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Prologue





Every home hides a secret. My job had taught me that. People rarely open up to the police right away. Not suspects. Not witnesses. Sometimes not even victims. It’s a primal response, I think. We all fear authority. We’re hardwired to conceal information. And a warrant card is no passport to the truth.


But here’s something else I’ve learned: you don’t have to rely on someone to tell you what’s hidden. You can train yourself to feel for it. To sense it from your environment.


And yes, I know, that sounds a little crazy. But believe me, I was listening to my instincts right now – alone in a dilapidated cottage at the extreme north of the Isle of Man – and they told me one thing with absolute certainty:


This is where you’re going to die.




 





Melodramatic, right? I can see why you might think so. Not so many years ago, I would have thought the same thing myself. Truth is I never used to be this way. I’m really not the neurotic type, though in all honesty, nobody could blame me if I were. For the record, I’m not superstitious either, but even I could tell that the omens weren’t good.


A storm was closing in outside and the afternoon was unusually dark. There were no tree branches scratching the window glass, or lone dogs howling at the sky, but the October rain was hammering down in a violent frenzy and the wind coming off the Irish Sea was blasting over the sand dunes and the grassy flatlands that fronted the cottage. It gusted against the whitewashed walls and droned in the chimney of the old fireplace just in front of me.


A garage door kept slamming out back. It was a garage that contained an awful secret of its own.


But here’s the real clincher: it was Hop-tu-naa, the Manx Halloween; the phase of the year when the veil between our world and the spirit world is said to be tissue thin. A time for ghosts and ghouls and things that go bump in the night. A date on the calendar that I’d come to fear like nothing else. A day that had haunted me since I was eight years old.


I’d already searched the cottage.


I was soaked and shivering by the time I slipped inside. The rain had pasted my clothes to my body and my hair to my face. I shuffled forwards with a can of CS spray clutched in one fist and nothing but tension in the other.


I’d taken a huge gamble coming here by myself, but I was past believing that anybody else could help me now, anyway. This was a moment I’d long been destined to face, if not tonight, then the following year, or the one after that. There was no avoiding it. All I could do was confront it. It was the only way the torment would ever end for me.


The hallway was unlit and clogged with decorating gear. Lots of paint tins and buckets, a confusion of tools, some old work boots, a broom and a crumpled pair of overalls. The walls had been stripped back to lath and plaster. Electrical wires were tied in loops from the ceiling. There was a strong odour of damp and decay.


I picked my way through the mess to the living room. Nobody was in there, but I saw something that told me I was in the right place. Not something I’d wanted to see. Not anything I could pretend that I’d missed. But not something I could focus on just yet, either.


I moved into the kitchen. The renovation work had progressed since I’d been here last. Most of the old cupboards and wall units had been ripped out. Only a dirt-smeared fridge and the metal sink remained.


The pantry door was ajar. I raised my foot and kicked it so hard that it bounced off the wall and had almost swung closed again before I saw that the space was empty.


I froze, gripped by a sudden, pinched emptiness in my lungs, as if someone was holding a plastic bag over my head.


But there was no response. No blood-curdling shriek from behind. No fast drumming of feet from above.


Hard to tell if I was on my own or if I was just being toyed with.


I backed out towards the stairs, flattened my spine against the peeling wallpaper and forced myself to climb. The sketchy dimness on the landing throbbed with menace. I listened closely but all I could hear was the wind and the rain and the thump of blood in my ears.


There were two bedrooms. The first had been stripped back to exposed floorboards and walls, just like the hallway. An old dustsheet was draped over a stepladder in the middle of the room, looking like a ghost that had shrivelled in on itself.


The second bedroom was a little more civilised. There was a mattress on the floor and a sleeping bag on the mattress. An upturned wooden crate was functioning as a bedside table. There was a torch and a paperback book on the crate. A holdall of clothes behind the door.


That just left the bathroom, and when I edged inside, I saw that the shower curtain was drawn across the bath. It shouldn’t have surprised me. I hate horror films. Loathe every slasher cliché. And this was my reward. A mildewed shower curtain obscuring an unknown threat; a rotted window frame rattling in the thrusting breeze; the warped reflections from a rusted old mirror.


I reached out and ripped the curtain to one side but all it revealed was a wall of chipped tiles and a dated brown bath with a shower hose coiled in the base.


The cottage was abandoned. There was just me, and the secret this place was holding on to, and the message I’d spied on the living room hearth.


I snatched the torch from the second bedroom, then crept downstairs to the living room and lowered myself into a tatty armchair. The fabric was stiff with age and coated in dust. The carpet was threadbare, rotted in places, and the walls were speckled with mould spores.


The message had been left for me. I didn’t have the slightest doubt about that. Staring at it now, it looked familiar and yet strangely unreal. It was something I’d been waiting for so long to see, and now that it was here, it seemed a little phoney. A touch cheesy, even.


Which isn’t to say that it didn’t scare me.


The fireplace was Victorian with a blackened finish and a cracked tile surround. The mantelpiece was dark marble, the hearth a worn flagstone.


But all of that was just window dressing. Theatre. The only thing that mattered – the only thing that ever had – was the solitary footprint on the hearth, formed out of grey ash, pointing towards the door.


The outline was exact, the tread detail clear. It was the stamp of a training shoe. Quite large. Almost certainly a men’s size nine.


Next to the footprint was something else. An extra message, just for me. Maybe some of the others had seen it too, though I had no way of knowing that now and no way of finding out.


The second part of the message had also been formed from ash. The outline was just as precise as the footprint. Four letters. One word.


Soon.


Funny. I’d always believed that the waiting was the toughest part – the remorseless, drip-drip anticipation year on year – but now there was this, and it was so much worse.


Because, you see, it’s not only homes that hide secrets. I had secrets of my own. Some of the most terrible you can probably imagine. I’d held them tight to me, nurtured them, protected them, as, one by one, the others who’d known the truth had gone or been taken.


Now there were only two of us left. There was me, and there was the person who’d left the message for me to find here, in this forgotten place, in the dusk and the wind and the rain, on Hop-tu-naa.


Soon.


I wedged the torch down by my thigh and fumbled with the CS spray. It wasn’t much of an arsenal. I asked myself if I should go and hunt for a hammer or a chisel from among the tools in the hall. Maybe search for a knife in the kitchen.


And perhaps I would have done, if it hadn’t been too late already. Because right then a hand rested on my shoulder and a sharp blade pricked at the skin below my jaw.


Something plummeted in my stomach and a grievous thought rushed in at me: You should have checked the cupboard under the stairs.


Then the hand moved downwards, sweeping past my throat to my breast. Finally, there was the voice at my ear. It was husky. Low. Laced with the thrill of excitement, like that of a lover.


