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			For all of those affected by dementia, both sufferers and carers. You deserve far more help than you get.
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			1

			If you’re ever thinking of having that one last drink for the road then I have a word of advice. Don’t. It might be the thing that turns your world upside down. Or maybe that’s just me.

			Perhaps if I’d given myself a breathalyser things would have been different. I was pretty sure I was over the limit though. Three pints was usually right on the cusp; I’d only meant to have two but then Helen had texted me with her job news and I had one more to celebrate. I never needed much of an excuse back then.

			I could have driven, I wasn’t remotely wrecked, not by my standards, but it was too risky. We used to look after our own but pulling over a senior cop was now a badge of honour. It hadn’t stopped me in the past but times had changed and despite my dinosaur badge I’d tried to change with them. Nobody in their right minds would call me ‘woke’ – they’d get a kick up the arse if they did – but I tried my best.

			So instead of getting behind the wheel I threw the car keys at my DS, Laura Kemp, who plucked them out of the air with ease. I could never seem to catch her out. The enigmatic smile she gave me was equally annoying.

			
			

			‘Home, James, and don’t spare the horses,’ I said.

			‘Only my very good friends get to call me James,’ Laura said.

			‘Watch your tongue, Sweetcheeks, I’m your detective chief inspector, I’ll call you what I want.’

			Laura laughed. ‘Call me Sweetcheeks again and you’ll be trying to pull these out of your backside.’ She held up the car keys. ‘You sure though, Jack? Your precious Audi?’

			‘’Bout time you did some work around here. You can drop me at home and get a cab back to the station,’ I said, climbing into the passenger seat and moving it back to give myself some legroom. Though we were only fifteen minutes away from my house I reckoned I could grab a quick kip on the way and be refreshed for a celebratory glass or two with Helen.

			Laura did the opposite, moving the seat forward to accommodate her shorter legs. She was smaller than your average cop. Back in the day she wouldn’t have got in the force but they’d abolished the height requirement in the nineties – a positive move, I reckoned. There must have been loads of potentially brilliant cops, like Laura, who were rejected out of hand just because they were short-­­arses. I’d only just made it in myself. As my wife often joked, size wasn’t important. At least I hoped she was joking.

			‘Any plans for the weekend?’ Laura asked, pulling out of the pub’s parking bay as I debated whether to close my eyes or not.

			
			

			‘The wife wants to go walking over near Allendale,’ I muttered, letting them flicker shut.

			‘You don’t sound keen.’ Laura wasn’t a big fan of silence. My nap time was looking dodgy. I compromised and opened one eye.

			‘It’s not exactly the way I like to celebrate good news. And I get enough exercise on the job. Don’t need any more at the weekends. Not while there’s footy on the box anyway. What about you?’

			She laughed again. ‘Park Run on the Town Moor tomorrow and a wild swim over near Haltwhistle on Sunday.’

			‘Makes me tired just thinking about it.’ I yawned. She didn’t take the hint.

			‘When you still live with your parents it’s best to get out of the house occasionally.’

			‘You know there are pubs in Newcastle, don’t you? I could give you a list.’

			‘I’m sure you could, but I’ll pass, thanks. I want to keep my looks.’

			‘Not like me, eh?’

			‘If the mask fits . . .’

			I laughed. I knew fine well I was no oil painting. I used to be presentable but time had taken its toll. Though maybe it was relative? I was surrounded by young, super-­­fit detectives which kept me on my toes but sometimes the comparison made me feel old and haggard. Or perhaps I was just old and haggard.

			‘Whatever happened to work hard, play hard?’ I said.

			‘It became play hard, die young—’

			
			

			‘—but with a smile on your face!’

			Not for the first time I finished her sentence. Laura was my favourite DS though I tried my best to keep it hidden from the others. With one notable exception I’d put together a great squad so overt favouritism was a big no-­­no. I think they all knew though. Maybe it was because she came from similar stock as I did – working-­­class, East End, good people – and had undoubtedly had to fight for everything she’d got. And she was bloody good at the job. She was a shoo-­­in for the next DI vacancy, which I hoped would be coming up soon given the obvious shortcomings of the current incumbent.

			I’d never really had a sidekick before – there had been plenty of competent detectives on the murder squad in the past but never a chemistry like ours, despite our age difference. Even Helen liked Laura, and she was choosy about her friends.

			We slowed a little and I felt my eyes closing. Then something smashed into the side of the car. Laura’s side.

			My head smacked against the window and bounced back again as the Audi slammed into a wall to my left, my skull cracking against Laura’s somewhere above the gear stick. A blinding pain forced my eyes shut again and for a second I thought my lights were going out but I gritted my teeth and slowly the pain subsided. I opened them again. My side of the car was relatively undamaged but jammed tight against the wall. Laura was less fortunate. She was squeezed right up against me, covered in small pieces of glass from the shattered right-­­hand window, her side of the car almost completely caved in from the collision. The other car had lost its windscreen but the driver was hidden by the airbag until he took off his seat belt, threw open the driver’s door and legged it down the road.

			
			

			I watched him go, trying to file a description in my head – slim build, black jumper, dark jeans, a red baseball cap – but the pain was making it hard to think, so I turned my attention back to Laura. She was out cold, whether from the initial impact or our heads cracking I wasn’t sure. Blood trickled from her left ear.

			I tried to wriggle out of my seat belt but the crash had jammed the release mechanism. Despite the pain in my shoulder I reached across with my left arm but she was slumped like a rag doll and her neck didn’t look right. I thought about shaking her but didn’t dare in case it made things worse.

