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A Note on the Isle of Man





The Isle of Man is located in the middle of the Irish Sea, roughly halfway between the Lake District and Northern Ireland. The island is self-governing, with its own parliament and laws, and an independent police force.


For a fortnight every late May into early June, the Isle of Man stages the TT (Tourist Trophy) motorbike time-trial races. Run on public roads, the 37.7 mile track makes for one of the most spectacular and perilous motorcycle races in the world, with leading competitors recording top speeds of over 200 mph and average lap speeds in excess of 131 mph.


The island is thirty-two miles long and fourteen miles wide and has a population of eighty thousand people, none of whom form the basis for any of the characters in this book.
















I don’t remember much . . .





I don’t remember much about the accident. It happened too fast. Motorbike crashes usually do. Most of what I can remember is noise. A loud pop followed by a judder. The thud of the front forks collapsing. The squeal of the engine as the rear wheel kicked up and pitched me over the bars.


And I remember Lena’s scream. The way her hands pinched my waist before slipping away. The crunch of our helmets colliding.


Or at least, I think I do . . .
















Part One



















Chapter One





The doctor was young. Too young. She looked pale and frazzled, as if really she was the one in need of hospital rest. The skin beneath her eyes was tinged purple and she gripped my chart with unsteady hands, studying it like the script of a play she was aiming to memorise. Her lips moved as she traced the words.


‘You were in a motorbike accident.’ She glanced up, her spectacle lenses magnifying her bloodshot eyes.


I pulled the oxygen mask away from my mouth. ‘No kidding.’


‘You suffered a loss of consciousness.’


I swallowed. My throat felt raw and bloated, as if something had been shoved down there while I was asleep – a breathing tube, maybe. ‘How long?’


She glanced at a clock on the wall in the corner of the room. Made a note on my file. ‘You were out for almost seven hours. Before you came round the first time.’


Seven hours. It must have been some shunt. Not my only one, by any means, but probably my biggest.


‘The first time?’ I asked.


‘You don’t remember?’


I eased my head from side to side on my pillow.


‘That’s OK. It’s perfectly normal. I’m Dr Gaskell. We met ninety minutes ago. You were only awake for a brief spell.’


I racked my brain but nothing came up. My vision was blurred, as if someone had smeared Vaseline on my eyeballs. I blinked and the room tilted to the right.


‘Don’t worry, I’m not offended. Short-term memory loss is pretty common with a traumatic head injury.’


‘Traumatic?’


‘Try to relax, Mr Hale. Sleep if you need to. There’s plenty of time for you to discuss all this with the specialist in the morning.’


‘Tell me now. Please.’


She frowned. Pushed her spectacles up on her nose.


‘What’s the problem?’ I asked. ‘Afraid I’ll forget?’


She chewed her lip, like she was running through a debate with herself, but then she moved around the bed and freed the oxygen mask from my hands, settling it against my face. She plucked a penlight from the pocket of her white lab coat and shone it into my eyes.


‘Is that uncomfortable?’ she asked.


‘Hurts.’ My voice was muffled. My breath condensed on the inside of the mask.


‘Your speech is a little slurred. Any dizziness? Blurred vision? Nausea?’


‘All of those.’


She nodded. ‘You’ll be in hospital for a few days, at least. You’ve already had a CT scan but you may need an MRI, too. We have to watch for any secondary swelling. But that’s OK. It gives us time to treat your other injuries.’


The dimly lit room was growing dark from behind her, shadows bleeding in from the corners of my vision. I tried pushing myself up in bed, but someone stabbed me in the back and I groaned and crumpled.


‘Careful. Your left scapula is fractured.’ She placed her hands on my arm to stop me moving again. ‘Not a serious break. Barely a hairline crack. But it’ll take some healing. A nurse will be in soon to put your arm in a sling.’


I rolled my head to the side and saw the bandages that had been wrapped around my chest, under my armpit and over my collarbone. A fractured shoulder. It could be weeks until I had full movement. Months before I’d be able to lift heavy objects again. I was afraid of what that might mean for my business. There aren’t many one-armed heating engineers around. The impact on my road-racing season was likely to be much worse. Chances were, it was over before it had begun.


‘You’ve also bruised a couple of ribs,’ she said. ‘But other than that, you’ve been fortunate. You have some minor abrasions on your left side and bruising on your leg, but your pelvis, knees, ankles and feet are intact. And no broken fingers, miraculously. I’ve seen worse.’


I wasn’t sure I believed her. My face must have given me away.


‘I might be a junior doctor, Mr Hale, but this is the Isle of Man. I’ve had to treat more than my fair share of motorbike accidents, trust me.’


There was disapproval in her tone, but she was too young for it to carry much impact. Especially with a guy who was just barely awake.


‘And Lena?’ I asked. ‘How’s she doing?’


Dr Gaskell’s eyebrows forked above her spectacles. She squinted, as if she didn’t trust her hearing.


And I thought I was the one with the brain injury.


‘Lena,’ I said. ‘My friend. She was in the first ambulance.’


That was something I could definitely remember. Hard not to, really. Splayed on the side of the road, my head propped against the grass bank running alongside the cold, damp tarmac, my left arm bent awkwardly beneath me. I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but I’d come round to a sideways view of the pitted blacktop and the wet, gloomy clouds pressing down from above.


A paramedic in a green jumpsuit appeared. He crouched and flipped up what remained of my helmet visor.


I struggled to move, but my arms and legs were numb. I told myself not to panic. That it was only the shock.


‘You’ll be OK,’ the paramedic said. He had close-cropped hair and a fuzzy soul-patch beneath his lower lip. The facial hair didn’t suit him but I wasn’t about to say as much. ‘There’s another ambulance on the way. But the girl is hurt worse. We have to take her first. Understand?’


I wheezed back at him. Trying to say that was fine. That it was the right thing to do. But I couldn’t speak.


The paramedic squeezed my gloved hand and something snagged against the skin of my wrist. He paced away. I heard a door close. Then I glimpsed a blur of white as the ambulance sped off up the road, abandoning me to a sickly silence that faded to grey, then black.


Next thing I knew, I was talking with Dr Gaskell. She looked troubled now. She bit down on her lip. Glanced over her shoulder towards the door.


‘Let me find out for you,’ she said.


I watched her go, a hard lump forming in my chest. Dead, I thought. Please, don’t let her be dead.




*





It was typical. Just when I wanted it to, the blackness wouldn’t come. I was groggy but awake. And scared half out of my mind.


Lena.


My friend, I’d called her. But was she even that? She was more than a customer, I supposed. Someone I’d liked? Without question. But how long had I really known her? An hour? Two? Long enough to know there was an attraction, at least.


And what did that make it when I’d taken her out on my bike? A first date?


She’d seemed so animated when we’d ridden along the dirt track that led away from the cottage. So alive. Slapping me on the back and giggling as I accelerated beneath the rain-drenched trees. As if it was more than a trip for her. Like it was an escape, maybe.


