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Professor David Melville was certain about three things in his life. The first: physical time travel was impossible. The second: a secret he had kept for the past thirty-five years was known only to him. And the third was if the elevator in his building ever broke down, he would die from a heart attack attempting to climb the stairs.

Recently, David had become very unpopular in the physics community. Not as one would imagine because his peers thought he was wasting his talents in devoting his life to the education of ordinary college students, when he should instead be focusing his abilities in attaining a Professorial Fellowship, or at the very least tenure at some prestigious institution. No, their disdain was because of his very plausible and undeniable theory that physical time travel was impossible, therefore making a mockery of several respected scientists’ careers.

This morning David had woken from a surprisingly restful sleep. Surprising for him, as he felt completely rested and not as he usually did, which was slightly hungover, even if he hadn’t been drinking the night before.

But that wasn’t the only difference this morning. In fact, everything felt different, even the bed felt more comfortable. He lay there staring at the ceiling for a long time in total and utter confusion at what he saw there. A complete map of the galaxy shining down on him made of small green luminous stars that he was positive weren’t there when he’d gone to sleep.

Looking around the rest of the room, everything was familiar, but completely out of place. At first, he was confused by what he saw, but then realised where he was. This was his childhood bedroom, confirmed by the array of different posters arranged neatly on the walls.

The first was of a Van Veen. A motorcycle he had once obsessed over as a ten-year-old boy. Not because he was in any way interested in owning a motorcycle, but because it was powered by an unconventional rotary Wankel engine, the physics of which had fascinated him.

The only person who had shown any genuine interest in the Wankel engine was his uncle Keith. Someone he had met only once on his tenth birthday, and although his uncle had shown great interest in everything he was doing, David remembered a great sadness about him that seemed quite out of place.

Alongside the Van Veen poster were the stats for Muhammad Ali and George Foreman as they prepared for their Rumble in the Jungle. There not because he had been an ardent boxing fan but as an attempt to be part of his father’s sports-mad world, an endeavour that had failure written all over it. Finally, there was his beloved poster of Farrah Fawcett-Majors from her Charlie’s Angels years – smiling down on him in a provocatively revealing red one-piece bathing suit with long perfectly highlighted 1970s hair and brilliant white teeth. David had once genuinely believed that American women had more teeth than anyone else in the whole world. She was there, not because he had been a big fan of her acting talents, but because he was a ten-year-old boy, and she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He smiled. He still couldn’t believe his parents had let him put it up.

Along with the posters were several scale models, neatly positioned on different shelves along the walls. Mostly of spacecraft, both real and fictional, such as the rockets from the Apollo space programme and spaceships from the TV series of his youth, like Thunderbirds and Fireball XL5.

Standing alone in the corner of the room was a small cabinet. His dad had made this especially for him. It was supposed to hold all the sporting trophies he was sure his son would win, but unfortunately, it had remained empty. Except, that is, for a small piece of rope, which had been used when he entered and won the three-legged race back in primary school. The only reason David had won that event was because he had been paired with Stinky Rogers, whose parents were experimenting at the time, letting him decide for himself if he needed a bath or to clean his teeth. The smell was unbearable. David remembered barking orders at him so he would keep in time and, as a result, they almost sprinted the entire course without missing a step.

Stinky had subsequently cleaned up his act, but his nickname stuck with him right to the end of his school days and beyond, as is often the case. He had once made the mistake of attending a school reunion, only to find his name badge was made out for ‘Stinky Rogers.’

This was David’s first and only success, and clear evidence of his complete lack of sporting prowess. The cabinet had eventually been used to store books on what was to become his real passion in life, science, both factual and fictional. 

The ceiling, which was David’s first clue to where he was now, was a softly glowing star-scape, made up of hundreds of luminescent stars that he remembered painstakingly arranging in their correct position in the galaxy, the memory of which brought a warm smile to his face.

The one thing in the room that was distinctly unfamiliar to him though, was the window. It was long, curtainless, and curved around the corner of the room – through which was a view of the most spectacular galaxy-scape David had ever seen.

