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The crash was hard to explain. An early evening in July, the traffic on the motorway was light. A car transporter had moved into the middle lane and was trying to pass a caravan that was trudging along at fifty miles an hour. The lorry driver, Paul Sullivan, had dark glasses on and wasn’t bothered by the sun, which hung heavy in the sky like a ripe orange. He was listening to a compilation tape, the volume high. For a few moments he imagined himself in a sports car, open top, gliding along a beach road. Then he came back to reality and laughed at himself. It was exactly two weeks and three days until he and his family were due to go to Portugal.

He glanced in his wing mirror and noticed a car coming up in the fast lane. One minute it seemed miles back and then it was nudging his shoulder. A Jaguar, postbox red, it seemed to nose past him without touching the ground. Like a low-flying aircraft it sped away and disappeared under a footbridge on the horizon. Having passed the caravan Paul put his indicator on to move into the inside lane. Just then the music changed. A throbbing drum and insistent guitar made him move around in his seat with sheer pleasure. It was ages since he’d heard this one. He sung along with the words. Up ahead he noticed people on the footbridge. He felt his vehicle slowing and realized that he was going up a slope. He put his foot down, easing the heavy load into the inside lane, feeling the weight of the cars on his back. The caravan was close behind him and the song was reaching its climax and he hummed along with the final chorus.

It wasn’t a crowd on the footbridge he noticed that much. Three, four maybe? What a life! A glorious Sunday summer evening and all these young lads had to do was hang around a motorway. At that age he was out pulling girls. Sex and cars and music. Those were his pastimes. And he hadn’t worn too badly. He still had his hair. Not many of his mates could say that.

The stone hit the windscreen, making a loud crack. Like the sound of a whip. It startled him and in the blink of an eye the glass in front of him splintered, blurring his vision and filling his stomach with a sick feeling. He couldn’t see, didn’t see the motorbike that buzzed past and swung in front of him. The lorry swerved and his chest and shoulders froze for a second, paralysed with fright. With trembling arms he began to feed the steering wheel through his hands, aware of some invisible wave pulling his great weight to one side, threatening to capsize him in the middle of the road.

That’s when he saw, out the corner of his eye, the blue minibus sailing past him.

His foot slammed on and off the brake pedal; three, four times. His arms, stiff like rods, were holding on to the steering wheel, as if to push it away. The brakes screamed, the sound piercing him from ear to ear. He felt a heavy weight pulling him to one side and his stomach rose up into his throat as the road turned sideways in front of him. He closed his eyes. He couldn’t help it. All he could hear were the sounds of braking cars squealing behind him, like a flock of angry gulls.

Then it was silent.
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I didn’t find the usual mess in the kitchen when I got up. That surprised me. I’d heard Brad come in after midnight. He was noisy, moving around, opening and shutting drawers. I’d assumed he’d been making a late night snack. But there was no sign that he’d made anything for himself.

He tripped on the stairs, I heard that much. He swore and I heard a slur in his voice. He was drunk. He’d been like it before. Emily would roll her eyes if I told her. She disapproved of most things my brother did.

I made some toast. Two slices cut into triangles, one covered with honey, the other with apricot jam. I put them on a china plate and carried it through to the living-room. I sat in my usual armchair in front of the television. I picked a piece up by its corner and bit a neat half moon out of it, brushing my knees for any crumbs. After a few moments of careful chewing I noticed something shiny on the carpet, just under the sofa. I got down on my knees and reached for it. A silver hoop. My mislaid earring. I should have been pleased to see it but instead it gave me a twinge of nerves and Denny Scott’s face came into my head. I picked it up, held it to my lips for a moment and then put it in my jeans pocket.

I sighed and reached for the remote and pressed the news channel button. The sound was off and I watched the newsreader mouthing for a while and then there was film of a motorway, the screen showing cars lying on the road, and a motorbike, on its side by a giant lorry. A crash. I watched in silence as a footbridge came into shot and a presenter stood talking into a mike.

Normally this was my favourite time of day. My dad, a computer technician, worked early shifts and always left around six-thirty leaving me and Brad asleep. At seven I usually got up, showered and dressed and spent some time on my own. Even when I didn’t have to be anywhere I liked to get up early. The house was quiet and felt empty. I loved the tranquillity. I could make my breakfast without Brad getting in the way, leaving the fridge door open, the carton of milk out on the side, his tea bag on the work surface, wet and soggy. And none of his moaning about his work or his car or his lack of money.

At half past seven, most mornings, I sat and luxuriated in front of the television, flicking from one channel to the other, picking up snippets of news and getting myself ready for another day.

