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‘Ambulance service. What’s the emergency?’

‘Fuck … Oh my God. I can’t–– There’s been an accident.’

‘Sir, I’m going to need you to calm down. Are you hurt?’

‘No, but the people in the car …’

‘Sir, can you tell me your name?’

‘Vincent. Vince.’

‘OK, Vince, can you tell me your location?’

‘Fairfax Road – the school car park. There’s a girl on the ground. She’s … oh, Christ …’

‘Tell me what you see, Vince.’

‘She’s … broken.’

‘Vince, I need you to listen to me. An ambulance is on its way. Can you look at the girl? Is she conscious? Vince? Can you hear me?’

‘She’s dead.’

‘Are you sure she’s not breathing?’

‘Her head isn’t … yeah, I’m sure. I … think I’m going to be sick.’

‘Take a deep breath, Vince. Are there other people inside the vehicle?’

‘Two … no, wait, three. I can’t get the door open. If I can just … OK, there’s a boy.’

‘You’re doing really well, Vince. The ambulance is a couple of minutes away. Is the boy conscious and breathing?’

‘There’s blood …’

‘Where’s the blood coming from?’

‘I can’t fucking see! His arm … oh, Christ, his arm … Come on! Just breathe, will you? Fucking breathe!’

‘Talk to me, Vince. What’s happening? What’s wrong with his arm? Vince? Are you there? Vince? Vince!’





ONE

Trying to make sure you’re drunk enough to get through your mother’s wedding day but not so drunk that she notices is not an easy task. It doesn’t help that one of the waiters happens to be a boy from school; he keeps sneaking me top-ups of wine at every opportunity. I’ve never talked to Marcus Bloom before in my life – unless you count the apology I uttered when he bumped into me in the cafeteria that one time. Boys who look like him don’t tend to bother with girls who look like me.

Mum catches my eye during the speeches and I know I’m busted. A few minutes later, she corners me before I can escape to the loos. I pull her into a hug, hoping to distract her.

‘Tim’s speech was so good!’ The truth is, it was a little over the top. He mentioned Mum’s ‘beautiful, beautiful soul’ so many times it started to get weird.

‘Are you drunk?’ Mum whispers in my ear.

I accidentally sway a little. ‘Are you drunk?’

She pulls back and looks at me closely. ‘How much have you had?’

I lean in close, peering back at her. On a day-to-day basis my mum is kind of pretty in a dainty way – blonde and pixieish – but today she looks stunning. ‘Your make-up is flawless, you know. Nikki is a fucking wizard. I wish I’d got her to do mine. And your hair! I didn’t even know hair could be that shiny. It’s like … it’s like … molten gold.’

Mum rolls her perfectly lined eyes. ‘Soft drinks from now on, OK?’

I stand up straight and salute her. ‘Aye, aye, Bridezilla.’

‘If I really was Bridezilla, I wouldn’t have let you wear Doc Martens to my wedding.’ She laughs, then surprises me with another hug. ‘I know this hasn’t been easy for you, but I want you to know that I appreciate the effort you’ve been making – with Tim. And he appreciates it too.’

I shrug as we hug again. I haven’t done anything special, unless you count trying not to be a total dick about the wedding. And I’m not sure I’ve been completely successful at that.

I look over to find Tim deep in conversation with my aunt. She seems to be doing most of the talking, but he’s listening like she’s the most interesting person in the world. (And my aunt is absolutely not in contention for that title.) It’s one of the things that surprises me most about Tim – that he doesn’t yabber on all the time. On his radio show, he’s all non-stop chatter and enthusiasm for anything and everything. Breakfast Tim is exhausting, but it turns out he’s nowhere near as annoying in real life.

I’ve just about come to terms with the idea of Mum and him being together, but that doesn’t mean I’m delighted about the wedding. It’s far too quick – seven months isn’t long enough to know you’re ready to spend the rest of your life with someone. Mum said she knew (she absolutely, positively knew) she wanted to marry him the day she asked him to buy tampons. He didn’t even blink, just asked if her flow was light, regular or heavy. Seems a pretty low bar to me, thinking someone’s worth marrying because they’re not embarrassed to talk about periods, but Mum’s easily impressed.

‘How’s Tim doing?’ I ask. ‘Is he upset about Lewis?’

Mum follows my gaze, and it’s as if Tim senses her looking, as if their vows have forged some super-sensory connection between them. He smiles and Mum beams back at him.