Outside the window was a grey, rocky moonscape, trailing away to meet the curve of the horizon, but beyond that was an enormous planet, so large it filled one half of the window. The surface of the planet was covered by the most extraordinary streaks of what appeared to be swirling liquids or gases, all in vivid blues, purples and fiery yellows, which mingled together as they drifted slowly across its surface. It was stunningly beautiful and exactly the kind of world he had dreamed of exploring as that ten-year-old boy.

Thinking he was still asleep, and this was just a great dream, David went to turn over and continue it, when he suddenly became aware of two figures standing at the foot of the bed. He could have sworn they weren’t there a moment ago.

One was dressed in beach shorts and a bright Hawaiian shirt, which had multicoloured palm trees on it. He had short, thick, but very neat, jet-black hair in a side parting. The figure to the right of him was dressed in a perfectly tailored navy-blue business suit, a crisp white shirt, and thin navy-blue tie. He too had short, jet-black hair, his being combed back from his face. They both had exactly the same facial features – rugged good looks, a strong square jawline, a broad nose and thin unsmiling lips. They were the same height and build as each other, and their clothes fitted them perfectly. Apart from the clothes and hairstyles, they were identical, like twins trying to look as different as they could from one another. If David were asked to guess their age, he would have said they were about forty, as they both had that appearance of experience and fortitude often not evident in a younger person. They appeared to be perfect specimens of masculinity, as if they had been designed and not born. 

Surprisingly though, he didn’t feel at all threatened by their presence. Even though they were both wearing Ray-Ban sunglasses, indoors.

It was only at this point that David realised he was unable to move. His head felt heavier than it normally did and although he couldn’t see or feel any obvious restraints, he was pinned to the bed. He felt a wave of panic wash over him, a tingling feeling like a million tiny needles stabbing at his brain. Different scenarios filled his head. Had he been kidnapped? But what for? He was just a physics professor, an unpopular one at that, so who would pay a ransom for him?

‘Maybe this isn’t a ransom thing at all, this is a body parts thing. Oh my god!’ he thought to himself. ‘That’s why I can’t move and why my head feels like it’s full of lead. The anaesthetic has paralysed me. Oh no! I’ve been harvested!’ 

These were just two of the many ridiculous scenarios that flashed through his racing mind – which is probably why the first words he spoke were, ‘You bastards! You could have had the decency to kill me first!’ 

Before adding in a complete act of defiance – but probably not a million miles from the truth – ‘I’m an alcoholic you know, so those kidneys and the liver will be worthless!’

The one in the suit turned to his colleague and said in a rich, smooth voice. ‘Are you sure he is the best person to help us?’ His voice had a strangely calming quality to it.

‘Yes,’ came the reply. Astoundingly in exactly the same rich, smooth voice. ‘He is the only one of them to have realised the impossibility of actual physical time travel. He will understand the implications of the issue.’

‘What is this place? And where am I?’ demanded David, realising he was in no position to be demanding anything but continuing anyway with, ‘and who are you people?’

‘People? did he just call us people?’ said the one in the suit, as he turned to his colleague.

‘Well, as far as he knows we are people,’ replied the one who looked as though he was either on his way to or coming home from the beach, as he casually gestured to their outward appearance.

‘What are you two talking about, and again where am I and why am I tied to this bed?’ said David, again in a demanding but this time not very threatening tone, as the two men seem unaffected by the tone of his first question.

‘You are not restrained,’ replied the one in beach attire. ‘I think we must have calculated your density figures incorrectly, it’s just the gravity here is ... well, let’s say it’s different to Earth’s.’

At this, the one in beach attire walked towards the wall by the door and adjusted what appeared to be just an ordinary thermostat. He turned it anticlockwise and there was an audible click. A screen emerged from the wall next to him and seemed to float in mid-air. It was a glossy black panel, about three feet long with brightly coloured graphics, and was filled with lots of symbols and strange writing. He started to interact with it, without actually touching it, and David began to gently float upwards from the bed, his head now feeling very light. Seeing this, he made further adjustments and David suddenly, but softly, flopped back down. 

