can help her. This is her mess, and she must sort it out herself.

			The crowds start to move, the metal benches creaking as bums are lifted, those already in the queues jostling for position. Charlie smiles as a toddler breaks rank, escaping the line, pursued by a mother who already looks on the verge of tears. Charlie knows that feeling.

			She takes a deep breath; knows her own anxiety is at tipping point. It wasn’t always like this. She remembers a time when Heathrow meant excitement; when travel was an experience to be treasured. As a student she travelled far and wide, hardly giving a moment’s thought to the what-ifs. Life was carefree until it wasn’t.

			And it isn’t that she fears air travel in itself. As a high school maths teacher she understands statistics, and statistics say aeroplanes are safe. Sure, every bell curve has its extremes, but this wouldn’t be one of them. She has plans, a relationship with her son to fix. She must fly to LA and fix it.

			The families are on board, and the staff call out the next few rows, Charlie’s included. Still, she ignores it, instead staring out of the window at her aircraft, trying to count the windows, guessing where she’ll be seated.

			Julian knows that Charlie’s fears run rather deeper than a simple phobia of flying. Travelling means people, strangers, lots of them, in unfamiliar settings. And Charlie does her best to avoid such things.

			But it all started here. A trip across the Atlantic many moons ago. Over two decades ago, in fact. A trip that left her with the very best thing in her life, but a life forever changed. Going back is the most difficult thing she’s ever done.

			She takes a breath, pushes it all down, way down where it must stay.

			And then she sees him.

			Theo, her son, her everything, walking across the departure lounge, his first officer uniform crisp but hanging from his shoulders. Trailing behind the captain, Theo looks distant, hollow, a hunched-over shadow of the man she knows is in there. He is six foot tall, with rugby player shoulders and a mass of dark curly hair; a gorgeous smile that melts hearts at a hundred yards. But today he walks with a stoop, tugging at his wheeled flight bag, keeping his eyes fixed on the floor a few paces ahead of him.

			He’s hurting, and she can feel it.

			Her heart twists at the sight of him, but she resists the urge to jump up and run to him. To make a scene at the airport would risk fracturing their relationship even further. She’s already decided she must go to LA and deal with it there. LA was where the trouble started, where it persists, and where it must end.

			The flight crew disappear into the boarding bridge. The queue begins to shorten at the gate, the last few stragglers reluctantly picking themselves up from their seats. Charlie sucks in another deep breath and joins them.

			She moves in a daze; a smile, a nod, waved through. The boarding bridge sways with the weight of the passengers; her balance thrown. Her phone buzzes again and she checks it.

			You don’t have to go, you know? He’s an adult, he can deal with his own problems.

			This time she replies.

			Please, Julian. You don’t understand. It’s been a year, and it’s all my fault.

		
	
		
			Theo

			Los Angeles

			Twelve months earlier

			The sun rose behind the city, casting a kaleidoscopic glow through the mountain mist, luring the residents of Los Angeles into another bright day full of promise. Each morning when Theo opened the window, he could hear the muffled roar of aircraft taking off from LAX, one every two minutes, day in, day out. If he looked north, he would feel the buzz of the city drawing him in, the streaks of light cascading over the sprawling cityscape, igniting the distant skyscrapers like beacons of hope. Theo had spent his first week in LA exploring the city alone, soaking up the sun-kissed boulevards, staring at the palm-fringed horizons, marvelling at the symphony of contrasts – its obvious starlit glamour, and its hidden underbelly of shadows. For every dream coming true in this city, a thousand more were still forming, trawling the night, waiting for their luck to turn.

			His apartment was sparse but trendy, better than expected – a large double bedroom and a kitchen-diner with a view. All arranged by the airline as part of his transfer; decent rent, and an urban location in Westchester. He’d been provided with everything he asked for, and he knew he should try to relax, settle into the decision he’d made. Own it.

			If he’d moved here under different circumstances, he might actually enjoy it.

			He glanced at the two suitcases in the corner of the room, still full, his closet and drawers empty. Because unpacking meant his move was real – that he’d actually left London, his friends, his mum, and moved five thousand miles across the globe on a wave of anger and pain.

			He didn’t think it possible for a mother to break her own son’s heart. How does the universe allow such things to happen? It had been just the two of them against the world for so long, but now that bond was fractured, a core part of him shattered and discarded. It killed him inside.

