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THE MAN WHO NEEDED NO ONE

Miami, June 2030. By 7:12 in the morning, Scott Walker had already swum forty laps in the villa's private pool, and if it had been up to him, he would have done forty more. The water was the only place where he could still forget that he was Scott Walker: Olympic champion, face of advertising campaigns, sought-after television guest and, according to at least three gossip magazines, America's most desirable bachelor. Underwater there were no photographers, no questions about marriage, no women claiming to have met him at a party he couldn't even remember attending. There was only the muffled sound of his own breathing and a body that knew every movement before his mind had time to command it.

At thirty-five, Scott still had the physique that had carried him to the top of the podium at the 2028 Los Angeles Olympics two years earlier. Broad shoulders, a sculpted chest, a narrow waist, and power built through thousands of hours of training had turned his body into something the public believed it knew almost as well as he did. The gold medal had brought him money, sponsors, and a level of fame he had never really wanted; the Walker family fortune had done the rest. And yet, as he climbed out of the pool and ran a towel through his wet hair, Scott would gladly have traded part of that privilege for the ability to walk through his own front gate without finding a camera pointed at him.

—You're in the papers again.

His father's voice came from the patio. Richard Walker sat over a cup of coffee and a tablet filled with architectural plans. At sixty-two, he still had the stern look of a man who considered rest a character flaw. His real-estate group owned hotels, luxury condominiums, and entire residential developments along the Florida coast. He lived in the same villa as his son, but for the past several weeks they had managed to see each other only at breakfast.

—What else is new? Scott replied.

—This time they're marrying you off by September.

—To whom?

—Some woman named Madison. A model.

Scott took the tablet from his father's hands. The front page showed a photograph taken three nights earlier outside a restaurant. A blonde woman was talking to him while he waited for his car. The headline announced a secret relationship and an imminent wedding.

—I don't even know her last name.

—Apparently you don't need it to marry her.

Scott handed the tablet back and sat down.

—Sooner or later one of these idiots is going to get hurt trying to photograph me.

—Or you're going to get hurt trying to lose them.

Scott looked at him.

—Dad.

—I've been telling you for years. Use the driver.

—I'm thirty-five. I can drive a car.

—Being an adult doesn't make you invisible.

Scott picked up the coffee the housekeeper had left for him. That argument was almost as old as his fame, and he had no intention of starting it again. Richard seemed to understand and returned to his plans.

—I have a meeting in Brickell at ten. I'll be home late.

—I have to go out too.

—With the driver?

—Have a good meeting, Dad.

Richard shook his head but didn't press the point.

Shortly after noon, Scott left a meeting with his agent in a South Beach office building. He had just turned down yet another swimwear campaign when he spotted the first photographer across the street. The second was leaning against a scooter. A third raised his camera the instant Scott stepped onto the sidewalk.

—Scott! Is it true Madison moved in with you?

—Scott, when are you announcing the wedding?

—One picture, champ!

Scott kept walking. It was a technique he had learned over the years: don't answer, don't look, don't give them a reaction. He reached his car, a graphite-colored electric coupe, and got in. As he shut the door, he saw one of the paparazzi running toward the scooter in his rearview mirror.

—Fantastic.

He pulled away without hurrying. For three blocks, it seemed to work. Then the scooter appeared behind him again. The photographer had a small video camera mounted on his helmet and stayed close enough to remain constantly visible in the mirror. Scott changed streets. The scooter followed. He crossed the bridge toward the mainland and accelerated slightly; the man stayed behind him.

Annoyance turned to anger. Scott knew he should pull into a secured parking garage and wait. He knew his father would have been right. But the thought of spending another half hour trapped in his own car while a stranger waited for footage he could sell was unbearable. He turned onto a quieter side street, convinced he could make his way back toward Coconut Grove by a secondary route.

The traffic light ahead turned yellow. Scott slowed down. In the mirror, he saw the scooter closing in again, too close. The photographer raised one hand, perhaps to signal something, perhaps simply to provoke a reaction. Scott looked forward just as a van pulled out from a side entrance.

Everything happened in less than two seconds. He swerved to avoid it, felt the tires lose traction on pavement still wet from a passing storm, and saw a concrete barrier fill the windshield. The impact was hard and brutally violent. The airbag exploded in front of his face, and white-hot pain tore through his shoulders. Then came a second impact from the side, and the world lost all sense of direction.

When he opened his eyes again, he heard voices. Someone was telling him not to move. Scott instinctively tried to lift an arm, and a savage bolt of pain tore a groan from him.

—Don't move, Mr. Walker. Help is on the way.

He looked toward the voice but couldn't bring the man's face into focus. Behind him, a few yards from the wrecked car, the paparazzo was still there. He had removed his helmet. For once, he wasn't taking pictures.

Scott closed his eyes.

The hours that followed survived in his memory as fragments: sirens, white lights, a mask over his face, questions he answered without knowing whether his replies made sense. Then the ceiling of an operating room, and finally the silence of a private room at Jackson Memorial.