‘Remember this?’
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Chapter One





Sometimes I think about how it all started for me and I’m struck by an odd paradox: that the kindest of intentions can lead to the cruellest of outcomes. Call it fate, if you like. Call it destiny. But I prefer to think of it as plain bad luck. I know there are people who believe in reincarnation, karma, all of that stuff. Some people say that the misfortunes we face in this life are payback for our past sins. All I can tell you is if that’s true, then I must have been a seriously bad soul to know the last time around, and be sure to stay out of my way if I come back again. While you’re at it, you’d also be wise to keep clear of Rachel Cormode, because when we were both fourteen years old, it was her kindness that doomed me to the worst outcome of all.


Rachel was everything I wasn’t. She was provocative, not plain. Blonde, not mousy. She dated older boys, smuggled vodka and cigarettes into school, applied make-up while I was scribbling notes in class. If my life were one of the black-and-white movies that I loved to watch on rainy weekend afternoons, then Rachel would be the Veronica Lake to my Doris Dowling. Never heard of Doris Dowling? Well, exactly.


Case in point: back in that autumn term of 2001, legend had it that Rachel had taken the hand of Mr Lyle, the young student drama teacher, and had made him touch her between her legs after the school’s summer performance of Grease. Naturally she’d played Rizzo. Nobody had seen it happen, nobody could confirm it for sure, but when school started again in September, word went round that Mr Lyle had left the island. There was talk that he was no longer training to be a teacher. Mandy Fisher, whose father was a parent-governor, swore that the police had been involved.


For a while, it was all anyone would talk about, and that seemed perfectly normal to me. Whatever she did, wherever she went, Rachel was the girl everyone was aware of.


And one Wednesday at the very end of October, for reasons I still don’t fully understand, she sauntered over to me in the library at break, swung her denim bag down on to the table I was working at, and said, ‘Hey, Claire.’


I blinked at her. I’m pretty sure my mouth opened and closed a few times. I didn’t say ‘hey’ back. I didn’t say anything at all.


I remember thinking: She knows my name. Which was crazy, because of course she knew my name. We’d been at primary school together. And back before the tragedy – before my life had been for ever warped and branded – she’d played at my house a few times.


But still, I was shocked. And it wasn’t just because she’d used my name. It was the way she’d said it. As if there was nothing remarkable about it whatsoever. As if we were always hanging out together.


‘Do you have any plans for tonight?’


I like to think I shook my head. I like to think I didn’t just sit there like a complete dope, gawping back at her.


‘Well?’


‘Not tonight,’ I mumbled. Not any night, I might have said.


‘A few of us are going out. My cousin and some of his friends.’


Was this a set-up? Were a group of girls huddled behind a nearby bookshelf, smothering giggles?


‘Claire?’


This time my name had become a question. Strange. It often felt that way to me – as if I was some kind of transient being who faded in and out of existence. I’d long known that I was capable of vanishing in any social situation, at any given moment. Perhaps, somehow, Rachel knew that, too.


‘Are you in?’


I should have said no. I should have told her that I was going to study, write an essay, read a book – any of the responses she might have expected from me. But I was lonely, an outcast in some ways, and as difficult as Hop-tu-naa always was for me, I wasn’t a complete martyr. This was an opening. Maybe even the chance I’d been waiting for.


So I told her yes.


But of course, I didn’t have the vaguest inkling of what I was letting myself in for. I had no idea how that one small decision would alter the course of the rest of my life. I couldn’t know, back then, just how desperately I’d come to regret it.




*





We took the bus together to Ballaugh. It was a long and anxious journey for me. Rachel was a whirl of teen perfume, glittery make-up and cigarette fumes. I’d showered before coming out and I smelled of soap and Dad’s anti-dandruff shampoo. I felt scrubbed down, washed clean. Ready to be rewritten.


The first thing Rachel did when we were sitting at the back of the bus was to pass me a lipstick. The label on the side read Nude Pink.


‘This will look amazing on you.’


I stared at the glitzy tube for a long moment, then turned towards the blackened window glass and smeared it on as if I knew what I was doing. I could tell right away that I’d used too much.


‘Better,’ Rachel said, when I turned back to show her.


I blushed, lowering my eyes, and Rachel started fussing with my hair.


‘You should really think about highlights. Listen, you don’t have a boyfriend, do you, Claire?’


I didn’t say anything to that. It was a perilous question. There were any number of possible wrong answers. None I could think of that were right.


‘Good. There’ll be three boys tonight.’ A pause. ‘Plus my cousin David will be there, too.’


I might have been socially backward, might have spent an unhealthy amount of time by myself, but the message was clear enough. Pick one, she was saying. But not David. He’s off-limits.


‘What about you?’


‘What about me?’


‘Is there one you like?’


‘Oh.’ She waved a hand, bangles jangling from her wrist. ‘Maybe. I haven’t really thought about it.’


The bus rumbled on, stopping every now and again to let people board or get off. There weren’t many passengers. A maximum of eight at any one time. It was a big double-decker. The top deck was empty. My instinct would have been to sit upstairs on my own but that wasn’t an option for Rachel. There’d be no one to admire her up there.


Before coming out, I’d panicked that we’d have nothing to say to each other, but I needn’t have worried because she spent most of the trip talking to me in a rush about school, about our teachers and the affairs they were supposedly having, about the ones she’d caught staring at her in the wrong way, and the ones she claimed liked her a little too much. I listened to her words and the odd kind of music they were making – a fast, giddy crescendo of scandal and gossip – and I knew that barely a word of it was true, and cared less and less.


We were pulling away from Ballacraine, following the route of the TT course, when she finally paused and changed the subject.


‘So . . .  was your dad OK about you coming out tonight?’


Here it is, I thought. She expects me to hand over a piece of myself now – the most secret, most precious part – in return for her company.


Perhaps I should have been shocked by what she was really asking, but the sad truth is that I’d sort of expected it. I knew how the sheen of celebrity clung to me still. I understood its power. Sometimes I could almost feel it shimmering round me like a force field as I walked the school corridors with my textbooks clutched to my chest; the sorry glimmer of the tragic teen. And it wasn’t as if the deal hadn’t been offered to me many times before. Hell, I could have led an entire pack of goths if I’d wanted.


But I didn’t. Never had. The past was something I refused to let slip so cheaply.


I stayed quiet and looked out of the window at the blurred darkness beyond. I tried to think of nothing other than the smudged shapes outside. Tried, in particular, not to think of the way I’d sneaked away from home without Dad even noticing. He’d been staring at the television in the lounge at the time. The television hadn’t been turned on and the screen had been as black as the room all around him. He hadn’t stirred as I’d passed by. He hadn’t been aware of my presence at all. There were times when I felt like a ghost in my own home, invisible to Dad, unable to be heard. There were times when I could have believed that I’d died many years ago, doomed to haunt those around me ever since, unaware that none of them could see or interact with me.