			‘Laura,’ I said, then louder, ‘LAURA!’ Not a flicker. She didn’t move. Not until the fire brigade arrived and cut us out of the car, sending me to the hospital and Laura to the mortuary.

			
			

		

	
		
			2

			I woke up in a strange room, bathed in shining light with an angel sitting next to my bed, my head hurting like a bastard and no idea what I was doing there.

			‘Is this heaven?’ I said, reaching out to stroke her long brown hair.

			‘Hebburn?’ she said, laughing. ‘No, it’s Newcastle.’

			She had a smile more beautiful than anything I’d ever seen before. The sun, bursting through the hospital windows behind her, gave her an almost perfect halo. In retrospect, the morphine may have been working its magic.

			‘Will you marry me?’ I said.

			‘We’re already married,’ the angel said. ‘I’m Helen.’

			I laughed even though it added to the pain. I’d always loved to tease her.

			‘I know. I was just testing. Thought you might do a runner if I pretended I’d forgotten you.’

			She took my hand.

			‘As if you could forget me.’

			‘True,’ I said, squeezing gently.

			
			

			‘You’ve been asleep for ages. We were a little worried.’

			‘We?’

			‘Aidan and I, you can’t have forgotten your son either.’

			‘Fat chance. I was just hoping he was a figment of my imagination.’

			‘Mean,’ she said, gently tapping my hand. ‘He’s not that bad. He’s just gone to the shop to get you some chocolate.’

			‘A fiver says he eats it himself.’

			‘You do remember him!’

			‘How long have I been out? Any chance he’s not a teenager any more?’

			‘Sorry. It’s been twelve hours not six years. The hormones are still running riot in the poor lad.’

			I tried to sit up but a bolt of pain shot through my head.

			‘What happened? What am I doing here?’ I said.

			Her face darkened.

			‘Maybe we should wait for the doctor,’ she said.

			I felt my eyes drifting shut but then remembered her news and opened them wide.

			‘You got the job!’ I said, trying to sit up to hug her, ignoring the pain this time. ‘You’re a headmistress at last.’

			‘Easy, tiger,’ she said, easing me back down onto the pillow. ‘One thing at a time. And I’m not there yet. They have to check references. We can talk about that later too if you want.’

			‘I do. And I want to go home.’

			‘I know. But I think they want to monitor you for another day or so.’

			‘Can you stay here?’

			
			

			‘I don’t think so. Visiting hours are over soon. Even detect­ive chief inspectors have to follow the rules.’

			‘Then I want to go with you.’

			‘And Aidan.’

			‘Maybe we could drop him at your mam’s?’ I said with a wink.

			‘You’re definitely not fit for that,’ she said.

			I closed my eyes again, only for a moment though as I didn’t want to go back to sleep, just wanted to savour being back amongst the living. A car alarm sounding outside put paid to that. In a flash I was back in the Audi, I felt the impact of the crash, the crack of our heads, and saw the blood trickling down the side of Laura’s neck. All of which I would rather have forgotten. My eyes shot open.

			‘Is Laura . . . ?’ I didn’t want to say the ‘d’ word.

			There was a long pause then Helen nodded. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘I remember the look on the paramedic’s face.’

			‘They said it was instant, if that’s any consolation.’

			‘Not really.’ I paused, not sure how to say it. I settled for honesty. ‘It should have been me driving.’

			Helen rubbed my shoulder.

			‘You should get some rest. We can talk about it later.’

			I nodded. Though, truth be told, I didn’t think there would ever be a good time. I had blood on my hands and it would take more than a chat to wash them clean.
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			A frowning consultant holding a CT scan was the last thing any patient wanted to see and I was no exception.

			‘Problem, Doc?’ I asked. ‘I was hoping to go back to work soon. Is that OK?’ I still had the occasional headache but nothing a couple of aspirin couldn’t sort out.

			The following silence only increased my concern.

			‘You’re not quite there yet,’ the consultant said eventually. ‘Your collarbone won’t fully heal for at least another six to eight weeks. You need to rest.’

			I sighed heavily. I wasn’t good at sitting on my arse. Helen was already getting fed up with me.

			‘On the plus side, there’s no sign of internal bleeding or brain swelling from the accident.’

			‘That’s great.’ The consultant didn’t look like he agreed. ‘Isn’t it?’ I added, knowing full well that if there was a plus side there was probably something on the other side of the balance sheet.

			It was his turn to sigh. He stood up, coming round to stand next to my chair, and placed the scan in front of me, pointing over my shoulder at a section of the brain towards the bottom of the image.

			
			

			‘As opposed to swelling, there’s some evidence of brain shrinkage just here.’

			‘I can afford to lose a little bit, Doc, I’m smarter than the average bear.’

			I looked back up at him. He wasn’t smiling.

			‘I’d like to do a couple of blood tests.’

			‘Blood tests? What for?’

			The consultant returned to his seat, taking his time, clearly attempting to choose his words carefully.

			‘Has anyone in your family suffered from Alzheimer’s disease? Brain shrinkage can result from a number of things. But it can be an early indicator of certain forms of dementia.’

			I laughed, couldn’t help myself. Helen often joked that I was losing it – like I’d lost some of my hair – but I wasn’t quite that bad.

			‘I’m fifty-­­three, Doc, not eighty-­­three.’

			‘Age is not always relevant.’

			‘Come on, man, I may have the odd brain fart but it’s a busy job, you know. I have a lot on my mind.’