‘He’s … disappointed. I’d be devastated if you and Billy weren’t here. This is supposed to be about our families coming together. Yeah, yeah, I know you think it’s sentimental old bollocks, but if I can’t be sentimental on my wedding day, when can I be?’

‘Are you sure you’re not the one who’s had too much to drink?’ I say with a sly smile. Her smile falters, if only for a second. Mum never has more than a couple of drinks these days. She’s always a bit touchy about me drinking, even though she’s resigned herself to the fact that she can’t stop me.

‘Everyone keeps asking about Lewis. Maybe it would have been better if we’d just told people the truth?’

Gastroenteritus is the official explanation for my new stepbrother’s absence; his flat-out refusal to leave his room is the actual truth. I’d never have got away with it, but he’s nineteen years old and apparently those two extra years mean he gets to do whatever the hell he likes.

I shake my head. ‘People wouldn’t understand. Now stop worrying about Lewis and focus on enjoying yourself. This is your day.’

She leans in close. ‘You do like him, don’t you? Tim, I mean.’

‘Yes! How many times do I have to tell you? He makes you happy, and that makes me happy.’ Plus there’s the fact that he isn’t a total drunken mess. That’s a definite bonus.

There are tears in Mum’s eyes. She squeezes my arm and whispers, ‘You’re my best girl.’

I roll my eyes. ‘You’ll ruin your make-up if you’re not careful. Now go, mingle. Your public awaits.’ I gesture to a couple of Mum’s colleagues hovering nearby.

She fixes her bridal smile back in place and straightens her shoulders. ‘Promise me you’re on soft drinks for the rest of the night?’

‘I promise.’

‘And you and Billy have to come up and dance for at least one song …’

I gently push my mother in the direction of her friends, who immediately envelop her in hugs and kisses and don’t-you-look-beautifuls.

 

I don’t exactly break my promise; I stretch it and mould it to my purposes. I do have a soft drink – several, in fact. It’s just that Marcus adds a couple of generous splashes of vodka to my glass each time. He keeps looking at me and smiling. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that, at first. But I decide that I like it.

‘You’re thirsty tonight, aren’t you?’ he says with a grin.

It sounds sexual, the way he says it. I’m fully aware of that, but I don’t mind one little bit.

A little later – three drinks later to be precise – Marcus sidles over to where I’m sitting with my brother.

‘I’m on my break now.’

I blink twice; my vision isn’t exactly blurry, but it’s not crystal clear either. ‘And you’re telling me this why?’

He likes that – his eyes flash with delight. He shrugs. ‘I thought you might want to join me.’ There’s no doubt in my mind about his intentions.

I’m about to say no when my drunken gaze lands on Tim with his arms around my mother. It will never not be weird, seeing her with a man who isn’t my father. I turn to Billy. ‘You OK on your own for a bit, Bill?’ My brother doesn’t look up from his phone, mumbling something about trying to beat his best score.

Marcus holds out his hand and pulls me to my feet. He doesn’t let go, even when I stumble. The stumble is a warning sign, which I ignore: I’m too drunk to cope with walking, so why exactly am I letting this boy lead me out of the marquee?

Next thing I know I’m sitting on a pile of fruit boxes with my dress hitched up round my waist while Marcus Bloom kisses my neck and fumbles with my underwear.

He smells of sweat and cigarettes. His stubble scratches my face when he kisses me; I turn my head away and notice the caterer’s van parked a few metres away. It’s not even dark yet. Anyone could see us.

Someone unbuckles Marcus’s belt. Surely that someone can’t be me.

But it is.

This is me. Evan Page. Little Miss Know Your Limits. Little Miss Responsible. Having frantic, uncomfortable sex with Marcus Bloom.

I’m vaguely aware of the extenuating circumstances, even while we’re doing it. It’s been a tough day – in so many ways – but I’ve had to keep smiling the whole time. I’ve kept it together even when I wanted to fall apart. And it’s not just today; for years I’ve been playing the dutiful daughter role and maybe I’m finally sick of it. Add into the mix that I also happen to be drunker than I’ve ever been in my life.

Circumstances, reasons, excuses.

But what is exactly is my excuse for having frantic, uncomfortable, unprotected sex with Marcus Bloom?