‘Jesus! what on earth’s happening?’ Was all that David could splutter out on his short excursion before it was all over and he was back where he started, not really sure if it had actually happened. 

Looking for some logical reason for these events, a grin appeared on David’s face as he looked around the bed. 

‘Very funny guys,’ he said. ‘I take it you’re the jokers from the astronomy department. Well, I’ve got to hand it to you – the special effects are bloody fantastic. But you do realise, I was only joking when I said astronomy and astrology are basically the same thing.’ 

As he said this, he started waving his arms around, looking for the wires responsible for his sudden levitation.

The two men looked at each other, quite mystified. As if they were both now unsure if he was the right man to help them.

‘To answer your question, you are not on Earth anymore,’ said the one in the suit. ‘We are on a small moon called 38 29.42.’

David, who was still distracted by finding an explanation for his sudden but brief levitation, casually interrupted with, ‘Well, that’s a really stupid name for anywhere.’

With a sideways glance at his colleague, but not commenting on this remark, the one in the suit continued. ‘But we are from much further away. Our home world is called ...’ He made an unexpected high-pitched noise that to David sounded like ‘Luli-lee-lar,’ but he was sure it was more nuanced than that.

Now realising that he was not actually restrained or drugged and that all his body parts were still intact, David pushed himself up into a seated position. The bed sensed his actions and reconfigured itself into a very comfortable armchair. More half expletives were uttered.

It was only at this point that David realised he was wearing a set of Batman pyjamas, just like the ones he had as a child. They smelled so familiar and comforting, like, well, like a favourite pair of Batman pyjamas freshly washed by his mother. ‘But these couldn’t be them,’ he thought to himself. ‘These pyjamas are man-sized.’ But they were identical in every way, right down to the small tear in the breast pocket. 

This had happened as he was crawling out from under his bed after his fabulous and danger-filled adventure recovering pirate treasure – which was actually just a five pence piece – and he had caught the pocket on a floorboard nail. ‘Oops, crikey, what will Mum say’ he had said out loud upon seeing the rip. Ignoring the fact that he was now covered from head to toe in dust and had not long since had his evening bath with clean pyjamas to boot.

‘No, these couldn’t be the same ones,’ he thought to himself. Because those had a distinctive diamond-shaped ink stain on the bottom edge of the ripped pocket, from when his Batman pen had leaked. He pulled the pyjama top outwards to reveal a diamond-shaped stain exactly as he remembered it. He immediately checked his waist. ‘Hmm, no utility belt, that makes the time frame for these pyjamas just before Christmas 1971.’ He had got them as a tenth birthday present in May, along with the pen which had leaked in the October, but he didn’t get the Batman utility belt until Christmas along with his Johnny Seven. He remembered this as probably the time in his life when he was happiest.

Turning his attention back to the two men, he said, ‘So, where are we exactly?’ Convinced now that these people were not actually members of the astronomy department.

As he said this, he stood up. The bed-chair once again sensing his actions and rising up with him – not unlike those rise and recline chairs they have in retirement homes, but distinctly unlike any rise and recline chair David had ever seen. He turned to inspect the bed-chair, only to see it evaporate right before his eyes. Like millions of tiny lights being turned off in a very specific sequence.

‘Bloody hell,’ he said upon seeing this, watching until every twinkling light had disappeared. He turned to face his abductors and said. ‘So, you’re not humans then?’ He asked this in a very matter-of-fact way, convinced that this was just a weird and wonderful dream.

‘No, we certainly are not!’ they both said in unison. 

Still not really believing that he wasn’t on Earth, despite the bed-chair and the fact that he was stood in the middle of his bedroom from nearly fifty years ago, wearing his childhood pyjamas, he said, with a grin. ‘I suppose you’re Thermians, from the Klaatu Nebula then.’ Galaxy Quest was probably one of David’s all-time favourite science-fiction films.

‘No, we are from much further away than that,’ came the sobering reply from the suited one.