			‘Look, no offence, I’m just exploring possibilities. It can also be caused by alcohol abuse.’

			‘Jackpot,’ I said, smiling. ‘That’ll be it then. I was planning to cut down anyway. I’m getting too old to keep up with the young ’uns.’

			At least I was being honest about that. I didn’t drink anywhere near as much as I had in the past but the accident had brought home to me how I always seemed to need that one last drink. If I’d knocked that on the head earlier Laura would still have been alive.

			
			

			‘You’re probably right. But I’d still like to do the tests. To rule some things out. It might be nothing. But we can look for traces of the amyloid-­­beta protein and test for some of the rogue genes that will tell us more.’

			‘Try and keep it simple, Doc. The amyloid what?’

			‘It’s the main component of the brain plaques that cause Alzheimer’s.’

			I shook my head – this couldn’t be happening to me.

			‘I have no clue what that means but can you stop saying that word?’ I said. ‘I’m maybe not quite in my prime but everything’s still in working order. I got Wordle second go this morning. Surely it’s way too soon to be worried about that sort of thing?’

			The consultant held my gaze, the man wasn’t easily distracted. I got a taste of what it was like to be on the other side of an interrogation. I stopped talking, realising that I was making the same mistake I’d seen countless others make when being quizzed – saying too much.

			‘You still haven’t answered my question,’ he said.

			‘Question?’

			‘About your family, particularly close relatives. Any history of dementia there?’

			I sat back in my chair, memories of my father that I’d tried so hard to repress flashing through my apparently damaged brain, a past nightmare which I had no wish to relive. But it looked like I might have to.

			‘Yes,’ I said.

			
			

		

	
		
			4

			1981

			Little Jacky hid behind the sofa as a man he no longer ­recognised beat the crap out of his mam.

			‘Leave me alone,’ the man yelled. Jacky didn’t understand why. Surely his mam should have been the one screaming?

			‘Please, Robert, no, please . . .’

			‘And stop trying to steal my boy.’

			‘He’s my boy too, not—’

			His mam’s begging was cut off and replaced by loud sobs as another punch landed.

			‘This is my house. You can’t just walk in.’ The shouting was punctuated by more blows. ‘If you’ve hurt my Irene I’ll kill you.’

			‘But that’s me, I’m Ire—’

			Jacky put his hands over his ears to drown out the thud of the punches and the sound of his mam’s cries but he couldn’t shut them out completely. When her next piercing scream filled the room he felt his own warm piss streaming through his pyjama bottoms and down his leg.

			
			

			He was filled with shame. Not just because he’d wet himself but because his mam had always taught him to stand up to bullies. And he never did. Not at home or at school. That had to change and it had to change now. He must help her. He summoned every inch of courage he could find and leapt to his feet.

			His mam was cowering in the corner of the room, curled up in a ball, her hands covering her head and her knees pulled up to her chest as the man stood with his foot raised as if he was about to stamp on her.

			Jacky charged across the room and threw himself onto the man’s back. He was shrugged off as if he was a fly and bounced back against the small table in front of the sofa, banging his head. The man turned around, arm raised, ready to strike yet another blow.

			‘Please, Dad, no,’ Jacky yelled.

			The man paused, obviously confused, until he seemed to realise who he was about to attack and lowered his arm again.

			‘What are you doing, son? Why are you helping this cuckoo?’

			‘She’s not a cuckoo,’ Jacky shouted. ‘This is her house. She’s my mam. She’s your wife. She’s Irene.’

			His dad’s face went bright red and he grabbed Jacky by his pyjama top, pulling him to his feet, snarling right in his face.

			‘You’re as bad as her! Don’t lie to me, lad.’

			‘I’m not lying!’

			Behind his dad Jacky could see his mam slowly crawling across the floor, obviously hurt real bad. She hadn’t healed up properly after the last beating. She should have gone to hospital like he said. If Jacky could keep his dad occupied maybe she could escape? Or lock herself in the downstairs loo until he ran out of steam. Like she did the first time. And the time after that.

			
			

			‘Look at the photo on the mantelpiece, Dad, you’ll see it’s the truth. It’s you, me and Mam together on the beach at Whitley Bay last summer. We’ve got ice cream, we’re smiling, happy like.’

			His dad let go of his pyjamas and picked up the photograph, waving it in Jacky’s face.

			‘This is a trick, son, this old woman must have brought it with her when she broke in.’

			‘It’s not a trick, Dad, I promise, she didn’t break in, she lives here, she’s Mam, she’s Irene. You’ve just forgotten again.’ His mam had explained that his dad wasn’t suddenly a bad man; it was just that his memory was playing cruel tricks on him. He didn’t know what he was doing.

			Jacky’s dad looked closer at the photo then down at the woman he’d been beating, the woman he’d been happily married to for nearly thirty years – almost three times as long as Jacky had even been alive. He groaned in anguish, dropped the frame, ignoring the crash as it shattered, and fell to the floor, oblivious to the glass shards he was now kneeling on. He reached out and put his hand gently on his wife’s cheek, smearing blood across her face.

			‘Irene?’ he said, bursting into tears.
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			I’ve always hated funerals. Doesn’t everyone? I had a list of reasons why, any one of which was normally enough to keep me away from them. In no particular order there was the dirgy music, the desultory ‘condolences’ platitudes that surely helped no one, the pseudo-­­religious afterlife bollocks, especially ‘gone to a better place’, the terrible buffets, and finally the relative strangers (or strange relatives) weeping buckets for someone they barely knew – probably because it made them aware of their own mortality. I usually claimed I was on duty but for many reasons I couldn’t miss Laura’s. The main one being it was my fault she was dead.