			It had been a knee-jerk reaction to come here, but LA was where the answer lay. The answer to a question he’d carried with him his whole life.

			He opened his laptop, checked his emails, refreshed his inbox a few times. It was already three weeks since he’d put the feelers out, employed a PI agency, paid their extortionate fee. They claimed to be able to find anybody in LA within a month. They had seven more days before Theo got his refund.

			What would he do if they found who he was looking for? He hadn’t quite figured that out.

			He slammed the lid down, took a few deep breaths, and pulled a fresh shot of espresso from the cheap machine in the corner, before heading out. A group from the airline were meeting for an all-dayer at a trendy nacho bar in Santa Monica, followed by a live gig in the city.

			He’d transferred here as a career opportunity – his official line. One he stuck to at the many parties and late-night drinking sessions he’d been invited to by the cabin crews, the pilots and the constant flow of young trendy dreamers who seemed to fill the city, day and night. If you wanted a party, LA had one, whatever your taste, your brand, your preferences. Rich or poor, you could find what you were looking for.

			Tonight, he needed one.

			A friend at the airline had got an extra ticket for him, told him the Hotel Cafe off Cahuenga Boulevard in Hollywood was where all the up-and-coming stars played. The next big thing in the City of Angels would have, at one time or another, performed a set on one of the stages there. There are a lot of great nights out in LA. Make this one of them.

			In truth, he hadn’t connected much with the group yet, or made many friends. That required a certain state of mind – a levity, perhaps, that he struggled to maintain when he was sober. But he could drink, and that’s all he had to do to fit in. Drinking alone in the apartment was no fun – something he’d done too many nights in a row, only just getting sober in time for his flights. But he could handle it. Company would help.

			He opened his messages while he waited for his ride: ten from his mum, four from Julian. He swiped them away unread, felt the pang of longing to speak to her. Julian had said time would heal this. Time will fix it. Maybe so, but not today.

			The drive along Lincoln Boulevard was slow and sweaty, the morning disappearing in fumes and noise and the grind of a new day. His driver honked at the other cars, at the roadworks, at the girls on the sidewalk; the traffic hummed in frustration and determination.

			‘You’re gonna be late,’ said the driver, helpfully.

			Theo just shrugged, slipped on his shades and tried to block him out.

			As he thought about his hidden history, he wondered if he could ever grow to love a city like this. The billboards flashed by, each one a story in itself, advertising a new slice of LA, from the promise of eternal health to the latest Hollywood blockbuster. The palm trees swayed on the approach to the coast, the traffic ebbing and flowing like the ocean at the end of the road. Each suburb was like a different chapter of the city, and he struggled to ground himself. London was simple, in contrast, his life had been simple. Until it wasn’t. He wondered if this city was a better expression of the unravelling mess that his life had become.

			His phone buzzed. An unknown caller ID.

			‘Yes?’ he answered.

			‘Mr Reid? This is Tony at Fraser PI.’

			Theo pulled his shades off, suddenly awake. He scrambled upright in the seat.

			‘Yes?’ His chest thumped.

			‘Erm, listen. I’m afraid, regarding your case … the partners have … I’m afraid we can’t help you in this instance.’

			Tony sounded anxious, not the same guy who less than a month ago had promised Theo the best service bar none, with a price tag to match.

			‘What do you mean, can’t help?’ said Theo. ‘I paid you. You said you could find anyone.’

			‘Not anyone, Mr Reid. They’re going to refund your fee, and … I’m afraid we don’t want anything more to do with this matter, OK? I’m calling to terminate our agreement – I’ll put it in an email, but … the management are quite unanimous on the matter.’

			‘Wait,’ said Theo. ‘Did you find him or not? Surely you can tell me that. Please.’

			There was a pause, an intake of breath. ‘It’s out of my hands, Mr Reid. We are unable to trace the person in question,’ Tony’s voice was firmer, final, ‘and in the circumstances, I cannot honestly recommend any agency in the city who would. Have a nice day … and good luck.’

			He hung up, and despite the heat Theo felt a shiver run down his spine. The ‘person in question’ was exactly who he was here to find. And he wasn’t leaving LA until he did.

		
	
		
			Charlie

			Charlie is in the front section of economy, near the bulkhead separating them from business class. She has the aisle, and stares down into the beaming smile of the woman next to her, slouched in the middle seat.