TWO

Later, Billy and I stand on the edge of the dance floor, watching Mum and Tim’s first dance. There’s precisely zero chance of it going viral on YouTube.

‘Who was that boy?’ Billy whispers, scuffing his feet on the shiny floor.

‘Just a friend from school.’

‘I think he looks like a wolf.’ My baby brother can be surprisingly perceptive. ‘I prefer Sid.’ I think Billy was more heartbroken than I was when Sid and I broke up at Easter.

I turn to see Marcus clearing glasses from the tables, taking time to stop and flirt with Mum’s cousin, Norah. I know I’m far from sober, but everything suddenly feels painfully clear. It hurts to think.

‘It’s always the quiet ones.’ That’s what he said as he zipped himself up, shaking his head and smiling. Then he asked for my number. I told him to fuck off, which surprised him (and me), but didn’t particularly bother him (or me). ‘Feisty … I like it.’

I left him behind and hurried across the courtyard to the toilets – smiling at people along the way and trying to ignore the fact that my legs felt too weak to support me. Trying to ignore the wetness in my underwear.

 

STD names are running through my head as Tim twirls Mum round the dance floor. If Marcus didn’t use a condom with me, what are the chances he uses them at all? My only hope is that the other girls he has sex with aren’t as reckless as me. It’s not as if I didn’t think about it. Was it deliberate? Taking that risk, knowing it’ll mean a trip to the chemist first thing tomorrow morning? I don’t even know.

Billy reaches for my hand and looks up at me with those big blue eyes. ‘Things are going to be better now, aren’t they?’

‘Yes.’ There’s really no other answer when a ten-year-old is looking at you like that.

‘Aw, why are you crying? People always cry at weddings on TV, don’t they? It’s weird if you ask me.’

I laugh and squeeze his hand. ‘It’s happy crying.’ I wish that was true.

‘Come on, you two!’ Mum and Tim have danced their way towards us, laughing and smiling. Mum grabs Billy’s hand and Tim takes mine. I don’t seem to have a choice in the matter. The four of us dance together while the photographer snaps away. Everyone’s so distracted by Billy’s ridiculous moves that no one seems to care when I escape from the dance floor at the earliest opportunity.

 

Mum and Tim are still dancing two hours later. Tim’s Tango-coloured hair is damp with sweat and his face is red. He’s got rid of his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, and she kicked off her heels as soon as ‘Dancing Queen’ came on.

I find an empty table and get my phone out to message Daze. I don’t want to have to tell her about Marcus Bloom face to face. Of course I’d never have had sex with him if she’d been here, but Daze doesn’t do weddings. She’s going to give me hell for it, but I’d still rather stay at her place tonight than go to Harry’s with Billy. The thought of staying at my father’s flat is unappealing at the best of times, but tonight it’s unimaginable.

I type out several versions of the message and delete each one. I’m starting to wonder if maybe it would be best not to say anything at all when Gary Strout shimmies over. Middle-aged men should be banned from shimmying – and from wearing novelty ties. ‘Mind if I join you?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer before sitting down and loosening his tie.

Gary is Tim’s best man, and the producer on his show. Apparently he’s a nice bloke, but I think he’s a dick – especially after that innuendo-laden speech of his. Tim must have mentioned that I’m into music, which seems to be Gary’s cue to bore me to tears on the subject. He isn’t remotely interested in what I have to say, as long as I keep nodding in the right places. This guy could get a degree in mansplaining.

‘Did Tim tell you about the time I met Bowie? What a legend. Total legend.’

That’s definitely worth a nod. I even manage to muster the enthusiasm to ask what Bowie was like.

‘Oh, amazing, totally amazing. Inspiring, really.’

‘So what did you guys talk about?’

Gary’s finger traces a red wine stain on the tablecloth. ‘It was all a bit manic … you know how things are backstage. All sorts going on … wild.’ His eyes widen and he wiggles his eyebrows.

Gary never met David Bowie. That much is obvious. A stifled giggle emerges from under the table and I realise that Billy’s holed up under there. If it were socially acceptable for a seventeen-year-old to do the same I’d have cheerfully joined him. Instead, I grab my brother’s arm and pull him up to sit beside me, forming a Billy-shaped barrier between Gary and me. Gary ruffles Billy’s hair and starts asking him the sort of questions adults ask children when they have no idea what to say. What’s your favourite subject at school? Are you glad the summer holidays have started? Do you like football? Billy’s answers are suitably monosyllabic: art; yeah; no. Thankfully Gary gets the hint and shimmies off to get another drink. I spy Marcus behind the bar. As far as I’m aware he hasn’t looked my way in hours. Not that I want him to, but still.