This morning I should have been in an even better mood because it was the official start of the school summer holidays. My best friend Emily and I had lots of plans. We were going to decorate her bedroom. We had galleries and museums to visit; research to do to prepare for our ‘A’ level courses. These things had been planned for ages and Emily had made a kind of timetable for us both. She’d printed it off and I had a copy on my bedroom notice-board. Denny had remarked on it. That Emily thinks she’s your boss, he’d said.

But something had happened in the last couple of weeks that had taken the shine off our arrangements. The thought of trudging round museums didn’t hold the same wonder for me. The ‘A’ levels that were starting in September no longer seemed such a milestone.

Part of me wanted to call it Love.

The more sensible side of me didn’t know what to call it.

I shifted around in the chair trying to get comfortable. My uneaten toast was cold and soft. I tried to make myself concentrate at the silent television screen which was now showing what looked like another car accident. A policeman was standing in front of a bus stop, waving cars by. The camera showed a close-up of a street sign. Bunches of flowers were tied to a nearby lamppost.

Love. It wasn’t the right word and it didn’t really describe the things that were happening. I thought back to the previous day. Denny, my brother’s best mate, calling round deliberately when he knew that my brother was out.

‘Your dad around?’ he’d said, sitting on the settee beside me.

It wasn’t a real question because he knew full well that my dad was out. He didn’t even wait for me to give any kind of answer, just pulled me towards him and began kissing me hard on the mouth, his hands holding the tops of my arms so tightly I’d thought there’d be bruises.

‘Use your tongue,’ he’d whispered, pulling back for a split second. ‘The way I taught you.’

And I did. And somehow we slithered on to the floor and he’d ended up on top of me, pinning me down, his leg moving between mine. He had other things to teach me, I knew that. I lay my head back on the floor and closed my eyes. I was ready for it. Ready for anything. But the ring of the telephone startled us both. It sounded like a bell at the end of a boxing round. We both stopped, him darting back to the settee, me scrambling for the phone in the hallway, vaguely aware that one of my earrings was gone.

I wanted it to be love. But how could Denny Scott have feelings for me?

He was nineteen, I was sixteen. He worked, I went to school. He was good-looking, funny, strong, brainy. I was too tall and skinny with no breasts to speak of. I was shy and blushed like a beetroot whenever I felt awkward or stressed. I was happiest talking to Emily about books or writing stories of my own. He talked easily to anyone, making jokes, joining in with discussions.

On top of all this Denny already had a girlfriend.

I’d seen him with her on Saturday evening. Brad was giving me a lift to Emily’s house. We drove through Epping Forest and stopped off at High Beech, a local beauty spot. Brad wanted to give Denny some money he owed him. We found his car in the pub car park. He and Tania were leaning against it. He was talking into her ear, his fingers playing with the neck of her T-shirt. Her body just fitted neatly by his and she had a hint of a smile on her face, as though his words were giving her pleasure.

It made my legs go weak to see them. I had my copy of Jane Eyre on my lap and I made a half-hearted attempt to read it. It was in preparation for my ‘A’ level and I had already highlighted some sections of the first chapter. There was a stone weight in my stomach though and my eyes were pulled back to the couple by the car. As he kissed her I moved around in my seat, flicking through the pages of my book, my thighs feeling as though they were on fire.

And then, twenty-four hours later, he was next to me on my living-room floor, his breath burning my neck, my earring rubbing against the carpet. Just the memory of it made my throat ache.

On the screen, a reporter was talking to a policeman. I watched the woman’s red lips moving and the policeman’s head nodding, one of his hands smoothing back his hair. Across the bottom of the screen was a ribbon of colour and words moving from right to left. I made myself concentrate on them. Anything to get my mind off Denny. Are drugs responsible for the rise in road traffic accidents? I sighed. Death and misery on the news. I reached for the remote and clicked the ‘off ’ button. The screen went blank.

I picked up my uneaten food and was about to take it through to the kitchen when there was a knock at the front door. A second later the bell rang. Then the knocking and the bell began to sound at the same time, as if someone was in a panic. I made my way out and pulled the door open. Two police officers stood there. One of them was in uniform, with steel-grey hair and a large stomach. The other one I knew: Tony Haskins. He’d been involved with Brad before.

‘What? What’s happened? Is my dad all right?’ I said, thinking that there had been an accident.

‘It’s not about your dad, Charlotte,’ Tony Haskins said, a look of concern on his face, ‘This is Constable Pearson. We’re here to talk to Bradley.’

‘Why?’ I said, my relief quickly replaced with anxiety about my brother.

‘We need to talk to him. It’s important. Is he in?’

‘What’s he done?’ I said, pulling the door over a bit, trying to exclude them, my heart sinking into my shoes.

‘Is Bradley at home or not?’ the other officer said, clearing his throat, his voice booming out. ‘We need to speak with him on a matter of some urgency.’