The door to my hospital room swung open and a lanky doctor hurried inside, the tails of his white coat flapping behind him. Dr Gaskell was struggling to keep up, looking paler and more lost than ever.


‘Mr Hale, I’m Dr Stanley.’


He clicked on a penlight and pointed the beam into my eyes. It seemed a popular thing to do. I tried to snatch my head away but he had a firm grip of my eyelid with his thumb. He didn’t let go until he’d exhaled stale coffee across my face.


‘You’ve suffered a traumatic brain injury.’ He straightened and scratched at the stubble on his jaw. ‘Blunt trauma to the frontal lobe.’


I pulled my mask free. ‘So I’ve been told.’


‘You can expect any number of side effects. Headaches. Dizziness. Nausea.’


‘We’ve been through this already.’


‘And confused thinking, Mr Hale. Cognitive disruption.’


He stared at me, as if his words should penetrate in a particular way. As if there was a secret message lurking behind them.


‘I get it,’ I said. ‘There are consequences. But what about Lena? She’s not dead, is she?’


Somehow, I managed to get the question out. I could feel more than just the soreness in the back of my throat.


‘This Lena. You say she was on the motorbike with you? That she was involved in the accident?’


‘She was in the first ambulance. But it’s OK – I know her injuries were more serious. The paramedic told me.’


Dr Stanley let go of a long breath. His shoulders sagged. ‘But that’s exactly my point, Mr Hale. The fact is there was no other ambulance. You were the only one found at the scene of the crash.’
















Chapter Two





My parents were sitting with me when the police arrived the following day.


I’d spent most of the morning with Dad’s palm clamped over my lower leg and with Mum gripping my hand. It was good of them to come but I wished more than anything that I wasn’t putting them through this right now. The past few weeks had been rough on all of us and I knew they could have done without the added worry. It wasn’t as if they’d been getting their lives back together – in truth, I doubted they’d ever be capable of that – but I’d begun to sense a fragile new balance emerging. A way forward for us all, maybe. And now I’d gone and upset whatever shaky foundations we’d started to lay.


Family friends had told me how well my parents were doing. That time would heal. Things would improve. But I saw it differently. It was obvious to me that a light had gone out of them. They bore the loss in their eyes most of all, and when they met my gaze straight on, which wasn’t often any more, it was like looking at precious stones that had been worn down until there was no glimmer left. Their pupils were dull and flat. Letting nothing inside.


Maybe the change wouldn’t have been so hard to take if their spark hadn’t been so bright before. Cheesy as it sounds, my parents were a living, breathing romance novel. Mum, the vibrant, red-haired Scouse girl, who’d ignored her father’s wishes at the age of nineteen to take up with a strange Manxman on a windswept rock in the middle of the Irish Sea. And not just any strange Manxman, but one with a death wish – a daredevil motorbike racer who’d won the Senior TT two years on the bounce. A guy who liked a drink. Liked a girl. Who lived his life at speed. Or at least, he did until he fell headlong in love with the woman he’d now been married to for the best part of forty years.


Grandpa had disowned my parents in the early stages of their marriage. Nowadays, he lived with them in Snaefell View, the residential care home they own and manage, and he couldn’t have a kinder word to say about my father if you handed him a thesaurus and a magnifying glass. I live there too, in a converted barn out back, with a garage on the side where Dad and I can strip down and rebuild my racing bikes. Amazing, really, that we’d become this perfect, Waltons-style unit. Maybe that was why we’d suffered so much just recently. Cosmic payback.


The police entered my room shortly before noon. There were two of them, a man and a woman, both wearing dark suits.


The man had an engorged head that was shaped like a pumpkin, a swollen, ruddy face and a generous belly. His grey hair was grown long over his ears and at the back of his wide neck. A navy-blue tie was knotted carelessly around his collar, like he resented it being there.


The woman was younger, mid-to-late forties, with fine black hair cut short in a boyish style, no make-up, and a biro stain on the front of her faded blue blouse. Lean and angular, her movements had a gawky, abrupt quality. She carried a can of diet coke in one hand, a black raincoat folded over her arm.


Dad knew them, of course. He knows everyone on the island. Or everyone knows him. I’m never sure which way round it should be. But the last time they’d spoken hadn’t been at some friendly get-together in a local pub, or at a Rotary dinner, and it showed. My father was slow in standing to accept the hand the man offered him, as if touching it might come at a price.


‘Jimmy.’ The man used the sombre tone of voice people had chosen to adopt with Dad just recently. ‘Sorry to see you back here.’ He spoke in a calm, measured way, like so many Manxmen of his generation. It was an easy quirk to misinterpret. Slow words for a slow thinker, you might imagine. And more often than not, you’d be wrong.


He snuck a look at me. His crimson cheeks were puffed up, reducing his deep-set eyes to slits. It made it hard to read his expression. But there was something accusing back there.


‘Mick.’ Dad accepted his palm, pressing his free hand over the top, like a politician. ‘And Jackie.’ He stretched over my bed to pull the same move with the woman.


‘Mr Hale.’ She dropped Dad’s hand like a contagious disease. ‘And Mrs Hale. How are you?’


I swear I could almost see the shutters flip closed across Mum’s eyes.


‘I’m fine,’ she replied, tight-lipped. ‘Thank you for asking, Detective Sergeant Teare.’ She found her feet now, but she was sluggish. Even standing up, she looked as if she was slowly deflating. ‘And Detective Inspector Shimmin. How’s Jude?’


‘Fine, fine,’ Pumpkin-head said, but he was watching me the entire time. ‘Took a fair old bump on the skull there, hey Robbie?’


Talking like we’d met before. Like we were old friends.


‘Need to speak with you about this accident of yours. Now a good time?’


As if I had any choice in the matter.


‘We’ll stay too,’ Dad said, clenching my foot through the bed covers.


Pumpkin-head sucked air through his teeth and rose up on his toes, like a mechanic about to deliver unwanted news about a cooked engine. ‘Afraid we’re going to need to speak with the boy alone, Jimmy.’


The boy. Like I was some kind of troublesome teen all set for a dressing-down.


‘But if it’s just a chat, Mick.’ Dad tilted his head to one side. ‘No harm us staying, is there?’


Shimmin was easily a foot taller than my father, and this time, when he drew a sharp breath through his teeth, he rocked back on his heels, as if he was afraid of accidentally inhaling him. I’m tall myself, six feet two in my socks, so I understand the feeling of authority a little extra height can give a man. And Dad was shorter than he should have been, the result of the metal plates and pins that had once been used to knit the shattered bones of his lower legs back together. His racing career had been ended by a horrific crash along the Mountain section of the TT course, when he was cruising at well over 100 mph. He was lucky the incident hadn’t claimed his life.


‘No can do, Jimmy. Procedure, see?’ Shimmin shook his bloated head, as if he was powerless to concede the point, even to a man as remarkable as my father. ‘How about you take Tess downstairs for one of those fancy coffees? We’ll come and find you when we’re finished. Won’t be long.’