‘You tired, kiddo?’ I ask, smoothing down his hair. Billy yawns, but shakes his head – an automatic reflex when you’re ten years old and staying up long past your bedtime is the ultimate victory. I check the time – 11.27 p.m. Mum and Tim are due to be chauffeured away at midnight in a clapped-out orange VW Beetle. Mum cried when Norah parked it in front of the house first thing this morning; her first-ever car was an orange VW. I like that Tim isn’t flashy – that he didn’t go for a fancy limo just to impress people. I like that he asked Billy to write ‘JUST MARRIED’ on the rear window using white shoe polish.

I call for a taxi, then message Harry to say Billy will be on his way at twelve. Mum’s given strict instructions to make sure he’ll be watching out of the window when Billy’s taxi pulls up.

‘Why do you never want to stay at Dad’s?’ Billy asks, before popping an ice cube into his mouth and crunching on it.

‘You know why,’ I say, a little more sharply than intended. ‘Besides, there isn’t room.’ I check my phone; Harry hasn’t seen the message. If he doesn’t reply soon, I’ll have to call him and I really don’t want to speak to him.

Mum and Tim are about to leave the dance floor when the opening chords of Mum’s favourite song kick in. She claps her hands and turns to Tim, but he’s frowning at his phone. I watch as he puts the phone to his ear, moving away from the speakers.

Tim stands with his back to the room, huddled next to a fake olive tree twinkling with fairy lights. It’s only when he turns to look at Mum that I realise something is wrong. His face is blank, his lips compressed into a thin line. He jams the phone into his pocket and hurries back to Mum. A few whispered words and her face crumples. I’m out of my seat in an instant, running to her. Other people are making their way over, but I get there first and Billy’s only a few steps behind.

‘What’s wrong? What’s happened?’ My eyes flit from Tim to Mum.

‘We need to get to the hospital.’ Tim looks around helplessly.

‘I’ll sort it. You sort them,’ I say, taking Mum’s hand. I grab her shoes and lead her outside while Tim fends off worried wedding guests.

‘What’s going on?’ Billy asks, his bottom lip beginning to tremble. ‘Tell me what’s happening!’

‘Billy, I need you to find Norah, OK? Tell her to bring the car round right now.’ For a second I’m sure he’s going to argue, but he nods and hurries off.

Mum starts shivering when we get outside, even though the night air is warm and thick as soup. Inside, the music is still blasting and Meat Loaf is still wailing that he would do anything for love (but he won’t do that).

‘Who’s in the hospital, Mum?’ I ask as gently as possible.

‘It’s … it’s Lewis.’ Her voice is shaky.

I feel anger, brittle as ice and twice as cold. I will kill him for ruining Mum’s wedding day.






THREE

A rust-red line runs along the middle of the floor, stopping abruptly at the double doors. Or perhaps the line continues beyond the doors. I won’t know unless someone opens them. I could go and see for myself but I don’t want to wake Billy.

No one’s told us anything. All we know is that Lewis has been involved in some sort of accident. The harried nurse at the desk said someone would come and talk to us soon, before her attention was diverted by a bearded guy in a Thor costume. Blood was dripping from Thor’s nose, while his mates Batman and Spider-Man tried to figure out how to work the drinks machine. Claybourne-on-Sea is a magnet for stag and hen parties, especially in summer. The Claybourne Courier ran a series of articles last year, warning about the ‘plague of pleasure-seekers threatening to destroy our seaside idyll’. Then Harry wrote an article saying that our town would most likely wither and die without the influx of cash from those so-called pleasure-seekers. The letters page went nuts.

Mum alternates between watching Tim pace up and down and staring at the TV mounted on the wall. Depressing news from around the globe scrolls along the ticker at the bottom of the screen. Norah’s outside, making pointless calls to tell people there’s no news yet.

Tim sits down heavily in the chair next to Mum and loosens his tie. ‘This is getting ridiculous. What’s taking so long?’ Mum takes Tim’s hand in hers and murmurs something in his ear. He nods and says, ‘Fine, I’ll give it ten more minutes.’ He takes out a handkerchief and starts cleaning his glasses, holding them up to the light to look for smudges.