Rachel shifted in her seat. I could tell she wanted to ask again – ask more – and I felt the hot surge of anger building inside.


But then she let go of a small breath, almost a sigh, and she rested her perfumed head on my shoulder and gave my arm a small squeeze. And in that instant of unexpected salvation, I knew that my life had changed for ever.


I can trust this girl. I might tell her anything.
















Chapter Two





The boys weren’t nearly as impressive as they thought they were. They never are. We found them parked in a rusty blue Ford Fiesta outside the village store, just along from the humpback bridge that features in so many photographs of TT bikes being catapulted into the air.


David was behind the wheel. You can take your driving test at sixteen on the Isle of Man and I guessed he must have passed just recently. I hadn’t known David could drive. But then, I didn’t know much about him full stop. He went to school in Ramsey. I’d heard he was clever – some kind of maths nerd according to Rachel. Although as far as Rachel was concerned, anyone who did their homework or raised their hand in class was a nerd. That made me one, too. Maybe it gave us something in common.


The boy sitting alongside David in the front of the Fiesta was wearing a plastic Dracula mask with blackened eye sockets and a bloody mouth. One of the lads in the back had on a werewolf mask and he raised his hands like claws as we approached. The final boy’s mask was fixed to a black felt hood and was designed to look like the face of a ghost, only drooping badly, its mouth hanging open in a permanent howl. I recognised it from the Scream movie franchise, which had been big in the past few years. I hadn’t watched the films myself. I’d been careful to avoid them.


David stepped out of the car as we approached. I couldn’t see the mask he’d chosen because it was flipped up on top of his head, the thin elastic strap cutting into his chin. He was tall and slim and fresh-faced, though his mouth was swollen by a set of dental braces that he was doing his best to disguise by blowing into his cupped hands.


I can’t pretend he made me swoon. I can’t claim that I looked at him and knew right away that he was the one; that my heart went bam; that there was some impossible-to-explain connection when he locked on to my eyes. First, he didn’t look at me that way – he could barely bring himself to look at me at all. And second, it was obvious that he had just as many insecurities as I did. But I liked him. I thought he was handsome, in a preppy, your-parents-would-approve kind of way (assuming, unlike me, that you had normal parents). And at least his hair wasn’t spiked up or gelled down with way too much gunk like most of the boys in school.


‘Hey, dork.’ Rachel waved at him. ‘What mask do you have?’


He slid the mask down.


The devil. Red face. Razor teeth. Arched eyebrows, a goatee and a pair of horns.


‘Dork,’ Rachel said again.


‘Don’t worry.’ His voice was distorted by the plastic mouthpiece. ‘We got you some, too.’


‘You mean I got them.’


‘Yeah.’ David jerked his thumb over his shoulder towards Dracula. ‘He got them.’


He blew on his hands again, then seemed to realise that his braces were already hidden by the mask. He was wearing dark jeans and a black parka with a furred hood. Lucifer, in casual street wear.


I was beginning to regret not dressing in warmer clothing. I had on a thin denim jacket over a checked blouse. It had rained earlier and the chill from the saturated tarmac was working its way through my canvas shoes.


‘So hurry up.’ Rachel hugged her arms about herself and twisted at the waist, her pink Puffa jacket swishing with her movements. ‘It’s freezing just standing here.’


The boys in the car turned their masked heads and shrugged at one another, then got out and lined up around David. The Scream guy was dressed in khaki combat trousers and a black fleece jacket over a black polo neck. He was broad-shouldered with an athletic physique. Like David, he was wearing hiking boots.


The werewolf looked even bigger and stronger than the guy in the ghost mask, but he had a slouched posture, his long, muscular arms hanging down by his sides. His grey trousers were worn and torn, the cuffs frayed and a little too short. It was only later that I’d learn how most of his clothes came from charity shops and jumble sales. For now, I liked the coat he had on. It was a faded army-surplus jacket with an embroidered GDR flag on the sleeve.


Dracula was boyish and wiry in comparison to the others. He was wearing a black nylon raincoat with some kind of motorbike motif on the front and he was holding a plastic mask in each hand, plain white interiors pointing outwards. He offered one to Rachel, then passed the other to me.


‘Swap.’


I looked down at the mask Rachel had thrust into my hands. A haggard old crone. Rachel had already put on the mask that she’d snatched away. It was a cute cartoon rabbit. White face. Long ears. Goofy teeth. Her pupils glittered mischievously behind the eye-holes.


‘Sorry.’ David shrugged at me. ‘It was all they had left in the shop.’


I gazed down at the hag’s face. She had enormous nostrils. Hairy eyebrows. A ghastly wart.


‘Put it on,’ Dracula told me, and when I did, he snorted. ‘Way better.’


The werewolf punched him. Hard. He drilled his big fist into Dracula’s upper arm with barely any wind-up and Dracula wheeled away, swearing.


‘Ignore him,’ the werewolf said. He had a gruff bass voice that complemented his mask. ‘He’s an ass.’


‘A total ass,’ I muttered, though nobody seemed to hear.


My breath wafted back against my face. I could smell the cheap plastic the mask had been formed from. Could feel the elastic strap bunching my hair. I felt completely alone all of a sudden. Felt lost and out of my depth. Why had I agreed to come here with Rachel? It already seemed like a mistake.


‘It’s getting late.’ David’s throat pulsed from behind the devil mask. ‘We should start.’


‘Start what?’


They all looked at me: a gang of storybook creatures, gathered together as if in some weird, hallucinatory trip.


‘Seriously?’ The ghost showed me his palms. ‘Why do you think we’re dressed like this?’




*





We followed Dracula – I still didn’t know his name, or the names of the werewolf or the ghost – through the village. Modest terraced houses fronted on to the street on either side of the main road, some with turnip or pumpkin lanterns outside, others with front windows decorated with plastic skeletons, witches’ hats and brooms. The narrow pavements were jammed with little kids in costumes, carrying bags and buckets filled with sweets and coins, accompanied by a supervising adult or two.


We passed a young mother dressed as a fairy, complete with fairy wings. A little girl about eight years old skipped alongside her in a princess get-up, waving her mother’s wand. My stomach fluttered. I felt my head go light.


Rachel bumped into me from behind.


‘Something wrong?’


I watched the little girl skip away, swiping the wand round and round.


‘Claire? What’s the matter?’


I swallowed hard and grabbed the sleeve of Rachel’s jacket.


‘Aren’t we a bit old for this?’


Dracula glanced over his shoulder. ‘You’re never too old for Hop-tu-naa.’


