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Chapter One 
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Ross didn’t wait until he got home. Even as he sat in his instructor’s car, in the passenger seat for the first time since his initial lesson, he took a photo of his driving test pass certificate and posted it on Instagram. By the time his instructor pulled up outside his house, it already had 15 likes. 

‘Well, there you go,’ said his instructor. ‘Congratulations.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘Don’t forget, drive carefully. The next twelve months are the most dangerous. Did you know that? Twenty-one percent of new drivers are involved in an accident in the first year after passing their test. Make sure you aren’t one of them.’ 

‘Will do.’ 

The instructor offered his hand and Ross shook it. 

‘Thanks for everything.’ 

‘How old’s your little brother?’ 

‘Fourteen.’ 

‘Well, tell your dad to give me a call in three years.’ 

Once inside, he messaged both his parents to tell them the good news. After that, he contacted his friend Raj. 


Ross: I passed [image: image]

Raj: Yeah I saw congrats

So tomorrow still on? 

Ross: Yes I just have to persuade my mum to let me have her car 

Raj: Dani says she’s gonna bring sofie 

Ross: [image: image]

Raj: She’s determined to fix you two up 

Ross: [image: image]



Ross told his brother as soon as he got back from school. He briefly looked up from his phone and pronounced this news awesome. When his mother came home, she gave him a hug and made him tell her all about the test, from the ‘show-me-tell-me’ questions at the beginning to the route he took, the reverse parking and the uphill start. He told her about how he thought his clutch control might let him down at one stage, but it worked out okay, and about the cyclist who got in his way but he thought he earned bonus points because he was very patient. 

His father got home just before dinner. Once he had swapped his suit and tie for jeans and a pullover, Ross repeated everything for him. He waited until they had finished eating to ask the question that had been on his mind ever since he passed his test: ‘Mum, will you be using your car tomorrow?’ 

‘Don’t know. Haven’t seen the weather forecast.’ 

‘I don’t think it’s going to rain.’ 

‘I’ll check in the morning. If it’s dry all day, I’ll take my bike.’ 

That was exactly the answer Ross had been waiting for. 

‘Don’t go out of town,’ said his father. ‘On Saturday, we’ll go out, and you can get used to driving fast and dual carriageways and what not. If you like, we can go up to Gatwick so you can try the motorway.’ 

‘Okay. That’d be great.’ 

‘And you have to take the learner plates off and put the P-plates on the car.’ 

‘They’re not a legal requirement,’ said Ross.

‘Put them on. Let other drivers know you’re inexperienced.’

‘What he means is let other drivers know you’re a menace,’ his younger brother said.

Ross laughed and looked at his mother, who was fixing him with her sternest stare.

‘Oh, all right then.’

They all grinned.

‘Remind me after dinner,’ said his father, ‘and I’ll call the insurance and let them know, make sure you’re properly covered.’ 

‘Do you need to send your licence off?’ his mother asked. 

‘The test centre’s already done it.’ 

‘Make sure you have your pass certificate with you if you take the car out,’ said his father. 

Ross nodded, but he wasn’t thinking about that, or about waiting for Saturday before driving out of town. He had agreed with friends that tomorrow would be a day off from revising for their exams. They would spend the day in Brighton to celebrate him passing his test. And they wouldn’t need to take the bus – he would be the designated driver. 

After that, it would be time to get down to work. His first exam was just five weeks away. 

* 
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Ross woke up soon after eight, while his parents and his brother were having breakfast. He waited until they had all gone and then popped downstairs to retrieve his mobile. He turned on his VPN so he could get round his parents’ internet filter and access the kind of website he would always delete from his browsing history the instant he left it. 

He got up half an hour later and made scrambled eggs on toast. When he got to the bathroom, he had a good look in the mirror. He liked what he saw: not just any old 17-year-old but a driver, with brown hair, very short at the back and sides but long and thick on top. He always brushed it forwards, but he had a natural parting on the left that would sneakily assert itself during the day, so he kept a comb in his back pocket to straighten it up again. He hadn’t shaved for three days now and his stubble was starting to look good. He would leave it today but would have to shave it off soon. If he let it get too long, it would look scraggy. 