Dad was all set to try again. I could feel it in the tightening of his fingers on my toes. He was used to getting special treatment on the island. The best table in a restaurant. A handsome discount in a shop. A forgiving smile when he parked on double yellow lines. It was the outcome of a combination of factors. His reputation as a local sporting legend. The swagger that came from riding away from certain death. And I don’t suppose it hurt that he was handsome. Square jaw. High forehead. Unruly, tousled hair. A powerful, muscular physique, gone a little soft in later years.


‘It’s OK, Dad,’ I said. ‘It’s not as if I have anything to hide.’


My father looked at me then, a broken expression on his slackened face. Mum reached for his arm. The ghost of a smile I hadn’t seen in a long time tugged at her lips.


‘Come on, Jim. Let them ask their questions. Rob will still be here when we get back. Right love?’


‘Yeah, Mum. I’ll be here.’


But it still scared me that she’d felt the need to ask.




*





‘Now then Robbie, why don’t you tell us about this mystery blonde of yours?’


Pumpkin-head had taken my father’s seat. He was reclined with his hands behind his fat neck and his crossed heels resting on the end of my bed.


‘It’s Robert,’ I said.


‘Eh?’


‘Or Rob. Not Robbie. I might be Jimmy Hale’s son, but I have my own identity. Some people respect that.’


Shimmin let go of a low whistle and glanced over his shoulder towards his colleague. Teare had taken up a position with her back against the wall, one leg bent at the knee, the sole of her shoe marking the beige paint. She took a long pull on her Coke, tapping an unpainted nail on the aluminium casing.


‘Chip on the shoulder there, young Robbie?’ Shimmin asked.


I rocked my head to the right, feeling the pull of the foam sling that had been wrapped around my neck and left wrist. There was a small porthole of glass in the door to my room, but all I could see on the other side was more beige.


‘Hey fella, come on. I’m a friend of your father’s, see?’


They were all friends of my father. Or so they told themselves.


‘And I know you and he are different.’ Shimmin snapped his fingers and I turned to find a dark shimmering in the pouched slits where his eyes lurked. ‘Anyone who’s watched you race these past three years can tell that easily enough, eh? Guess the acorn fell further from the tree than maybe you’d like to believe, young Robbie. Or maybe you remember it differently. Something else caused by that crack on your noggin.’


The blow to my head was something the neurologist had already discussed with me. I’d been fortunate, apparently. Early tests indicated there was no secondary swelling and the chances of it developing were said to be slim. I’d need to undergo more tests in a week or so, and watch for anything out of the ordinary – mood swings, difficulty keeping my balance, a change in my sleep patterns. I also had to take care to avoid any follow-up blows until the bruising had healed. But all things considered, it could have been worse.


‘So come on, lad.’ Shimmin tugged the knot of his tie away from his yellowing collar. ‘Tell us what you told the good doctors.’
















Chapter Three





When I’d first picked the message up on my answer-machine, I’d wondered if it could be a hoax. It wasn’t every day I was called to a job in the middle of a plantation, and the customer hadn’t left a number. Then I’d spoken to Dad and he’d told me there used to be a Forestry Board cottage in the woods. Rumour was it had been sold to a private buyer a decade or so ago. I guessed that had to be the foreign-sounding man who’d phoned me, and since I could use the distraction, I decided to check it out.


A closed wooden gate blocked the entrance to the woods, beside a sign that read Arrasey Plantation. The gate was secured with a rusted metal chain and a shiny combination lock. The locked gate didn’t strike me as unusual. Access is restricted to a lot of the island’s plantations to prevent people tearing through them on off-road bikes. There are ways around that, of course, but none of them apply when you’re driving a panel van.


I climbed down out of my van into the falling rain, leaving my dog, Rocky, to watch me from the warmth of the front bench. I dialled in the combination the customer had left on my machine and the lock came free in my hands. I wrapped the chain around the gate post, taking a moment to clear the beads of water from a laminated flyer that had been nailed to it.


Please help us to find Chester. Missing 5 April in this plantation.


There was a telephone number to call and a photograph of a scrawny-looking terrier with a blue collar. The dog’s pink tongue was hanging out the side of his mouth, eyes squinting against bright sunshine. I hated seeing posters like this. Fifth April. Almost a month had passed but I couldn’t help peering out the misted windows of the van, hoping for some glimpse of poor Chester as we drove slowly up the rutted track.


If he was out here somewhere, the weather wasn’t being kind to him. A chill, grey fog was hanging low over the tops of the spruce, larch and pine trees, and the rain was faint but persistent. The narrow path curved steeply to the right and the van wheels slipped on greasy stones and mud. A smell of wet, rotting vegetation came in through the crack in my window, and as the trees pressed in around us, branches scratching along the sides of the van, Rocky turned to me with a doleful look in his nut-brown eyes that seemed to ask just what crazy adventure I’d taken us on this time.


Rocky is a pedigree golden retriever. He weighs somewhere between thirty and thirty-five kilograms, depending on which phase of his diet cycle we’re currently disagreeing on, and I’m yet to find anything besides asparagus that he isn’t prepared to eat. And that includes furniture, soft furnishings and van interiors. The passenger bench he was squatting on was a case in point. The vinyl upholstery had passed through his digestive system some months back now, and I didn’t doubt that he had plans to chow down on the yellow foam in the not too distant future. Rocky didn’t just eat me out of house and home. He ate through my home. But I loved him more than most things in life, and he loved me back with a force and loyalty that was beyond anything I could readily explain.


‘What?’ I asked him. ‘You don’t think this is a good idea?’


Rocky threw his head back and considered me with plaintive eyes that seemed to expect something more. I ruffled the hairs of his neck.


‘They might have cake, right? Wouldn’t that make this worthwhile?’


He blinked at me and parted his jaws in what I like to call his toothy-smile. It’s one of his key moves. Believe me, it always slays the ladies.


We were up on a rise by now, the ground falling away sharply on our left. I looked down over the sodden gorse and treetops at a scattering of fields that sloped towards a valley stream, a collection of ramshackle farm buildings and the ruins of an old tin mine. In the distance, the swell of South Barrule hill was shrouded in the watery mist, the brake lights of a passing car shining like sea beacons.


The narrow track forked in three directions and I followed the middle path, plunging deeper into the tree cover. Water ticked off the pine needles, exploding against the windscreen, and the van pitched and rolled from side to side. A stringy grass had grown up in the middle of the path, leaving two thin bands of earth for me to follow.


The woods were dense all around and so black that I couldn’t see into them for more than a few feet. The ground was knotted with fallen branches, brush and a thick brown carpet of dried pine needles and mulch. If little Chester had come this far on his own, he’d have scared himself half to death.