If someone had told David that he would ever casually use the phrase ‘So, exactly how far from Earth are we?’ he would have told them they were mad. 

‘So, exactly how far from Earth are we?’ he asked, not really acknowledging the absurdity of the question. But this was how David’s brain worked. To his analytical mind, everything was a problem to be solved, a puzzle to be completed, a wrinkle to be ironed out, regardless of its nature or gravity. It was isolated, examined, and a solution found.

His stock saying whenever asked how he felt about some life-altering situation he found himself in, which would probably devastate someone else was simply, ‘this is the chapter we are on now, worrying about it won’t make it any better, or resolve the issue, that’s just a waste of energy so let’s just deal with what’s in front of us.’

At this moment, David, like any other sane human being, was in the phase of denial about his current situation. Part of his brain was convincing him this was just some bizarre dream and any minute he would wake up from it drenched in sweat. But over the following few minutes, his axiom was going to be tested to its absolute breaking point, as David definitely was not expecting the answer that resulted from his question. 

‘24,750 lightyears,’ well, give-or-take a few said the one in beach attire, as casually as if he were telling someone the distance to the nearest bar.

There was a small pause and then David burst out laughing. ‘Oh really? He said sarcastically and just you were doing so well, but there is no way we can be 24,750 lightyears from Earth.’

The one in the suit turned to his colleague and said, ‘Well, you brought him here, you explain it.’

The one in beach attire looked at David and considered the best way to convince him of his current reality. A few moments passed until he suddenly hit on a device which would illustrate the position perfectly. With that, he simply closed his eyes. The posters and models instantly disappeared, and the room was suddenly filled with a three-dimensional model of the solar system. It looked so real, each planet appeared to be completely solid. 

Earth had appeared right next to David’s head, the moon revolving very slowly around it. He stared closely at the Earth and saw actual moving weather as it meandered its way across the side facing the sun, and the tiny twinkling light patterns of the cities on the dark side. Surrounding the Earth was what at first appeared to be a haze, but on closer inspection, David saw thousands of tiny satellites revolving in tune with it. Suddenly engrossed in what he saw, he went to touch it, but before he did, he looked at the two men as if seeking permission. The one in beach attire nodded with a smile. David prodded the Earth gently with his finger and pushed it off its axis, but as soon as he took his finger away, it just returned slowly to its starting point. He then put his hand around it and pulled it towards him. It felt heavy and solid. 

He could feel the gentle pull of it trying to return to its correct place in the solar system, but there were no visible means by which it or the moon were suspended. The moon, as it happened, had just gently crashed into the side of David’s head, like a large, gritty, crater-covered marble.

The Earth felt strange in his hand, almost like static electricity. The top and bottom of it that represented the poles were icy cold, but the middle was almost too hot to touch on the side facing the sun. He let it go, and it drifted slowly and silently back to where he had taken it from. The satellites floated back to their correct positions, and the moon continued its slow revolution.

He saw there was an animated dotted line that extended from Earth, travelling away from it, like some intergalactic satnav. As David stepped back to look at it from the side, he saw all the planets of the solar system had their names displayed just above each one of them like advertising signs, as they stretched away from the much larger sun, which at this scale didn’t fit into the room. David guessed that it would be unwise to approach it, as even at this distance, he could feel its warmth.

The two men joined him, and the one in beach attire pinched the air gently. The solar system began to shrink, until it was just a small pinprick of light, but the animated line continued on its way. It was now as if they were travelling along the line, passing other exoplanets, the planets beyond our solar system, like HIP 65426b, which David was familiar with and remembered it being discovered only a few years ago. He realised this was supposed to be a simulation of the journey they had taken to their current alleged location. Then the dotted line started passing planets he had never seen or heard of before. They also looked real with their own moons, mountains, valleys and seas. He didn’t recognise them because they were yet to be discovered by science. 

These planets too had labels, but David couldn’t read nor understand the language which they were written in. Suddenly David saw their destination come into view, a small grey moon next to an extremely large planet with colourful swirling patterns on it. As the moon grew closer, he saw it had its own label of ‘38 29.42.’ It had majestic mountains, deep canyons and vast plains, but all quite barren and rocky.