Unlike his tall and very muscular friend Raj, Ross couldn’t be bothered to go to the gym, but he kept himself lean and fit. He played a lot of football and table tennis, though he had decided to give up both for the rest of the season because he really needed to revise. His coursework had always been a bit last-minute, so he couldn’t afford to screw up his exams. 

He messaged his friends and set off at 9:45. He was slightly nervous about the journey, but he was also ecstatic at being able to drive by himself at last. His mother’s grey Nissan Micra was hardly the sexiest car on the road, but Ross was now part of a very small elite in the first year at college who had passed their test first time. 

Sofie’s house was just two minutes’ drive away. Where Ross’s house was fairly large and detached, hers was in a row of small terraced houses. She came out as soon as he pulled up. Quite short and slightly plump, Sofie had a round face and wore her hair in a bob. She had gone to a different school from Ross, but since starting college, they had found themselves in the same French class. She had also become his cousin Dani’s latest BFF. Ross knew from his mother that Dani’s mum didn’t entirely approve of Sofie, though he didn’t know why. She seemed perfectly pleasant to him. 

She opened the front passenger door. ‘Hiya.’ 

‘Hi.’ 

‘Congratulations.’ 

‘Thank you very much.’ 

‘I tell you what – shall I get in the back? If we keep those two apart, you won’t be distracted every time you look in the mirror.’ 

Ross laughed. 

It took another 20 minutes to pick up Dani and then Raj, who wasn’t ready and kept them waiting. For the next 15 minutes, Ross drove along familiar roads to Polegate junction, where he turned left onto the A27 and headed out of town. He knew this part of the road well enough and had driven along it several times with his father. It was single-carriageway and surprisingly busy, with the traffic moving at around 50 miles per hour. For the most part, the road was quite winding, though there were a couple of straight bits where the traffic speeded up, one just before the Alfriston roundabout and the other between Glynde and the Southerham roundabout. 

When they hit the dual carriageway, Ross was able to put his foot down at last. He got into the outside lane and took the car to a little over 65, which made him one of the fastest cars on the road, though three times he had to pull in for speed freaks who tailgated him and flashed their lights. 

Raj worked out that, with four of them, it was cheaper to park in the city centre than to go to the Park and Ride and take the bus. Ross drove right down to the seafront, where he turned right and headed for the Churchill Square car park. He felt elated. He had driven all the way to Brighton without a hitch. He was on fire.

They walked to the shingle beach. The tide was out, exposing the sand where the sea came in. Raj took his shoes and socks off, rolled up his trouser legs and paddled in the water. Ross did the same. The sea was freezing cold, but he grinned and motioned Dani and Sofie to join them.

‘No way,’ said Dani.

She and Sofie walked back up the shingle and sat down.

Ross and Raj hunted for stones to skim across the calm sea. Raj threw first and his stone bounced twice. No such luck for Ross, whose first throw plunged straight into the water.

‘Come on, Ross,’ said Raj, and sent a stone that bounced three times before it disappeared.

Ross responded with a double bounce. The pattern was set, and Raj bested him with just about every throw. It seemed to Ross that if he threw a three, Raj threw a four. If he managed four bounces, Raj got five.

It was the same when they played table tennis. Ross was the better player: over the season, he had a much better win ratio, but when they played each other, Raj nearly always won.

When they had enough of throwing stones, Ross and Raj picked up their shoes and made their way gingerly up the painful pebbles to where Dani and Sofie were sitting. They sat down, Raj next to Dani and Ross on the far side by Sofie, and began to brush the sand off their feet.

‘Hey, Raj,’ said Sofie, ‘Dani says I should ask if you fancy going for an Indian.’

Raj grinned and shouted, ‘No!’

Dani burst out laughing.

‘What’s wrong with Indian?’ said Ross.

‘I have Indian every bloody day,’ said Raj. ‘I am not eating Indian with you lot. It’d be the same as my mum cooks but not as good.’

‘His mum’s a brilliant cook,’ said Dani.

‘Don’t forget your promise,’ said Raj, and Dani laughed again.

She explained the joke to Ross and Sofie: ‘I promised him if we get married, he can have chips with everything, like at our gran’s.’

Raj suggested fish and chips but Sofie said she knew of a good Buddhist vegetarian restaurant. 