Ahead was another gate, open this time. A rectangle of glistening slate had been fixed to the post, two words etched into it in startling white. Yn Dorraghys. My grasp of Manx Gaelic is only basic, but this was one phrase I recognised. The Darkness.


Fitting.


The track petered out after another twenty feet and I swung the van around in a boggy turning circle, beaching it alongside a bank of brambles and a red Nissan Micra. The wheel arches and side panels of the Micra were splattered with mud and I could see an Avis rental sticker in the rear window.


I dropped out of my van on to the marshy soil, closed the door on Rocky and paced through the rain with my vinyl clipboard in my hand.


The property was a tumbledown cottage with a sloping slate roof, clotted with moss. The once white walls were leaning towards shades of green, as if they were soaking the moisture out of the foliage that surrounded the place. Tufts of grass blocked the gutters and a collection of wonky shutters had been thrown back from the aged sash windows. A small lawn lay to one side. The grass was as high as my knees and knotted with thorns.


The black front door opened before I could knock and a swarthy man in light denim jeans and a green turtleneck sweater filled the void. He had lank, shoulder-length brown hair, and he was wearing wraparound sunglasses, the type with mirrored lenses. The sunglasses were an odd choice, considering the dreary conditions beneath the tall forest trees. He clutched a mobile phone.


The man leaned sideways and looked over my shoulder at the stencil work on my van. It was brief and to the point. Manx Heating Solutions and Repairs, followed by the numbers for my mobile and landline.


‘You are heating man?’ His accent was hard and clipped, making me think he was from somewhere in northern Europe, possibly Germany. He sounded like the guy who’d left me the message, only more cautious. I get that all the time. Too many people have heard horror stories about cowboy tradesmen.


‘Name’s Rob.’ I switched my clipboard in my hands and held my palm out to him through the rain.


He seemed not to notice. He was still looking past me, like he was trying to see inside my van.


‘It’s just my dog in there,’ I told him. ‘He’s the brains of the operation.’


The man half-nodded. ‘The hot water. It break.’


‘So I understand.’ I left my hand out for a moment longer before giving up and drying it on the backside of my work trousers. ‘Where’s your boiler?’


He pointed with his phone at a built-in garage to the side of the property. There was a high up-and-over door with a turn handle in the middle. It had fluted metal panels. The white paint was flaking.


‘Is it open?’ I asked.


The man delved inside the pocket of his jeans and threw me a key on a red plastic fob. ‘I turn lights on for you.’


He stepped back, as if to shut the front door.


‘Wait. Have you checked your oil?’


He just looked at me. It was hard to gauge his reaction from behind his sunglasses.


‘Your oil tank,’ I said. ‘Is there any fuel in it?’


‘I do not know. You can check this too.’




*





I grabbed my torch from the van and let Rocky out, and then the two of us ran through the slanted rain in search of the oil tank. We found it hidden in the tall grass behind the garage and I checked for fuel. By the time I’d screwed the lid back on the tank, we were both pretty wet. I ran back to the van for my tools and a towel. Then I unlocked the garage door and heaved it upright.


Mr Shades had been as good as his word. The lights were on. Two fluorescent tubes were humming and flickering above my head. Over to the far left was a plain internal door that would connect with the cottage. A pull cord was suspended from the ceiling alongside it.


I stepped inside and rubbed my hair, hands and face with the towel while Rocky shook himself dry. Normally, I’d have laid the towel down and made Rocky clean his paws, but really there was no point. The floor was bare, unpolished concrete and the walls were unfinished breezeblocks. There were no stacked boxes of belongings. No pushbikes or garden equipment. There was no sturdy workbench or pegboard of household tools or any of the customary junk you might expect to find in most garages. There was just a run of white laminate shelving units fitted against the wall on my left, all of them empty, and a combination boiler located near an immersion tank in the right-hand corner of the room.


The boiler was one hell of an old thing. I already knew it was going to be a crappy job before I removed the front panel and what I found inside didn’t disappoint. It looked as if it hadn’t been serviced in decades.


I ran a few basic tests, checking the thermostat and the burner, but it didn’t surprise me that a simple solution was out of the question. The best outcome in a situation like this is when the home owner agrees to buy a new boiler. It’ll be more reliable, and more efficient, and compared to the maintenance costs of keeping an old system running, it’ll pay for itself within five years. But something told me Mr Shades wouldn’t be interested in any of that. The shabby state of the cottage didn’t suggest that anyone was looking to spend money on home improvements. And the rental Nissan and the man’s accent had made me think he was most likely a temporary guest. So unless he told me otherwise, I was going to focus on getting the hot water running again, leaving the sales pitch for another day.


Behind me, Rocky slumped on to the cement floor and lowered his head on to his forepaws. Then he whined like he could tell this wasn’t going to be one of those jobs where a quick fix was followed by a long walk through the woods.


‘Sorry, pal,’ I said.


Rocky closed his eyes and rolled on to his side. So this is what my business partner was contributing to the situation. Nap time.




*





An hour later, the rain had settled into a hard patter and I’d managed to suck most of the crud out of the boiler with my vacuum cleaner. I also seemed to be wearing a lot of grease and dust and oil. That was when the side door to the cottage opened and an angel walked in.


Sickening, I know, but trust me, compared to Mr Shades, she was a huge improvement.


Her smile hit me first, and it was so unexpected that I almost dropped the socket wrench I was holding. Wham. Neat white teeth, full lips. She was blonde, the kind of light blonde that only comes from years of sunshine. She was tanned, too, a soft caramel tint that was like a rebuke to the cheerless rain. She had on a pink vest top, frayed beige corduroy trousers and flipflops.


Dainty, that was the first thought that came to my mind. I won’t tell you the second.


Rocky stirred and sidled over to her. He leaned into her thigh and she tickled the back of his ear in that way that drives him happily nuts. Oh, right, I thought. You can sleep through an hour’s worth of vacuuming, no problem, but the moment a stunning blonde enters the room, you’re super-attentive.


‘Ooh, you are so beautiful,’ she said, and I recognised traces of the same European accent I’d heard from Mr Shades. ‘And your ears are so soft. What is your name, handsome one?’


Rob, I wanted to tell her. And then I wanted to roll over on my back and have her tickle my tummy.


Rocky beat me to it.


‘He’s called Rocky,’ I said, as she knelt down and circled her palm over his abdomen. ‘And I think he likes you.’


She smiled and glanced up from beneath long, curling lashes. ‘Would Rocky like some water, maybe?’


I had some in the cooler in my van. I knew it and Rocky knew it, too. But he looked at me like he’d crap in my bed if I said as much.


‘That’d be nice,’ I said.


‘And you?’ Her fine blonde hair had fallen across her face. She tucked it behind her ear. ‘Would you like some tea? It’s been some time since I made tea for an Englishman.’


Now true, I could have told her I was Manx, but I couldn’t see the harm in letting it slide. I nodded and she gave Rocky a last pat before straightening and turning for the door.


‘Come,’ she said. ‘And bring Rocky, yes?’