Mum goes back to staring at the TV, now showing the weather. I’m impressed she’s holding it together. Most people would lose their shit if their wedding day ended up like this. People keep glancing over at her, scanning for signs of injury. She may not be wearing the big white meringue dress, but she looks unmistakably bridal: cream knee-length dress with matching heels. All that’s missing is the bouquet – caught by Norah, mostly because she was the only one who actually tried to catch it.

I’m glad to have Billy nestled against me, even if he’s periodically drooling on my shoulder. Four years ago he was the one lying in the hospital bed while Harry paced up and down the corridor. Mum was away on a management-training weekend in the Lake District. I vividly remember sitting on a chair down the hall, waiting for a phone call from Mum and studiously ignoring Harry.

The smell of the place hasn’t changed in four years – thickly antiseptic, with underlying notes of something that doesn’t bear thinking about. It’s hard to tell whether the anxious, sick feeling in the pit of my stomach is worry about Lewis or an echo of the worry about Billy all those years ago.

We were all relieved that Billy didn’t remember how he got his scar on his forehead. The version Mum and Harry decided on was close enough to the truth to satisfy him. As far as Billy’s concerned, he was sleepwalking and tripped on the bottom stair, cutting his head open on the corner of the radiator. Billy doesn’t know how often Mum’s cried about it over the years, blaming herself for not being here that weekend. Billy doesn’t know who’s really to blame.

I shouldn’t have insisted on coming here. There’s nothing I can do to help; I can’t fix this. We don’t even know what this is yet. Tim and Mum were too dazed to put up much of a fight when I bundled them and Billy into the back of the VW Beetle. Norah hastily removed the chauffeur’s hat she’d bought for the occasion. She drove at the speed limit and didn’t ask questions. I kept calling Harry, but there was no answer.

‘Can you try your dad again?’ Mum says to me, when Tim goes off to queue up at the desk. I shake my head when the call goes to voicemail, and Mum and I exchange a look. We’re both thinking – dreading – the same thing.

We can’t see Tim, but we can hear him, begging for information about his son. The nurse’s responses are inaudible, but you get the gist from what Tim’s saying: she can’t tell him anything. I half-expect Tim to start kicking up a fuss but instead he goes quiet. I crane my neck to see what’s happening, but he’s already on his way back over.

‘Any news, love?’ asks Mum.

Tim’s shaking his head when the double doors at the end of the corridor open and a woman comes striding towards us. She’s wearing pristine blue surgical scrubs and Billy’s favourite brand of trainers. ‘Lewis Rossi?’

Tim springs to his feet. ‘Can I see my son now?’

‘I’ll be able to take you to Lewis soon. But first I need to speak to you …’ she pauses and looks down at Billy who’s slowly waking up, ‘… in private.’

‘Yes, yes, of course. This is my … my wife. Diane.’

The woman shakes Mum’s hand. ‘I’m Angela Mabaso. If you could just come this way.’

‘We won’t be long,’ says Mum, flashing a reassuring smile at Billy and me. Then Mum and Tim follow the woman – surgeon, surely? – back through the double doors. And Billy begins a barrage of questions. None of my answers satisfy him, but that doesn’t stop the onslaught. Where have they gone? What’s happening? Where’s Lewis? Can I get a drink, please?

I give him some money for the machine, and he spends a long time staring through the glass, considering his options. I check my phone to see that Daze messaged a while ago, asking where the hell I was and saying that she was going to bed. I fire off a quick reply: At the hospital. Something’s happened to Lewis.

Daze replies straight away: Sprained wrist from all that wanking?

Another message pops up before I have a chance to reply: Sorry, not funny. Hope he’s OK. Call me. x

I keep thinking about Angela Mabaso’s scrubs. It has to be a good sign, that they’re so pristine. Doesn’t it? And she didn’t look particularly worried or anxious. Businesslike would be the best description. So Lewis must be OK.

‘Evan! The police are here!’ Billy’s back, with a can of Coke for himself and a bottle of water for me.

I look over to see a couple of police officers talking to the nurse on reception. It’s only when they start walking towards us, shiny black shoes squeaking on the lino, high-vis jackets too bright under the strip lighting that it hits me: maybe Lewis isn’t OK after all.