Dani agreed. She grinned and fluttered her eyelashes at Raj. 

‘As long as it’s not Indian.’

‘It’s not,’ said Sofie. ‘They do bagels and things like that.’

Nobody was particularly hungry, so they decided to spend some time on the pier before lunch.

They made their way up the beach, Raj and Dani in front, Ross and Sofie behind. Dani and Raj had been together since December, almost four months now, and they were still clinging onto each other whenever they had the opportunity. 

As he watched them, Ross couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy. Not because he fancied Dani – she was his cousin, so that was impossible, even though she was very good looking. She had great cheekbones and was tall and slender, with an ability to make whatever she wore look the height of fashion. 

Ross was envious of Raj because he would have loved to have a girlfriend. In fact, he had acquired one soon after the start of his first term at college, a girl called Mollie who he barely noticed until she sidled up to him one evening at a party. They both got quite drunk and ended up leaving the party and finding a dark alleyway. 

They exchanged numbers and met up again the next day, after which they were a couple. 

But six weeks later, she dumped him. Ross wasn’t heartbroken, though he was upset at the way she cut him off, refusing even to look at him. He also felt he had lost his place in the social hierarchy of the college. Only a minority of boys had a steady girlfriend, and he was no longer a member of that exclusive group. 

* 
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At the ticket office on the pier, they realised they had a choice: either unlimited rides and a very cheap lunch at McDonald’s, or just three rides and enough money for a decent meal. After much discussion, their taste buds won out. 

First stop was the Booster, a giant crane that span an enormous metal pole with four seats at each end. Ross and Sofie were locked into two seats together, with Raj and Dani behind them. The Booster sent them some 40 metres into the air and then stopped while people got on the other end. After that, the spinning began, round and round and upside down. Ross hung on for dear life while Sofie screamed. Once back on solid ground, they all agreed it was brilliant. Ross said nothing about the fact that he had no desire to get back on any time soon.

The next ride was even more terrifying. The Air Race looked like it was made of giant Meccano, with a dozen or more pairs of seats set on rather sad little models of Spitfires. Ross and Sofie sat next to each other once more, and the first 30 seconds were rather tame, spinning round at no great speed. But as the speed of the spin increased, the centrifugal force pushed them out and then round and upside down. Ross enjoyed it much less than he claimed afterwards.

Raj wanted to go back on the Air Race for their final ride, but the girls preferred the dodgems. 

‘Yeah, let’s go on the dodgems,’ said Ross. ‘They’re much cheaper.’

Afterwards, they made their way through the shops and cafes of The Lanes to North Laine, the heart of bohemian Brighton. For a moment, they walked past the vegetarian restaurant, which was situated in a tiny shop between a crystal jeweller’s and a second-hand clothes shop. Then Sofie spotted three little outside tables. These were occupied, so they went indoors. It took their eyes a moment to adjust to the comparative gloom and find the last free table. 

A vegan pancake snack, two halloumi bagels and a smashed avocado with cashew nuts later, the four of them left and wandered slowly through the narrow alleyways of Brighton’s Lanes. They returned to the beach, where Ross enjoyed a short nap. At 3:30, they bought an ice-cream and ambled slowly towards the Churchill Square multi-storey car park. 

Ross decided to drive via the Lewes by-pass again rather than take the coast road. He had enjoyed putting his foot down on the dual carriageway. He also knew there was a petrol station. He would put five pounds’ worth in the tank so his mother didn’t get suspicious. She was far more likely to notice the petrol gauge than the milometer. 

Driving out of Brighton was no problem: the road was wide and spacious. He got onto the dual carriageway easily enough, and he and Raj sang ‘Al-bion! Al-bion!’ as they passed the Amex Stadium. He thought about taking the car up to 70, but there was quite a lot of traffic, so for the most part he drove at just under 60 miles per hour. 

Getting back onto the road after stopping for petrol proved to be harder than he had anticipated, but everything else seemed to go well until they passed Lewes and hit the single-carriageway road. 

Ross found himself behind a Ford Focus, whose driver seemed incapable of going faster than 38 miles per hour, even though for much of the road, the limit was 60. Ross would have been quite happy to go at 50, or even 45, but 38? That was ridiculous. And in the places where the speed limit dropped to 40, the Ford Focus would slow down to 35. 