The dog was gone before I’d cleaned my hands on an old rag. I knocked the worst of the dirt from my clothes, took off my work boots (trying to ignore the way my big toe was poking out of my sock) and made my way into the kitchen.


It was a cramped, dingy room, with small windows that were positioned too low in the walls. Rainwater sluiced down the glass. A bare ceiling bulb cast a weak light across the aged pine units and cheaply tiled countertop.


Rocky had his head down at a bowl in the corner, doing a good job of spilling its contents across the linoleum floor and acting as if this was the finest tap water he’d tasted in his entire life. The blonde was standing beside the sink, filling an earthenware mug from a steaming kettle. And at a round table in the middle of the room sat Mr Shades and a second man I hadn’t seen before.


I was looking at the man from behind. He was big and muscular, with a shock of peroxide blonde hair and a colourful sleeve tattoo escaping the left cuff of his khaki T-shirt. The T-shirt was so tight he might as well have been wearing body paint. I got the impression the guy lifted weights and that he liked people to know it. The muscles of his lower neck and shoulders stood out as if someone had braided thick rope beneath his skin.


A photography book was open on the table before him. His head was bowed, hands covering his ears, his thick elbows propped on the tabletop. The page he was studying featured a black-and-white photograph of a pale, emaciated girl with a crescent-shaped collection of studs above her top lip.


Mr Shades was tapping at a laptop. The laptop was placed alongside his phone. It seemed he wasn’t a complete idiot, because his sunglasses were now balanced on top of his head.


Neither of the men paid me any attention. I stood awkwardly in my socks, shifting my weight between my feet.


‘Here is your tea.’


The blonde handed me the mug and I nodded my thanks, then took a sip and gave her a goofy thumbs-up.


‘You like?’


‘It’s perfect.’


She gave me the dazzling smile again. ‘You want if we go back to the garage?’


‘Fine by me.’ I gestured with my mug at the two men. ‘Wouldn’t want to interrupt anything.’


I led the way, taking a moment to step back into my boots and glancing towards the rain-splattered concrete at the threshold of the garage. I set my mug down on top of the boiler, picked up my spanner and dropped to my knees on a square of foam I’d laid on the ground.


‘Can you fix it?’ she asked, closing the door behind Rocky.


‘Think so,’ I said, over my shoulder. ‘But I might have to get some parts. The stuff I have in my van probably won’t fit.’


‘How long will this take?’


‘I should be able to pick the parts up in the morning. I’ll be finished a few hours after that.’


Her face sagged and her lips tangled into a pout. ‘So I will have another cold bath, I am thinking.’


‘And what, using the immersion goes against your religion?’


She peered hard at me, through the glossy blonde strands that were hanging in front of her eyes.


‘The immersion heater,’ I explained. ‘Here.’ I straightened and reached my hand through some pipes and flipped a switch that was hidden down behind the boiler. An amber diode glowed brightly. The immersion tank hummed and burbled.


‘No.’


‘You didn’t know?’


‘Three days, we have no hot water.’ She threw up her hands. ‘I keep telling them to call somebody. And here, you fix it already.’


‘Well, the main system’s still broken. And it’s expensive this way. So it’s better if I can get the boiler working again.’


‘I am so happy right now.’


She did a pirouette to prove it. It got Rocky excited. He jumped up and placed his forepaws on her thighs, as if he planned to lead her in a waltz around the garage.


‘Rocky is so cute.’ She kissed the top of his head. ‘Are you always bringing him to your work?’


‘Unless a customer complains.’


‘But who would do such a thing?’ She lifted his dopey face and blew him kisses.


‘You’d be surprised. He’s not always so well behaved.’


‘I do not believe it.’ She eased Rocky down to the ground, then thrust her hand towards me. ‘My name is Lena.’


We shook in a strangely formal way.


‘Rob. You here on holiday?’


She shrugged and plunged her hands into the pockets of her trousers.


‘With friends?’ I asked, pointing with my spanner in the direction of the kitchen.


‘You can call them this, I suppose.’


‘You don’t sound too sure.’


She smiled flatly.


‘They didn’t exactly strike me as fun-loving types,’ I suggested.


‘No? Then what types are they?’


I weighed the spanner in my hand, as if I was mulling over the options. ‘Honestly? They looked to me like the bad guys who die early in a Bruce Willis movie.’


She laughed hard, throwing her head and her hair right back. I liked the way it made me feel. A lot.


‘And you?’ she asked. ‘Are you a fun-loving type?’


‘I guess.’


She nodded towards the rain out in the clearing. ‘And what is there to do here, on this Isle of Man, to have fun?’


I got the impression she didn’t believe there was likely to be anything. As if she thought of the island as the smallest, most ridiculous place you could possibly imagine. Maybe she’d heard some of the local myths. Like how you had to say hello to the fairies if you were passing over the humped bridge on the way to Ballasalla, or risk a dose of bad luck. How no Manx person would dare to say the word ‘rat’, referring instead to ‘long tails’. How the local cats, as if to compensate, had no tails to speak of.


‘Depends,’ I said. ‘Ever been on a motorbike?’


Her chin snapped up, as if I’d got her interest all of a sudden.


‘Or heard of the TT races?’


‘What is this TT?’


‘It’s a road race. Happens every June. Timed laps. Each lap is over thirty-seven miles long. If you like, I could show you?’


‘You have a motorbike?’


‘Several. I race.’


She glanced down at Rocky, as if seeking his approval. ‘We could do this tomorrow, maybe?’


‘If you like, we could go after I fix the boiler.’


She checked over her shoulder, towards the door. Chewed the inside of her mouth. Then she stepped closer to me. So close that I could feel the heat coming off her body.


‘I do not think they will like it,’ she whispered.


‘I wasn’t offering them a ride.’


‘No.’ She was being serious now. Holding my eyes. ‘They maybe would not like it if I go.’


‘Oh. Well.’ I hitched my shoulders. ‘If you want to leave it . . .’


She turned and peered out of the garage doorway, into the beating rain, almost as if she hadn’t heard me at all. ‘Your van,’ she said. ‘Is it possible – can you bring your motorbike inside it?’


‘I suppose I can. But –’


‘Then this is perfect.’ She twirled and placed her hands on my shoulders. Blinded me with her smile again. ‘Here is what you must do.’
















Chapter Four





‘You’re saying she asked you to back your van up to the garage?’ Detective Sergeant Teare asked. ‘Why would she do that?’


‘So the two guys she was with wouldn’t see my bike. Her idea was, we could wheel it out of my van and get everything ready inside the garage. Then, when we were geared up in leathers and helmets, we could be out of there before they realised what was happening.’


‘Sounds like a lot of effort.’ Teare had left the wall and taken a seat on the other side of my bed from Shimmin. Close up, she looked older. Her skin was dried. Pocked and lined. I could see the white of her scalp through her thinning hair. ‘How about your dog?’


‘I left Rocky at home.’