			‘The window seat is vacant,’ she says. ‘Do you want it?’

			She’s younger than Charlie, with a pitch-black bob, deep smile lines and unmistakable bags under her eyes. She’s dressed in leggings and an oversized hoodie. A much better choice of clothing, thinks Charlie, than her own jeans and sweater.

			‘Erm, no, I’m good, thanks,’ says Charlie, preferring the freedom of the aisle. An easy escape. To where, she’s not quite sure, but anxiety doesn’t talk sense on such matters.

			‘I’ll probably use both then, if you don’t mind.’ The woman gives a chuckle and moves the armrest up, tucking her feet on to the spare seat and spreading across both. She pushes a pair of earphones in, turning to the screen in front.

			Charlie is thankful for the lack of conversation, when her nerves are biting and her thoughts a jumbled mess. She’ll settle once they take off. And she’ll make a plan.

			She grips her phone, glances at the screen. Julian will persist, in the way that academic professors persevere at solving all problems, as curiosities to be explained over time. He’d persisted ever since she’d met him at university, twenty-five years ago, when she already had Theo and was attempting to apply some order to the chaos of being a single mum. Their relationship is messy, undefined, always has been. She has complete faith in him – one of the few people in the world she trusts – but that isn’t enough, never has been.

			But Julian knows why Charlie’s entire world is Theo, why she is obsessively protective of him, and why she’s made the choices she has.

			Sure enough, the phone buzzes. She lets it ring off, then hears it again a few seconds later. This time she answers.

			‘Jules, I can’t talk right now, we’re about to take off,’ she says, glancing at her neighbour, who is engrossed in her music.

			‘Does he even know you’re coming?’ says Julian, his voice deep, calm, tolerant. Always the same.

			The answer is no, Theo doesn’t know she’s on this flight, and won’t until they land. It is deliberate on her part: she knows his schedule and wants to be close to him. She has never flown on her own, can’t imagine getting on a plane now unless Theo is flying.

			But it needs to be a surprise, pleasant or not. And so she is a stowaway on her own son’s flight.

			‘Not unless he checks the passenger lists,’ she says, wincing.

			A pause. ‘Oh, you’re on one of his flights,’ he says, in a tone that is just on the right side of sympathetic.

			‘I need to do this,’ she says. ‘Be there. If his father –’

			‘You can’t change what happened, Charlie. The choices you made. You can’t –’

			‘I can’t what?’

			‘You can’t always protect him.’

			Charlie grips the phone tighter, feels her jaw lock. ‘I have to go,’ she says, hanging up. She puts the phone in flight mode and zips it back into her bag.

			She knows she can’t always protect him. And hasn’t. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? That’s why she’s on this damn plane.

			The first six hours drag. They always do. The turbulence is tiring, and Charlie has cycled through the in-flight films, the music, and everything on her Kindle, proud that she’s made it this far without too much alcohol.

			She pushes her back into the seat, stretching her feet as far as possible, before relaxing her muscles, one limb at a time. Her neighbour snores gently. She’s been asleep since they left the tarmac, her mouth hanging open against her neck pillow.

			Charlie clamps her eyes closed, but sleep hovers just out of reach. She can’t quite get there, can’t shake off the adrenaline. The plane shudders, as if sensing her disquiet, and she opens her eyes to see a small boy staring up at her. She recognizes him as the runaway toddler at the gate.

			‘Hey, little one,’ she says, stifling a yawn.

			He smiles, his face lighting up. His curly hair, dimples and wide blue eyes are a spit of Theo at that age, and she feels a pang of nostalgia, a yearning for those days. When Theo was this age, and so full of innocence.

			‘Where’s your mum?’ she whispers.

			The boy’s smile intensifies, before a woman swoops along the aisle and lifts him by the waist, hugging him tight against her chest.

			‘There you are,’ the mother says, glancing at Charlie with a harried look. ‘I thought I’d lost you again.’ She holds her child tighter, dips her head towards his, her arms encapsulating him in absolute safety. The kind only a parent can offer.

			The words hang in the air, and Charlie stares at the two of them.

			The mum kisses her son’s forehead before walking back to her seat, a few rows forward. Just the two of them, travelling together. The child slumps over his mum’s shoulder, waving at Charlie.

			She gets the familiar jolt, an electric shock of memory. The complicated mix of guilt and panic. It comes as a flashback, vivid and looming.