Raj clearly shared Ross’s frustration. ‘Hey, Grandad,’ he said, ‘speed up.’ After a while, this changed to, ‘Come on, Ross. Overtake the old git.’ 

‘I will when I get a chance.’ 

Dani, sitting in the back of the car, saw things differently. ‘It’s not worth it. We’ll be home soon anyway.’ 

Overtaking was proving to be very difficult. The road was too bendy, and whenever it straightened out, there always seemed to be traffic coming the other way. In his mirror, Ross could see a queue of cars building up behind him, and his failure to get past the Ford Focus was turning into a major embarrassment. 

Twice he indicated that he was about to pull out, and twice he lost his nerve. The cars coming in the opposite direction seemed too close. 

But after the Drusillas roundabout, the road opened up. There was a long, straight patch with nothing coming the other way. 

‘Yay,’ said Raj. ‘Go!’ 

Ross grinned. He knew exactly what to do. 

He signalled right, shifted down to third gear and began to pull out. 

Bang!

Something hit him from behind and almost lifted the rear of his car off the ground. 

It span towards the kerb, completely out of control. 

He slammed on the brakes. 

For an instant, he thought the car might tip over. 

The front mounted the grass verge with a loud thump. 

He steered between two trees, where a mass of thin branches and very young saplings brought the car juddering to a halt. 

He heard an almighty crash somewhere behind him.

‘Bloody hell!’ 

‘What was that?’

‘Is everyone okay?’ It was Dani’s voice. 

Ross looked at his hands and down at his body. Whatever had just happened, he had survived it. He looked at Raj, who seemed to be all right, and in the mirror at Sofie and Dani. They were obviously shocked, but didn’t seem to be injured. 

‘What the hell just happened?’ said Raj. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Ross. ‘I was just pulling out. I think someone hit us from behind.’ 

‘Why did you drive off the road?’ said Raj. 

‘I couldn’t help it.’ 

‘We’d better get out of the car,’ said Dani. ‘Just in case.’ 

Ross tried to open his door, but it was locked. He reached for the key and turned everything off. The doors unlocked and the four of them got out, fighting their way through the twigs and saplings that surrounded the car.

It was then that Ross noticed the disaster that had unfolded a short distance past them. A blue Renault Clio had flipped right over and a white Transit van had smashed into it, shunting it further along the road. Ross could make out skid marks and a trail of broken glass.

‘Oh my God.’

All the traffic had now stopped, blocked in both directions by the upside-down Renault.

Dani was first to react. She rushed towards the Transit van and Raj followed her. Ross didn’t move. He was still trying to process what had just happened.

The Ford Transit had been behind him for ages, he knew that. But where had that Renault come from? And why had it flipped over?

Dani ran round to the far side of the Transit. The driver’s door opened and a man in paint-splattered overalls got out. He was tall and quite chubby. A younger man in his 20s got out of the passenger side. Dani spoke to the driver, put an arm round him and led him towards the kerb. He had a red mark on his face and was clearly very shocked. The younger man seemed bewildered but otherwise okay.

Sofie went down to help Dani shepherd the two men off the road. The driver was saying something, but it was a moment before Ross could make it out: ‘It just flipped over right in front of me. I couldn’t stop.’

Meanwhile Raj had joined two other motorists who were crouching by the upside-down Renault. One of them straightened up, took out his mobile phone and made a call. Raj stood up and brushed his fingers through his hair. He looked back at Ross and walked towards him.

‘You all right, mate?’ Raj said as he got within earshot.

‘What’s happened to the driver in that Renault?’

‘It don’t look good.’ He shook his head. ‘It really don’t look good. She’s stuck upside-down in her seat. The airbag’s popped out and there’s blood. We can’t get at her.’

‘Is she going to be all right?’ Ross asked.

‘It don’t look good.’

‘Has someone called an ambulance?’

‘Yeah.’

Ross was still trying to piece the events together in his mind. He had seen the Transit van in his mirror, he was sure of that. But not the blue Renault. He had no memory of it at all.

‘Oh God.’

He turned away from Raj, facing the girls and the two men from the Transit van.

‘Oh, Jesus, no.’

