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ONE

THE MAN IN BED 7 said he’d been involved in a work accident just up the road from the hospital. Ward 4E didn’t deal with work accidents from just up the road or anywhere else—it was the intensive care unit. He wasn’t on life support because of the bang on his head, either; he was hooked up to the ventilator and heart-rate monitor because whenever he fell asleep, he stopped breathing. That, plus the fact that he was eighty-two, meant there was no way he’d been involved in a work accident; he’d been hit on the head.

Even in New York getting hit over the head at that age was frowned upon.

“CAN YOU JUST call my wife? She’ll be worried.”

“We called your family yesterday.”

“Then where are they?”

“I need you to get back in bed. And don’t pull those tubes out.”

The old man stood as firm as his depleted frame allowed. “What if I did?”

The ICU nurse stood firmer. “Then you’ll have a very bad day.”

The old man couldn’t stand any longer. He slumped into the visitors’ chair beside his bed. “I’m already having a very bad day.”

The light seemed to go out behind his eyes and a veil slipped over his face, the blank unseeing stare of a man who doesn’t know where he is. He glanced around the room as if he were seeing it for the first time. There were three other beds, either curtained off or open to view, depending on what state the patients were in. This being an intensive care ward, the state they were in wasn’t good. Two of them were asleep or unconscious and the third was moaning through his facemask. One of the sleepers was in a medically induced coma so that put him at the top of the shit list. The old man in bed 7 was the only one who was allowed out of bed.

The light came back on behind his eyes. “Excuse me. Nurse.”

The nurse got ready for another round of questions. “Yes?”

The old man’s eyes darted around the ward, seeing everything anew. “Look. I’m okay. Really. I was working up the road from the hospital and there was an accident. That’s why they brought me here. Being so close. I’m okay now. So can I go home?”

The nurse gave him a sad little smile. “We just need to do a few more tests.”

The old man looked confused, then a fresh idea hit him. “Can you just call my wife? She’ll be worried.”

“We called your family yesterday.”

“Then where are they?”

The same cycle and the same questions. As if he’d never asked them before. The nurse supposed that in his mind he hadn’t, because either the bang on the head had impacted his memory or this was something worse. She was leaning toward something worse.

“Your daughter said she was out of town, but she’s on her way.”

“Daughter? I don’t have a daughter.”

The look of confusion crept over his face again. He racked his memory for something to grab hold of. Something to stabilize himself. The more he thought about it the more depressed he felt. Because he didn’t think he had a wife, either.

GEORGE EDWARDS HAD been brought into New York-Presbyterian Queens by ambulance after being found in the Botanical Gardens just off Flushing Main Street. Technically just up the road from the hospital, but definitely not a work accident. He had suffered a severe head injury and lost a lot of blood, but at least he was conscious. Despite his age and size, he’d tried to fight off the paramedics, claiming he’d be okay in a few minutes. Then he’d promptly passed out before the paramedics could treat him.

That was two days ago. He’d been rushed to the ER and stabilized before being moved to Ward 4E on the fourth floor overlooking Kissena Corridor Park. Ward 4D, across the hall, housed beds 1 through 4. Ward 4E held beds 5 through 8, and Edwards had been assigned Bed 7. The only information he’d been able to give the hospital was his name and age. He had no wallet and no identification, but there was a contact number sewn into the waistband of his trousers. It was when the nurse called the number that things began to get really weird.

The first strange thing was that the old man’s bill was paid in full, even before there was a bill. The second was that a quiet man in a black suit appeared in the fourth-floor waiting area and sat reading The New York Times without first asking about any of the patients. He’d simply taken a quick look through the entrance to Ward 4E then sat with his back to the window, reading the paper. The third thing was, there appeared to be extra orderlies cleaning and tidying parts of the hallway that were already clean and tidy. New staff that had never worked there before.

Of course, the man in bed 7 was oblivious to all that. He was oblivious to everything. Until he had a Road-To-Damascus moment on the night of the second day.

“EXCUSE ME. NURSE.”

“Yes, George.”

They were on a first-name basis now, something the intensive care nurses always tried to promote. Ward 4E had a staff duty roster like everywhere else in the hospital, but theirs was flexible in a way that allowed for staff continuity with individual patients. The patients weren’t called patients anymore, either; they were clients, all part of the bureaucratic bullshit and political correctness that threatened to trump actual patient care. The ward was quiet after dark, settling into the overnight routines of a busy hospital during the midnight hours. Apart from the hiss and pump of the ventilators and the rhythmic ticks and beeps of the monitors, the volume subsided to aid sleep.

George Edwards couldn’t sleep.

“I don’t know why I’m still here. I was in a work accident just up the road from the hospital. I’m okay now. Can I go home?”

Even the night staff had grown accustomed to the cycle of questions. They never varied and they were as regular as clockwork. The nurses were trained to keep their answers non-confrontational. The old man’s nurse prepared to perpetuate the cycle.

“We just need to do a few more tests.”

“Can you at least call my wife? She’ll be worried.”

“We called your family yesterday.”

“Then where are they?”

The machines ticked and beeped like whispers in the night. The nurse could see anxious relatives getting hot drinks from the vending machine in the waiting area. The vending machine serviced wards 4A through to 4F, and there were always at least three relatives who wouldn’t leave in case their loved ones took a turn for the worse. The man in the black suit had swapped The New York Times for a copy of Empire magazine, reading about the latest Hollywood blockbusters due out in the summer. The nurse glanced at the other patients’ relatives in the waiting room and thought the old man had a point.