			Theo had still been a baby – younger than the little boy in front of her. Charlie was visiting a friend in Peckham. It was a one-bedroom apartment in a run-down area, but her friend was trying her hardest to make things work. They’d met at a mother and baby group and stayed in touch ever since. Single mums stick together, and such friendships were vital for sanity.

			Walking from the train station in the daytime was fine, and the afternoon passed in a blur. But walking back, Charlie lost all sense of direction, going round in circles as she failed to find the station.

			The alleyway was a stupid idea, a cut-through to the main road. She could see the shadows behind the bins, but kept walking anyway. Missing the last train would mean a taxi fare she couldn’t really justify. She hated asking her mum for more money, even though it was a frequent thing.

			Charlie has replayed those thirty seconds so many times in her head in the years since.

			In one scenario, she is brave, she stands in front of Theo’s buggy, demands that her attacker leave her alone. She hurls her phone at the man’s face. The phone is followed by her coffee cup, and anything else she can grab out of her bag. And he runs.

			In another fantasy, she launches herself at him, giving no regard to her safety. She punches and scratches and tears at his clothes. She screams at him to leave her son alone.

			In another, she is perfectly calm, knows what her attacker wants, and hands over her phone, her wallet, anything of value, and watches him run away. They are only possessions, replaceable. Not worth fighting over, or losing your life for.

			In her head, she always does better than the reality.

			Because in reality, Charlie froze, completely and utterly. The terror of the moment rendered her unable to hear the demands from her attacker – a violent offender who was later caught and sent back to the prison he’d just been released from.

			In reality, her vision tunnelled, her hands shook and her legs wobbled to the point of collapse. She didn’t see that the man was leaning over Theo in the buggy until it was too late. She saw the flash of a knife, the pale skin of Theo’s face, one held against the other while the man repeated his demands.

			‘I’ll fucking kill him,’ were the only words she remembered as she let out a scream, and the world around her began to spin. She staggered towards the buggy, her mothering instinct sending her blindly towards her child. But the attacker’s fist connected with the side of her head.

			She came to a few minutes later, surrounded by passers-by who’d heard the screams. Her purse was gone, as was her phone, and her bag. She scrambled towards Theo and snatched him out of the buggy, saw the blood on his face and cried for help until she heard the sirens.

			Theo was OK. A single cut to his forehead, over his right eye, with a serrated kitchen knife. Three stitches. Jagged enough to leave a permanent scar, but it would fade with time. The horror was shared by everyone, tempered by the conclusion that the attacker probably didn’t mean to cut Theo. It was a threat. A vicious, heinous threat, made by a desperate and despicable individual who would suffer the full weight of the law.

			Theo recovered quickly.

			But Charlie never did.

			She had many jobs as a mother. But one of the fundamental ones was to protect her baby. She’d failed, and she was ashamed, devastated, embarrassed. She shunned all of the help on offer and settled for the love of good friends, close family and the single-minded determination of raising a child alone. But she vowed to do better. She didn’t know how, only that it would never happen again.

			And that single event was instrumental in how she dealt with Theo’s absent father when the prospect arose soon afterwards.

			A new threat, from his own flesh and blood.

		
	
		
			Theo

			Los Angeles

			Twelve months earlier

			It was hard not to fall for Laura Faith’s voice. Gravelly and sultry in the lows, light and angelic in the highs, she had strength, control, and the ability to mesmerize her audience. After hearing her perform for the first time, Theo was rapt, watching her all evening. He struggled to remember a single lyric, but the words had torn through him until his eyes filled.

			‘Are you coming?’ One of the flight attendants, Katie, called to him, hanging back from the group as they headed to the exit. She was cute, funny, had been flirting with him for the last few flights they’d crewed together. They were back again at the Hotel Cafe, and he could have had a good night with her, if he made some effort.

			‘You go ahead,’ he said. ‘I’m crazy tired. I need to get some sleep.’

			She smiled, didn’t push it. Theo cursed himself, watching her walk away; cursed himself for not being able to relax, even for one night.

			He went to the restroom, stood swaying at the urinal, knowing he should go home, figure out his next step. The PI agency wouldn’t help, so he was left with his original list of partial names and addresses – all more than two decades old, and mostly useless. He was working through them, and coming up empty. In his darker moments he wondered if it was a sign, if the universe was trying to tell him something. But as the sun rose with each new day, he knew he couldn’t stop.

