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Per ardua ad astra;

Through Adversity to the Stars
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This book is dedicated to my granddad WO Joseph Robinson and the crew of LM471, who flew together on the Night of the High Winds 24/25 March 1944.  For the bravery and sacrifice they showed. 

For my granddad’s memory, for the strength he showed in overcoming the trials he went through, the horrors he saw and the friends he lost in order to grow old, show love and raise his family.  

He channeled his grief and experiences in to his garden and created wonderful things rather than dwell in the darkness.  

Had it not been for these men I wouldn't be here to appreciate the gift they gave me.  

For our tomorrows they gave their today 
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January....

Morning wasn’t something Sky Robinson was looking forward to, which was unusual for her.  Lying under the cover of her warm duvet she wished the clock would move in reverse and give her more time.  It wasn’t sleep she craved but simply more time spent with her husband of less than one week, Nick Robinson.  As she wished the clock back to midnight he opened his blue eyes and smiled at her, “Didn’t you sleep at all?” She shrugged “Wasn’t really tired,” she confessed, committing every curve and line of his twenty-nine year old face to memory.  Nick moved squeezing her tightly his arm already over her waist where it had rested all night; he kissed her forehead and breathed in the cherry scent of her hair.  Sky held him as tightly as she could making him smile.  

If you had told Nick a year ago he’d find himself waking up married to a beautiful woman who adored him he would have laughed, but their whirlwind romance had been the best decision of his life.  “You’ll go to Alistair’s this weekend won’t you?” he asked softly in his low husky voice, Sky lifted her head and looked into his eyes, she smiled her own blue eyes sparkling a little “Yes I’ll go”, she kissed him softly and rested her head against his.  They both sighed knowing time was running short.  Nick pressed his lips to hers and kissed her softly savouring every second knowing it would be a long time till he would wake up with her again.  

Sky didn’t want their kiss to end, she thought she had prepared herself for this, but she was wrong.  Her heart was already starting to ache at the thought of Nick having to leave.  She had, of course, known when they married that he had to go, that was one of the factors in them marrying so quickly but now the day was here she wasn’t sure she could go through with saying goodbye.  

There was a small thud at the bottom of the bed as their twelve-week-old golden retriever, Captain, jumped on to the covers and padded his way up the bed to lie between them.  He seemed to study their faces, sensing their sadness he decided it was his role to make them happy by licking them both in to submission.  It worked as they both smiled and giggled which made Captain happily wag his little tale and yelp appreciatively.  Nick was reluctant to move; it was getting harder to prolong the inevitable.  “I’ll make breakfast,” Sky offered climbing out of bed.  “No, Wait!” Nick retorted jumping out of bed and almost vaulting across it to catch her before she headed to the door, while Captain lay chewing on the duvet cover.  Sky stared at Nick bemused, “There’s something I want more than breakfast!” He took her hand and led her in to the bathroom closing the door behind them.  

Captain yawned and sat up watching the closed bathroom door, he could hear the click of the shower and then the padding sound of the water as it hit the tray.  He was bored and alone but the young puppy knew all too well where he could find attention.  Jumping from the bed he padded to the door and nuzzled at the slight gap until the door opened slowly allowing him the freedom of the flat.  He bounded across the open plan sitting room and kitchen to the second bedroom.  Scratching at the door Captain worked diligently until the door creaked open enough for him to push his chubby body inside. Padding across the polished wood floor he lay at the side of the bed and batted at the hand that was dangling temptingly out of the bed.  The grumbling noise from above his head spurned Captain on as he licked the hand making it jerk away.  

Captain stood paced back a little and then ran at the bed propelling himself on to the covers not quite making the leap he struggled, his little back legs kicking as his front paws clawed at the cover trying to hoist his frame up.  A warm hand reached out clamping softly on the scruff of his neck, allowing Captain to finally pull himself on to the covers.  Standing triumphantly on top of the body underneath the blue checked duvet Captain yelped playfully then lay with his nose peaking over the edge of the duvet as Liam Croft opened his eyes and lazily looked at the brown eyed puppy that was wagging his tail energetically.  “Good morning to you too” Liam spoke in a warm voice “You and me need a little chat” Captain tilted his head as Liam reached out and tickled his ear.  

Sitting up in bed, his hair ruffled and sticking up at odd angles Liam picked up Captain and held him level with his face, Liam’s dark brown eyes looking into the chocolate pools of the young pup.  “Now then, here’s how this is going to work, you’re going to be the man of the house while me and Nick are away okay?” Liam wrinkled his nose as Captain licked him affectionately. Liam lay Captain on his knee and tickled his tummy “It’s your job to take care of Sky, now you can be cute, sometimes when she needs you to be.  But you also need to be a guard dog, okay so let’s see those teeth.” Liam tickled his chin as Captain panted showing his small white teeth “Yeah you’re vicious” Liam chuckled.  Slowly his smile faded as he looked towards the clock on his wall.  He looked down at Captain and smiled weakly “You’ll miss me, won’t you boy?” Captain yelped playfully, Liam smiled and petted Captain a little more before getting out of bed.  

Standing at the ceramic hob staring at the pan of mushrooms as they cooked Sky was unaware of Nick watching her.  He loved the quiet moments; he still felt the same thud in his chest every time he saw her.  She had a habit of taking his breath away without even trying.  He watched as she served up breakfast. Her blonde hair, which had a natural wave to it, from years of being tied up, fell about her shoulders, Nick loved the way it looked today, natural and warm.  She turned her task now complete; she smiled as she saw him standing in his dress uniform.  

Sky smiled, he looked so handsome in his uniform, yet the desert khaki scared her in its own way.  The connotations of where he was traveling to, the stories she had heard and seen on numerous news bulletins rattled round her mind.  She took a deep breath “Get Liam, you need to eat before you go.” Nick nodded and walked over to Liam’s door which opened before he knocked, Captain shot out of the room and jumped on to the couch carrying with him one of Liam’s comedy socks.  Liam followed, his hair now lying flat and smart “Loose another one?” Nick asked smirking Liam glowered “He can open the bloody wardrobe door!”  Sky chuckled as Captain sat holding Liam’s sock in his mouth innocently looking from Liam to Nick.  

Liam reached out but Captain was ready he jumped from the couch and darted in to the kitchen Liam hissed as Nick laughed out loud.  Sky shook her head and carried their breakfast to the round dining table “Forget about the socks, have your breakfast.” Both men obeyed taking their seat at the table while Sky poured them each a mug of tea.  Joining them at the table she placed Liam’s sock at the side of his plate “How did you?” he asked looking past her to see Captain tucking in to a slice of bacon “Bribery!” Liam coughed Sky shrugged “Worked didn’t it.”  

Standing at the door Sky watched as Liam and Nick loaded their bags in to Liam’s prized Range Rover.  Nick jogged back up the steps to where she stood, Captain in her arms next to a flowerpot filled with greenery, awaiting the flowers of the new season. He smiled weakly, taking Captain from her the puppy knew something was going on; he licked his master’s nose and whimpered.  “You be good, I’ll be home soon.” Nick petted the dog lovingly before placing him on the steps Captain gingerly jumped down each one and ran to Liam who was crouching in front of him.  