I was about to answer when I heard footsteps from behind me. I turned and saw my brother halfway down the stairs wearing only his boxer shorts and holding a T-shirt scrunched up in one hand. His hair was sticking out and he looked half asleep. When he saw the police he stopped.

‘Brad,’ I said, pointing at the door.

Brad looked pale, his skin like wax. His face dropped and he pulled the T-shirt over his head and covered himself up.

‘Bradley Simon?’ the older policeman said.

Brad’s eyes flicked from one policeman to the other. Then he looked back up the stairs and down along the hallway as though he were considering what to do. For a moment I thought he might turn and run away, up the stairs or along the hallway and out the back door.

‘Brad?’ I said.

His shoulders slumped and he stood sullenly, as though he was a schoolboy about to be told off.

‘Bradley, we need to talk to you. Down at the station. Now.’

‘What do they want, Brad?’ I said.

‘Nothing,’ Brad said, shaking his head. ‘I’m not saying nothing. I’ll be back before you know it. All right if I get my shoes?’

‘As long as I can come with you, son,’ the older policeman said.

Brad turned back up the stairs. The policeman followed him slowly, each step making a sound under his weight. When he was at the top I turned and glared at Tony Haskins. He’d shaved his head so that his bald patch was less noticeable. He was wearing a suit which made him look formal. He saw me looking.

‘I’m in court later. I’ve had to smarten up.’

‘What’s going on?’ I said, ignoring his attempt at conversation. ‘What’s he supposed to have done?’

‘I can’t say, Charlotte. You know I can’t say.’

‘I’ll know soon enough!’ I said, exasperated.

‘We’re investigating a motorway incident.’

‘Motorway?’ I said, puzzled, something clicking in the back of my head.

Brad was coming down the stairs behind the older policeman. There was a murmur of voices, mostly the policeman’s.

‘A big crash, yesterday evening. Casualties,’ Tony said, his voice dropping.

‘What’s that got to do with Brad?’ I demanded.

‘Some kids were throwing stones at passing cars. One of them hit the lorry.’

‘You don’t think Brad was …’

‘Leave it, Charlie. Don’t say nothing,’ my brother said.

‘What about Dad?’ I said.

In my head I saw my dad’s face hardening at the news, his mouth closing tightly as he tried to control his annoyance with Brad.

‘Don’t ring him. I’ll probably be home in a couple of hours.’

Brad put an unlit cigarette in his mouth.

‘No smoking in the car, son,’ the uniformed officer said.

‘Ring me,’ I shouted, as he got into the back seat, tossing the cigarette on to the ground.

I watched the car until it turned out of the road, a feeling of gloom settling on me. Brad, in trouble with the police. It wasn’t the first time. I thought of the television news I’d been forced to watch minutes earlier. A lorry on its side on the tarmac, a nearby motorcycle and cars strewn around. Kids throwing stones. I shook my head. Brad wasn’t a kid. Throwing stones off a motorway footbridge wasn’t his style. Drinking too much, nicking stuff, chasing after girls, getting into fights. These were Brad’s pastimes.

Throwing stones at moving cars.

I shook my head, a feeling of certainty taking over me. It just wasn’t Brad.
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A couple of hours later I was on a bus heading for the town centre and the police station. The bus was packed and I was standing, wedged up against a window, looking out as the streets went slowly past. The bus kept stopping and starting, making it hard to stand upright, and I was jostled by people squeezing past to get off and others edging past to get on. The sky was grey with wall-to-wall clouds. It suited my mood.

I wondered how Brad was feeling.

He was probably sitting in a room waiting to be interviewed, smoking or drinking tea from a polystyrene cup. None of it would be new to him. He’d been in that same station before, a number of times: caught in possession of cannabis three times; receiving stolen property twice (mobile phones); one charge of public affray and one of assault both stemming from his attraction to fighting. There were several other brushes with the law that hadn’t resulted in anything. It was true to say that my brother was known to the police.

This time though, I felt less concerned and more angry. Brad wasn’t the type to stand on a footbridge and throw stones down at oncoming drivers. He was a driver himself. He would never do anything so dangerous. The police were looking for someone young, tall, skinny with short dark hair. Brad fitted the picture.

Emily wouldn’t be surprised. I’d considered calling her and telling her what had happened but had decided against it. Emily didn’t need any excuse to disapprove of my brother. She didn’t have much time for Denny either, lumping the two of them together as typical laddish types.

They were different though. They’d been friends since school but they seemed ill-matched. Brad worked as a car mechanic and was perpetually scruffy. Denny worked in an office and wore smart clothes all the time. Brad liked to go to the pub. He drank a lot and often couldn’t get up in the morning saying he felt sick. Denny was rarely drunk. I knew that he sometimes smoked dope, using his thumb and forefingers to make skinny roll-ups while Brad swigged back can after can of beer. My brother had a short fuse. He took offence at the smallest thing: a missed space in a car park, the man in the newsagent’s serving him slowly, someone looking at him oddly in the ticket queue at the tube station. He thought nothing of picking an argument with complete strangers. Denny was the peacemaker, always finding a reason to calm things down.