“Your daughter said she was out of town, but she’s on her way.” Must be a long way out of town, the nurse told herself. “I’m sorry. We’ll let you know as soon as she gets here.”

That confused look crossed the old man’s face again and the nurse felt her heart break a little. No matter how many patients you dealt with, there was no escaping the personal connections that the intensive care ward engendered. Nurses really cared about their patients, politically correct or not.

She watched a range of expressions flow over the old man’s face. She could practically see the cogs turning behind his eyes. He was trying hard to work something out and she found herself hoping against hope that he found an answer. At the same time, she was resigned to the fact that this particular old man was too damaged.

Then his face cleared, and he looked at her with bright eyes. “Okay. I know what’s happened.” He didn’t ask her to call his wife. “I need you to call my son. It’s urgent. He’s with the Boston Police. Works out of District E13 at Jamaica Plain.”

TWO

JIM GRANT WASN’T at District E13 in Jamaica Plain. He wasn’t in Boston at all. That was because Sam Kincaid had persuaded him to take more sick leave before coming back to full duty.

“You were dead for fifteen minutes, right?”

“So they tell me.”

“But you’re alive now.”

“Your point being?”

Kincaid wasn’t sure how to make his point as he sat uncomfortably in Grant’s living room. The veteran detective had never been to the Yorkshireman’s apartment before, and the implied intimacy felt awkward.

“My point is, I know cops who twisted their ankle and took longer off work than you. Being dead for fifteen minutes is still dead.”

Grant pushed a steaming mug of tea around the glass-topped coffee table. He could only drink tea if he made it himself. Americans couldn’t make a decent cuppa to save their lives. He took a long slow drink to give himself more time, then put the cup down.

“I didn’t go into the light or hear heavenly choirs if that’s what you’re asking.”

“You’ve seen dead people before. When there’s no vital signs, you’re dead.”

“And now I’m alive. You just said so.”

“But fifteen minutes is a long time dead.”

Grant was getting tired of beating around the bush. “So what the fuck’s your point?”

Kincaid looked even more uncomfortable. “I don’t know what the fuck my point is. But…” He puffed out his cheeks in exasperation then settled down. “Here’s my fucking point. Getting resurrected takes a damn sight longer than getting over a twisted ankle.”

Grant didn’t want to admit it, but Kincaid was right: a sprained ankle couldn’t account for the thoughts that kept rattling around in his head. Boston P.D. had been insisting for weeks that Grant take more time before returning to duty and Kincaid’s speech had tipped the scales. That’s how Grant ended up at World’s End, contemplating sandcastles while he took extra time to get over being resurrected in Loveland, Colorado.

WORLD’S END PARK wasn’t at the end of the world; it was a tranquil coastal reserve almost ten miles east of Quincy and just north of Weymouth. Grant didn’t know why but just lately he’d found himself craving the privacy of a secluded beach. There were beaches around Boston, but they were too close to his job and Quincy Shore Drive was too public. He’d kept driving east along the coast road until he found somewhere that suited his needs. World’s End Park felt right for his mood, which was downright apocalyptic.

That was the thing that worried him, because he was usually an upbeat kind of guy. His outlook on life had always been the epitome of glass half full. He had always preferred conversation to confrontation and de-escalation to decimation. If there was a man with a knife, he’d preferred to talk the guy down, rather than wall him off. The name Resurrection Man had been coined because of his walking into danger with his arms held out like Jesus on the cross as much as his surviving numerous deadly encounters.

This last deadly encounter, the one where he’d been shot to death in Colorado, should have been the straw that broke the camel’s back, but Vince McNulty had made sure Grant was resurrected from that one as well. Two Yorkshire cops working completely different jobs in America, Grant with the Boston P.D. and McNulty as technical adviser for Titanic Productions. Now Grant not only couldn’t sleep but he had an urge to make sandcastles. How strange was that?

He followed the winding road to the park entrance and pulled into the parking lot beyond the drystone wall at the mouth of the reservation. There was a sign hammered into the ground next to the park ranger’s hut.

WELCOME TO WORLD’S END

Open Daily Year Round

Sunrise to Sunset

Admission was free to members and six dollars to non-members. Grant was a non-member but there was no one to pay. The park ranger’s hut was empty. He spun the car around in the gravel lot and parked facing the entrance. An old habit. Always leave your car facing the exit in case you have to make a quick getaway. World’s End Park wouldn’t require a quick getaway, but a leopard can’t change its spots. The trouble was, Grant wasn’t sure what his spots were anymore. The other problem was that World’s End Park didn’t have a beach.

“Shit.”

Grant leaned forward and rested his head on the steering wheel. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Twice. His usual de-escalation technique didn’t work. He felt as shaky and stressed as when he’d had sand kicked in his face on the beach at Scarborough. He squeezed his eyes to shut out the image of the Yorkshire seaside resort.

“Shitty fuck shit, shit.”

The image faded but the memory remained. Of course it did, why else was he looking for a secluded beach? He opened his eyes and started the car. He thought he remembered a narrow beach and a diner back along the road just before the turnoff for World’s End Park. He pulled out of the parking lot without paying his six dollars and headed toward a beach, a diner and a confrontation. It was the confrontation part he hadn’t expected.
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