“You better mean that” Sky commented as Nick wrapped his arms around her waist, “You’ll hardly notice I’m gone.” He whispered kissing her cheek, she wrapped her arms around his neck and held him tightly “Just come home safe.” Nick smiled against her neck “I’ll miss you too.” Sky rested her head against his and looked deep into his eyes, “I love you” she whispered against his lips; Nick smiled as she kissed him, soft and gentle.  He closed his eyes and willed the kiss to last a lifetime.  Slowly they parted and he wiped a tear gently from her cheek.  “Come on, let me in there” Liam joked trying to lighten the mood Nick stepped back walked to the car loading the last of their bags in to the boot.  

Liam tried to allay Sky’s fears, “I’ll look out for him.” Sky nodded “You better look out for each other.” Liam nodded “Cross my heart” he stated illustrating his words with a swift flourish of his hand.  Sky chuckled and pulled him in to a hug as Captain jumped at their legs “Promise me, you’ll bring him home.” Liam sucked in a deep breath “I promise you no matter what it takes I’ll make sure you two live a very long and happy life together.“ Sky nodded as they parted she kissed his cheek softly.  Pulling back she looked at him seriously “Be careful, I mean it!” Liam smirked “You know me, I’m risk adverse!” He kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear “And I keep my promises.”  He bent down and ruffled Captain’s fur “Remember what we discussed!” he turned and jogged down to the car.  Sky picked up Captain as she walked down to Nick.  He rested against the side of the car and held her waist, “I’ll call you, every day.” She nodded “You better,” he kissed her forehead “Don’t forget, go to Alistair’s” she nodded “I will.”  He sighed and smiled weakly.  It was time.  

One last kiss he thought leaning forward pressing his lips softly to hers before pulling back, “I love you.” he stated in a tone that made her heart ache she nodded “I love you more.” He smiled and blinked away tears; she stepped back and allowed him to climb in to the car.  “We’ll see you soon,” Liam shouted out of the window Sky nodded as the car engine roared to life, her heart thudded uncomfortably.  Cradling Captain in her arms she stood on the curb watching through tear filled eyes as the car pulled away slowly.  

Watching in the mirror, Nick held his composure swallowing the sorrow that welled in his heart as her image grew smaller and smaller until it was out of sight.  Liam remained silent, he had been Nick’s friend since childhood, he knew the moments when Nick needed time to just simply breathe.  Liam felt the same even though they had trained and studied for these moments, they were still the hardest thing they would have to do, to them family was all that mattered; it was a precious gift they would spend their lives fighting for. 
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Chapter 1

winter has bite
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Winter...

It was a mild February day as Sky worked in the long run of green houses at the Hamilton Gardens.  She had been with the specialist peony rose growers for almost three years.  First as an intern while she completed her studies, then as part of the development team working on new variations of the thorn less rose.  As she worked documenting the specimens in the green house, Captain lay at her mud covered welly booted feet.  

It had been almost two months since Nick had left on deployment and Captain had almost doubled in size.  He still had his puppy features and had a lot of growing to do he loved being in the gardens and attended work with Sky every day.  She glanced up from her work on the soil-covered table and smiled at him as he played with a small stone on the floor.  Suddenly his ears perked up and he stood watching the door, Jessie, a woman around Sky’s age with close-cropped blonde hair and green eyes stepped inside.  “Hey there boy!” She greeted dropping to her knees ignoring the dirt that crunched against her deep blue jeans.  She petted Captain as he greeted her “How you doing?” she asked looking up at Sky who shrugged “Almost there” Sky responded warmly, Jessie stood and rested against the bench, she studied Sky while she continued to work.  Sky hadn’t changed outwardly in the last six months, she still had the same blonde hair which she wore in wavy ponytail, her skin was a tad paler due to the wet grey weather and she wore the same clothes as always a pair of blue jeans, a t-shirt and a navy and pink checked shirt topped with a navy bomber jacket to ward off the cold.  But inwardly Jessie knew things had changed, Sky was content, Jessie thought, but she was counting days until Nick came home.  

Jessie had known Sky for several years now; they’d been close friends from day one.  They complimented each other; Sky was the quiet and retiring type while Jessie was the outgoing party girl.  She knew Sky had never been happier since meeting Nick.  Jessie couldn’t imagine how hard this separation was but while Nick was away Sky needed to keep on living “How about we go for a drink after work?” Sky nodded and smiled “Sure why not.” As Sky spoke her phone vibrated in her back pocket.  “We could maybe make a night of it, go to a club like we used to?” Jessie offered as Sky raised an eyebrow as she pulled her phone free and glanced at the screen.  Jessie sniggered “Are you going to say you’re too old for clubs now?” Sky nodded “Maybe I am” she scanned the message from one of her suppliers before locking the phone and returning her attention to Jessie, “Oh come on, it’s been ages since we went wild!” Jessie continued; “When was the last time you got all dressed up?” Sky smiled then suddenly she faltered her phone slipped from her hand and hit the floor with a thud.  She grabbed the bench and held herself steady.  She could no longer hear Jessie although she knew her friend was speaking all she could focus on was the sound of her own breathing as it echoed in her mind.  

“Sky?” Jessie was concerned her friend had suddenly turned pale and her hands were shaking Jessie took her arm as finally Sky looked up, colour slowly returning to her cheeks “Are you okay?” Jessie asked Sky blinked a few times and shook her head “Yeah, just a really weird feeling.” Sky tried to explain without actually knowing how she could put in to words what just happened.  “Maybe you need a good night’s sleep rather than a drink?” Jessie offered Sky smiled and nodded “Yeah maybe.”  Sky offered a weak smile as Jessie picked up her phone and handed to her.  “You should go home, get some rest.” Sky nodded and agreed she couldn’t shake the cold feeling that had taken root in her stomach and her bones.  She grabbed her bag from the bench and headed with Jessie to the door Captain trotting along behind her.  Jessie walked with her to her car where Captain jumped into the back seat.  “You take care okay; give me a call if you need anything?” Sky nodded and started the car as Jessie backed away concern still etched on her face.  

Returning home Sky still couldn’t shake the cold feeling that was spreading through every fibre of her body.  She checked the phone for messages and then her emails but there was nothing new.  She made herself a mug of hot tea and sat by the computer; which stood on the walnut wood desk pressed against the bookshelf between the door to her bedroom and the open plan kitchen.  Captain curled up at her feet chewing his favourite chew toy, Sky moved the mouse across the screen her hand hovering over the Skype icon. She checked her watch anxiously it was late afternoon which meant in Afghanistan it would be early evening if Nick wasn’t out on manoeuvres he would call soon, she chewed the inside of her mouth, he would call soon. 

She moved the mouse instead to a folder named ‘Family Album’; she opened it and clicked on a video, it jumped in to life.  She smiled as the images from her wedding played out before her.  She sat back in her chair cradling her cup of tea and watched as the strings of Moonlight Serenade by Glenn Miller echoed out of the computer filling the room with the soft and delicately swaying music.  It had been an unusual choice of music for their first dance, their friends had all championed modern love songs but there was something about the slow steady rhythm of the orchestral classic that appealed to Nick and Sky.  That and Nick professed to be the worst dancer who ever lived.  Sky listened to the music drifted back to that moment when he took her hand in his kissing it softly before leading her on to the polished wood dance floor.  He was in his dress uniform and pulled her close her white lace and silk dress pooling at her feet as his arm locked around her waist and they slowly moved together.  Sky watched as camera’s flashed all-round the room capturing them as they swayed together on the floor.  Nick had whispered to her that she felt like pure air in his arms she smiled and rested her head against his “I love you” she mouthed making him smile as he tried something she wasn’t expecting. The song was coming to an end as Nick moved swirling round and dipping her low as the music climaxed, he kissed her deeply.  The video ended as Sky wiped a tear from her eye.  