Dennis Scott. I closed my eyes as a feeling of longing washed over me. Denny and Charlie. Why not? He was only three years older than me. He was a friend. I’d known him for years. I knew that he loved cars, always working on his, cleaning it and buying new parts for it. I knew that he hated his job and only stayed because the money was good. He was a good, loyal friend to my brother. And he’d liked me for years. He called me Little Miss Innocent even though I wasn’t little any more.

But Denny already had a girlfriend.

I opened my eyes. Outside it was raining, the drops just starting to mark the glass. Now was not the time to think of me and Denny. Brad had been arrested. He was in trouble. I had to focus. I stared into the rain, pushing Denny from my thoughts.

The bus was inching forward bit by bit, its engine wheezing. I slumped against the window. There was no rush. I knew how it worked. I’d been in this situation before. The first time I’d been frantic, imagining my brother in a cell, being mistreated, fitted up, his young life wasted in some grimy prison. But with each new brush with the law my feelings dimmed. I was upset but deep down I wasn’t surprised.

I looked over to the other side of the road where the cars were moving freely, their windscreen wipers slapping back and forth. Through the traffic I saw flowers attached to the railings at the edge of the pavement. They were brightly coloured, the blooms standing proudly out, trumpeting the grey street, perked up by the fine drizzle. A child’s teddy bear sat on the pavement among them. I frowned. It was a tiny altar to some other road accident. It made me think of the motorway crash, one car smashing into another. I’d put News 24 on again while I was getting ready but the report had not been repeated. It was a big lorry, I remembered, and some cars and a motorbike.

A beeping sound made me reach into my bag for my mobile. On the screen was the word Dad. I hesitated. If I answered it I would have to tell him about Brad. There was sure to be a row. I sighed and shoved it back in my bag and started to move towards the exit for my stop.

The police station stood on its own away from nearby shops. I pressed the entry button and waited until a buzzer sounded so that I could enter. The reception was like a wide corridor with a counter at one end and a line of plastic chairs down the side. A uniformed policeman was on the desk. In the chairs there were a couple of black girls and an older white man. The girls were whispering and leaning away from the man as though he was nothing to do with them.

I walked forward. I’d been in this waiting area before.

‘Yes?’ the policeman on reception said.

His lips were bunched up with expectation and his eyes dropped down to some papers on the counter in front of him.

‘Mr Haskins asked me to come in? I’m Charlotte Simon?’

I said it sweetly, using my full name. As if I had an appointment. I knew that if I asked for my brother I’d be told to take a seat and would probably sit waiting for hours.

‘Regarding?’ he said, continuing to look down.

‘A road traffic matter,’ I said, smiling, trying to convey confidence even though I didn’t feel it.

He gave a great sigh as if it was all too much trouble, then, without making any eye contact at all, he picked up the telephone. Have a nice day, I wanted to say but kept quiet. Tony Haskins appeared a few moments later. He came briskly out from behind the counter, smoothing his tie down with the flat of his hand, and seemed out of breath. He punched in a security code and led me into a small boxroom with a table and two chairs. I sat down and looked expectantly at him. He stayed standing and didn’t say a word. Behind him was a giant poster. It showed a hooded man walking through undergrowth at the back of some houses. The words We’ve Got Our Eye on You were underneath the logo for Neighbourhood Watch.

‘I’m due in court in an hour so I’ve got to be quick,’ he said, pushing his sleeve up to look at his watch.

‘I want to know when Brad’s coming home.’

‘I don’t know, Charlotte. It’s out of my hands now.’

‘But you could find out. You could ask.’

He shook his head, brushing fluff off his jacket.

‘I can’t interfere. It’s a big case. A serious accident. People have been hurt.’

‘Brad’s got nothing to do with it. He wouldn’t …’

‘There were witnesses …’

‘Who?’ I said hopelessly.

‘He’s being interviewed. That’s all I can tell you,’ he said, shuffling about, looking down at his shoes.

‘I’ll wait for him.’

‘It’ll be hours. Why don’t you go home and ring later. There may even be developments,’ he said.

Developments. That was police-speak for an arrest and a charge. I felt this ball of indignation in my chest. I got up and walked out of the room, letting the door swing behind me.

‘Brad is innocent,’ I said, quietly.

Outside it was pouring. People in short flimsy T-shirts were running towards cover. I pulled my jacket up around my neck.

My brother was innocent. I was absolutely sure.
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