			The mirror didn’t reveal any of this turmoil. He washed his hands, smoothed his shirt, flattened his mass of curly hair, straightened his collar. He still looked the part, even if he didn’t feel it.

			He headed back to the bar, head down, listening to one voice in his head telling him to go home and sober up. A second voice told him to have one more drink, and while he played these two halves against each other, he didn’t see the young woman walking towards him.

			They collided in the corridor, her drink splashing across his shirt and face. He stepped back, hands out. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘That was my fault, I –’

			She stood a good six inches shorter than him, but staring up at his face with attitude were the dark eyes he’d just seen performing on stage.

			‘Damn right it was your fault,’ said Laura Faith.

			He nodded, wiping his face with the shoulder of his sleeve. It smelled sweet, of citrus and alcohol. Their eyes met, lingered.

			‘Well?’ she said, cocking her head, exaggerated. ‘Gonna buy me another?’

			She spun on her feet, and he followed her to the bar, where she nodded to the server and pointed at her glass, sticking two fingers in the air.

			‘You like mojitos? I’m Laura.’ She stuck out her hand.

			‘I know,’ he replied. ‘I’m Theo.’

			He shook hands awkwardly, struggling to compose himself. She was wearing a pair of denim cut-offs and a sleeveless white T-shirt, finished with a pair of tatty Converse high-tops, and a collection of coloured bangles on her wrists. Simple and sexy, rock and roll.

			‘You just gonna stare at me, Theo?’ she said, screwing her face up, but smiling through it.

			He chuckled. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Sorry. Just having a strange night, that’s all. This place is unreal.’

			‘The city?’ said Laura. ‘This bar?’

			Theo leaned against the bar, shook his head. ‘Hard to say. But you did belt out a pretty awesome set.’ He nodded towards the stage, frowned as he said it, wanting to come up with an original compliment, something natural, cool.

			She raised her eyebrows, but her baby blues sparkled. ‘Thanks.’

			‘I mean it,’ he said, trying to rephrase. ‘You were … captivating, I mean, I felt it. Really felt it. I don’t normally react to music in that way. You were … exceptional.’

			He replayed the words in his head; realized he was talking to a talented songwriter who could bring tears to his eyes with a few lyrics.

			‘Sorry. I don’t have the words,’ he said. ‘I think you have all the good ones.’

			That got him another smile.

			‘I saw you in the crowd earlier, Theo,’ she said. ‘You looked … I dunno. Intense.’

			‘You saw me?’

			She shuffled on the bar stool, uncrossing and recrossing her legs, but held his gaze, and his eyes never left her face.

			Her lyrics had plucked at his soul, dragging his innermost fears out, until his cheeks burned and his eyes filled. Damn right he felt intense.

			‘It felt almost like you saw into my past and into my future,’ he said, ‘told me how I feel about all of it.’

			She bit her lower lip, nodding.

			‘You do have some words,’ she said, winking at him. ‘That’s a verse right there.’

			Theo smiled. He liked the way she cut through the superficial LA greetings and flirtation and went straight for the soul. She was blunt, beautiful, and the first person he felt a connection with since his arrival. He desperately hoped it was mutual. He wondered, if he blinked, might she vanish?

			‘Is that your aim?’ he asked. ‘To make grown men cry?’

			She chuckled. ‘Depends why they’re crying,’ she said. ‘I want people to leave my gigs understanding more about themselves than they did before.’ She frowned. ‘But the people who react most strongly are the ones who already understand themselves the most,’ she said, glancing around the bar.

			The crowd had thinned right out, only a few stragglers remaining.

			‘Or … they just have a lot of shit going on,’ she said.

			Much as Theo wanted to be the former, he fell firmly into the latter group. Shit going on, that was Theo. A hot mess of emotion, and a chasm in his life that needed filling.

			‘But a lot of people just like live music, singing, seeing a chick on stage showing a bit of leg,’ she said, kicking her right foot out, wriggling seductively on her stool. She rolled her eyes. ‘It’s a performance, that’s all.’

			Theo raised his glass before taking another swig. ‘Here’s to seeing a bit of leg on stage,’ he said.

			She grinned. Her right foot found his shin. It hurt.

			‘So what do you do, Theo?’