Silence, that’s how it was, the type of silence only the early hours can bring, when most of the world still sleeps soundly in their beds, dreaming.  The flat was silent and dark as Sky slumbered with Captain curled up at the foot of the bed.  The street outside was in that predawn quiet where the only noise came from the birds that sang you awake with the softness of the dawn chorus as the sun began to rise.  Alistair Hastings watched out of the window as the row of sleepy red stone town house flats passed by until the car slowed and stopped on the curb by number five.  

The driver’s door opened a young military man stepped out, his uniform perfectly pressed he placed his hat on his head and opened the back door of the car standing to attention as Alistair stepped out.  Number five wasn’t a particularly remarkable house Alistair thought.  The black railings led up seven steps to the front door shared by numbers five and five B.  On the step still covered in the early morning frost was a well-kept flowerpot, which held winter pansies and evergreen shrubs.  Alistair paused beside it; he stared at the frost as it began to melt a dripped from the long green leaf on to the cold grey stone.  He took a breath and rubbed his hand through his salt and pepper unusually dishevelled hair before reaching for the brass door handle.  

Inside Captain lifted his tired head, blinked and yawned.  He stood and stretched somewhat cat like before padding out of the room.  He padded to the front door and sniffed at the thin gap at the base of the door where he could see shadows moving.  He gave a slight growl and then a sharp yelp; he had not yet grown in to his bark.  He turned and bounded back in to the bedroom.  Jumping on to the white duvet covered figure he padded up to the head of the bed and flopped down beside Sky licking her nose lovingly.  She twitched and mumbled something to him, which he took as an invitation wagging his tail he stuck his nose further into the covers.  

Alistair glanced at the army officer by his side as they stood before the white door with the brass number five which reflected his stubbly chin and sallow skin.  He lowered his head lifted his hand and knocked.  The sound of rough knocking made Captain cower and whimper as Sky opened her bright blue eyes.  Pushing back the covers and sitting up Sky glanced at the clock on her bedside table it blinked 2:30.  She looked towards the front door, which she could just see through the open bedroom door.  Biting her pale pink lip she grabbed her dressing gown from the chair in the corner of the room and headed to the door. Captain yelped from under the covers before rushing after her.  

Glancing through the peephole Sky could see Alistair looking grave.  She opened the door quickly and stared at him.  Alistair was in his early fifties but today he looked a lot older, he had dressed in a hurry in well-worn jeans and a blue check shirt, an old favourite he’d miss buttoned when dressing. Sky felt her pale hands beginning to shake as he took on that look which said so much.  She shook her head briefly her blonde wavy hair rippling with the movement as her blue eyes filled with tears.  “Darling girl” Alistair began his voice breaking as he moved forward grabbing her before she crumpled to the ground “No, no please!” she whispered barely able to speak.  Alistair pulled her in to a bear hug “Sky, listen to me” he began in a soft but commanding tone, holding her at arm’s length “Listen to me, he’s okay, he’s okay.” Sky felt herself beginning to shake uncontrollably as the next few moments passed in a blur.  She was directed to a seat on the couch while Captain bounced around the feet of the two officers who stood just inside the doorway.  

“Sky, do you understand?” Alistair asked his face marked with concern, Sky looked him in the eye and shook her head.  His words had simply floated over her head; Sky hadn’t heard any of it.  All she knew was Nick was alive, but barely.  “Can we go to him?” she asked her voice breaking.  Alistair nodded there was no point in repeating the details they had time for that on the journey to the military hospital.  “Pack a bag and I’ll get Captain’s things then we’ll go,” he offered.  Sky nodded and hurried to the bedroom.  Alistair sighed as he looked around the flat; Captain was sitting at his feet looking at him with big brown puppy dog eyes.  Alistair ruffled his ears, “It’s going to be a rough few days boy.” Captain whimpered as if he understood and then followed Alistair as he collected the puppy’s belongings and attached his lead to his collar.  

Sky couldn’t think she moved on instinct around the room pulling on her well-worn jeans and t-shirt before grabbing her larger bag from inside the wardrobe, she threw in some random clothes and then headed in to their en-suite bathroom.  She grabbed at bottles throwing them in to her bag then she grabbed for her toothbrush, her hand stopped mid-air as she stared at the two brushes standing in the glass.  She looked in the mirror as Nick lifted his head, scrubbing at his teeth smiling at her with his goofy grin.  Sky blinked and his image was gone, she grabbed her toothbrush shoved it in the bag and headed back to the lounge.  

Captain sat at the door dutifully waiting, his head snapping back and forth waiting for someone to open the door and let him out.  He didn’t care this was an odd time to be going anywhere, he just wanted to go and his humans were taking far too long about being ready.  Alistair took the bag from Sky’s hand as she grabbed a grey cardigan that lay over the back of the couch.  “All ready?” Alistair asked she nodded quickly and headed to the door.  The youngest officer standing by her front door handed her Captain’s lead. Sky looked up at him he was not much past twenty.  He had fair hair close cropped and green eyes, he had that look about him he was proud, straight backed, stoic even but in his eyes she could see the fear that he hoped his family would never have someone standing in their living room the way he was standing in Sky’s.  

Moving outside Sky followed the young soldier to the black car, which sat silently waiting.  The soldier opened the back door, on the pavement Sky crouched and picked up Captain, which he wasn’t too impressed with, he wanted to walk but he would have to make do with the car instead.  She climbed inside and Alistair joined her before the door closed.  Sky couldn’t think she didn’t want to think.  All she had to do right now was focus on getting to Nick as fast as humanly possible, all other thoughts could wait. 

The Military Defence Hospital Unit was attached to the regular NHS Hospital.  It was a longer trip than Sky hoped; Alistair explained as they sat in the back of the car it was the closest to their home and his base.  Sky bit her lip “We’ll meet him there” Alistair commented Sky glanced at him “He’s not there?” Alistair shook his head, “The carrier he is on is landing at three am" Sky checked her watch that was in five minutes “They will then chopper him to this hospital where they will take charge of his care.  I’ve pulled some strings, you remember Doctor Hugh West?  You met him at the garden party?” Sky nodded she remembered the friendly navy doctor who loved the taste of real ale and was looking for a country retreat to while away his retirement years, the only issue being he was only around forty five.  “Well he’s meeting Nick off the carrier and will travel with him, he’s the best.  Nick will be in good hands.” Sky nodded still fighting back tears, she had to be strong, Alistair had become a surrogate uncle to her too but even if he was more of a relaxed Captain now, he was still a military man at heart and a woman crying on his shoulder, might be a little too much to handle.  “Once they get to the unit, Nick will be fully assessed and then we’ll know what we’re dealing with.” Sky nodded she took a deep breath “And the others, will they be there too?” Alistair didn’t answer instead he took her hand and squeezed it, “Let’s just focus on Nick tonight.”

Wiping her eyes Sky climbed out of the car, the young soldier nodded and took Captain’s lead “I’ll take good care of him Miss.” She nodded and whispered a thank you as Alistair took her arm, “Nick’s parents should be here by now. We’ll meet them in the family room.” Sky nodded as he held her arm at the elbow guiding her in to the hospital building.  Sky hated hospitals; she had a real phobia since she was a child.  She could never quite put her finger on why but she always had a sick feeling in her stomach when she entered and it didn’t leave her until she left the building.  The hospital was quiet as Alistair directed her expertly to the military wing.  Sky didn’t notice anyone as they walked the corridors, which seemed to stretch out endlessly in front of them until a grey uniformed nurse opened a white swing door and directed them into a family room.  