‘What’s wrong, Ross?’ It was Dani, who came towards him and put a hand on his shoulder.

He had turned white and broken into a sweat. He thought he might vomit at any minute. He walked up to the Transit van driver.

‘Did that Renault hit me?’

‘Yes. It was overtaking you when you pulled out.’

‘Oh, Jesus Christ. No, no, no.’ He put his hands up to cradle his head.

‘It smashed into you,’ said the Transit driver, ‘and then it just flipped over right in front of me. I tried to stop but I couldn’t.’

Ross shook his head. ‘It’s not your fault. It’s my fault. I didn’t look in my mirror before I overtook.’

Raj put a hand on his shoulder. ‘You sure about that?’

‘Yeah, I would have seen the Renault. It was overtaking me and I pulled out right into its path.’

Raj was silent for a moment. ‘Look, be careful what you say. If the police come, you don’t want to be telling them that. She was behind you, right? She rammed into you, so it’s her fault.’

‘No. Oh God. They drill it into you: mirror, signal, manoeuvre. God knows how many times my instructor said that to me. I didn’t look in the mirror. It’s my fault, Raj. All this is my fault.’
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Chapter Two 

[image: ]




By now, Ross could hear a siren. It was a police car, coming from the Lewes direction, driving rapidly along the empty lane opposite. It stopped by to the Transit van. Two policemen got out, putting on their caps as they did so. One looked over at Ross’s car and the people standing near it, and then both went to crouch down by the Renault.

Ross’s heart was racing. He wanted to cry but was determined not to do so in front of the others. He couldn’t bear to look and turned away.

‘Your mum’s car’s in a bad way,’ said Raj. ‘Especially the back, that corner.’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘Screw the car. I’m more worried about the driver of that Renault.’ 

But then he realised he was going to have to tell his parents. Oh God. His dad had made him promise not to drive out of town. 

Oh no. Jesus. He was so screwed. 

It would have been better if he had failed his test. 

More sirens. It was another police car, this time coming from the other direction. It halted the other side of the Renault and a policeman and policewoman got out. The policeman joined his colleagues near the Renault and the policewoman hurried towards Ross and the others. She was in her 30s, her dark hair tied back. 

‘Hi,’ she said as she drew near. ‘Are any of you guys injured?’ 

Ross’s friends all said, ‘No.’ 

She turned to the men from the Transit van. ‘What about you?’

‘I got smacked in the face when my air bag popped out,’ said the driver. ‘I’m okay apart from that.’

The younger man shook his head. ‘I’m all right.’

‘Are you from that Ford Transit?’

‘Yes.’

‘We’ll get you both checked out at A and E.’ She turned towards Ross. ‘How about you?’ 

‘It was my fault,’ he said. ‘I didn’t look in the mirror.’ 

She touched his arm and guided him away from the others. 

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Tell me what happened.’ 

‘I pulled out to overtake another car. And the Renault hit me from behind. I hadn’t seen it because I didn’t look in the mirror. I’m so sorry.’ 

He started to cry, wiping the tears with his fingers. 

‘Is this your car, the Micra?’ 

‘It’s my mum’s.’ 

‘And you were driving it?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘And were the others with you in the car?’ 

‘Those three, yes, But not those two. They were in the Transit van.’ 

Ross began to sob and covered his face with his hands. 

The policewoman put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Here, have a tissue.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

Ross wiped his eyes and blew his nose. 

‘I’m going to need your details. Have you got your driving licence?’ 

‘It’s been sent to DVLC. I only passed my test yesterday.’ 

‘Oh. Are you eighteen?’ 

‘No, I’m seventeen.’ 

‘Ah, right. Okay. I’m not really allowed to ask you any more questions till you’ve spoken to your parents. First thing, you need to call your mum and tell her what’s happened. After that, you need to come with me to the police car to take a breathalyser.’ 

Ross shook his head, ‘I haven’t been drinking.’ 

‘It’s procedure.’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘Second thing, tell your mum we’re going to take you to the police station. Not the one in the town centre but the one in Hamlyn Drive. Are you from round here?’ 

‘Yeah, I’m from Old Town.’ 

‘Your mum’s going to need to come to the police station, her or your dad, and you’re going to need a solicitor. If she hasn’t got one, there’ll be a duty solicitor there to help you. Okay?’ 