			Ray Barron, the pathologist, had tried to fudge it, knowing how close we were, claiming that it was probably the initial impact that had broken her neck but I couldn’t forget the crack as our skulls had met and the way her head whipped back. Or at least I thought I remembered that. My own concussion was playing havoc with my memory. Worst of all, she shouldn’t have been driving in the first place. She was dead because, like a lot of old-­­school cops, I couldn’t resist one more pint.

			
			

			And then there was the other reason. I had little doubt that the collision had been deliberate but what if I was the intended target?

			‘Jack?’

			I felt a nudge on my right shoulder – I still had a sling on my other arm to give my fractured collarbone time to heal.

			‘You’re up,’ my detective chief superintendent, Bob Curtis, said, nodding towards the front of the church.

			I glanced at the vicar – who seemed anxious that the eulogy he’d scheduled wasn’t yet happening – stood up, straightened my freshly dry-­­cleaned uniform and headed towards the small lectern on the right-­­hand side of the chancel. I reached into my pocket for my speech which I’d had to type out one-­­handed but then changed my mind – I’d do this one from the heart.

			The packed church was silent. I looked down at Laura’s parents, huddled closely together on the front pew, staring up at me, still clearly stunned by the premature loss of their only daughter, no doubt hoping for a crumb of comfort from her old boss. I’d do my best. I owed them at least that.

			‘Laura was a diamond, a natural policewoman,’ I began. ‘She couldn’t see a problem without wanting to resolve it. She even organised the duty roster in a way that no one complained. That had never happened before without tears and recriminations that lasted for months.’ I smiled, thinking of the ridiculous amount of time she spent on that over her second weekend on the squad, turning up on the Monday morning with a huge timetable that covered the next three months. I glanced over at Leon Johnson, now the senior DS in the squad. It wasn’t hard to spot the only black face in the place. Newcastle was a long way from some other parts of the country when it came to diversity. Its police force even more so.

			
			

			Leon was smiling too, whispering something to a young, dark-­­haired woman sitting next to him. Even Leon, who was fiercely ambitious and probably saw her as competition, had been fond of Laura – in fact, I thought they might have had a thing going on at one time. If they did, they both kept it well hidden from me for obvious reasons. Inter-­­squad relationships were frowned upon.

			There were murmurings in the packed crowd and I realised they were waiting on me so I refocused.

			‘She was bright, sharp, intuitive but also thoughtful and considerate. She was one of the most impressive detectives I’ve ever worked with, and there have been many good ones.’

			I deliberately glanced at Leon so he didn’t get the hump. A movement at the back of the church caught my eye. Someone had crept in the far door. I stared across the heads of the congregation. The newcomer was perched on the end of a pew, his red baseball cap making him stand out from the older crowd around him. An image of the hit-­­and-­­run driver flashed into my head. It couldn’t be, could it? Surely he wouldn’t have the nerve to show up at the funeral. I’d heard stories of that happening before, mainly from late-night drinking sessions with former cops, but had never experienced it in real life – maybe because I’d avoided so many funerals in the past. I stepped forward for a better look.

			
			

			‘Everything OK?’ the vicar whispered.

			I glanced across at him and nodded but when I turned back the other man had vanished. I closed my eyes, shook my head and looked again. The seat was empty, the other mourners all staring up at me, Bob Curtis looking a little concerned. I moved back behind the lectern and gathered myself together, wishing that I’d used the written speech now. Where was I?

			‘Um, like I said,’ I continued, playing for time. Thankfully I managed to pick up the thread again. ‘Laura was an excellent detective, destined for great things. But she was so much more than that. She was one of those people who made everyone feel good about themselves. A real credit to her parents, Gordon and . . .’

			I hesitated, though I knew Laura’s mother well the name wouldn’t quite come to me. Luckily the audience seemed to take it as another emotional stumble and gave me a pass until Leon came to my rescue, silently mouthing Liz.

			‘. . . and Liz, and not just a colleague but a genuine friend to everyone she worked with. I don’t use the word “irreplaceable” lightly, but she was.’

			I saw the woman sitting next to Leon frown and guessed she was the new DS, Laura’s replacement. I hadn’t been back to the office since the hit-­­and-­­run – a short-­­term result of the injuries and concussion I’d sustained, so hadn’t met her yet. I knew she’d moved up from somewhere down south and that she’d come through the degree programme but I’d try not to hold that against her. I hoped she’d see my claim as a challenge rather than an insult. If she didn’t then she wasn’t fit to lace Laura’s boots.

			
			

			 

			Laura’s parents were standing outside the church as the congregation left, her mother blank-­­faced, the condolences of the people exiting seeming to pass her by. She looked like one of the growing number of addicts I had seen in the city’s doorways recently – like she had no real idea where she was or what was happening around her. I suspected she was heavily dosed up with something slightly more legal than them.

			Her husband was a little more animated, doing his best to shake people’s hands and thanking them for coming, even though he was clearly struggling himself, a sodden hanky still clenched in his left fist. As I reached the front of the line, Gordon grabbed my hand before I could offer up any words myself.

			‘Thank you for that, Jack,’ he said. ‘It helped a lot. Laura was very fond of you too . . . before . . .’ He tailed off.