The dotted line continued, and they moved closer and closer to the moon, which grew in size as they got nearer, until David could see its rocky terrain in more detail. A single small building came into view on the surface. This was where the dotted line ended. The scene zoomed in on the windows of the building and David could see three people in a room which had a curved window. The people were looking at a small model of the galaxy. As David watched, looking in through the window like some giant peeping Tom, the one in the beach attire, left his side, went over to the window and started waving.

To David’s complete and utter bewilderment, he could see someone waving at him from the curved window in the model and realised this was the man in the beach attire. He could also see himself in his Batman pyjamas, looking intently at the model. David raised his hand and the tiny David in the room raised his at the same time.

Shocked, he jumped away from the model, temporarily dumbstruck, his face etched with the fear of sudden understanding of what this meant. Stumbling backwards, he hit the wall with a large thump, his mouth open and his face ashen with shock. He looked at the dotted line stretching back in the direction of Earth, which was no longer visible and identified only by a pinprick of light, which was the sun.

This astounding and inexplicably very real map of the galaxy brought the distances and his current situation into sharp relief for him as he examined the facts. The faithful re-creation of his childhood bedroom, the bed-chair that magically vanished, the spectacular view from the room and even the detail of his Batman pyjamas. It dawned on him like a falling Acme anvil, that this was not an elaborate practical joke, but in fact real, and these two men were not humans, and he was no longer on Earth.

There was a long pause, as David looked first at the model and then the two men as he struggled to process what he had been shown. With his mind still reeling with all the facts, he came back to the vast distance that the one in beach attire had revealed to him. 

Then, with a sudden eruption of realisation, he exclaimed. ‘Oh my god, you idiots! What have you done?  24,750 lightyears?’ 

To David, this reaction was quite understandable, as he knew that even if they had travelled at the speed of light, which was 670 million miles per hour, it would still have taken them 24,750 years to get there. Therefore, he was now almost 25,000 years in the future and everyone and everything he had ever known or loved were gone and he was now truly alone in the universe. 

Once again, the one in beach attire just calmly said, ‘give-or-take,’ maintaining his casual tone, as he closed the model. 

‘It wouldn’t matter if it were give-or-take 10,000 lightyears!’ said David, who was now breathing heavily, with a terrified tremble to his voice. ‘Why? ... why have you done this, what could be so important that you would want to destroy my life in this way?’

The one in the suit said coldly, ‘Well, as far as I can see, all you were doing was working, drinking, and sleeping. Not much of a life, is it?’

Not bothering to acknowledge this comment, David just continued his rant. ‘Do you even know how far twenty-four-thousand seven-hundred and fifty lightyears is?!’

There was another pause as the two men looked at each other as if they were being asked something very simple like, how far it was to the door and back. ‘Well, yes we do,’ came the reply from the one in beach attire. ‘But that number is a bit long, and even more of a mouthful, so that’s why we use lightyears.’

Once again, the one in the suit asked if David was the best choice. The reply was the same. 

‘Yes, just give him a minute to acclimatise. You have to remember to him 24,750 lightyears is quite a long way.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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Twenty-eight days earlier.

David believed his life was as perfect as it could get under the circumstances. Sure, it wasn’t idyllic, sublime or even relaxing, but it was peaceful. Well, as peaceful as it gets in the city that never sleeps, that is.

He lived in a spacious loft apartment in the heart of Greenwich Village, teaching physics to students at a local college. A job which he enjoyed immensely. Expanding the minds of the young, while seeing if he could spot the next Stephen Hawking or Sabrina Gonzalez Pasterski.

Originally from England, David had effectively run away from home at the age of forty-five to make a new life in America – prompted by a dark secret only he knew. A secret that like some jealous lover, had so far successfully seen off every relationship he had ever had. Even the one he had considered most precious. But after his parents had both passed away, he felt England held nothing but painful memories and he desperately needed a change of scenery. So, taking his inheritance, and adding this to the proceeds from the sale of his own house and almost every possession he owned, he had struck out for the Big Apple.