FOUR

I couldn’t compute it, when Mum told me what had happened. She’d ushered us through the double doors and down a short corridor to the relatives’ room. Tim stayed to talk to the police. There was a box of tissues on the coffee table in front of us; I’ve never understood the concept of man-size tissues. Mum took one and blew her nose before she told me what had happened.

A car crash. That was the first thing that didn’t make any sense. What was Lewis doing in a car in the first place? He should have been at home, in his room, doing whatever he does in there. The boy is practically a hermit.

Mum only told me more when Billy went to the loo. The words spilled out in a torrent. The car had crashed into the primary school on Fairfax Road. No other vehicles were involved. Luckily a guy had been passing and heard the crash, otherwise …

‘What, Mum? What is it? Was Lewis driving? Whose car was it?’ I don’t even know if he has a licence. Add that to the list of things I don’t know about him.

Mum shook her head. ‘There were three people in the car with him.’ She sighed heavily. ‘The car didn’t have airbags, and Lewis was the only one wearing a seatbelt.’ Three people? Lewis doesn’t have any friends – unless you count ones on the internet.

‘Who are the others? Are they here too?’

She shook her head again. She took my hand and squeezed it. The sight of her wedding ring shocked me. My mother was married now. ‘They’re …’ She swallowed hard. ‘They’re dead, sweetheart.’

When Billy came back, Mum glossed over how bad it was. She said he’d be able to visit Lewis soon, and that there was nothing to worry about. I don’t know if he believed her or not, but he was abnormally quiet, which made me wonder. He didn’t even kick up a fuss when Norah said she’d take him back to her place. Mum said I should go too, but I told her I wanted to stay. She squeezed my hand again and I think she was glad even though she wouldn’t admit it.

I hugged Billy close to me before he left. He was painfully sincere when he said, ‘Tell Lewis not to worry about Indy. She can sleep on my bed tomorrow night.’ Our cocker spaniel’s love for Lewis defies all explanation. She latched on as soon as Lewis moved in, the little traitor. Indy’s supposed to be staying with a dogsitter for the next few days, because Mum and Tim were meant to be on their way to Paris in the morning. No point wasting money on the dogsitter now they’re going nowhere.

I was grateful that Tim didn’t try to shield the truth from me when he finally sat down on the other side of my mother. He explained Lewis’s condition and somehow I managed to nod as calmly as if he were reeling off a shopping list.

‘They asked me if Lewis uses drugs. What kind of question is that? He wasn’t even driving the car.’ He went on to tell us that they suspected drugs or alcohol might be involved, owing to the ‘particular circumstances’ of the crash site.

‘What did you tell them?’ Mum asked. She was holding Tim’s hand now; he needed the comfort more than me. He hadn’t been able to see Lewis yet. He looked pale and haggard, a million miles away from the bridegroom who’d beamed with pride as he proposed a toast to the ‘blushing, beautiful bride’.

Tim looked over his shoulder, even though the room was empty. ‘I said no. What else was I supposed to say?’

Mum shifted in her chair. She’d been less than impressed when she saw the poster Lewis hung above his bed – a doctored photo of Barack Obama smoking a massive spliff (‘Yes we cannabis’). She kept quiet, though, because Lewis is an adult and adults are allowed to have crappy posters on their walls. She was even less impressed when the unmistakable smell came wafting through the house that very first night, straight after our first official ‘family’ dinner.

‘They asked if I had any idea who was in the car with him. And I had to say no. They looked at me as if I was mad!’ Tim shook his head. ‘This is my fault.’

‘It is not.’ Mum’s voice was as firm as I’d ever heard it. ‘How can you say that?’

‘He should have been at the wedding. He should have been with us.’

‘You couldn’t force him to come, Tim. You tried your best – we all did. And that’s all we can ever do. We don’t even know what happened yet. Let’s focus on Lewis for now. One step at a time, OK?’

Tim shook his head but didn’t say anything more. We settled into exhausted silence that was broken a few minutes later when Dr Mabaso came back in. She smiled warmly, but she looked as weary as we felt. ‘You can see your son now.’

Mum went with Tim. Lewis is her son too now. In a way.

I picked a leaflet – Coping with Bereavement – off the rack on the wall and read it from cover to cover, wondering about the families of the other people in the car. Where would they be when they found out? At home? Would it be a knock at the door from a police officer? Perhaps one of the officers who’d spoken to Tim. Of course the police would have had to identify the bodies first. It wasn’t as if they could ask Lewis.