Richard was sitting beside the bed when Scott truly woke up.

—Dad.

His voice came out weaker than he wanted.

—I'm here.

Scott tried to move and immediately understood that something was wrong. His upper torso, shoulders, and arms were enclosed in a rigid orthopedic brace that kept him almost completely still. His arms were secured in a position designed to protect the fractures and the repairs the surgeons had just made. He could move his fingers slightly, but anything more seemed impossible.

—What the hell did they do to me?

—They put you back together.

—I can't move my arms.

—I know.

Scott looked at his father. Richard's eyes were red, and he was still wearing the shirt he'd had on the day before.

—Am I paralyzed?

—No.

The answer came immediately.

—Your spine is intact. You were lucky, if we can call it that. But you have multiple fractures of both clavicles and shoulder blades, a fracture of the right humerus, and a serious injury to your left shoulder. The surgeons had to stabilize everything.

—How long?

Richard hesitated.

—A while.

—How long?

—Weeks of immobilization. Then rehabilitation.

Scott stared at the ceiling.

—The Olympics...

—Scott.

—Training.

—Training is not what you need to be thinking about right now.

It was probably the worst thing his father could have said. All his life, Scott had solved every problem by training harder. Exhaustion, anger, disappointment: he got into the water and turned all of it into movement. Now even scratching his own face was beyond him.

An itch appeared near his temple almost out of spite.

Scott tried to move his hand. Nothing.

—Dad.

—What?

The request cost him more than the pain.

—My face itches.

Richard looked at him for a second, then leaned closer and touched his temple.

—Here?

—Higher.

Richard moved his fingers.

—Yeah.

Scott closed his eyes.

That tiny need made him understand his condition more clearly than anything the doctors had told him.

Six days later, Scott returned to the villa. The hospital had sent him home with four pages of instructions, and Richard had converted one of the ground-floor bedrooms into a recovery room. The adjustable bed faced the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the garden, and beyond the palms he could glimpse the ocean. It was probably one of the most beautiful rooms in Miami in which to feel like a prisoner.

Scott could stand and walk short distances with supervision, but the orthopedic brace immobilized his shoulders and arms almost completely. Every movement that once required no thought had become a problem. Drinking meant someone had to bring a glass to his lips. Eating meant being fed. Washing, dressing, and taking medication were tasks he simply could not manage alone.

The first day, he refused the housekeeper's help. The second, he tried to convince his father he could manage on his own. On the third, after spending nearly twenty minutes staring at a bottle of water on the nightstand because he couldn't reach it, he stopped lying to himself.

Richard came into the room that evening carrying a folder.

—I've hired someone.

Scott was watching a game on television.

—Fire him.

—You don't even know who he is.

—Doesn't matter.

—You need full-time assistance.

—I need these things to heal.

—Until they do, you need assistance.

Scott looked away from the screen.

—I don't want a stranger living here and following me around even when I go to the bathroom.

—Would you rather I did it?

Scott stared at him.

—Low blow.

—But effective.

Richard placed the folder on the table.

—His name is William Carter. Will. Twenty-four, recently graduated, licensed nurse, excellent references from his clinical placement. I spoke personally with his supervising nurse.

—Twenty-four?

—He's a nurse, not a cardiac surgeon.

—He's practically a kid.

—At twenty-four, you were preparing for an Olympic qualifier.

—That was different.

—Because it was you?

Scott didn't answer.

—He arrives tomorrow morning. He'll stay in the room next to yours for as long as necessary.

—No.

—Yes.

—This is my house.

—Technically, it's my house.

Scott clenched his jaw.

—I hate you.

—No. You're angry. There's a difference.

Richard walked over to the bed and adjusted the glass with the straw.

—And tomorrow I'm leaving for New York for three days. So you can choose between Will and trying to drink through telekinesis.

Scott looked at the glass.

—I'm considering telekinesis.

Richard smiled for the first time since the accident.

Will Carter arrived at nine-oh-five the next morning.

Scott heard him speaking in the entryway before he saw him. A young, polite, slightly hesitant voice. Richard was showing him around the villa and explaining where he would sleep. Scott seriously considered pretending to be asleep, but that would have been ridiculous. So he remained sitting up in bed, immobilized in the orthopedic brace, trying at least to preserve the expression of a man who still had control of the situation.

When the door opened, Richard entered first.

—Scott, this is Will Carter.

The young man who appeared behind him looked nothing like the image Scott had constructed in his mind. Will was twenty-four, but he didn't look fragile or inexperienced. He was tall, with a lean, athletic build that his light-colored nursing polo suggested without showing off. He had brown hair, light eyes, and an open face that seemed incapable of assuming the detached professional expression Scott had grown used to in hospitals. The skin of his arms was smooth and completely hairless.

Will smiled at him, then seemed to remember suddenly that he was standing in front of Scott Walker, Olympic champion and a face
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