She nodded, as if that made sense. ‘Didn’t it make you suspicious at all, the way this Lena was talking about the two men you say that you saw?’


‘I did see them.’


She waved a hand. No rings on her fingers, I noticed. ‘Point is, the things she asked you to do are pretty unusual, agreed?’


‘I think she just wanted to get away without any hassle. Like telling them would cause some kind of argument.’


Teare watched me closely. Truth is, I suppose I had been curious about why Lena had wanted everything done in secret. But not enough to turn her down.


‘What happened when you left?’ Teare asked. ‘These men come outside?’


‘I didn’t see them.’


‘So you made it out of the plantation like Bonnie and Clyde. And then you had this crash of yours.’


This crash. As if the fact I was lying before her in a hospital bed was some kind of elaborate smokescreen.


‘Want to tell us about that?’ she asked.


‘I told you. I don’t remember the accident.’


She made a humming noise, unconvinced. ‘Know where you were when they found you?’


‘I heard it was the track leading to the Sloc.’ The Sloc is the A road that skirts South Barrule hill and connects the middle of the island with the southern coast. I’d been planning to follow it in the opposite direction towards the village of Foxdale. I was going to pick up the TT course at the Ballacraine crossroads, a key spectator point when the races are on.


‘Quiet road,’ Teare said. ‘Single-lane. Not much traffic about.’


‘So what are you suggesting? I just fell off?’


‘It’s possible.’


‘All right, Detective Sergeant. That’s enough for now.’ It was the first time Shimmin had spoken for some minutes. He removed his feet from the end of my bed. Rearranged his weight in his chair. ‘Sounds to me like you’re delusional, son.’


‘I’m not making this up,’ I said, looking between them. ‘Why would I?’


‘Hard to say.’


‘You should be searching for Lena. What if she’s in trouble? What if something happens to her while you’re just sitting here?’


Teare seemed to be as interested in Shimmin’s response as I was. I sensed I’d got to her, at least.


Shimmin was different. He rolled out his bottom lip and glanced down at a stain on the fat point of his tie. ‘Any road traffic incident, Control always send out a response team.’ He scratched absently at the stain with his nail. ‘We did that yesterday. They didn’t see anyone else. Been no reports from the public.’


‘But the paramedic spoke to me,’ I said. ‘He told me they’d put her in an ambulance.’


Teare opened her mouth but Shimmin cut her off before she could speak. ‘Control keep a record of every emergency response that comes in. Every team that goes out.’ He looked up and considered me with those dark, deep-set eyes of his. ‘Only one ambulance unit responded to your accident. And the only casualty they found was you.’


‘That’s not possible.’


‘The facts say otherwise.’


‘Maybe the paramedic was off duty. Maybe he was in his uniform because he’d finished his shift. Or he was on his way to work.’


Shimmin’s fat head swivelled from side to side. Slow and easy. ‘Even supposing it was possible, he wouldn’t have had an ambulance with him. Besides which, there’d be a record of your girl being checked into A&E. There’s nothing. You were the only RTA brought in yesterday, apart from a pensioner whose husband ran over her foot down in Port Erin.’


‘What about other hospitals?’


He looked at me as if I was brain-damaged. Which, come to think of it, was a reasonable assumption.


‘Only other hospital is in Ramsey,’ he said slowly. He didn’t need to mention that Nobles Hospital, where I was currently based, was a good twenty minutes closer to the scene of the accident. Or that Ramsey, up in the north of the island, was only used for minor surgery and outpatient care.


‘So what are you saying? You don’t believe me at all?’


Teare was considering her hands now. They were resting in her lap.


‘Listen,’ Shimmin said, ‘we have a duty to explore every possibility.’ And his tone suggested the responsibility was wearing heavily on him right now.


‘But you don’t believe me, do you?’


He sighed. ‘Don’t you think it’s possible that the blow to your head, combined with the stress of recent events, might just mean that your mind is playing tricks on you?’


‘No.’


‘You’re saying it’s not possible at all?’ Shimmin pressed. ‘Despite all the evidence going against the things you’ve told us?’


‘What about the evidence going for the things I’ve told you? What about the two men in the cottage? Shouldn’t you be speaking to them? Or what about my van? You’ll find it up there, you know.’


‘You have a contact number for these men?’


‘No,’ I said, teeth clenched. ‘I already told you. They didn’t leave one on my machine.’


‘You still have the message?’


‘I deleted it. When I got home after my first day up there.’


Shimmin pushed himself up from his chair, shaking his head. He smoothed his shirt down over his belly. Fastened his jacket. ‘Here’s what’s going to happen. As a personal favour to your dad, myself and DS Teare will take a drive out to this spooky house of yours. If these men are there, we’ll speak with them, see what we can find out. See if there’s anything that can help your story make even a shred of sense.’ He slid the knot of his tie up to his collar, as if the distraction from the real police work of his day was finally over. ‘And in the meantime, you can rest. See if any alternative explanations start to occur to you.’




*





I must have fallen asleep because I woke to the sound of somebody clearing their throat. A man was standing at the foot of my bed. He was wearing a colourful knitted sweater and an awkward smile.


‘Robert?’


I blinked a few times.


‘Sorry to wake you. My name’s Donald. I’m an occupational therapist here at the hospital. Dr Stanley thought it might be a good idea if I came by to say hello.’


I wiped the back of my hand across my gummy lips, careful not to catch the plastic tube connecting my cannula to my drip.


‘Sorry to wake you,’ he said again.


Donald was clasping his hands together, like he was planning to recite a prayer. There was something of the vicar about him. His garish sweater could have been knitted by a well-meaning parishioner and he wore his hair in a conservative side parting. No dog collar, mind.


‘Do you have time for a quick chat?’


I nodded towards one of the plastic chairs. ‘Take a pew.’


He gazed at me for a long moment. Then he went ahead and arranged himself in a sitting position, with one leg crossed at the thigh.


‘How are you feeling?’


‘I’ve been better.’


‘In much pain?’


‘Only when I breathe.’


He smoothed a hand over his side parting. ‘And what about emotionally?’


‘What about it?’


‘Are you feeling a tad low, for instance?’


‘Low?’


‘Low, yes. Or upset, perhaps?’


‘Upset,’ I said, as if I was scanning my mind for any trace of the emotion. ‘Nope. I’m good, Donald.’


‘Well, that’s great.’


‘Isn’t it?’


His smile was uncomfortable. Forced. He slid his hand inside his trouser pocket and removed a small notebook and pen like he was going for a concealed weapon.


‘Look, what’s this about?’ I asked him. ‘Why are you really down here?’


‘As I said, Dr Stanley –’


‘But I’ve already spoken with the neurologist. It didn’t seem as if there was anything to worry about.’


‘Possibly so.’ Donald turned to a fresh page in his pad. Clicked the end of his pen. ‘Your parents were also keen for someone from occupational therapy to speak with you.’