Were the bodies in this building somewhere, lying side by side on stainless steel tables? I’d seen enough hospital dramas to know the morgue is always in the basement. It shocked me that I didn’t feel sad when I thought about the people who’d died. But they weren’t real to me, because I had no idea who they were. They were shadows of ghosts.

 

Lewis Rossi has been my stepbrother for less than twelve hours. For two of those hours he’s been in a coma. This whole day feels like some sort of hallucination. Seeing my mother descend the stairs in her wedding dress. Trying so hard to smile during the ceremony. Making that monumental error with Marcus Bloom. None of it seems real.

Until Mum and Tim come back into the room, looking diminished. Faces slack from shock.

Until I insist – why? – on being allowed to see Lewis, even only for a couple of minutes.

The broken boy in front of me is all too real.

Under the bandage around his forehead, his face is a mixture of vicious reds and pinks. His eyelids are shiny and swollen, his mouth slack around the breathing tube. A tangle of wires and tubes surrounds him, linking him up to machines which rhythmically beep and hiss.

I keep my eyes on his face – his battered, almost unrecognisable face – because I can’t bring myself to look a little further down the bed. At the space where his arm should be.







FIVE

The next morning I pour three litres of perfectly good milk down the sink before telling Mum we’ve run out and that I’ll pop to the shops to get some more. She was already on the phone, answering questions from anxious relatives.

I’m at the chemist five minutes before it opens. I stand, leaning against the wall, music blaring in my headphones to try to drown out the thoughts. The drumbeat is too fast, though, and instead of soothing me it makes me feel anxious.

I’m ready for the pharmacist’s questions, and make a point of looking him in the eye when I answer each one. I tell him I had to come off the pill because it was driving me loopy. To be fair to the guy, he doesn’t try to make me feel ashamed or embarrassed, even when he advises me to get tested for various STDs. After the consultation, I hand over the money at the till. Twenty-five bloody quid – half a day’s wages I might as well have flushed down the toilet.

I sit on a bench outside the newsagent and open the paper bag. The box is purple and white, and inside there’s a single pill in a foil packet. I pop it out and swallow it dry. I picture the pill making its way through my body, forming a force field around my womb, protecting it from Marcus Bloom’s sperm. Or however it actually works.

I decide there and then not to tell Daze about Marcus. She wouldn’t bat an eyelid at me having sex with someone I barely know, but not using a condom? She’d kill me dead, and I wouldn’t even blame her. I need to get Marcus – and Daze, for that matter – out of my head and focus on being there for Mum. And for Tim, I guess.

Images of Lewis in that ICU bed punctuate every step of my walk home. The empty space where his right arm has been amputated above the elbow. I wasn’t even sure if Lewis was right- or left-handed, which shows just how well I know my stepbrother.

Bizarrely, the fact that he’s in a coma is less of a worry than the arm. The doctors induced it, and won’t let him regain consciousness until the swelling in his brain has reduced. They’re optimistic that he won’t have any permanent brain damage. ‘Optimistic’ doesn’t sound sure enough for my liking; I’d want them to be absolutely fucking certain.

Mum and I left the hospital just before four this morning. I gave Tim a quick hug, said I was sorry and that I was sure Lewis would be OK. It’s strange, the things you say in a situation like that. The words don’t have to make any sense, or be true, they just have to be spoken. Mum and Tim embraced for a long time; I had to look away.

 

My key is in the front door when I remember: the milk. As I turn to head back to the shops, I glance in through the bay window and see the back of a man’s head.

I ram my key back in the lock and storm inside.

‘Get out.’

Harry flinches. He doesn’t get up from his chair but he does have the decency to look ashamed. He looks like shit and smells even worse. His face is pale and doughy, and his eyes are bloodshot. He probably slept in his clothes but it’s hard to tell; rumpled seems to be his go-to look these days. Looking at him, it’s almost impossible to believe that my father used to be handsome.

Mum comes through from the kitchen in her dressing gown and slippers, carrying two steaming mugs of black coffee.

‘What the fuck, Mum? What is he doing here?’

Mum shakes her head and hands Harry one of the mugs. He takes a gulp and winces. He never waits for his coffee to cool when he’s got a hangover.

‘Where the hell were you last night? Did Mum tell you what happened? While you were getting wasted, Lewis was—’

‘He knows, love.’