			‘Least I could do,’ I said, trying to move on but the man kept a firm grip on my hand, his eyes boring into mine.

			‘You have to find that driver, Jack. Whoever took my daughter from me . . . us, has to pay for it. Please . . .’

			Even though I’d been off sick for several weeks, Leon had kept me in the loop and I knew the investigation into the crash had, ironically, hit a brick wall. The car that smashed into us was stolen and the CCTV of the man fleeing was sketchy at best, as was my own description of the driver – another thing I cursed myself for. I was supposed to be observant. A public appeal for information had produced a few calls from the usual time-­­wasters but nothing of any substance, and they were still working through the many DNA traces found in the car. But Laura’s dad didn’t want to hear any of that.

			
			

			‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I promise you I’ll track him down.’

			Behind me Bob Curtis sucked in a breath. I’d get a bollocking afterwards. Even though he was an old friend and about as relaxed a boss as you could hope for, it was a given that you should never give the bereaved false hope. But this one was personal.
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			They stared at the grave.

			Death can come quickly, they knew that. But this one was so sudden and so brutal that there was no time to prepare; no time to spend those lonely, waking hours in the middle of the night anticipating its arrival and making plans to alleviate the forthcoming pain.

			Some lucky people can go through life without suffering such shocks. And until now they had numbered themselves amongst that group, untouched by the sudden death of someone so close that you knew their every thought, recognised them from any distance. So close that when they called you, you were already reaching for the phone before it rang.

			Sure there were some troubled times, long painful illnesses that had slowly taken people with them but they were different, predictable, expected. There were routines and processes to deal with that.

			And there were other dark days, when the black dog visited and life seemed too much but those were outweighed by the days that were lit up by that smile and the strength of the love they had shared despite the attempts of other people to take that away from them. People who had never had to pay the price for their actions.

			
			

			That smile was gone forever, extinguished as quickly and easily as a lit match. There would be no more shared memories that only they had; the songs that had made up the soundtrack of their lives would sound shrill and discordant.

			So what now? Would they reach for the phone that never rang? Find new songs to sing? There would be a period of mourning, that was for sure, when getting out of bed to face a new day would be almost impossible. But one day that would fade. Then there would be something else to replace it. Something that would bring closure, maybe even peace.

			Revenge.
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			My death sentence came two weeks later.

			‘I’m afraid it’s a when, not an if,’ the consultant said.

			I’d spent the intervening time reading everything I could get my hands on and knew fine well that my results – posi­tive tests for the dreaded amyloid-­­beta proteins and, even worse, the mutant hereditary APP gene – guaranteed early onset dementia. With my father’s history I’d feared the worst and this was about as bad as it got.

			‘How long have I got?’ I asked. ‘And don’t sugar-­­coat it.’

			He shrugged. It was a different guy this time – a specialist, a neurologist, I thought, though I hadn’t really been paying attention when he introduced himself.

			‘You’ll almost certainly show some symptoms before you’re sixty-­­five, though it could be much sooner. I have some patients in their forties who are already having problems.’

			‘Like what?’ I’d done my research but it was best to hear it from an expert.

			‘Sudden irritability, struggling to remember names and faces, difficulty in adapting to new situations, problems with vision, to name a few.’

			
			

			‘Have you been reading my annual reports?’ My joke fell on stony ground.

			‘The early stage tends to last one to two years then real problems can develop rapidly. After that you might have another eight years or so.’

			The laugh died in my throat. Images of the old man wandering the street in the middle of the night in his pyjamas came flooding back. My poor mother trying to shepherd him back to the house. Him running away from her in his bare feet, shouting for help, not having a clue who she was. The neighbours laughing behind their hands while pretending to care to our faces. The shame I’d felt at the time. And that was before the violence started.

			The poor bastard had never been diagnosed – nobody really was back then – but it was obvious now. My father had passed the rogue gene on like some twenty-­­first century version of the black spot. He didn’t mean to fuck me up but he had. Philip Larkin was right all along. Librarians often were.

			‘Do you need some time?’ the consultant said. I shook my head.

			‘Are you sure about this? I feel fine. Sure, my memory’s not as good as it was but that’s to be expected at my age, isn’t it? My wife’s way worse than me – she can’t even find things in the fridge without my help. And I’ve been irritable since I was a teenager.’

			This consultant clearly didn’t do humour either, maybe none of them did.

			
			

			‘There’s no doubt, I’m afraid. I’m going to give you a few assessment tests, which I’m sure you’ll pass without any problem. If that’s the case we’ll call you back in three months and run them again – just to check there’s no immediate deterioration. After that I’ll see you every six months.’

			You could have heard my sigh in Sunderland. The consultant didn’t let it go.

			‘You’re lucky in a way.’

			‘That’s not the word I would have used.’

			‘Most people don’t get any warning until it’s way too late, at least you’ve got a chance to prepare. You can make decisions about your future while you still have the mental capacity to do so.’

			‘Such as?’

			‘Power of attorney, for one thing. At some stage someone is going to have to step in and take charge of your affairs. Your partner or children if you have them.’

			He saw the dark cloud passing across my face and tried to row back a little.

			‘Look, it’s not all bad news. There’s a new drug they’re ­trialling, donanemab, which could be a big step forward. And some of the recent research has shown there are other ways to slow the progression of the disease, diet and exercise, for example. I’ll give you some leaflets and can recommend a few websites for you to check out for more information. Let’s do the tests first and see where we are.’