He pushed through a low iron gate and marched towards the front door of a townhouse with a miniature coffin propped up in its cramped front yard. The coffin was partially open, revealing a flickering green light and a wisp of dry ice.


‘Get ready.’


Ready for what, I wanted to ask Rachel, but she was busy unzipping her jacket to reveal the cream V-neck sweater she had on. She threw back her shoulders and jutted out her breasts. She’d been one of the first girls in our year to develop. All of the boys had noticed. Some days, it seemed like they never stopped noticing things like that. I’d experienced it myself in the last year – the particular greedy appraisal they did with their eyes.


The front door opened and a tall man with a ponytail and a Metallica T-shirt emerged. He was looking down at an angle, as if he’d expected to find someone much smaller on his front step. He found a teenage Dracula and an imposing werewolf instead.


The tin of sweets in his hand dropped by a fraction. He reached for his door.


The ghost shoved Rachel forwards between Dracula and the werewolf. She elbowed them aside, then raised her chin and exposed her cleavage.


The man hesitated, gaze lingering.


And that’s when the others started to sing.


They sang like I’d never heard teenagers sing before. This wasn’t the embarrassed mumbling I’d grown used to from the school carol service. They gave it volume and power and verve. Gave it everything they had.






‘Hop-tu-naa,


My mother’s gone away,


And she won’t be back until the morning . . .’








I started to shake. I wanted to clamp my hands over my ears. Wanted to turn and flee.






‘. . . Jinny the witch flew over the house,


To fetch the stick,


To lather the mouse . . .’








Those lyrics haunted me in my dreams. Gone two in the morning, I’d sometimes wake into the dim iridescence of the nightlight I secretly kept in the corner of my room, filmed in clammy sweat, my duvet knotted in my fists. My throat would be raw and parched, my tongue fat and treacherous in my mouth, and I’d tremble with the awful suspicion that I might have been chanting.






‘. . . Hop-tu-naa,


My mother’s gone away,


And she won’t be back until the morning.’








I stumbled backwards and grabbed for the gate, tightening my hands until flakes of paint loosened against my skin.


The group had fallen silent. There was an awkward pause. Then the man in the doorway rattled his sweet tin.


‘Suppose you’d best take some of these.’


‘Actually,’ Rachel told him, voice husky, breasts high, ‘we’d rather have cash.’
















Chapter Three





Later, I was wedged between the ghost and the werewolf in the back of the Fiesta, the cheap stereo speakers buzzing as they pumped out Wheatus’s ‘Teenage Dirtbag’. Rachel was sitting on the ghost’s lap, drinking from a vodka bottle that was being passed around. The ghost’s elbow was poking into me as he slid his hand up her thigh.


Dracula claimed to have bought the vodka with the money they’d raised from their singing, but I didn’t believe they’d made nearly enough. Someone must have put in extra cash. David, probably. He’d mentioned something about a Saturday job at a Ramsey cafe.


I’d taken a few sips but I wasn’t feeling any kind of buzz. The others were all singing and laughing and fooling around. Even David, who wasn’t drinking, was yelling song lyrics through his open window into the streaking darkness. I tried catching his eye in the rearview mirror a bunch of times – I thought maybe he’d tell me where we were going and why – but his attention was focused on the narrow coastal road ahead, his shoulders hunched, peering hard at the sway and bounce of his headlamps.


We sped round a bend and the werewolf nudged my leg with his knee. ‘Happy?’ he shouted, over the music.


‘Ecstatic.’


‘You seem a little freaked out. What is it? My hairy face? My pointed ears?’


‘Your fangs, maybe.’


‘Easily fixed.’


He removed his mask, then flattened his thick head of hair. It was dark in the rear of the Fiesta. His features were shadowed and indistinct. But I recognised him all the same.


He was attractive in a rugged, knocked-about kind of way. He had a square face, low brow, thick eyebrows. His two front teeth were crooked and his nose was flattened, as if it had been broken at some point in the past. I was almost certain it had been. I knew he had a reputation for getting into fights. I knew he’d been in trouble with the police many times. He stole things, or so I’d heard.


‘I’m Mark.’ He pointed towards the ghost with the wandering hands. ‘That’s Callum. And he’s Scott,’ he added, nodding at Dracula.


‘Having fun?’ There was a reedy quaver in Scott’s voice, as if it hadn’t fully broken yet.


I shrugged.


‘You will. Best part’s coming up.’


David drove on towards Bride, the island’s northernmost village, then turned off on to a rutted track. We bounced and thumped over potholes and through deep, muddy puddles, our elbows and knees jabbing into one another, the Fiesta’s headlamps lancing up into the cloudy night sky. The land was mostly flat all around. A mix of sandy earth, mossy grass, heather and gorse. Up ahead, I could just make out a windswept bank of reed-fringed dunes, a gravel turning circle and a small brick building with a lone electric lamp shining outside.


The building was a visitors’ centre for the Ayres nature reserve. I’d been up here before on a biology trip. We’d been made to carry out some fieldwork – throw a set square, count the plants and insects, that kind of thing. I knew there were rare species here. A few lizards. Some fancy orchid you couldn’t find anywhere else on the island. It was a popular area with bird watchers, nature lovers and ramblers during the day.


It was completely deserted at night.


David killed the lights and the engine, cutting off Shaggy’s ‘It Wasn’t Me’ midway through. A harsh wind tore in from the sea, across the dunes, blustering against the windows and rocking the Fiesta on its chassis.


Scott clicked on the dome light above him. He turned in his seat and flipped his mask up on top of his head. His cheeks were mottled with acne, his fine red hair clipped into a straight fringe across the top of his forehead. School was filled with boys just like him. Boys held so tight in the grip of adolescence that they looked as if they might never grow into men.


‘How much do you know about Hop-tu-naa?’ he asked me, his voice pitching and screeching unpredictably.


I felt my mouth twist up. Way more than I wanted to, I almost said. But I didn’t. I stayed silent.


‘Do you know about mummers?’


I chewed the side of my mouth.


‘Look, you probably already know that Hop-tu-naa is a Celtic festival, right? Everyone knows that. But way back when it all started, there used to be this tradition of mummers. People would dress in disguises, call from house to house, sing nonsense songs.’


Rachel giggled into the neck of the vodka bottle. I noticed that Callum’s hands had slid up a little higher.


‘But that’s not all they did,’ Scott said, ignoring the interruption. ‘They’d also carry out pranks or dares. Boys would knock on doors with turnips.’


David turned and smiled kindly at me, one hand still gripping the steering wheel. ‘What he’s trying to tell you is that we do the same thing. As a group, I mean.’


I stared at him. ‘You knock on people’s doors with turnips?’