Ross nodded. He took out his mobile and called his mother. 

‘Hi, Ross.’ She sounded cheerful. 

‘Hi.’ 

‘Ross, are you okay? Has something happened?’ 

Ross took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, Mum, but I took the car to Brighton. There’s been a crash.’ 

‘Are you hurt?’ 

‘No, but maybe the driver of the other car is.’ 

‘Oh no.’ 

‘Yeah. I’m with the police. I’m supposed to tell you something but I can’t remember.’ 

The policewoman held out her hand. ‘Give me the phone. I’ll speak to her.’ 

* 
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She escorted Ross to her car, where she took out a breathalyser and made him blow into it. 

‘Negative.’ 

He nodded. 

She took down his full name, address and date of birth. ‘Okay, what’s going to happen next is I’m going to arrest you. When we get the chance, we’ll take you to the police station. You’ll see a doctor or a nurse there and they’ll check you out, make sure you’re okay. We’ll wait for your parents. Your mum says they’re going to try and bring a solicitor for you. After that, we’ll let you go, and you’ll go back and make a statement in a day or two, when you’ve had time to speak with your solicitor. Do you understand?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Right, here goes: Ross Collins, I’m arresting you on suspicion of driving without due care and attention. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Is that clear?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Ross struggled to believe that such a thing could actually happen to him.

She took a file out of the glove compartment and, after searching for some time, gave him a leaflet that explained his rights. 

‘There’s another one for minors, but I can’t find it. The custody sergeant will give you one at the station.’ 

‘What about my friends? How are they going to get home?’ 

‘We’ll take their details, and then they’ll have to get someone to come and pick them up.’ 

‘What about my mum’s car?’ 

‘It’s not going anywhere for a while.’ 

‘Do you need the key?’ 

‘We’ll sort that out when we get to the station.’ 

An ambulance arrived a few minutes later, followed by a fire engine and a third police car. Only then did the policewoman and her partner drive Ross to a police station, which, to Ross’s surprise, was located in a small industrial estate on the far side of town.

They took him to a small interview room with no windows. 

‘Would you like some tea or coffee?’ 

‘No thanks.’ 

‘I’ll get you some water,’ said the policewoman. 

She popped out and came back with a small bottle of cold Buxton water. Ross wasn’t feeling thirsty, but he felt obliged to open it and take a sip. She then left, leaving Ross with her partner, a slightly overweight policeman who looked younger than her. 

He asked Ross questions about everything and anything other than the accident: where he was studying, which subjects, whether he liked football, which team he supported and what he thought about the new stadium and Chris Hughton, Brighton’s manager. 

Ross answered most of his questions with just one or two words. 

All this was brought to a close when a sergeant came in with Ross’s parents. Ross stood up. 

His mother hugged him tight. ‘Are you okay?’ 

‘I’m all right. Mum, I’m so sorry.’ 

‘You’re all right. That’s the main thing.’ 

His father put a hand on his shoulder. 

‘I’m sorry, Dad.’ 

‘It’s okay.’ 

The overweight police officer left and came back with a fourth chair. He departed again and Ross, his parents and the sergeant sat down. 

The sergeant introduced himself as the custody officer. ‘Don’t worry – we’re not going to lock you up. I’m just going to go through the paperwork and then we’ll let you go home. Your parents tell me your solicitor should be with us fairly soon.’ 

Ross nodded. 

The paperwork was interminable. The custody officer seemed to be quite shocked when Ross said he hadn’t been given the leaflet for minors. He produced one and insisted on going through it, explaining everything in great detail. 

Half-way through this procedure, Ross’s solicitor arrived. Tall and blond with a big nose, he was in his late 40s. He introduced himself as Damian Luscombe, and his accent betrayed a very expensive education. He and the custody officer obviously knew each other. 

As he shook hands with Ross, he asked how he was. 

‘I’m okay.’ 

‘Have you had a medical examination yet?’ 

‘No.’ 

The solicitor raised an eyebrow at the custody officer. 

‘The nurse is busy. I’m just going through the paperwork while we wait for her.’ 

The solicitor nodded. ‘Do you think I could have a chair?’ 

The custody officer went out to get one, after which the paperwork resumed. 