It was a warm room, Sky thought as she stepped inside, the white walls dotted with pictures to make it seem less clinical, there was a couch and a couple of chairs with a coffee table and a TV which played Sky News on a low volume.  Standing by the far wall, Nick’s mother Iris looked grey as she opened her arms and welcomed Sky with a comforting hug.  Sky held on to her tightly, and let a few tears slip from her eyes as Iris acted as Sky expected, “There now, you cry now so Nick doesn’t see.” Sky stepped back wiping her eyes, she glanced at Nick’s father James Robinson a former Royal Air Force officer himself stood straight backed and formal she could see the family resemblance from him to Alistair and in her memory to Nick.  She glanced back to Iris, she was a proud military wife, and Sky had a lot to learn from her grace and poise.  She was forgiven in these early days, as she knew her mother-in-law had been forgiven in the early days of her marriage for not knowing how to act, or the right etiquette if there was one for such situations.  Sky wiped her eyes and took a deep breath; Iris nodded and smiled reassuringly returning to her seat where she commenced rubbing her hands.  

Patience was something Sky had in abundance in everyday situations, but right now it was a virtue that escaped her as she paced and stopped, paced and stopped from one side of the room to the other.  The news continued to play in the background some American politician make a statement about the economy.  James sat staring at the screen not really watching it, while Alistair stood by the door counting the times Sky paced.  Every now and then he would catch her eye and nodded reassuringly.  After the first hour a military uniformed nurse entered with a tray of teas in actual cups, which surprised Sky, she was expecting the plastic tasting vending machine fare.  The nurse smiled as she handed her a cup “The doctor will be with you shortly Mrs Robinson.” Sky nodded as the nurse left.  It was another two hours before the door opened again; Sky stared as Doctor West stepped inside.  He was partially in uniform with a white coat covering his loosely buttoned shirt.  “Alistair,” he greeted calmly Alistair nodded “You remember my brother James and his wife Iris, and Sky Nick’s wife.” Hugh nodded and smiled “Can we see him?” Sky asked her voice quiet and shaking with fear, “It won’t be long; they’re just making him comfortable.” He gestured to the couch, where Sky moved to sit with Iris who took her hand and squeezed it so hard the skin turned white and the blood stopped flowing.  

Hugh sat on the edge of the coffee table and took a deep breath.  “Nick’s injuries are severe but no longer critical.  He’s stable; he is unconscious under heavy sedation in order to keep him comfortable while being transported.” Sky felt herself breathe a little easier for the first time since Alistair had arrived at her door.  “Now you will have to prepare yourself, there are a number of injuries.  His left leg is broken in three places, his arm is also broken, he has shrapnel wounds to his side and he suffered several broken ribs.” Sky felt herself shaking, she knew Iris was too Hugh moved his hand in a calming fashion “These injuries are all under control and in time I’m positive of a full recovery.  Sky held her breath, while she listened to Iris and James breathe a sigh of relief, Sky knew there was something more she could tell by the way Hugh paused “What aren’t you saying?” she asked her voice quiet Hugh nodded rubbed his chin “There’s some concern over a head injury, we’re not sure yet just what the impact is but we are monitoring it closely.”  

Standing in the doorway of the private room Sky stared at the bed Nick was lying in.  His leg and arm were in plaster and suspended by a pulley system.  His side was covered with a sterile bandage and his other arm was bandaged covering a cannula from the two drips, which were feeding his system with pain relief and saline.  He had an oxygen mask covering his face and a machine monitored his heart rate.  Sky moved in to the room slowly, she could see the red welts from shrapnel wounds on his face and arms, she let her fingers intertwine with his, his skin was warm, she sniffed back tears as she bent forward and whispered in his ear, “Come back to me, I don’t care how long it takes I’ll be waiting, just come back.”  

The sunlight peaked around the cream curtains in the room painting it with a peach like glow.  Iris watched from the door as Sky sat in the chair by Nick’s bed slumped in her sleep, the blanket the nurse had covered her with had pooled on the floor barely clinging on by the last corner to her knee.  Iris sighed it had been three days, Sky hadn’t left his side, Iris moved in to the room and picked up the blanket. Sky opened her eyes immediately Iris barely shook her head they were still waiting for the moment Nick would open his eyes. “Why don’t you go take a shower, I’ll stay with him.” Iris offered Sky bit her lip, she did that a lot when she was unsure, Iris smiled and squeezed her hand “Go on,” Sky nodded she stood slowly her eyes looking for the slightest flicker from Nick.  She sighed, rubbed her face kissed Iris on the cheek and left the room. 

The nurse smiled as Sky walked towards the desk she handed Sky a key, they were all being extremely understanding and allowed Sky to use their changing room. Sky thanked her with the best smile she could manage as she stifled a yawn before heading in to changing room.  Sky was quick, she jumped into the shower leaving her three day old clothes in a pile outside the cubicle she let the tepid water wash over her head, and she closed her eyes for a moment drifting back to that last morning together.  They had slipped into their shower together and let the warm water wash over them.  Sky felt tears burning their way down her damp cheeks, she wiped her hands across her face she would have those moments again.

Grabbing a towel she dried off quickly, and started pulling her clothes back on.  As she dried off her hair the door opened and the friendly nurse peaked inside “You should come” she instructed in a quietly commanding tone.  Sky dropped the damp towel and ran out of the room.  She sprinted along the corridor towards the open door to Nick’s room, there were a number of people standing near the door she pushed through them and stopped abruptly.  Iris was standing at the foot of the bed, her hands covering her mouth as she stared at Nick. Sky felt her heart pounding in her ears as her eyes moved up the bed from his broken leg to his bruised face, and his bright blue eyes.  

Sky froze, her eyes widened, his eyes were open, his eyes were OPEN.  She watched as Hugh sat on the edge of the bed and examined Nick, the tubes had been removed and he was breathing on his own.  More than that he was talking, Sky moved forward Iris reached out her hand Sky took it and the two women stood holding each other up as Hugh made his assessment.  There was more commotion as Alistair and James rushed in to the room, they watched in anticipation as Hugh continued with his examination.  

It seemed to take forever before Hugh stood and turned back to them.  He quickly ushered all four out of the room and allowed the nurses in to do their duty. Once they were back in the same family room they had started in, Sky and Iris sat on the couch and waited.  Not that Sky felt at all like waiting she was about to jump out of her skin.  “Hugh?” Alistair pressed; Hugh took a deep breath and sat on the edge of the table.  “We still have tests to run, but he’s awake. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, we need to take things slowly so just relax and we’ll move step by step.” 

Time moved painfully slowly as Hugh returned to his patient letting the family sit in limbo for what felt like an eternity.  Finally the door opened and with a quick nod they were allowed entry to Nick’s room.  Sky stared at Nick as he sat propped up by pillows, his face was marked with scratches and welts, one eye was still slightly swollen and bruised but right now he was looking right at her.  Sky felt lightheaded Iris moved forward towards Nick’s bedside his eyes followed her “Mom,” he whispered his voice slightly horse.  Iris couldn’t speak she dipped her head and kissed his forehead he offered a weak smile.  “It’s okay, mom” he offered as Iris smiled tears dripping for her eyes.  