			He paused. Telling people he was a pilot normally caused a ripple of admiration. He’d be asked for stories of peril, of celebrities, of secrets in the air. Theo would play coy, giving the impression he’d lived through many perilous flights (he hadn’t), and ferried lots of famous personalities across the globe (he’d never know if he had), and harboured numerous secrets about what went on at thirty thousand feet (a few, but most were very boring, like where the crew bunks were situated on a wide-body jet).

			But staring at Laura, a star in the making, he wondered what on earth he could say or do to impress her. His profession suddenly seemed dull.

			He was saved by the barman, who leaned across, apologized for interrupting. ‘Sorry, Laura, need to close soon.’

			Laura nodded, turned to Theo.

			‘There’s a roof on this place. I escape there sometimes. Fancy some fresh air?’

			She didn’t wait for him to answer, jumped on to the bar and shimmied across, grabbing a bottle of white rum from the rack. Mick the barman watched her, hands on hips, shaking his head, as she shimmied back again.

			‘Thanks, Mick,’ she said. ‘We’ll be outside.’

			The sky glowed, a million points of light reflecting and refracting in the smog hanging low over the city. A few stars punched through.

			They lay on the roof together, tracing the constellations with their fingers, telling stories as the hours passed, getting drunk while listening to the urban sounds below.

			Theo pointed out the flashes of navigation lights as the late flights arrived at LAX. He told Laura what he did for a living.

			‘I’m sorry it’s boring,’ he said.

			She scrunched up her face. ‘It’s not boring.’

			She took a swig of rum, passed him the bottle. His throat was becoming numb, or the alcohol was lessening the pain. He drank and passed it back.

			‘You want to know what sort of men usually barge into me in the corridor after a gig?’ she said. ‘Old men. Dirty men. LA music men who know what they want, what they think they deserve, and come here to take it.’

			‘Oh,’ he said.

			‘They offer the world, sometimes even a recording contract.’ She took another drink. ‘The trouble is, most of the contracts come with a dick attached.’

			‘It’s still like that?’

			‘For many, probably not. But I don’t come from anything. No connections, no money. My parents … well. I came here green, with just my voice. And that’s all they’re getting. The fact you’re a cute Brit who flies planes for a living – that’s gold. To me, anyway.’

			‘Cute?’

			She elbowed him in the ribs. Hard, painful.

			‘There must be some younger men?’ he offered. ‘Some normal guys – other musicians?’

			She laughed, cackled. ‘This is LA,’ she said. ‘The normal people don’t hang around very long, and I don’t date musicians.’

			He smiled. ‘Because they’re crazy and unreliable?’

			She shrugged. ‘Yin and yang. Opposing forces. There is no balance, only chaos.’

			She sat up and held the half-empty bottle to the sky. ‘But tonight, I’m celebrating. Almost.’

			‘Oh? Why? I mean, other than smashing out a killer performance and having the crowd scream your name?’

			‘Because a few minutes before you spilled my drink tonight, I was approached by a female producer. She liked what she heard, wants me to sit down with her next week at the studio.’

			‘Wow,’ said Theo. ‘That’s amazing.’

			‘It’s early days,’ she said, ‘but this could be it. I could be going somewhere.’

			‘Oh, it will be it. I can feel it. You’ll be in the charts this time next year.’

			She turned to him, looked even more beautiful in the starlight. He felt a jolt of something – a glimmer in the darkness, a moment of normality, of carefree fun, the first in a long time.

			‘Is that right?’ she said. ‘With your extensive experience in such matters, Mr Pilot? Or maybe it’s the rum talking.’

			‘You’re a star,’ he said, decisively, ‘even if you don’t know it yet.’

			Her whole face lit up, and she leaned over and kissed him. He froze, then reciprocated. She tasted of lime and rum and sugar. Time stopped as her lips lingered on his mouth.

			She broke away and stood up, staring across the city. Theo watched as she walked to the edge of the roof, swigging from the bottle, considering his luck, the random chance events which led to that moment, that kiss. He wondered if the stars would ever align the same way again. He wondered, once the night was over, if he and Laura would go their separate ways, and it would be nothing more than a memory.

			The euphoria of the kiss faded as he pictured tomorrow, and the next day, slotting back into his routine, wondered if it was for the best. He was not in LA to fall in love. And Laura would be easy to fall for.

			‘New York is the city of dreams,’ she said. ‘But LA is where they make them come true.’ She turned to him, playful. ‘What are your dreams, Theo? Why are you in my city? Why did fate bring us together tonight?’