			I had no trouble with any of the assessments: remembering simple lists of words, copying sketches, following instructions, a spelling test, even recalling some personal details. Piss-­­easy stuff. The day I couldn’t remember my own address would be the day I took a pistol into the garage like my dad had – in a rare moment of clarity which was way too late to save my worn-­­down mother. She followed him just a few months later, exhausted beyond her years. If it hadn’t been for my older brother I would have ended up in care. No way was I dragging Helen or Aidan down that road.

			
			

			‘And this goes no further?’ was my final question.

			‘Not if you don’t want it to,’ the consultant said.

			Was I legally obliged to tell someone? I thought about checking my contract – to see what was in the small print – but bollocks to that, I wasn’t telling a soul at work. The memories of people taking the piss out of my dad seeped back in; how he went from being a respected office manager to a laughing stock in no time at all. I knew that could easily happen to me; if the top brass didn’t drop me like a stone they would marginalise me, stick me in some back-­­room job to keep me away from the important stuff. And that couldn’t happen. Not yet anyway.

			I skimmed the leaflet and could see a few easy wins that might keep the symptoms at bay and delay the inevitable decline. I’d change my diet to something more Mediterranean – who didn’t like Italian food? I’d stop drinking too, I’d planned to cut down anyway so it was just one step further, and do more exercise – no bother. And I’d always liked playing games – Leon wasn’t the only one in the squad with a competitive streak. I just had to learn a few new ones to try to keep the old grey matter ticking over.

			I could still do the job for now. And there was no way I was stopping because of a time bomb that might not blow up just yet. At the very least I had to catch Laura’s killer. I’d promised her dad. After that, maybe I could think about winding down, but until then my bosses could stay in the dark. What they didn’t know couldn’t hurt them. Or could it? Maybe I’d start making mistakes? Obviously, I’d stop and fess up if I thought I was becoming a problem. Wouldn’t I? What if the condition meant I didn’t even realise it myself? Sod it, I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

			
			

			The job wasn’t my biggest worry anyway. That was Helen and Aidan. I knew from bitter experience that this would damage them; change their lives forever. I’d always seen myself as a protector; it was my job to keep them safe from harm, not to be the cause of that harm. And I couldn’t help remembering how suddenly my father had gone downhill, fine one minute, frightening the next. Time was of the essence.

			I needed some advice, so I did what all lapsed Catholics do. I went to see a priest.
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			‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned, it’s been forty-­­four years, seven months and twenty-­­two days since my last confession.’

			‘Piss off, Jack, I’m not your priest.’

			‘You’re a priest.’

			‘Not for a very long time,’ my big brother said. ‘And this is my shitty bedsit, not a confession box. They may both stink of farts and body odour but they’re not the same thing.’

			Phillip poured us both a large glass of Jameson’s and took a quick glug. The two of us, more than twenty years apart in age, didn’t have many things in common but a love of Irish whiskey was one of them. Had been one of them. I hadn’t yet had the heart to tell him that I was severing that bond. It was my turn to take a vow, only in my case I was abstaining from alcohol.

			‘You never really stop being a priest though, do you? Even if you have been defrocked or whatever you call it.’

			‘I wasn’t bloody defrocked either! I asked to leave.’

			Phillip had been one of the youngest priests in England when he was ordained at the age of twenty-­­five but then walked away from the Catholic Church before his thirty-­­fifth birthday, his faith blown away when he fully realised the extent of Dad’s problem, quite reasonably questioning what kind of god would allow such a thing. The irony of our father’s condition meaning that Phil could no longer be a Father wasn’t lost on either of us. Nor the fact that he then had to become a de-­­facto father to me, at least until I’d finished my education.

			
			

			I was luckier in some ways; I’d never had any kind of faith to begin with. My attendance at church ended the moment my parents had bigger concerns than dragging me out of the house on a Sunday morning. Most of the time they simply forgot it was Sunday – every day is the same when you’re dealing with advanced Alzheimer’s. And I never had any inclination to take myself to church on my own. I was much happier playing football outside with my mates.

			‘You not drinking?’ Phillip said, pointing at the still full glass whilst picking his own up again. He seemed nervous, like he knew bad things were coming down the line. I bit the bullet.

			‘I have early onset Alzheimer’s,’ I said.

			My brother paused in the lifting of his glass, waiting for a punchline that was never going to come.

			‘Shit,’ he said, lowering his glass. ‘Seriously?’

			‘It wouldn’t be a very funny joke. I mean when I say have, I have the rogue gene and the proteins that mean it’s heading my way. Like a fucking express train, probably. Dad wasn’t much older than me when he started kicking off. Cheers.’

			
			

			I picked my glass up and clinked it against my brother’s before placing it back down on the table untouched.

			‘You should probably get checked out yourself. It’s heredi­tary,’ I added.

			‘I did,’ Phillip said, ‘way back at the start.’

			‘You kept that quiet.’

			‘You were so young. I didn’t want to worry you.’ He paused. ‘I was clear,’ he added quietly.

			‘Lucky bastard.’

			‘I know. I’m sorry.’

			‘Not your fault.’

			‘What are you going to do about the job and that? What do they say? What does Helen say?’

			‘I haven’t told anyone else.’

			‘What?’

			‘You’re the first, you should be honoured. And you can’t break the seal of confession.’

			‘I’m not a priest any more. I can tell who I like.’

			‘But you won’t. The job don’t need to know. There’s nothing much wrong with me yet. No more than usual anyway.’

			‘And Helen?’