I didn’t like that. Not one bit. Donald could sense it. He raised a palm.


‘Just hear me out,’ he said. ‘I’m here to help, OK?’


‘Not OK.’


‘I have experience of working with people in your situation. I think you could find talking to me useful.’


‘My situation?’ I looked down at myself in bed. One arm in a sling. The other connected to a saline drip. Bandages wrapped around my torso. Plastic identity tags on my wrists. ‘Are you talking about bikers? People who’ve been in accidents?’


‘I’m talking about people who are grieving. People who’ve experienced traumatic events.’


‘Out,’ I told him.


‘Robert, please.’


‘Leave. Now.’


Donald squirmed in his seat. He clutched the notebook to his chest. But he didn’t get up from his chair.


‘They told me about the girl,’ he said.


I turned my head away. Muttered under my breath.


‘The one you say was in the accident with you.’


‘She was in the accident.’


He was silent for a moment. But I knew there was more to come.


‘Look, did the neurologist talk to you about some of the symptoms you might experience? He probably spoke to you about memory loss. Am I right?’


I stayed silent.


‘Well, what he may not have mentioned is the possibility that your brain could also create memories. False ones. I’ve read papers on this, Robert. Patients who’ve suffered a brain injury, through no fault of their own, sometimes they can find it almost impossible to tell the difference between those things that have really happened to them and events they may simply have imagined or even dreamed.’


‘So what are you suggesting? I made Lena up?’


‘I’m not suggesting anything right now. All I’m saying is that there are cases where something similar has happened. And when you factor in the high degree of strain you’ve been under in recent weeks. The unexpected loss . . .’


He let his words trail away, as if he was unsure where exactly they might lead him.


I felt a stinging in my eyes. Now, more than anything, I didn’t want the tears to come. But they started to brim over, almost like they’d never been away.


‘Out,’ I told him, unable to hide the crack in my voice. ‘Leave me alone, can’t you?’


I heard the scuff of chair legs on the floor. The soft percussion of his shoes crossing the room. The stiff door hinge. The burble of corridor noise.


‘I understand your sister was blonde, too,’ Donald said, almost as an afterthought. ‘Her name was Laura, wasn’t it? Laura. Lena. I’m just saying – these things are possible, you know?’
















Chapter Five





I was discharged from hospital the following day. There’d been talk of keeping me in longer, so the doctors could watch for any complications from my head injury. Then Mum explained about her background in nursing and the qualifications of the staff at the care home, and the hospital decided they could use the extra bed.


It was Dad who collected me. Mum sent him in with a pair of jogging trousers and training shoes with Velcro straps. It made dressing easy, although Dad had to help me into my shirt and readjust my sling. I didn’t have too much difficulty walking, and while I felt a pinch in my chest when I inhaled deeply, I didn’t experience any of the dizziness I’d been warned to expect. We took it slow all the same, with Dad carrying my things in a plastic bag the hospital had provided. There wasn’t much to carry. My leathers had been cut off me and thrown away and my bike helmet was beyond salvage – something I wasn’t keen to see. That just left my wallet, phone and keys, together with the pain meds the doctors had given me. Oh, and a printed copy of the official police report of my accident, countersigned by DI Shimmin.


The report was short and circumspect. It listed the date and time of the ‘incident’ and stated that no other vehicles had been involved. There was no mention of anything connected to Lena. As far as the Manx police were concerned, Lena didn’t exist.


Shimmin had phoned me earlier in the morning. He’d already dropped off the report with Dad, so I had a fair idea of what to expect, but that didn’t make hearing it any easier.


‘Listen,’ he said, ‘we’ve been up there. We’ve seen it with our own eyes. It’s just not how you remember.’


‘It has to be.’


‘There’s your van for one thing. You said you reversed it up to the garage, right?’


I agreed that was what I’d said. It was also what I’d done.


‘Well, that’s not where we found it. Not even close. It was parked down by the entrance to the plantation. You left your keys in the ignition.’


‘I always leave my keys in the ignition when I’m working out of town. There’s not usually any danger of my van being stolen. But they must have moved it.’


‘Who?’


‘The men in the cottage.’


Shimmin exhaled into the phone. ‘Son, listen to me. Try to hear what I’m saying. The cottage was empty. There was nobody there.’


‘Then it’s obvious what’s happened, isn’t it? The men I saw must have been the ones who took Lena. And afterwards, they moved my van.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know. To throw you lot off, I guess.’


‘Listen, that cottage hasn’t been lived in for a long time. We looked, OK? Teare even got a locksmith out so we could check inside. There was no furniture. No beds. Nothing.’


‘There was a table and chairs in the kitchen.’


He paused. ‘But nothing else. You told us this girl made you a cup of tea. But there were no groceries. No kettle. All the cupboards were empty.’


‘They could have cleaned the place out. And they wouldn’t have needed much furniture. They could have had sleeping bags. Air mattresses.’


‘Son, nobody was living there. Nobody’s lived there in a long time. We know. We checked.’


‘Checked, how exactly?’


‘Just trust me. My point is, you need to get past this. You need to think about what’s causing it. Work on that.’


I said nothing.


‘Teare spoke with your doctors, OK? Guy in occupational therapy. He told her what he thinks is going on.’


I closed my eyes. ‘Did you talk to my father about this?’


‘Eh?’


‘About what the therapist said. Because he’s wrong, you know. I didn’t make this stuff up. I fixed their heating system for Christ’s sake.’


‘Nobody’s saying you did it on purpose. We’re not monsters. I mean, if what happened with your sister didn’t mess you up a bit, well, you wouldn’t be human, would you?’


I let that one drift. I didn’t know what to say, where to take things next. Shimmin saved me the trouble.


‘Rest up, OK? Let a week go by. Maybe two. If you still have questions, you have my number. But Rob? I really think you should let it go. If this girl existed, we’d have found her. I mean, this is the Isle of Man. People don’t just vanish here.’


He cut the connection, leaving me to listen to the electric hum of the machines in my hospital room. I lay still for a while, pressing my mobile against my lips, reflecting on what he’d said. I didn’t like it. Not one bit.


I hadn’t made Lena up. I knew it with the same certainty I knew I was lying in that hospital bed. No dream I’d ever had was as detailed as my memories of her. And one look at the boiler in the cottage would prove that I’d worked on it. Shimmin had to know that. He had to see there were loose ends. But he’d been determined to dismiss my story. And I couldn’t think of one good reason why.




*





Snaefell View, the care home my parents own and manage, is located right on the TT course, on the way to Signpost Corner in Onchan, and it looks out across residential bungalows towards the Isle of Man’s one and only mountain. It’s a sprawling pebble-dashed property that’s been adapted and extended over the years, and is currently big enough to accommodate eighteen residents (including my grandfather), plus three permanent staff, my parents’ living quarters and my own place out back. Sounds grand, I suppose, but the bank has a sizeable share in the place and my parents have had to fight hard to keep the business going. I help out in my own way, for a cut in my rent, by tackling any maintenance and repairs that might be needed around the home.