Luckily for him, he already owned the Greenwich Village apartment. It had been left to him in the will of an uncle he had strangely never met, well, as an adult at least. This was one of those tantalising mysteries he longed to get to the bottom of, when time allowed.

With high ceilings, bare brick walls and wood floors, covered by large rugs rather than carpeting, the space had been divided into three large rooms. In the kitchen was a battered but character-filled farmhouse table bearing the scars of many years of use which dominated the centre of the room, surrounded by four, comfortably upholstered, carver chairs. The cooking area was fitted out with modern stainless-steel cabinets, all topped with solid wood work surfaces – everything looked barely used, except for that is, the bean-to-cup coffee machine, which was almost worn out from its constant abuse.

A good-sized terrace linked the French doors of the kitchen, with the French doors of the living room, and looked down on the tops of the trees that lined the street below. It caught the sun throughout the morning and into the afternoon and was furnished with all the usual paraphernalia for a comfortable afternoon of reading or dozing.

Two other doors led off the kitchen – the first to a central corridor which split the apartment in two, and the other to an equally sized living room with all the usual home comforts. A large, comfortable squashy sofa dominated the centre of the room, and opposite that was a large-screen TV. In one corner, surrounded by bookshelves, was an original well-used Eames lounge chair with matching footstool. It had a reading light precisely positioned just above it. The rest of the room was lit with free-standing low-wattage uplighters, which gave the space a somewhat dark, but cosy feeling, and the whole room benefited perfectly from the complete lack of a woman’s touch. 

Another door led out from the living room into the central corridor, and across into the one and only bedroom. This contained a modern king-sized bed with built-in side tables across from which was a good-sized walk-in closet.

Although the closet housed all the usual and familiar apparel found in closets across the nation, like shoes, trousers, white shirts and more tie’s than he could ever make use of, it was mostly filled with T-shirts sporting different slogans and several pairs of black jeans, which were David’s preferred attire. His underwear drawer too was designed for efficiency as it was filled with identical pairs of black boxer briefs and a couple of dozen pairs of the same black socks, ensuring that even if he got dressed in the dark, he was guaranteed a pair of matching socks.

Also, off the bedroom was a large fully tiled bathroom, which boasted not only a bath but also an oversized, modern walk-in monsoon shower. The shower had been the only structural change David had made to the entire apartment. 

He had never seen the attraction of taking a long leisurely bath, which to him just seemed like marinating yourself in a vat of your own filth.

This intolerance also extended to the rest of his ablutions. He wanted them to be as quick and as efficient as possible so he could spend as little time in there as needed, and not to be reminded of his biological necessities. He had never understood why women wanted to spend so much time in the bathroom. But then again, when had he ever understood the fairer sex.

The apartment itself was in a traditional tall, thin brownstone building which blended seamlessly into its surroundings. And it had felt like home to him the moment he stepped through the door. And he had enjoyed living there in his superb isolation for the past thirteen years.

David left his apartment and trudged along a puddle-filled Grove Street in the direction of Bleecker Street. 

Even though it was the height of summer, it had been raining steadily all morning, which had brought with it an unseasonal chill to the air and because of this David was suitably, if ridiculously, dressed in a full-length dark-brown waxed overcoat which had a detachable hood that today was firmly attached. The overcoat would have looked better on a taller man, as at five feet eight inches, David found the coat hovered only about an inch from the floor, which made him look as though he was floating along the street instead of walking. He knew he cut a ridiculous figure as he struggled along, but didn’t care. He had long ago come to terms with the fact that on him, all clothes wept. He was dry, and that was all that mattered. He was carrying with him a large, battered briefcase with the faded initials ‘D. M.’ embossed on it. This, unknown to anyone else but him, was a treasured possession. In it were the materials he needed for the lecture he was about to give on time travel. They didn’t really amount to much. Just a thumb drive with some PowerPoint slides – which were only for effect – and a bottle of water. The briefcase would normally just be used for carrying his college lecture notes, but he felt it gave him some moral support, like taking along an old friend. Because today was Saturday and colleges summer recess was already in full swing, so he was striking out on his own to host a private lecture, as the Dean had requested him not to ‘bang on about’ his theory of time travel at the college anymore. David believed this was because Dean Thomas’s favourite book was H. G. Wells’ The Time Machine and he couldn’t bear the thought of it not being possible. ‘Well, I suppose that’s what you get if you appoint a professor of literature to the post of dean,’ David had thought to himself.