			‘It’s the last thing she needs to hear. You should see her, drawing up ten-­­year plans, working out how to turn her new school around. Happy as a pig in shit. I can’t ruin that.’

			‘You have to tell her.’

			‘I’m not taking her future away.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘She’d drop everything to look after me the minute I needed it.’

			
			

			‘Which may not be for ages.’

			‘Granted. But it might also be a lot sooner than that. I have to do what’s best for my family, for Helen and Aidan.’

			I’d thought about nothing else since that first conversation with the consultant. Just because my future was looking bleak didn’t mean Helen’s had to be. I’d seen what had happened to my mother as she desperately tried to support my father – or the man who used to be my father – and I wasn’t inflicting that on my wife. She didn’t deserve that.

			Typically, despite throwing herself into her new role, Helen had noticed how distracted I was but I’d brushed off her concerns, putting it down to the job as usual. She would normally have spotted that deception too but this was one secret I was determined to keep from her for now so I’d been at my most convincing.

			Phillip put his drink down. Which rarely happened.

			‘What are you suggesting?’

			‘I’m thinking of leaving her, moving out.’

			‘That’s insane. You’re the perfect couple. You two set the bar so high, you’re why I’ve never got married.’

			I laughed. ‘Well, that and the vow of abstinence.’

			‘For the ten thousandth time, I’m not a priest any more. I could have got married any time I wanted once I’d left the church.’

			‘Except no one would have you.’

			This time he laughed.

			‘Well, there is that, yes.’

			‘Look, there’s no way I’m subjecting Helen to all the crap that Mam had to put up with. You know that fighting off Dad sent her to an early grave. I’m not sending Helen there.’

			
			

			‘And you know fine well that not everyone who gets Alzheimer’s becomes as violent as Dad did.’

			When Phillip had left the church he’d retrained as a social worker and even though he’d now retired he knew what he was talking about.

			‘Aye, I’ve been doing some research. About one in ten, apparently.’

			‘Not bad odds.’

			‘Not good either. You didn’t see what I saw, you ­weren’t there. Dad’s dementia blazed through our family like a forest fire, killing almost everything in its path.’

			‘I can’t keep apologising for not being around. I didn’t know.’

			‘I never said you did, I’m just saying you have no idea how bad it could get and I do. Dad was a pussycat before this insidious disease got hold of him – you know that at least – he never laid a hand on any of us.’

			He nodded. It was true. Until his rapid decline our dad had always been a real gentleman, much more so than me, so I was already way ahead of him in the volatility stakes.

			‘I’m simply not willing to put Helen through any of that. Or Aidan for that matter. And I certainly don’t want either of them to end up as my carer.’

			‘You know I can’t do it, don’t you?’ Phillip said. ‘I retired for a reason. I’m worn out. I drink far too much. I can barely look after myself.’

			
			

			‘I don’t want anyone to do it. And no one will have to anyway.’

			My brother had many faults but being slow on the uptake wasn’t one of them.

			‘What do you mean? I hope you’re not suggesting . . .’

			I shrugged, avoiding Phillip’s glare. It had more than crossed my mind. It was the one right thing my father did in his final years.

			‘Maybe this gene isn’t the only trait that runs in the family,’ I muttered.

			‘I may not be a priest any more but I know a mortal sin when I hear one.’

			‘Don’t worry, Phil, I’m nowhere near that yet but you know what happens if I leave it too late to deal with it?’

			Phillip gave me a quizzical look.

			‘Let’s just say you might have to take me on a nice little trip to Switzerland.’

			‘Euthanasia! Absolutely not. You know I believe in the sanctity of life. Only God can make that decision.’

			‘So now you’re a priest again!’

			‘No. You don’t need to be a priest to believe in God’s divine sovereignty.’

			‘Maybe not, but it can’t do any harm. Look, OK, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. But I have to put my house in order first while I’m still capable of making my own decisions.’

			‘It will kill her if you leave.’

			‘No. Me staying will kill her. And I know first-­­hand what it would do to Aidan.’

			
			

			‘You survived.’

			‘With huge collateral damage.’

			‘Leaving Helen will hurt you more. You’ll be unmoored without her.’

			‘Oh, I have no doubt about that.’

			I stood up. My confession was over and this time there were no Hail Marys as a penance. Just a decision to be made.

			‘Don’t rush into this, Jack.’

			‘What choice do I have? The longer I stick around the more likely it is that Helen will get wind of my condition – you know how sharp she is! And once she knows she’ll never let me leave. She’s a carer to her boots. I’ll be the millstone around her neck and she’ll drown in the misery.’

			He shook his head.

			‘I think you’ll be making the biggest mistake of your life.’

			My brother had an annoying habit of being right.
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			I knew the Grant house like the back of my hand: from the orange striped curtains in all the front windows and the scuffed bootmarks on the front door, to the patch of dead grass on the lawn and the hole in the concrete driveway. I’d studied them all closely many times in recent weeks. I’d even worked out that the sticker on the small bedroom window was a Man United crest. I was surprised that Frankie Grant let his kid get away with that. Most youngsters born round here had to suffer the endless pain of being a Mags fan, although things were looking up lately.

			My main focus, however, was always on the driveway. It was where the stolen car that had killed Laura had been taken from. Several hours before the hit-­­and-­­run. If you believed Frankie Grant’s story. Which I didn’t.