We’d pulled into the driveway and Dad had silenced the rumbling engine on the home’s minibus when I finally got up the courage to speak with him about what Shimmin had said.


‘Dad,’ I began, toying with the plastic bag that contained my belongings, ‘there’s something I need you to know.’


There was a tightness about his smile, a wariness around his eyes, as if he already regretted the need I felt to do this.


‘I remember her, Dad. I do. There’s no way I made this girl up.’


He rested a hand on my thigh. The skin on the back of his knuckles was dry and cracked, marked by sprigs of looped grey hairs. His nails were trimmed down, squared off, the flesh of his fingers swelling around them. Mechanic’s hands. They’d got that way from the long hours he’d spent tuning my bikes, applying the know-how he’d picked up during his racing career in the quest for a fractional edge that might help me to draw the eye of a professional team.


I said, ‘This isn’t about Laura.’


His hand went limp. I felt its weight on my leg. Sunshine burned through the window glass, heating the air inside the minibus. He swallowed. Swallowed again.


‘Why don’t you go on inside?’


‘Dad? We can say her name, can’t we? We have to be able to do that, at least.’


He pulled his hand away and fumbled with the catch on the door. ‘Get cleaned up,’ he muttered. ‘Then come and find me. Something I want to show you.’


He fell from the cab like a drunk stumbling out of a bar and I watched him tramp wearily across the gravel like a man floundering through quicksand.




*





It took me a long time to wash and pat myself dry, and when I emerged from my bathroom, Grandpa was sitting next to Rocky on the end of my bed. I can’t tell you how many times we’ve spoken about this. It’s become a kind of game, I suppose. It starts off with me explaining about personal boundaries and the value I place on my privacy, and then Grandpa nods along enthusiastically with a few sage asides about how he remembers feeling the same when he was my age, before forgetting it all just as soon as it suits him. I suppose I can understand where he’s coming from. He spends most of his days cooped up with the other residents, and when he lets himself into my place, he acts as if he’s just pulled off an audacious prison break.


‘I was just checking on Rocky,’ Grandpa said, before I could launch into phase one of the game.


‘Uh huh.’


‘Didn’t want him to get lonely.’


‘Even though I just got back from the hospital.’


‘I didn’t know about that. Your mother doesn’t tell me anything.’


He might have blushed, but he seemed to have no problem with the lie. Truth was, we both knew he’d been watching me from the window of his room when I’d climbed out of the minibus. I’d even waved.


Grandpa’s gnarled old hand was resting on Rocky’s flank. Rocky was gazing at me watchfully, body tensed, forehead furrowed. He knew he should be in trouble, too. He wasn’t normally allowed up on my bed.


So this is what two nights in hospital got me. Open rebellion.


‘That bruise on your chest looks a real doozy,’ Grandpa said.


‘The ones on my leg aren’t a lot of fun, either.’


I was standing before him in just my boxer shorts and a few sterile dressing pads. With Grandpa, this was relatively tame. He’d let himself in at worse times – including once when I had female company. Not that his visit had lasted long. And neither, oddly enough, had my date.


I picked my jogging trousers up off the floor and worked my way into them, using my good arm to pull them up around my waist.


‘Help with my socks?’


I opened a drawer and passed a pair of black ankle socks to Grandpa, and he set about getting the first one ready with a look of grave concentration on his face. I lifted one foot on to his bony lap, then the next. Despite his quaking fingers and my suspect balance, we managed to complete the task without too much trouble.


‘Want me to help with your sling?’ he asked.


‘No. But you can button my shirt.’


Grandpa nodded and patted Rocky’s backside.


‘Took your dog for a walk round the garden yesterday.’


Rocky exhaled loudly and looked at me as if this was a great injustice – as if really he’d been the one who’d exercised Grandpa.


I eased my bad arm through a striped shirt I’d removed from a hanger in my wardrobe, then carefully ducked down and fed my good arm inside. I stepped close to Grandpa and watched him lift his quivering fingers towards the button at my collar.


‘Not the top one,’ I said.


‘Not wearing a tie?’


I looked down at the way my shirt tails were hanging over my grey sweat pants. ‘I don’t think it would really go with this outfit.’


Grandpa pursed his lips and lowered his hands to focus on tackling the second button. He seemed to be having trouble with it. His fingers slipped on the little ivory disc. He didn’t mention it and neither did I.


Grandpa is bald like a monk, with a ring of unruly, snow-white hair running from one ear to the other. His scalp has a smooth, leathery appearance, and he has a dark-purple birthmark near the back of his skull, like Gorbachev.


‘What happened to this blonde girl, then?’ Grandpa asked.


‘Where did you hear about that?’


‘Your mother told me.’


I made a honking noise in the back of my throat. It was meant to sound like a television quiz buzzer when a contestant gets an answer wrong. ‘Mum doesn’t tell you anything. Your words.’


Grandpa shrugged. He’d finally managed to fasten the button and he was moving on to the next. ‘Everyone’s talking about it.’


‘Everyone?’


‘All the old folk.’


Grandpa liked to refer to his fellow residents that way. As if he was still young and staying at Snaefell View was simply a lifestyle choice he’d made. Sometimes he’d tell new residents he was the care home’s handyman. Especially if they were female. I wasn’t sure what that made me. His apprentice, probably.


I shouldn’t have been surprised by what Grandpa had said. To most of the residents, fresh gossip was a rare and valuable currency. Once news of my accident had slipped out, it would have spread like a bout of winter flu.


‘And what do they all think?’


‘Well, some of them reckon you’ve gone potty. Like Valerie Gregg.’ Valerie Gregg has dementia. She spends most of her days humming softly to herself in a corner of the television room. For many of the residents, she’s become a kind of bogeyman – a living, breathing waxwork of the future they all fear. ‘One or two think you killed her.’ Christ. ‘But I’m with the majority.’


‘And what do the majority say?’


‘They believe you.’ He prodded me in the chest and I bared my teeth against the pain. ‘And they think the police are up to no good.’


‘Really?’


‘It’s like that old bossy one says.’ That old bossy one was Mrs Rosemary Forbes, a retired school headmistress and, according to Mum at least, the one-time object of Grandpa’s affections. ‘The police have all kinds of places over here. Secret places. They use them for hiding people and the like.’


‘Witness protection, you mean?’


‘Damn thing.’


I looked down to where he’d fastened a button into the wrong hole, hitching my shirt up and leaving a gap that revealed my navel.


‘It’s fine.’ I pushed his liver-spotted hands away. ‘Thanks, Grandpa.’


He stood and smiled awkwardly, patting me on my bad shoulder. I winced at the electric charge that raced up my neck.


‘Was she pretty?’ He showed me his yellowing dentures. ‘These foreign girls can be pretty.’


‘Grandpa,’ I told him, ‘she was a knockout.’
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