‘No. But we do dares. Every year we take it in turns to choose.’


I thought of the singing and how I hadn’t participated in it. Had I failed some kind of unspoken test? That didn’t seem very fair.


‘I drove us out here because this is where Callum wanted us to come. He got to pick the dare this year.’


I turned to my left. Callum still hadn’t removed his ghost mask. He nodded at me from behind Rachel’s shoulder, the haunted expression of woeful despair sliding up and down in the dark.


‘Are you scared?’ he asked, in a hammy, mock-horror voice.


I thought about it. Truth was, I was a little afraid. I didn’t really know these boys. I was a long way from home. It was getting late. Nobody knew I was here. And Callum’s attentions, mixed with the vodka, were distracting Rachel. She seemed less and less concerned about me with every passing moment. Maybe this was a trick, after all. Maybe Rachel had duped me into coming, like some kind of lamb to a hormonal slaughter. These boys might want to do anything to me. And perhaps Rachel didn’t care about that kind of thing. But I did.


I shrank back towards Mark, then flinched.


‘I guess it depends on the dare.’


Scott was enjoying this now. He was almost bouncing with excitement. ‘You really want to know? There’s no backing out once you hear it. There’s a forfeit. Those are the rules.’


‘Just get on with it,’ Mark grumbled. ‘You’re freaking her out.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Tell me.’


But I didn’t want to hear it. Not really. And now I wish I never had.
















Chapter Four





We walked along the shingle beach, tramping across fine sand and pebbles, picking our way between driftwood and seaweed. I hugged my arms around myself as the wind slammed against me. I could feel the cold in my lips, my ears. It was dark but a waning moon was visible through a break in the clouds, casting the beach and the ocean in a faint lunar shimmer. Callum was carrying a torch that he’d removed from one of the zipped pockets on his combat trousers. The narrow beam jolted with his movements, flaring off a dented oil drum and an old plastic water container.


The sea was raging. It was wild. High tide. A major swell. The blue-black waters roiled and undulated, surf frothing and crashing against the shore. I glanced out as far as I could see and pictured myself alone out there, drowning, waving desperately to shore. I imagined my legs cramping, the frigid waters surging up, deep currents tugging at my ankles. I stared for so long, eyes watering, that I could nearly believe it was true. Could almost glimpse the pale streak of a hand signalling back at me.


I looked away. Tramped on. There wasn’t much talking. It was too cold, the walk too arduous, our feet sinking down with every step. I guess it didn’t help that the sea was so loud. The few times I tried to say something to Rachel she didn’t react. Maybe the wind snatched my words from me. Maybe I hadn’t said anything at all.


We walked for perhaps half a mile before Callum led us away from the shore towards the broad dunes running along behind the beach. I floundered to the top of a sandy drift and looked back towards the car park and way beyond it to the lighthouse at the Point of Ayre. The lantern rotated and the milky beam spun out to sea, winking off the oily waters, fading away into the endless dark.


‘See the trees?’


Callum was the only one still wearing a mask. I guessed the hooded cowl was keeping him warm, or maybe he was relishing the effect of his costume – the stark white plastic against the blackness all around made it appear as if his head was floating.


Beyond the flat grasslands I could just make out a dark, scrambled blur. I peered harder. The wooded area wasn’t large, perhaps no bigger than the playground at school. Maybe two hundred trees, hemmed in tight.


I didn’t like what I was seeing. It didn’t feel right to me at all. But the others started moving and I moved with them, plunging into a hollow among the dunes.


We hiked across the sandy grass, carpeted with moss and lichen and mounds of gorse, pocked with rabbit holes and sand pits, until we reached the isolated wood. The trees were pines. It looked as if they’d been planted in lines many years ago and had grown up in a rough grid of wayward rows and columns, branches tangling overhead.


I ducked beneath the outer trees on to a soft mulch of loose earth and fallen pine cones and needles. The dank air smelled of wet timber and decaying vegetation. The boys fanned out and prowled forwards like soldiers stalking an enemy hideout, stamping over twigs and fallen branches and rotting logs. Rachel grabbed my sleeve and dragged me after them. She found my hand and gave it a quick squeeze and I thought I knew why. There was a peculiar hush now that we were sheltered from the wind and the sudden stillness was disconcerting. It felt as if we’d stumbled upon a place that was waiting for something to happen. Something bad, maybe.


‘OK, stop.’


Callum had led us to a large pine in the middle of the woods. Someone had built a shelter next to it by leaning cut branches against the broad trunk. He cast his torch around, lingering on a ring of stones where a campfire had once been lit. He turned slowly and pointed the torch beam into our faces like he was taking a register.


‘Show me your blindfolds.’


We held them out for him to see. He’d passed them to us back in the car. They were sleepmasks, really – the type some people might use on a long-distance flight.


‘Good. Now go and pick a tree. But remember, you mustn’t be too close together.’ He placed the torch beneath his chin, firing the beam up at his mask, as if he was about to tell us a ghost story. ‘I’ll be watching you to begin with. I’ll know if you cheat.’


We looked at one another. Then David shrugged and turned away and the rest of us did likewise, spreading out as we blundered off into the black.


I listened to the crump of the soft ground and the snap of fallen twigs. Soon, the noises of the others started to fade until my ragged breathing, the creaking tree limbs and the distant rush of the wind were all that I could hear.


I stretched my arms out in front of me, feeling my way. I tripped over a thick root and almost fell. The fingers of my right hand brushed bark and I reached sideways, grasping for a tree and coiling my arms around the trunk.


I straightened and pressed my spine against the gnarled bark.


The light of Callum’s torch winked in the distant gloom.


‘All found one?’


The others shouted back, confident and eager. I swallowed thickly and shouted too, but my ‘yes’ came out shrill and sharp, lingering in the twitchy dark.


‘Put your blindfolds on. I’m putting mine on now, too.’


I raised my blindfold and fitted it clumsily to my eyes. I could smell some kind of perfume on the fabric. Maybe the mask had been worn before. Maybe it belonged to Callum’s mother, who had a whole collection of sleepmasks to wear at night. I guessed that was possible. It seemed like something a mum might do – although I was hardly an authority on that.


‘Remember. No talking.’


‘Tell yourself that,’ Scott shouted in his screechy falsetto.


‘Seriously. Anyone who talks after me pays the forfeit. No noises, OK? I’m going to start my watch in just a second. Twenty minutes. Nobody moves. Nobody talks. Nobody removes their blindfold. If any of you cheat or quit, you pay the forfeit. Everyone ready?’


There was silence. Stillness.


‘OK. Time starts now.’


I heard a low beep.


Then nothing more.


The silence built. The stillness, too.