Nick looked passed Iris to Sky, “Who are you?” he asked frowning; Sky looked from him to Hugh, her mouth dropped open slightly.  “Are you a nurse?” he asked again, Sky shook her head slightly “No I’m not a nurse.” She offered her bottom lip beginning to shake Alistair and Hugh exchanged glances “Where’s Rebecca?” Nick asked returning his gaze to his mother. Sky looked at Alistair; she turned and quickly left the room.  

The floor seemed to turn to jelly beneath her feet as she stumbled along the corridor crashing to her knees.  She spluttered covering her mouth she stifled sob, her heart pounded and the whole world seemed to narrow as his words rang in her ears.  Who was she, was he serious, he looked at her so blankly like he didn’t know her at all.  Two strong hands gripped her shoulders and hauled her heavy body to her feet.  “Breathe” Alistair ordered as he fumbled her along the corridor in to the family room.  “Just breathe,” he continued as they moved in to the room and he helped her to the couch.  Sky clutched her stomach and gasped for air while Alistair stepped back and waited giving her time to slow her breathing and regain her composure. 

Hugh shone a light in Nick’s eyes that made him flinch, “Who was she?” Nick asked as the doctor moved to his other eye, “She looked upset?” Hugh glanced at Iris and James who stood off to one side they looked on in a blank sort of shock still processing what had just happened.  “Don’t worry, I’ll check on her,” He offered with a smile “Just you try and relax and I’ll be back soon.”  Nick nodded, he closed his eyes, his brain felt foggy, he wasn’t quite sure where he was or what had happened.  He could tell his mother had been crying her eyes were puffy and her shoulders shook, his father too looked grey and his uncle was rather dishevelled.  Form the pain he could feel radiating from his body he figured he was in a bad way.  Then there was the girl, she was a foggy ghost in his mind now, wet blonde hair and blue eyes was all he could remember and the look, the look of pain on her face.  Slowly darkness closed out the foggy image in his head as he drifted back off to sleep.

Alistair sat on the edge of the table and held out a glass of water to Sky, she took it her hand shaking as she sipped it slowly, “It’s the shock talking “he reassured wanting to believe his own words “He’s so full of drugs and stuff he doesn’t know what he’s saying.”  Alistair rubbed his hands through his hair he sighed Sky lifted her head and looked at him her blue eyes were red with tears “I’m sorry” she whispered Alistair smiled “You’re doing okay, just hold on a little longer.” Sky nodded she straightened her back took a long slow breath steadied her hand Alistair smiled and winked “That’s my girl.”  He tapped her knee affectionately as they door opened. 

Stepping inside Hugh waited for James and Iris to join them before closing the door.  Iris sat next to Sky and took her hand squeezing it reassuringly.  Hugh rubbed his temple “I’m going to order some tests now Nick is awake.”  Hugh began; he glanced at Sky, “Once we have a full assessment of his injuries we can make a recovery plan.” Sky nodded she bit her lip “Can I sit with him?” she asked Hugh glanced at James who nodded “Of course, he’s sleeping now, but you can go in.” Sky nodded and squeezed Iris’s hand. 

Sitting in the bedside chair, Sky studied Nick’s sleeping form; he was dreaming she could tell by the movement of his eyes through his closed eyelids.  She wondered if his dreams where taking him further away instead of bringing him home. She felt selfish wondering if he dreamed of her, if she brought him peace.  He stirred and flinched Sky moved touching his forehead she kissed it tenderly “I’m here, you’re safe” she whispered his breathing evened and his flinching subsided.  Sky waited a long moment softly brushing the side of her hand against his cheek.  At least in that moment she felt of use.  She settled herself back in to her chair and watched as Nick slept.  

In his dreams Nick was in the cramped back cab of the truck, which rocked and swayed on the pitted sand road.  He however didn’t sway, he felt like a sardine trapped in a tin, his shoulder pressed to the man next to him and so on down the line, all men cramped together so tightly they couldn’t move much.  He was hot, his throat was dry, it was dark and clammy and all he wanted to do was move and be in the fresh clean clear air.  He could feel the sweat running down the back of his neck soaking the collar of his kaki uniform.  He felt his hand being tapped, he looked up, not able to move his helmet clad head too much and smirked at Liam who winked at him and glanced at his hand where he had managed to work his packet of chewing gum out of his pocket.  Nick wanted to take one, to taste something other than gritty dust, he moved his hand it seemed to take a lot of effort then suddenly there was an explosion and he was being drowned in a wave of sand.  

Nick coughed and opened his eyes, every muscle in his pained and aching body cramped and spasmed sending shock waves of pain through his body.  He couldn’t see his vision tunnelled and blurred as he stretched his neck pulling against the bandages and suspension systems, which supported his battered body.  Jumping from her chair Sky moved to the bedside, she pressed the buzzer as she watched him struggle and cry out in pain.  “Nick, Nick its okay calm down please” she begged as she tried to stop him pulling the cannula from his arm.  The veins in his neck strained and popped as he threw his head back and struggled he could feel pressure on his arm pinning him down he was trapped he had to move he had to get free.  He summoned all the strength he could despite the pain.  

Sky didn’t see it coming, she was flustered and afraid her hand rested on his arm trying to protect the cannula line as she pressed the bell again for help, she could hear the nurses coming along the corridor when he moved.  His arm shot up from the bed catching Sky off guard the force was more than she thought possible in his condition.  She fell backwards crashing in to the chair by the bed as the nurses rushed to the bedside followed by Iris and Alistair.  

Alistair helped Sky to her feet as the nurses worked on calming Nick down, she stood with him trembling as she watched Nick writhe in pain and confusion until finally the medication took effect allowing him to relax.  Alistair ushered Iris and Sky from the room, allowing the nurses to settle Nick ready for Hugh who had been paged.  Moving in to the family room, Iris took Sky by the shoulders and made her sit on the couch, she produced a tissue and dabbed at Sky’s lip, it was only then sky realised she was bleeding.  Iris looked extremely concerned “Are you?” Sky smiled which hurt as it stretched the cut in her lip “I’m fine,” she took Iris’s hand in hers to reassure her but found herself wincing as pain shot across her wrist.  “I’m clumsy that’s all” Sky covered nonchalantly.  

Watching from the door Alistair saw his friend rush along the corridor in to Nick’s room.  He stepped outside and waited pacing back and forth until Hugh emerged.  “How is he?” Hugh glanced back over his shoulder at his patient before letting a long sigh slip out, “He’s resting.”  He offered a weak smile “Can you take a look at Sky, she took a bit of a knock.” Hugh nodded and followed Alistair in to the family room.  He walked towards Sky and smiled at her, he could see the bruising to her lip, he sat on the table in front of her and winked “Battle wounds” he joked making her smile slightly, he looked at her hand and took it in his moving it slowly until she winced, “I fell on it” she offered he nodded “No break, just some bruising.” Iris rubbed her shoulder “He didn’t mean it” she whispered Sky smiled “I know, he was dreaming.” Hugh nodded “To be expected.  He’s calm now.” Sky nodded “I’ll go back in if that’s okay?” Hugh nodded and watched her leave the room. 

Alistair moved to sit next to Iris Hugh sighed and rubbed his hands as though it were the only thing he could do.  “This won’t be easy, on any of you.”  Iris agreed in her mind she was planning for the long haul. “I’m worried about Sky,” she offered as Alistair squeezed her shoulder “She’s stronger than you think” he offered Iris tapped his hand “I know, but I’m allowed to worry about both of them.”  Hugh sighed and nodded he knew they would be a lot of worry, sleepless nights and pain in the months to come.  