			‘That’s a lot of questions,’ he said, but the real answer immediately clouded his mood. He joined Laura at the edge of the roof, where they could watch a million flashes of light, a million souls, a million dreams being made, or being broken.

			‘I’m here to find my dad,’ he said. The words tumbled out before he could stop them.

			He felt her hand in his, gentle, probing.

			‘Find him?’

			He gripped her hand, his chest tightened. The stars looked on.

			‘I’ve never met him. Never seen him, never spoken to him.’

			The words caused the anger to reignite, to burn, low down and hurtful. Laura took a deep breath, waited for him to say more.

			‘My mum never told me who my father was. She claimed she didn’t know. But she did. She hid him from me my whole life.’

			Laura leaned in, pulled him closer until their bodies touched. Theo could feel her heat, her smell, took comfort in it.

			Theo had found out about his dad’s existence two weeks before Christmas. He was in his mum’s attic, sorting through the decorations – something he did every year. Except this time he’d found a forgotten box full of photos, of letters, of history. His history.

			A secret he could never have imagined, the lie so deep. He was shocked, betrayed, disbelieving. His mum was supposed to be his rock, the one sure thing he could always count on – their relationship so tight, born out of a lifetime of supporting each other. The two of them against the world.

			She’d lied. And it broke him.

			Theo had ignored his mother’s explanations and protestations. Her tears and her sorrow. She had her reasons, but he refused to listen to them.

			He came here instead.

			‘I’m in LA to find him,’ he said. ‘This is my city now.’

		
	
		
			Charlie

			12.00. Midnight

			Charlie wakes with a start, to the thump and rattle of the overhead lockers. Turbulence rocks the aircraft, and she opens her eyes to see the plastic cup in front of her slide forward, catching the lip of the tray table. She grabs it before the warm Chianti spills over the seat in front.

			She’s finally managed to sleep, but rather than feeling refreshed, now feels groggy and distinctly nauseous. She checks her watch. It’s 12.00, midnight, UK time. Ten hours since they left Heathrow, only one hour until their scheduled arrival at LAX. The plane is shuddering, tipping forward, and she feels herself sliding. Next to her, the woman grunts and braces against the seat in front as the plane lurches again. Charlie does the same, her eyes darting along the aisle to the bulkhead, to the curtain separating her from the business-class seating. The curtain flutters, their flight attendant staggers through, grabbing one of the handrails to stay upright. Was it her imagination or was his face a touch pale, his expression distracted?

			Turbulence would normally be fine. She understands it. Like a bicycle on a cobbled street. Nothing to worry about. But she senses from the attendant’s expression that something is wrong. Her inner ear is going haywire, a change in pressure, a sense of falling, an instinctive ripple of panic.

			The aircraft heaves violently, the nose dropping a little more, accompanied by a change in tone from the engines. She grips the armrests, waiting for the air pocket to smooth out, the drop in pressure to equalize, or the storm to pass. Anxiety spreads through her chest with each tremor, small tendrils snaking their way up into her throat.

			The aircraft shudders, small jolts as the nose dips further. The overhead lockers rattle, the young toddler a few rows in front begins to cry. A drinks trolley comes loose from its brackets, careening along several rows before it rams into the back of a seat, sending the contents toppling over the occupant, who shouts his protest.

			‘What the hell?’ Her neighbour grabs her arm, fingers clamping into her flesh. Her earphones have fallen out and the tinny beats of pop music sound strange against the background noise. ‘That’s not normal,’ she says, her face now a greenish shade of grey as the plane bucks like a bronco. ‘Is it?’

			Charlie pauses, swallows, forcing a smile. ‘I’m sure it’s just a bumpy patch. It’ll settle in a few minutes. My son’s one of the pilots.’

			Charlie should feel confident having Theo in the cockpit. You don’t make first officer on long-haul at his age without ticking all the boxes. And yet, it feels as if there is so much wrong.

			‘Then tell him to sort it out,’ says the woman, smiling back, but with a manic edge. ‘I’m going to lose my breakfast in a minute. I’m Paige, by the way.’

			‘Charlie,’ she says in return, placing her hand on top of Paige’s in the hope that it’ll calm both of them. ‘Close your eyes,’ she says. ‘Hold your head straight. It’ll help with the nausea.’

			Paige nods and obeys, though her grip remains. ‘Is this –?’