Once everything was done, the custody officer left them alone to wait for a medical assessment plus a vulnerabilities assessment by a member of the Youth Offending Team.

‘Ross,’ said the solicitor. ‘Tell me what happened.’ 

Ross closed his eyes. ‘I took the car to Brighton...’ He looked at his parents. ‘I’m sorry.’ 

‘Why are you sorry.’ 

‘He only passed his test yesterday,’ his mother answered. ‘We told him not to go out of town yet.’ 

Ross looked at the floor. 

‘Carry on, Ross.’ 

‘I was driving back, and I got stuck behind this car that was going really slow. I went to overtake it, but I forgot to look in the mirror. This other car crashed into the back of me. It flipped over and a Transit van smashed into it. I think the other driver might be badly injured.’ 

‘Are you sure you didn’t look in the mirror?’ 

‘Yeah. I would’ve seen it.’ 

The solicitor nodded. ‘Okay, now this is important. What have you told the police?’ 

‘Well, here, nothing. They told me they wouldn’t ask me any questions till I’d spoken with you.’ 

‘What about when they arrested you?’ 

Ross hesitated. 

‘Did you say anything?’ 

‘I told them it was my fault because I didn’t look in the mirror.’ 

‘You actually said that?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘In as many words?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Did they ask you a lot of questions?’ 

‘Well, when I said I was only seventeen, she said she wasn’t allowed to ask any more questions.’ 

At that moment, there was a knock on the door. The custody officer came in and asked Ross’s solicitor to go out for a word. 

Ross and his parents sat in silence. 

The solicitor came back. His face was very serious. 

He sat down opposite Ross and looked at him and his parents. He then addressed himself to Ross. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some very bad news for you. The driver of the other car that was involved in the accident...she was pronounced dead at the District General Hospital half an hour ago.’
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Chapter Three 
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Ross’s mother cried all the way home. He didn’t know what he could say or do. Neither of his parents said anything about him taking the car to Brighton, something he had done in direct contravention of his promise not to do so. He knew they must be angry with him, but they were in supportive mode. He half wished they would let it out and yell at him, tell him he was a stupid bastard and it was all his fault. 

Once home, he retreated to his bedroom. He had no idea what to do. Normally, he would be straight on Instagram or WhatsApp, checking out his friends and running three or four conversations simultaneously. He had plenty of messages waiting for him, including from Raj and Dani, asking what happened at the police station. 

What was he supposed to say? ‘Yay, I’m a killer.’ That would be a good status update. It would be the only thing he could say that was true. 

He sat on his bed, his head in his hands, reliving the accident. He tried to work out whether he had looked in the mirror. He guessed that it must have taken him four, maximum five seconds to signal, change down into third and pull out. The car that crashed into him must have taken at least five seconds, probably six, to pull out and pass the van behind him. 

He would have seen it. He was sure. 

He hadn’t looked in the mirror. 

The accident was his fault. 

A woman was dead because of him. 

He googled accident A27, but nothing came up. He had a Twitter account that he never used. He had long since forgotten his password and needed to reset it, but eventually he got on and found posts asking why the traffic had been disrupted all the way back to Lewes. Several tweets had photos of his mother’s battered Nissan Micra, the Ford Transit and the upended Renault Clio. 

His mother called him down for dinner. She had prepared a quick meal with pizza and salad. Nobody spoke as they ate. What was there to say? 

It was Ross’s turn to tidy the kitchen and load the dishwasher. He turned on BBC Radio Sussex as he did so, and at seven o’clock, the news came on. His accident was second item. It said a 43-year-old woman had been killed in an accident involving her blue Renault Clio, a Ford Transit and a grey Nissan Micra with P-plates. The driver of the Nissan had been arrested and was helping police with their enquiries. 

So, she was 43 years old? The radio gave no other details of the victim, leaving Ross to wonder about her. Was she married? Did she have children? Were her parents still alive? Maybe he hadn’t just ended her life but had also wrecked the lives of the people who loved her. 

He turned the radio off and stood leaning on the worktop with his eyes closed. After a moment, he took a deep breath, opened his eyes and put the dishwasher on. He cleaned his mother’s favourite carving knife and wiped down the tops. Then he scurried upstairs and shut himself in his room. 