The next morning was a bright but cold winter’s day as Sky opened the curtains and looked out over the frosted hospital grounds.  “Where’s my mom?” Nick’s voice was rough and dry, Sky turned and smiled warmly, “She’s in the other room, would you like me to fetch her?” Nick shook his head slightly, “Not yet.” Sky moved cautiously towards the bed, “Can I get you some water?” she offered his nod barely perceptible, she picked up the small glass with the sponge pipette and gently swabbed his lips dampening them and letting water gently slip in to his mouth.  He watched her intently as she took care of him, he wondered if he should know this nurse, not that she looked like a nurse.  She put the glass to one side and used a tissue to wipe the escaped drops from his chin, “That better?” he nodded “Thanks.” She smiled and stepped back, Sky couldn’t help but feel awkward “Has Rebecca called?” he asked “Or is she still pissed at me?” Sky swallowed hard, “Rebecca?” she asked trying to hide the hurt in her voice “Yeah, she is, or maybe was my girlfriend.  I think we had an argument.” Sky nodded Nick noticed that her face changed, she seemed to pale and her shoulders dropped as though she were disappointed. “Doesn’t matter”, he continued, “Probably best she’s not here.” 

Sky looked up as Hugh entered the room “Good morning” he greeted Sky nodded as Nick glanced at him “Morning Doc.”  Hugh took his chart from the end of the bed and began reading the notes.  “Feel up to a bit of a work out?” Nick raised a bruised eyebrow and glanced at the array of wires and systems holding parts of his aching body together.  Hugh smiled “Maybe we’ll go with a mental work out rather than a physical one.”  Hugh winked at Sky and sat on the edge of Nick’s bed taking his black cross pen from his top pocket and opening the note pad he’d brought in with him he took a deep breath “Are you ready?” Nick nodded. 

Sky rested against the window ledge as Hugh embarked on a raft of tests.  Firstly he worked on Nick’s verbal memory; Hugh asked questions noted Nick’s response, considered it and then moved on.  Sky stayed silent, mentally answering the questions herself; so far her answers and Nicks’ mirrored each other.  The next test struck Sky as somewhat of a general knowledge quiz.  Again Nick answered taking little time to consider each question his responses again mirroring her own.  “Now,” Hugh signalled the start of the next section, “Where were you born?” Hugh asked his tone even and clear “Sunderland” Nick answered automatically with confidence Hugh smiled “What Year?” 

“Nineteen eighty five” 

“What’s your father’s name?” 

“James Robinson” 

“Who’s the Prime Minister?” 

“David Cameron” He answered somewhat assured Sky blinked as her body froze. 

“What’s today?”  Hugh continued not missing a beat.  Nick frowned and considered the question “Saturday maybe?” he replied his confident tone fading slightly “And the date?” Hugh pressed slowly Nick again frowned “I think it’s May” Hugh stopped writing “And the year?” Sky watched as Nick’s forehead crinkled she repeated the date in her head ‘February twenty sixteen’ Nick’s eyes cleared “Twenty fifteen.” Sky swallowed hard she bite the inside of her mouth and felt blood trickle down her throat.  “What’s your mother’s name?” Hugh continued not missing a beat “Iris Robinson, was Iris Brown.” Hugh nodded “And your wife?”  Sky stopped breathing she couldn’t drag her eyes off Nick, he responded confidently “I’m not married.”  Sky felt her throat grow dry and tears heated the back of her eyes, she gripped the window ledge so hard her hands hurt, she wanted to correct him to shout at him and tell him she was his wife, but she knew she couldn’t. 

“Do you know who she is?” Hugh asked gesturing with his head towards Sky Nick looked at her blankly “No.” Sky lowered her eyes Nick looked back at the doctor “Should I?” Hugh opened his mouth to speak but Sky beat him to it, “No,” she replied as she walked across the room.  Nick watched her leave; he wondered if she was angry, her tone sounded like she was.  Hugh smiled and returned to his questions.  Sky opened the door to the family room and went inside.  Alistair looked up from the paper he was reading while Iris dosed on the couch.  “Sky?” he asked quietly “He doesn’t know me,” she offered, “He doesn’t know me at all.” She subconsciously touched her wedding ring twisting it on her finger.  “What’s wrong with him Alistair?  Why doesn’t he know me?” she asked pleadingly, Alistair stood quickly and moved to her side pulling her into a reassuring hug “He will, of course he will.” 

Hugh watched as the MRI machine chugged into action.  Nick lay motionless on the bed as he moved into the cold round machine.  Hugh chewed the inside of his mouth listening to the sound of the machine as it took the first set of images.  “You’re doing great Nick, just stay still for me” he encouraged through the intercom.  The machine continued to chug along for the next forty minutes, by the end of the process Nick was irritable and tired.  He was taken back to his room where two nurses attended to him making him comfortable again.  Hugh remained in the MRI suite studying the images on the screen before him; he sighed and pinched the top of his nose.  His diagnosis was starting to form in his mind, just a few more tests and it would become clearer.  

After several more hours Hugh returned to the family room where Nick’s relatives waited patiently.  James welcomed him with a strong handshake while Iris and Sky sat holding hands waiting for his diagnosis.  Sky felt herself tremble as the doctor began to speak, “It’s become a concern of ours for some time that soldiers involved in incidents such as this can suffer something call a TBI, a traumatic brain injury.” He watched as all faces in the room turned grey he held up his hands waving them slightly “Knowing this led me to undertake some cognitive tests and to order an MRI.  I believe Nick is suffering from post-traumatic amnesia.”  Sky felt her hands shaking as James placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it.  “Now this could last a few days, a few weeks, I have no way of knowing right now.” Sky bit the inside of her mouth so hard it bled “But he will recover?” Hugh smiled weakly “I hope so but there are no guarantees.”  Sky felt her lip tremble “So what do we do now?” she asked fighting back tears.  

That afternoon as Iris sat at Nick’s bedside talking to him about bygone days Sky stood in the doorway watching.  Nick was a different person with Iris, he was comforted and reassured by a presence he knew and could rely on.  When Sky was in the room he was guarded and short her presence made him uncomfortable and that made him feel his pain more acutely.  Sky turned and walked along the corridor, she smiled at the nurse behind the station “Can I use your computer? “At first the nurse was a little hesitant until the senior nurse nodded “Of course” Sky nodded thanks and set herself at the well-used keyboard.  She was on a mission to learn as much as she could about Nick’s condition, her first stop Google brought back general information on the condition.  The senior nurse who had been so helpful, an older military nurse placed a pad and pencil by Sky’s hand and tapped her shoulder attentively.  

The buzzer sounded distracting Sky from her studies, she knew the alert was for Nick’s room, she looked around but the duty nurses where busy with another patient. Standing she walked to the door and knocked “The nurses are tied up, can I help?” Nick looked at her and frowned “No, I’ll wait for a nurse” Sky checked back over her shoulder “Might be a while, but I’m here I can do whatever you need” Nick scowled “I don’t think so.” His tone was sharp and unforgiving it wasn’t something Sky wasn’t used to; she stepped further into the room.  “Nick, I’m here to help if you’ll let me?” he glared at her “Who the hell are you anyway!” he spat his mouth curling in to a snarl “I don’t know you I don’t want you here! Get out of my room!” Sky felt her nerves tingle and her stomach drop, it wasn’t a good feeling “Nick” She pressed trying to keep her tone calm and friendly “I said stay the hell away from me!” he shouted slamming his curled fist in to the bed.  Sky nodded tears in her eyes she backed out of the room. 