There was something foul-smelling close to me. Animal waste, maybe. Or some kind of bog. I was starting to think that I’d selected my tree pretty poorly. There had to be better smelling trees around.


I strained my ears and listened hard, trying to figure out if any of the others were close by. At first there was just the wind up above, the low hiss of the far-off surf and the rapid beat of my heart. Then I heard a snort somewhere off to my right, followed by a giggle away to my left. One of the boys, then Rachel.


‘No cheating,’ Callum yelled, and I was pretty sure from the sound of his voice that he hadn’t moved from where I’d last seen him.


‘So-rry,’ Rachel replied.


‘Do it again and you pay the forfeit. I mean it.’


I had no idea what the forfeit was. I hadn’t been told. But in so many ways, it was irrelevant to me. I didn’t want to fail. Didn’t want to cheat. I craved friends that I could talk with and confide in. I needed people in my life who could make me laugh, make me smile, take me out of myself. I wasn’t prepared to do anything that might jeopardise that. And besides, I was good at being by myself. I’d had to learn to be. I’d been isolated for so long that it would have been crushing to imagine that I couldn’t cope for another twenty minutes.


The silence returned. I pictured myself standing in the dark, my arms behind me, wrapped round the tree, fingers clawing into the brittle bark. The vision wasn’t comforting. I opened my eyes but all I saw was more black. The mask was fitted snugly against my face, sucked into the hollows of my eye sockets.


How long had I been here anyway? Probably only a few minutes. I should have counted in my head from the beginning. That would have been the sensible thing to do. It would have occupied my mind and helped to keep the fear at bay.


Perhaps I’d been naive. Callum had said this was a trust exercise but I had no way of knowing if the others were obeying the rules. They might all be running away towards David’s car right now, laughing their heads off.


Stupid. They had to still be out here. Had to be close.


I thought about shouting out to confirm it, but if I did that and they hadn’t moved, I would have lost. The challenge, the one that had seemed so tame and ridiculous when Callum had first explained it, would have beaten me.


So I stayed still and I remained quiet and I waited, calling on a trick Mum had once taught me. When I was little, if I woke during the night into the shadow world of monsters and beasts that lurked under my bed or hid inside my wardrobe, I’d use my magic torch beam to see what was there. Silly, I know, but I found myself conjuring its powers now, swivelling my head, imagining my surroundings being cast in the greenish hue of my make-believe night vision. The clotted black became moss green, the hidden trees a pale mint. I could picture the others as acid-green blobs, ducking behind foliage, leaning against trunks.


I became a little calmer. A little more relaxed. It felt almost as if Mum was here with me, watching from just out of sight, much as she used to stand outside my bedroom door until all the monsters were gone.


Then I heard a noise – a dry crack from somewhere close behind.


My heart stopped.


I listened for more. Something was there. I could sense some kind of presence.


The magic torch was no good to me now. My childish prop had spluttered out, darkness crowding in.


I heard it again. The stamp of a foot. The crackle of foliage.


I bit down hard on my lip.


Then I felt the weight of a hand on my left shoulder.


I breathed in too sharply, almost choking on the rank air.


The fingers tightened by the merest fraction. If I hadn’t been so attuned to my senses, I might not have noticed. But the signal seemed clear. I was being told not to react. Not to move or shout out.


I’d risen up on my toes when I’d first felt the hand, and it was a strain to stay that way. The tension burned in the back of my legs.


A finger brushed against my neck. A barely-there stroke. Then no more. The hand remained on my shoulder, fingers poised.


Whoever was touching me, I could feel their breath parting the hairs on my head.


For a dizzying moment, I wondered if it could be David and part of me liked the idea. But wouldn’t he say something? He didn’t seem like the type to scare me. So maybe it was Mark. He had that dangerous reputation and perhaps he’d sensed the liquid thrill that had raced through me when our thighs had been pressed together in the back of the Fiesta.


Slowly now, the fingers started to move, lifting one after the other, like a pianist running through a halting score. They crabbed sideways towards my collarbone and crept round the side of my neck. They slid up to my mouth. A single finger probed at my lips, and I thought of Rachel’s lipstick there. Of the smudge it might leave.


It’s just a test, I told myself. It’s one of the boys. Scott or Callum. They want me to quit. Pay the forfeit. It’s all just a game.


Perhaps the others had sneaked forwards and gathered round me, too. Perhaps it was an initiation, in a way.


The hand moved on. The fingers walked towards the collar of my jacket and the neckline of my blouse, tracing an invisible path down between my breasts. The hand swivelled round the pivot of a single fingertip and hovered, then closed around my left breast, cupping me tight.


I didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. I could feel the thump of my pulse in my neck.


Then I heard a sudden fast beeping in the distance and the sound of Callum’s voice cut through the suffocating dark.


‘Time’s up. You can all come out now.’


The pressure on my breast lightened instantly. The hand slid away and I heard a fast shuffle of twigs and loose pine needles, followed by the rapid drumming of feet.


I let go of the tree and slumped forwards, clawing my mask from my eyes and wheeling around.


I saw the blur of an arm. A streak of grey. The twang and flutter of a nearby branch.


Then came the whoops and shouts and calls of the others, a whirling, confounding chorus from every direction other than the one I was looking towards.


A queasy shudder rippled through me. Who had touched me, I wondered? And what was I supposed to do about it now?
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Chapter Five





The hazard sign at the beginning of the Mountain Road had been flashing amber in the grey drizzle as we left Onchan: WARNING. FOG.


For some people, that would have been enough to make them take extra care or even turn back. Not Scott. He accelerated hard into the swirling gloom, windscreen wipers thumping from side to side, headlamps illuminating the thick smog from within like sheet lightning inside a storm cloud. He was reclined way back in his seat, arms straight and elbows locked, the back of his skull pressed against his headrest as if by some monumental G-force.


The Mountain Road is the most famous section of the TT course, a historic and perilous sequence of fast straights, sweeping bends and multiple accident blackspots. And that’s fine when the road is closed for the races. But it becomes a problem when boy racers like Scott take to the tarmac and drive as if they’re playing a video game.


It didn’t help that Scott was training at a local garage as an apprentice mechanic. His job had only increased his love of fast cars and speed and it had given him access to a wide variety of customer vehicles. Some were rusty old wrecks. Most were mundane family cars. But some, like tonight, were powerful, luxurious and expensive.


I couldn’t tell you the exact type of vehicle we were in. Scott had reeled off the manufacturer and the model and the engine size as if it was shorthand for something altogether more significant about himself, but the information had meant nothing to me. What I did know was that it was a lavish four-wheel-drive SUV with a gleaming metal bull bar on the front, a fancy leather interior, and a six-speaker stereo that was capable of playing hip-hop music seriously loud.