Harry runs his hand through his hair. It’s so greasy that it slicks back and stays there. ‘I came as soon as I heard. Jane called me this morning.’ Jane is Harry’s boss at the Courier. I’ve never met her, but she sounds terrifying.

‘Oh, so you’d sobered up enough to answer her call?’

‘Evan.’ Mum casts a warning glance in my direction. Why does she always defend him? Even now?

‘It’s OK, Di. I fucked up yesterday.’ He looks at Mum and his face softens. ‘It … it was a hard day.’

‘Yeah, well, tell that to Billy. You know he was actually excited about staying at your place?’

Harry winces. ‘He can come today. I’d be happy to …’ His words peter off as Mum shakes her head.

‘I think it’s best if Billy just comes home. Evan can pick him up on the way back from the dogsitter.’ Mum’s gaze lands on the pile of unopened wedding cards on the coffee table. The card Billy made is on top. He spent ages decorating the envelope with multi-coloured hearts.

‘So that’s settled, then. You can leave.’ I cross my arms and glare down at this man who calls himself a father yet refuses to act like one.

Harry meets my gaze. ‘Jane talked to the police. She has the names.’

‘What names?’

‘Of the people in the car with Lewis,’ Mum supplies, and I finally understand why she let Harry into the house.

I perch on the sofa next to Mum. ‘Tell me.’

Harry takes a scrap of paper from the pocket of his jeans. ‘James Gayle, Phoebe Mackintosh and …’ He looks at Mum, then back at me.

I’ve never heard of James Gayle, but Phoebe Mackintosh is in my year at school. I only know Phoebe’s name because the head teacher gave her some award in assembly last term. Something to do with an essay or a poem, I think. I can’t even picture her face – not clearly, anyway. Brown shoulder-length hair in a ponytail. Medium height. Medium everything. And now she’s dead. But what the hell was she doing in a car with Lewis?

Mum takes my hand. ‘Evan,’ she says gently, and I feel my heart go into freefall and I want to stop her from talking because I know it’s going to be bad. ‘I’m afraid Karolina was in the car too.’

I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

‘I’m so sorry, love,’ says Mum.

I say nothing, because the truth is that I used to be friends with Karolina Zabek, but that was a long time ago. The news that she’s dead has no discernible effect on me, but I can’t let Mum and Harry see that. You’re supposed to feel something when someone you know dies, aren’t you?








SIX

Harry has one last bombshell to drop before he leaves. Well, two, really. Phoebe was the one driving the car even though she doesn’t have her licence yet. But the car belonged to Lewis.

Mum calls Tim the moment the front door closes behind Harry, but it turns out the police already told him. Mum paces the living room, pausing to shake her head every so often. ‘But I don’t understand … we’d know if Lewis had a car. Where was he keeping it? Are they sure?’

While she’s fixated on the car, I’m fixated on something else: what was Lewis doing with Phoebe Mackintosh, Karolina Zabek and James Gayle in the first place? They can’t have been his friends. Lewis doesn’t have friends. I head up to my room and fire up my laptop.

A quick Google brings up results for James Gayle. There are photos of him smiling, holding oversized trophies. Football, sprinting and swimming. It must be exhausting being so good at so many things. He is – was – a sixth former at Belmont Hall – the boys’ school on the north side of Claybourne. Lewis went to Belmont Hall too, but left two years ago before finishing his A-Levels – a fact I only know because I once overheard Billy asking Mum why Lewis didn’t go to school or have a job.

James Gayle has the same smile in each triumphant photo – wide, brimming with perfect teeth. Flawless brown skin, with exactly the kind of body you’d expect from someone whose life revolves around sport.

I bet he was popular too. People like that usually are. James Gayle appears to have been everything that Lewis Rossi isn’t. The anti-Lewis. And he didn’t exactly look like the kind of boy Phoebe Mackintosh would be hanging around with either. Karolina, though? James looks exactly like someone she would want to get to know.

 

Eleven missed calls from Sid, five from Daze, and a few messages from some mates from school. It seems like the whole world knows what happened, which makes sense when Daze messages to say the crash was the first story on the local news and that rumours are flying online.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE DEEPER YOU DIG
THE DARKER IT GETS






OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
CAT
CLARKE
A

WE ARE
YOUNG






OEBPS/images/sign.jpg
(14