Though not unattractive, David didn’t consider himself to be good looking, although he’d had a number of admirers over the years, some of whom he had discovered harboured dubious motives. But now every one of David’s fifty-eight years were plain to see in his character-filled face, with its classic-shaped nose, and a mouth that looked ready to break into a grin at a moment’s notice, all topped with short, thick, but now greying hair. This, along with his slightly chubby physique, was a perfect reflection of his poor diet and his only real vice, drinking. Something he did a little too much of, usually at home and alone, and was probably a result, in part, of his journey. But more so because he liked it. He was fully aware of how much he drank, so it wasn’t a problem, just a bad habit – depending on your point of view, that is. Adding this to the void that should be filled with exercise, he had managed to raise his classification of unfit to an Olympic level. However, his eyes, with their abundant laughter lines, had lost none of their blue brilliance, which gave an insight into his keen mind and kind soul.

David, as his name suggested, was dependable, honest, and practical, but not very good in a fight. His only defence mechanism as he grew up was humour, which, for the most part, had kept him safe. He had once asked a school friend who was very handy with his fists what the secret to winning a fight was. His friend had wisely said, ‘By not getting into the fight in the first place, but if you can’t talk your way out of it, knowing when the talking is over and throwing the first punch.’ Unfortunately, David was always still talking his way out of it long after the fight had started.

He was also not the sort of person who would automatically run to someone’s aid. Unless, that is, there was no one else there to help them. He would happily let someone else play the hero, and let them take all the credit, but he knew if it came to it, he would risk his life to save a stranger. Because he hoped that if any of his loved ones were in desperate need of saving, someone else would step up and help them. And he couldn’t in good conscience expect that if he wasn’t at least prepared to do the same himself. But David had no loved ones left to be saved, as he was now alone in the world. He had no siblings and had walked away from the only woman he’d ever truly loved, not seeing any point in filling the void she’d left with second best, and he was perfectly happy with that reality.

He didn’t consider himself particularly clever, just super interested in his subject. Although in his younger life he had toed the academic line, he loathed the idea of someone else deciding if he was intelligent enough to be called ‘professor’ by making him jump through all the hoops of academic success. Especially because his field of interest was theoretical physics, which was more artform than academic, and how anyone could be qualified to pass judgement on that was beyond him. At one point, he had seriously considered giving up on academia altogether and simply changing his first name to ‘Professor.’

David had long ago worked out that everything in life was just someone’s opinion, no matter what it was. Cooking, politics, fashion, religion, time, even gravity. He’d got himself into quite an argument over that last one, by postulating that the laws of gravity, as they are still only classed as theoretical, were fundamentally flawed and just a matter of Newton’s opinion. In fact, the discussion got so heated it nearly came to blows. Which, he thought, would have made a fantastic YouTube clip: ‘Two academics facing off.’ Especially since Professor Angelique Romanov would have probably beaten the shit out of him while he was still talking.

He had loved New York from the moment he stepped out of the taxi that dropped him off at his new address. The only thing he desperately missed from England was breakfast. He constantly longed for beans on toast, his all-time favourite meal. In fact, he missed it so much, he once toyed with the idea of opening a greasy spoon caff, right there in the heart of Greenwich Village. Serving such imported and exotic delicacies as Wiltshire bacon and Cumberland sausages, Heinz baked beans and thick white toast spread with real butter. Or cheese on toast with real British cheese like Cheshire or Lancashire. Because, as it turned out, due to the manufacturing
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