The other thing I knew, or at least suspected, was that Scott wasn’t really supposed to have ‘borrowed’ the car from the garage where he worked. But then, this was Scott’s Hop-tu-naa; his year to decide what we should do. And if he wanted to risk his job by taking us joyriding, I had no problem with that.


The part I did have a problem with was being killed while he was at it.


I was clutching the sculpted sides of the front passenger seat, peering through the misted windscreen at the darkly blurred tarmac hurtling towards us. We’d passed the corner known as Kate’s Cottage just moments ago and were gaining height all the time. The fog just got worse. I knew there were open fields on either side of us. I knew there were steep drops and sudden gullies and low wire fences. There were brick huts for the TT race marshals. There was oncoming traffic. If Scott made a mistake, we’d crash for sure.


Not that the others seemed concerned. I tore my eyes away from the road and glanced over my shoulder. Rachel was jammed between Callum and Mark on the rear bench. David was sitting in the boot. They were all moving their bodies with the music booming through the speakers, nodding their heads to the staccato rhythm. Rachel caught my eye and made some kind of rap gesture with her hands, her fingers pointed at me like pistols, her mouth wide open in a mock-ghetto pose.


She was my best friend. My one true friend. And though it seemed normal by now, when I really thought about it, it still struck me as odd because we had so little in common. Rachel didn’t care about books or poetry or plays. She liked movies, provided they were rom-coms or action thrillers, especially if they starred Ben Affleck or Leonardo DiCaprio, but she’d roll her eyes if I suggested watching a period drama or anything from Hollywood’s Golden Age. She never listened to the radio unless it was a station playing pop music. She liked MTV and Heat magazine and reality television shows. She’d yawn theatrically if I tried to discuss something I’d read in the Guardian or mentioned an essay I was writing for my English A-level course.


I was the only one of us still at school. The boys were too old and Rachel had left at sixteen to take up a job in her mum’s hairdressing salon. Most of her days were spent taking appointments, making cups of tea or sweeping the floor. She wasn’t trusted to cut hair yet, though that hadn’t stopped her from reinventing my look whenever the mood took her. Lately, she’d given me an asymmetrical bob that she’d meant to be symmetrical when she started out.


She yelled at me, ‘Hey, I love this song,’ and I smiled, because I was pretty sure she’d never heard it before. The CD belonged to Scott. I guessed someone, somewhere, had told him it was credible.


‘Me too,’ I shouted. ‘I have all their albums.’


‘I’ve got their poster on my wall.’


‘I’ve been to every gig they’ve ever done.’


She threw back her head and cackled, then rocked in time with the tempo, bashing her hips into Callum and Mark, clicking her fingers.


Callum winked at me. It had been several weeks after our first Hop-tu-naa before I’d seen his face. He hadn’t looked anything like his emaciated ghost mask might have led me to believe. He was strong and athletic, with a large square head and the mangled ears of a rugby player. He had good skin and thick brown hair that kicked up into a spike at the front. He got a lot of attention from girls, and I could understand why. He looked wholesome enough, but with just a hint of the bad boy about him.


Rachel flirted with him all the time. Problem was, I knew she was just goofing around but I was pretty sure Callum was really into her. She didn’t notice the wounded look he sometimes got when she draped herself over Mark, or planted a kiss on Scott’s cheek in return for a free drink. Just because she didn’t take herself seriously, she forgot that other people might. I’d tried to set her straight. I’d told her to cool it with Callum before she really hurt him. But she’d rolled her eyes and said, ‘Oh, puh-lease,’ and so tonight, like most nights, Callum seemed to be under the impression that something might actually happen between them.


Still, when he wasn’t drooling over Rachel, I liked him a lot. He and David were planning to go backpacking through Thailand early in the new year and I thought they’d make a good team. David was smart and mature but Callum was worldly and tough. He spent most of his spare time sea kayaking, rock climbing or camping. He wouldn’t be fazed by anything travelling might throw at them.


I wasn’t sure how Mark felt about their trip. He’d been quiet whenever it was mentioned, and I guessed it was because there was no way he could afford to go. His mum had kicked him out and forced him to get a crappy place of his own as soon as he’d turned sixteen. He never mentioned his dad, though Rachel had told me that he’d left when Mark was young. The pain of a missing parent was a bond we shared.


Just at the moment, he was working at one of the kipper smokehouses in Peel. We joked about it sometimes, but not often. There wasn’t a lot that was funny about Mark’s life. The time he’d served for burglary as a young offender meant that he wasn’t likely to catch a break any time soon. As for break-ins, we didn’t talk about those either, though I’d heard enough from the others to suspect that Mark hadn’t exactly reformed. I didn’t ask him about it and Mark didn’t tell. I figured it was better that way. I liked the side of him I knew.


It had taken me a little while to understand how Mark fitted into the group. He didn’t hang out with us on a regular basis – partly because of his shift patterns, partly because he was a natural loner, like me. He always made it along for Hop-tu-naa. He caught up with us five or six times a year other than that. So how had a kid from the wrong side of the tracks become friends with three middle-class lads like David, Callum and Scott?


‘Hero complex,’ Rachel had told me once, and when I pressed her for more, she said that Mark had stood up for David when some older kids were bullying him at school. He ended up taking a beating on David’s behalf and getting into trouble for fighting so ferociously. The upshot was David felt like he owed Mark, but more than that, I got the feeling Mark had become a kind of project for David. He wanted to rehabilitate him. Wanted to help him lead a better life.


Good luck, was all I could think. In my experience, people didn’t change all that much. I never had. I had friends now but I was still shy, still anxious. And one look at Mark was all you needed to sense the anger and bitterness that lurked inside, crackling under the surface. If Dad had been more engaged with my life, Mark was exactly the type of boy he should have forbidden me from hanging out with.


The SUV lurched and I swung my head back around to see Scott sawing at the wheel. We’d veered out over the centre line in the middle of a corner.


I stared at the side of Scott’s face, stained green by the electronic glow from the dash.


‘This fog’s pretty bad.’


‘Relax. There’s nobody up here, anyway.’


Just as he said it, a pair of headlamps emerged from the gloom and a white van blitzed past.


‘Correction, hardly anyone.’


‘You could slow down a bit.’


‘I know what I’m doing.’


Yeah, killing us, I thought. But I didn’t say anything more. He’d only tell me I was boring. I spent most of my life feeling as if I was boring and it seemed like it could only be a matter of time before everyone else reached the same verdict.


I drew my feet back a little and checked the tension of my seatbelt. The fog through the windscreen was thicker than ever. It was a solid grey mass.


The SUV’s big engine purred and hummed and vibrated. The note changed fractionally whenever Scott raised his foot from the accelerator or blipped the brake pedal. He didn’t do either very much. If I could have snapped my fingers and made the fog magically evaporate, I didn’t believe his speed would increase at all.