Using the nurse’s station for support she held on as she could hear him still shouting in the background.  She had never heard him so angry, Alistair appeared in the corridor, he saw Sky standing looking rather grey and could hear Nick yelling at the top of his lungs.  Alistair stormed in to the room “What on earth is this!” he shouted in his best military tone Nick was silent his jaw set.  Alistair closed the door and walked over to the bed “You want to explain yourself?” Nick bit the inside of his mouth “I need a nurse” Alistair shrugged “They’re busy you’re not the only patient. It doesn’t excuse you shouting at that poor girl” Nick flushed red “I don’t want her here!” Alistair sighed frustrated “She wants to help!” Nick scowled “I don’t need her help!”  Alistair rubbed his chin, if only his nephew understood what he was doing, “What is it you do need then?” Alistair retorted in the same tone as his nephew who took on a rather embarrassed look “I need, I need help with the toilet” Nick hissed.  Alistair almost laughed “Ah I see.” 

For the rest of the afternoon and early evening Sky staid out of the room, she watched as Iris and James entered the room and sat chatting with their son.  She watched from the doorway silently watching as Iris helped to feed him.  Looking at her wedding ring brought tears to her eyes; it was a simple band of platinum with some small diamonds studding half the ring.  It meant so much to her but now it seemed to be slipping away.  She waited until Iris and James had left Nick to sleep, the painkillers had kicked in and soon he was sleeping soundly.  From the nurses station the senior sister watched as Sky slipped inside and silently sat by his bed.  She felt for the poor girl, this wasn’t going to be an easy time. 

Nick opened his eyes slowly, he could hear rain falling, and his head still ached and felt fuzzy.  It was late the room was in darkness save the glow of light from the corridor.  He looked towards the chair at the side of his bed, the young woman from earlier was sleeping there.  He frowned he didn’t know why she was there after all he had said that afternoon he thought he’d have scared her off for good.  She was very pretty with blonde hair that pooled on her shoulder as she slept, he turned his head and looked at the ceiling tiles there was definitely something he was missing.  His head hurt as he tried to remember what had happened in the days before he woke up here.  The last thing he could recall was Steve Tanner’s wedding.  No matter how hard he tried Nick couldn’t remember anything after the reception.  He was standing in the large conservatory of the hotel near open door drinking champagne talking to Liam.  After that everything was black.  

Nick closed his eyes, as pain from his ribs radiated through his body.  He hissed as the pain took his breath away, Sky opened her eyes and jumped up “Nick?” she touched his shoulder, he looked at her blankly through eyes filled with pain,  “Take my hand” she offered sipping her fingers into his open hand but he did not grip them through gritted teeth he hissed “I don’t want you.”  Sky stepped back as Nick cried out in pain, Iris rushed in to the room and ran to his side “I don’t want her here!” Nick hissed as two nurses came in one glanced at Sky with pleading eyes.  Sky had no choice she left silently. 

Standing in the corridor Sky covered her ears as she heard his pain filled howls.  Alistair stood at the door to the family room; he watched Sky’s heart break as she resigned herself to the helplessness of the situation.  He’d seen many soldiers injured in his time as an officer and he’d seen many families torn apart by the stress and heartache of injury. He gritted his teeth and thought of the qualities that made other families survive the worst, he set his jaw and his heart to the task ahead this family would make it, he promised to himself this was his mission now.  

It took a while for Nick to be made comfortable again.  Iris waited until he was in a deep sleep before leaving the room.  She looked at Sky and pulled her in to a hug “It’s the pain talking.” She reassured Sky nodded “You mind if I sit with him just a little I won’t upset him.” Iris smiled lovingly at her daughter-in-law “Of course, that’s where you belong.” 

It was still dark when Sky made her decision, Nick was sleeping, and she stood cautiously kissing his lips as softly as she could without waking him before leaving the room.  She walked along the corridor to the office where Hugh was slumbering in the desk chair, Nick’s file resting against his chest.  “Hugh” she whispered stepping in the room, Hugh opened his eyes and forced himself to sit up in his chair.  “Everything all right?” he asked mid yawn Sky nodded and took a seat opposite him.  “He doesn’t know me.”  Sky began staring at her own hands, as though they were foreign to her, Hugh sighed and placed the file on his desk “Not right now, but that may change” Sky nodded she lifted her head and held his gaze with her clear blue eyes “But we have no idea how long that could take.  He’s in pain, he’s confused and I can’t help him.”  Hugh studied her face “We have to be patient,” Sky nodded “I know, and I will be, but being here I’m doing more harm than good.”  

Hugh rubbed his chin, he could feel stubble starting to grow “Sky, there are things we can do, ways we can manage this condition.”  Sky shook her head “I read the papers you gave me, I did some research and I talked to the nurses.  He needs time for his body to heal before his mind will.” Hugh could see how determined she was but how hard this conversation was to have.  Her usually bright skin was sallow and her eyes had dark bags beneath them.  “I want him to heal, if I have to give him time to do that on his own I will.  I have a proposal but I need your support.” Hugh listened as Sky detailed her thoughts.  

“Are you sure?” James queried as he paced around the family room, Sky nodded she sat on the couch having explained her plan to the gathered family.  “I’ll stay away while he’s awake; Hugh is going to arrange for me to have visiting times after hours here and then when he’s moved in the rehabilitation facility.  I’ll still see him every day I just won’t be a visible pressure.  Then when things are progressing we can start reintroducing things in to his life, like me and Captain.“ Alistair moved forward from his place by the door “Hugh what do you think?”  Hugh opened his hands and shrugged “It’s one approach, whether it’s the right one or not I can’t be sure.  Nick could get his memories back in the morning or six months from now.”  Iris took Sky’s hand “It’s not just about Nick, it’s about Sky too.  It’s asking a lot of her to go through what happened tonight day after day.  Why don’t we try it for now while Nick is here and in his current state of mind, then maybe when the pain subsides in a few days?” Sky smiled weakly, she loved Iris for her optimism but she knew the pain Nick was in would last longer than a few days.  

Returning home for the first time since that fateful night Sky felt heavy hearted and cold.  She had her bag, which felt uncommonly heavy and Captain on his short red lead.  She trudged up the steps and opened the door; she glanced at the flowerpot on the step.  The flowers had drooped and looked neglected.  She sniffed as she maneuverer clumsily inside with Captain who’s head was low.  She unlocked the door to the flat and let go of Captain’s lead he trotted inside and curled up in the couch whimpering slightly.  Sky locked the door behind her and took in the look of her cold flat.  It felt so empty now, with her back to the door her shoulders suddenly began to shake as tears and sobs flowed; she had no control as she slid to the floor.  Captain jumped from the couch and ran to her side he licked her hand and nuzzled against her wanting to stop her tears.  

It took a while for Sky to pull herself together, the tears slowed and she found her breathing slowing and her heart rate returning to a steady beat.  Captain looked up at her with sorrowful brown eyes; she ruffled his ears and tried to smile for him.  “Come on boy, let’s get you some food.” She stood and let the little puppy follow at her feet as she made her way into the kitchen.  She moved mechanically around taking Captain’s metal bowl washing it and filling it with fresh dried dog food before placing it on his paw print decorated mat.  She filled his water bowl and placed it beside his food then stood back as he sniffed and picked at the food half-heartedly.  Sky took in the quiet little flat from the kitchen it had once been so warm and filled with laughter now it seemed cold unlived in and unloved; it reflected how Sky felt inside.  She shivered with cold Captain turned away from his bowl Sky nodded she didn’t feel like eating either.  “Come on boy.” She gestured he followed her to the bedroom, and curled up on the duvet, “Be good,” she whispered scratching his chin before retiring to the bathroom. 