			Obviously the car had been replaced now but that wasn’t the point: Grant was dodgy as hell. Head of one of the main crime gangs in the city. Everyone knew it, he’d just never been caught with his pants down. He had his fingers in all kinds of pies, including a scrapyard which local legend suggested had seen more stolen vehicles than a joyriders’ car rally. He’d twice been the subject of a police raid but somehow always seemed to know when they were coming. And I was supposed to believe that persons unknown had stolen the villain’s personal Ford Mondeo from his own driveway. Not a chance.

			
			

			Either the local car thieves had bigger balls than Prince Charming or there was a rabbit off, and I knew which one I believed. Regardless of whether it was an accident or a targeted attack on me or even Laura, Frankie Grant’s sticky fingerprints were all over it – not literally, unfortunately.

			 

			My team had been warned off the case by Bob Curtis – ‘too emotionally involved’ apparently – and he’d passed the investigation on to someone else. But they’d thrown the kitchen sink at Laura’s death for several weeks now and still found little evidence. And until I was considered fit to return to work I had a lot of time on my hands.

			Grant had reported the car stolen hours before the crash so it wasn’t an ‘after the event’ theft report to cover for someone and despite their best efforts they’d never even come close to putting a name to the driver. A little birdy had told me that there was a ton of DNA found but Grant allowed his staff to drive the car and all those they managed to match had cast-­­iron alibis. There was one outstanding sample that had not yet been identified though. It was found on the airbag so was almost certainly from the driver that night – but whoever it was wasn’t on the database, no previous offences, which was unusual for a car thief. Whoever he was, the bastard had disappeared back into whatever hole he’d crawled out of and was free to do it all over again.

			
			

			I’d spent several of my free days and nights roaming the estate that the house sat in, or standing in the alley across the way from the Grant house waiting for something to happen. In an ideal world the same car thief would return to the area and try and steal another car and I would catch him, arrest him and drop him down several flights of stairs on the way back to the station cells. If I took him in at all.

			The much more likely scenario was that Frankie Grant cracked under the strain of having a senior cop sat outside his house every other day and did something stupid. Grant wasn’t an idiot; he was street smart and knew how to play the game. But he also had a hot temper and somehow thought that he deserved respect – and having a cop keeping watch on him on a semi-­­permanent basis was winding him up no end. He hadn’t made an official complaint yet but his public whining had reached the ears of Bob Curtis who had told me in no uncertain terms to drop it. Needless to say I had ignored the advice.

			‘You again!’

			A young voice from my right. I turned to see Grant’s teenage son, Lee, a few yards away. I really should have heard him coming. Maybe I was getting too old for this?

			‘Why don’t you leave us alone, you perv? You trying to check my arse out, staring into my bedroom every night! Haven’t you got anything better to do?’ the kid yelled, before crossing the road and heading into his house.

			I sighed. The truth was I didn’t have anything better to do. Apart from sitting at home fretting about my uncertain future. And Grant would crack before I did. I was sure about that.

			
			

			I saw the curtains twitch in the upstairs window. Could be the kid, more likely he’d snitched to his dad. No problem. It wasn’t like I was trying hard to stay hidden. I’d done surveillance training back in the day but this time I was ignoring all the rules. I wanted him to see me. I wanted to rattle his cage until his head hurt.

			‘Come on, Frankie, just try it, come out and say something,’ I muttered.

			A flicker of movement to my left caught my eye. Someone was crouched down, quickly making their way along the parked cars on Grant’s side of the road, hidden from my view apart from those brief moments when a flash of orange scooted past a gap between the vehicles. I clenched my fists and had started making my way across the road when the suspect came past the last car into the open. An urban fox. The critters were everywhere. The fox shot off when it saw me, knocking over a small recycling box that had been left out for the bin men, sending a handful of plastic milk cartons flying.

			When I looked back towards the Grant house the front door was open and the man of the house was standing in the light of the doorway whittling a piece of wood with a sharp knife. Probably trying to frighten me – but you couldn’t frighten a man who already had a death sentence looming over him.

			‘Evening, Frankie,’ I shouted. ‘Nice night for it.’

			
			

			‘Wasting your time again, I see,’ he said.

			‘Not at all. You’ll screw up eventually, dickheads like you always do.’

			I turned to go but glanced back one more time. Grant had stepped out of his doorway.

			‘You’re the one who’s screwed up,’ he said.

			‘See you tomorrow,’ I added, lighting the blue touch paper before walking away.

			‘Maybe sooner than you think,’ he shouted.

			The trip caught me completely by surprise, sending me crashing to the ground. My hands took the brunt of the fall, my head narrowly missing the edge of the kerb. I rolled into a ball, shielding my skull from the kicking that was about to come.

			Nothing else happened. I moved my arms slightly and looked up. There was no one there.

			‘What the hell?’ I muttered, scrambling to my feet, wincing at the pain from my scraped knuckles but thankful I hadn’t damaged myself any further. I’d lost my sling the week before but the doc reckoned my collarbone still needed more time to fully heal.

			I looked back at Grant’s house. Frankie was laughing fit to bust but he hadn’t moved and there was no sign of anyone else. I’d been sure that he or his lad had caught up with me. I glanced at the ground behind me; nothing there to explain the fall, no unseen obstacle carelessly discarded. It was probably just a dodgy paving stone that the cash-­­strapped council couldn’t afford to fix. I brushed myself down and walked on, limping slightly as I felt a pain in my knee. I hoped it wasn’t anything serious. I didn’t need another part of my body letting me down.

			
			

			Or maybe it was more than that. I’d read somewhere that one of the first signs of early onset could be balance issues. Somewhere in my head a clock started ticking.
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