The track on the stereo finished abruptly and a new song started playing. It sounded just the same as the one before, except maybe the rapper was swearing more.


‘Turn coming up,’ David yelled from the boot.


So perhaps I wasn’t the only one who was worried.


A raised footbridge materialised from the gloom and I glimpsed the unlit warning sign for the level crossing belonging to the mountain railway.


Scott braked hard and heaved the steering wheel to the left. I grasped for the moulded handle in my door and felt the suspension go light. There was a moment of weightlessness before we thumped back down, tyres chewing into the misted road surface. The SUV shimmied, then straightened out and powered on.


We thundered over a cattle grid, tyres juddering fast, and plunged down the narrow track that skirted the mountain.


I guessed Scott wanted to prove something by driving so fast. I always got the impression he was overreaching; trying to be someone he couldn’t possibly be. He’d never be the funny one in the group. Never be the cool one or the dangerous one or the handsome one. He was just average. Just Scott.


The wiper blades beat furiously.


‘Scott,’ I tried again.


Big mistake. He stomped on the accelerator and the SUV surged forwards.


The road dipped suddenly and Rachel whooped and raised her hands above her head as if she was riding a roller coaster. We were losing height all the time. Visibility was starting to improve. The fog was thinning out, breaking down into wafting bands and misty streaks that writhed and twirled in the glare of our headlamps.


Below us to our left, I could see the blue-black slick of Sulby reservoir and the ruins of an old stone barn. Sheep dotted the fields or chewed grass by the side of the road. We blitzed on, the tarmac glistening. A plantation appeared on our right, the grey pines looming high and thin and damp in the frigid condensation.


We were coming up fast on another cattle grid. A low yellow wall funnelled the road into a single lane. Scott didn’t slow. The tyres zipped over the gridded bars, pummelling the suspension, my soft leather seat absorbing the blows.


Then the headlamps picked up something else.


A sheep – a Manx Loaghtan – standing sideways on in the middle of the road.


The sheep raised its head. It had a long, tan face and bulging yellow eyes. Its wool was brown and it had four horns: two long and splayed on the top of its skull, and two short and curved.


Scott stamped on the brake pedal.


The discs bit instantly. Fiercely. They squealed and locked and the chunky off-road tyres skated across the greased blacktop. But the SUV’s mass was considerable. There was a lot of metal and plastic and glass. A big engine. Six passengers. Plus we’d been moving at high speed. We had a lot of momentum. There was no way we were going to stop in time.


The sheep didn’t flinch or rear up or try to dodge out of the way. It almost seemed resigned to what was about to happen.


The massive bonnet bore down on it. Then the treads gained traction and we started to slow.


But not enough.


The bull bar punted into the sheep with a hollow-sounding whump. The creature was launched from the ground. It arced in the air, then bounced and bounced again. It spun on its hindquarters and came to a rest on its side.


We skidded to a halt. Scott yanked on the handbrake and lifted his foot from the clutch, but he’d forgotten to put the SUV into neutral and the engine seized and juddered, then stalled with a jolt. The stereo died. Scott snatched his hands away from the wheel.


Everything was silent for a long moment. Tyre smoke wafted up through the glare of the headlamps. The wiper blades had stopped on a slant.


‘Holy shit.’


‘Is everyone all right?’


‘Not the sheep.’


‘I thought it was coming through the windscreen.’


‘Me too. I thought we were screwed.’


I pushed myself back from the dashboard and raised my head. I’d been twisted sideways by the force of the sudden braking and had slipped half down under the strap of my seatbelt. A hot pain ripped up the side of my neck.


I eased my head from side to side. It rotated to the right with a grinding crunch. It wouldn’t move to the left very far at all.


‘It just came out of nowhere.’ Scott’s jaw was hanging open. ‘You saw that, right? It just stepped out in front of me.’


Nobody said a word. The quiet lingered.


David shifted around in the boot. ‘Claire, are you OK?’


I didn’t respond. I was still testing my movement, wincing at the blockage in my neck.


‘It just came out of nowhere,’ Scott mumbled.


‘You were going too fast,’ Rachel said. ‘Claire told you to slow down.’


‘Yeah, mate,’ Callum added. ‘She did warn you.’


I lowered my hand to my side and unclipped my belt. The strap retracted and I fumbled for the door handle and stepped into a deafening hush that made it feel as though the world had been abruptly muted. The tang of burnt rubber hung in the air. Misted wetness settled on my face and hands.


The road surface felt too hard beneath me and my movements were stiff and ungainly, knees jarring as I stumbled around the front of the SUV and passed through the low, spiralling headlamp beams.


The sheep had been shunted towards the side of the road where the tarmac fell away into a dewy grass trench. The tall pines teetered overhead, sodden and blurred in the wintry fog.


The creature drew a halting breath as I approached and then exhaled shallowly, its torso trembling, faint twirls of vapour escaping its nostrils.


I was about to move closer when I heard a door opening behind me. Scott got out and knelt down at the front of the SUV, inspecting the damage. The bodywork didn’t seem to have crumpled or deformed at all. The bull bar had done the job it was designed for.


‘What are you doing, Claire? Leave it. We should go.’


I crept towards the sheep. Perhaps it would be OK, I was thinking. Perhaps it would scramble up and hobble away. We hadn’t hit it as hard as we might have done. Another few feet and we’d have stopped before the impact. But even supposing the sheep’s injuries weren’t severe, I knew that animals could suffer very badly from shock. I’d heard it was what killed a lot of cats that got clipped by cars.


I edged closer. The sheep just lay there, its breathing irregular, its thick woolly chest rising and shuddering. One of its hind legs was poking up at a freakish angle.


‘Claire. Come back.’


I dropped to one knee on the cold ground, my arms crossed over my thigh. The sheep watched me, its roving yellow eyes sparkling in the headlamp glare.


Another door opened behind me. I heard footsteps on the road.


‘Claire?’ It was Rachel, speaking softly. ‘Claire, we have to go.’


The sheep trembled.


‘Claire?’ Rachel reached for my arm. She tugged me away.


I’d like to be able to tell you that I resisted. I’d like to say that I shook her off to offer some comfort to the luckless sheep. But I didn’t. I allowed her to drag me to my feet. I let her turn me and lead me back towards the others.


But before she ushered me into the SUV, before she pressed down on my head and guided me inside like a suspect being manhandled into a police car, I turned and glanced back over my shoulder. The dark glitter of life still lurked in the sheep’s swollen yellow eyes. The slitted pupils were fixed on me, unflinching and brimming with hostility. And for one heady moment I was taken unawares.


I’d seen that look before.
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