The warm water of the shower took away the physical chill that lingered around her skin but even on the warmest setting it could not take away the deep internal chill.  Every movement and act was perfunctory, she dressed dried her hair and made a mug of tea.  She wasn’t tired so she sat on the couch with Captain curled up beside her, she had no interest in reading or watching the television so they staid in silence.  Sky had no concept of time she simply sat with Captain while he pawed at her hands he’d been neglected the past two weeks, her parents had taken him in and spoiled him but he has missed her and now he was determined to be as close as possible in case she left him again.  It was a jolt to hear someone knocking at the door Sky didn’t want to answer it last time it had brought life changing news.  The knocking continued getting so loud it couldn’t be ignored, “Sky I know you’re in there!” Jessie’s voice booked no argument as Sky stood much to Captain’s disproval and opened the door.  

Jessie was her usual radiant self, she was dressed in skin-tight jeans and a white leather jacket, her pixie cut hair was styled immaculately and her lipstick was bright red.  She held up a bottle of wine with a comforting smile.  “I thought you might be in need of company.” In that moment Sky felt her whole world come crashing down, what started as a laugh turned in to a sob and then the tears flowed.  Jessie was well prepared she moved in quickly grabbing Sky and holding her tightly “There now, you let it all out.”  

Filling the wine glass Jessie looked at Sky, her usually radiant skin was grey and pasty; her eyes were red and swollen from tears shed and those she was holding back.  The two girls sat with Captain between them enjoying the attention he was now receiving.  Jessie studied her friend “They really can’t say how long?” Sky shook her head as she tickled Captain’s head “It’s not something they can fix with a pill so they have no idea what to expect.”  Jessie pursed her lips “Well what have you planned?” Sky sipped her wine “He doesn’t know me, in fact when I’m there I think he hates me.”  Jessie shook her head “I don’t believe that.”  Sky shrugged “You didn’t hear him.  I can’t take that day in day out, it hurts me and it hurts him.  I always thought if something happened I’d be this strong dutiful wife and he’d love me all the more because but now, now I don’t know how to care for him when he doesn’t know me.” 

Lying in his hospital bed, Nick felt cold the room was dark with a faint glow from the corridor lights, he closed his eyes he could see the gardens past the door of the reception room back at the wedding.  He felt as though he wanted to go walking, that there was something he needed to go walking for he lifted his leather shoed foot and stepped and he was back in the sands of the desert his boots pitted with sand his khaki uniform itching and scratching form the sand particles in the air, his breath was warm and damp as it hit the scarf he had tied around his mouth and nose to protect him, his sun glasses reflected the light and his helmet made his head damp and wet with sweat.  Liam jogged his shoulder “Come on time to start moving, keep up now.” Nick tried to follow Liam across the sands but his kit weighed him down, his boots were too heavy and he stumbled over his steps, “Wait!  Wait!  I’m not ready!” he called after his friend.  Nick opened his eyes “I’m not ready.”  

Waking in her bed alone Sky pulled the pillow from Nick’s side closer to her; she hugged it wishing she were hugging him.  Captain lifted his head and rested it on the bed he waited a moment before jumping up and almost tunnelling his way between his mistress and the pillow.  She smiled as he licked her chin.  “I’m sorry boy, not being much fun for you am I?” she sighed as she tickled behind his ear “Come on,” she moved sitting up in bed, “Time to get up.”  Captain played with the duvet cover while she showered and dressed to the point he was rolled up cocoon like when she entered the bedroom.  Sky smiled as his black nose peaked out of the edge of roll, She picked up her bag and slapped her leg “Come on boy, let’s get you some air” Captain wriggled out of the bed and followed her to the door where she attached his lead and let him out of the flat.  

As Sky locked her front door the door to the neighbouring flat opened.  The occupier, a young woman in her early thirties holding her nine-month-old baby, girl stepped out.  “Sky?” her voice was tentative, Sky turned and smiled “Hi Lucy,” Lucy smiled the kind of smile Sky was going to have to get used to “I heard about Nick, I’m so sorry.  How’s he doing?” Sky held on to Captain’s lead as he sat at her feet “He’s out of danger but it’s going to be a long road.” Lucy nodded her head lilting sympathetically “Tell him we’re thinking of him and if there’s anything you need, I mean I can feed Captain or something if you need me to?” Sky smiled Lucy had always been a friendly neighbour.  “Actually there is something, I’m going to be at the hospital late at night would you be able to keep an eye on Captain for me?” Lucy smiled glad to be of help “Of course, I still have your spare key so I’ll check on him a few times.” Sky smiled now she wouldn’t feel as guilty leaving Captain on his own “Thank you.” Sky offered before kissing the baby and heading out.  

Sky loaded Captain in to the boot of her car and jumped in to the driver’s seat.  She tried not to think too much as she made her way towards her work.  She needed a focus or she was going to drive herself mad.  Her wrist still ached from her fall as she parked the car in the black gravel; Captain was excited as soon as the engine cut out.  She opened the boot took off his lead and Captain jumped out he bounced around her ankles as they headed to the converted barn which was the main office.  As she opened the barn door Captain pushed his way inside with a lively bark.  Sitting behind the desk was her boss Kieran Henderson; he jumped up greeting her with a bear hug.  “I wasn’t expecting you” he welcomed kissing her cheek “I wanted to come in and talk to you about work.” Kieran nodded “Take a seat and I’ll get us a coffee.” 

The hospital was a lot quieter than usual as Nick sat in bed the television playing monotonously in the background.  He was bored; extremely bored he had too much time to think which was the frustrating thing.  The more he thought the less he remembered.  Being unable to move and use his energy frustrated him to the point of anger.  He wasn’t being a good patient; he found himself snapping at the nurses and then feeling guilty about it.  Right now he felt extremely guilty, as it seemed he’d scared off the blonde haired girl.  No one mentioned her to him, which wasn’t surprising, as they probably didn’t want him to shout at them the way he shouted at her.  

He listened to the soft swish of the door as Hugh walked in.  He’d obviously had a better night’s sleep than Nick and had shaved which made him look extremely fresh faced.  Nick had to assume that meant he was out of danger.  Hugh smiled at him as he pulled up a chair to the bedside.  “Right,” he began “It’s time we started focusing on your recovery plan.  Nick sucked in a deep breath; those two words told him this was going to be a long haul.  Nick listened through the pounding of his heart as Doctor West professionally laid out what he was to expect over the next month, the on to six months and then a year.  The thought of having to wait that long frustrated Nick he slammed his head back into the pillow and hissed.  Hugh sat back in the chair and gave Nick a moment to wallow before sitting forward and adopting his best military voice “Lieutenant Robinson, stop acting like a five year old.  You are under my command now and you will follow my orders.  Is that understood?  Nick gritted his teeth and nodded.  Hugh sighed and resumed his caring bedside manner “This won’t be easy, it will take time and you losing your temper won’t help.  If you want us to help you, you have to help yourself.” Nick relaxed slightly he gave the briefest of nods before Hugh tapped his leg and left him to his thoughts. 
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