			But her voice cuts out as the plane drops.

			Suddenly, violently, the plane nosedives.

			Paige screams, and time slows as they go into free fall. Everything happens in slow motion. Charlie is lifted out of her seat, restrained only by her belt. Her knees hit the seat in front and she throws out her arms, grabbing for the headrest. Her carry-on drifts from the footwell, snagging on her leg before freeing itself. The flight attendant tries to grip the handrail, but his hands slip away, his body floating level with the overhead lockers. His face is locked in shock, disbelieving.

			Charlie gasps at the chaos, trying to draw breath as her hands flail around, part of her brain still refusing to believe this is anything other than turbulence. She wants to tell herself it’s OK, that it’s only an air pocket and the plane is strong and the descent is under control. Planes do this, on occasion; they plummet through the air, rattle, shake, but ultimately are designed to cope. Mechanically, the chances of anything going wrong are fantastically small. Her son is flying the plane, and therefore everything will be OK.

			But in an instant the air is full of noise and objects. The screams of the passengers rise above the scream of the engines, creating a deafening wall of sound.

			Paige’s screams turn to sobs next to her. ‘Please. Please. Please.’ A monotonous wail Charlie wants to answer but can’t.

			She clings to her belief that they will, in fact, recover any second, level out and cheer, and cry, and the flight attendants will go around with drinks and apologies. In weeks and months to come they’ll tell the story to friends at dinner parties, laughing through the memory.

			Did I tell you about the time our plane dropped two thousand feet over the Nevada desert?

			Were you scared?

			A little. Not really. I knew everything would be OK. Theo was flying. Did I tell you that? You should have heard the woman next to me, though …

			But the thought evaporates as the feeling of weightlessness tapers off, the free fall over. Charlie feels no corresponding sinking into her seat that would suggest the aircraft is pulling out of the dive. She struggles to work out which way is up, but the noise from the engines increases, the deafening howl rises in pitch, coupled with new vibrations, deep shudders through the seats.

			The screams lull, but Charlie’s own remnants of calm evaporate as she realizes what’s happening. She can’t feel anything because the plane has reached terminal velocity, falling as fast as it can through the air. She is falling with it. Straight down.

			Her body reacts, the anxiety erupting into panic. Her chest thuds with pain, her throat closes up even as she tries to scream through it. Her limbs won’t obey, and she lashes out, finding Paige’s arm, gripping her, hearing her own groans through gritted teeth.

			But Paige can’t help her. Charlie looks past her to the window, tries to focus on the shuddering fuselage, the vibrating glass. The picture is all wrong, the horizon almost vertical. Charlie watches the right engine shake so violently the casing detaches, a screech of metal that whips up and away, smashing into the fuselage somewhere behind her. The engine itself turns black, smoke pouring from the sides. The sound, already deafening, takes on a new level, pulsating waves that pummel her eardrums. And then the engine itself is gone, ripping away a chunk of wing as it tears upwards and disappears.

			Charlie holds Paige with one hand, the seat with the other, shaking, her brain struggling to process what her eyes are telling her. The sun is too bright, dazzling against the window, zigzags of light drawing across the glass, rainbows etching the surface. Cracks, getting bigger, until the glass explodes in a thousand points of light. Windows up and down the cabin follow as the fuselage twists, the metal tearing itself apart with an agonizing screech.

			And still Charlie stares, her body numb, her breath held tight, her heart at breaking point. She doesn’t see her life flash in front of her eyes, or experience a moment of calm, or forgiveness, or self-actualization. She feels a split second of terror and sorrow and the deepest regret, knowing that everyone she sees on this plane will perish. A hundred mothers, a hundred fathers. Families torn apart, loved ones who will never see another day on this earth. The toddler and his mother will never embrace again. All of the souls on this aircraft will blink out in an instant, and their loss will reverberate across the globe in a human cost that is incalculable.

			Most of all, she will leave this world so close to Theo and yet so far away. The chasm between them will go unfilled, and their lives will both end without the chance to heal first. Theo will die thinking his mother doesn’t care, doesn’t understand. It is so untrue, and impossible to put right. But the universe is cruel, and decides to take that final chance away.

			Charlie lets out her final cry. For Theo, and what could have been.

			She has failed to protect him, again, and for the last time.

			The sun disappears. The darkness is absolute.

			And then there is nothing.
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