Half an hour later, his mother knocked on the door with a cup of tea and a biscuit. She sat on the swivel chair by his desk. 

‘She was forty-three years old,’ said Ross. ‘It said on the radio.’ 

‘Yeah. It was on the BBC local news too.’ 

‘Do you think she had children?’ 

‘I don’t know. It didn’t say.’ 

They sat in silence for some time. 

‘Why haven’t you yelled at me? For taking the car to Brighton.’ 

‘What good would it do?’ 

‘Aren’t you angry with me?’ 

‘I’m just heartbroken. I’m too heartbroken to be angry.’ 

‘Isn’t Dad angry?’ 

‘We’re on your side, Ross. We love you, and we’re always on your side.’ 

* 
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He got little sleep that night. His mind raced round and round in a raging torrent.

I’ve killed someone. Oh, Jesus Christ, I’ve actually killed someone. How could I do that? That’s the worst thing I could ever do.

But it wasn’t my fault. It was that idiot in the Ford Focus. Couldn’t he go faster? Stupid bastard.

You didn’t need to overtake. All you had to do was be patient for a few more minutes.

Oh God, what have I done? 

What have I done?

Thanks to bloody Raj. If he hadn’t nagged me, I wouldn’t have done it. He stressed me out. That’s why I didn’t look in the mirror.

You can’t pin this on Raj. It wasn’t him that overtook. It wasn’t him that forgot to look in the mirror. 

That woman’s dead because of you. 

Because of me.

What have I done?

She must have seen me indicate. Why didn’t she stop overtaking as soon as I indicated?

Don’t go blaming her. She didn’t forget to look in the mirror.

What about the driver of that Transit? Why was he so close? Why didn’t he hit the brakes as soon as he realised something was wrong?

But it’s you. It’s so simple: mirror, signal, manoeuvre.

Why did you forget?

Why?

If you’d looked in the mirror, there would have been no accident.

But...

It’s no good trying to blame anyone else. It’s all your fault, you stupid, pathetic wanker.

*
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At six the following morning, he crept downstairs to turn on the WiFi and get his mobile (it was a family rule that no IT of any kind was allowed in bedrooms at night). There was no more news about the accident. Ross knew his name would be kept out of press and TV because he was under 18. But social media was another matter. He had several messages from classmates and other friends, some of them checking if he was all right, others asking if it was true he had crashed into a woman’s car on the A27. One even asked if he had killed her. 

What could he say? Better to say nothing. 

He went back downstairs to use the laptop he shared with his brother. He wanted to find as much as he could about the woman he had killed. It didn’t take long. Her name was Elizabeth Johnson and she was married with two young children, though he couldn’t find anything about their ages. She was assistant manager at a branch of a building society in Brighton. 

He opened up Instagram to see if she was there. He found a never-ending scroll of Elizabeth Johnsons. He knew the password his mother used for everything, so he opened her Facebook account and looked there. It was the same. She would probably be on LinkedIn and his father had an account, but Ross couldn’t remember his favourite passwords. 

If she was 43 years old, then her children were probably younger than him. Maybe early teens. Possibly even younger than that. 

He tried to imagine what it must be like to lose your mother so young. His dad was great for all the fun they had with him and all the things he knew. But all his life, if he needed a shoulder to cry on, someone to talk to, he had gone to his mum. And these two young children had just lost that, all because of him. Who would they go to when they needed help? Could their father do that for them? 

Ross heard noises upstairs as his father got up, sneezed and went into the bathroom. He shut the laptop down and crept up to his bedroom. He would avoid contact for as long as he could. He had a gruelling day ahead of him. But then again, it would be nowhere near as gruelling as Elizabeth Johnson’s family’s day.

When he got downstairs, his mother said, ‘I got an email to say someone had opened my Facebook account. Was that you?’

‘Yeah. Sorry about that. I was looking for Elizabeth Johnson, the woman who died in the accident.’

‘Did you find her?’

‘No. There’s millions of Elizabeth Johnsons.’

She nodded and pointed her finger at him. ‘Keep out, okay?’

‘Yeah, sorry.’

* 
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Both of Ross’s parents had taken the day off work to accompany him. At 10:30, they took him to his solicitor’s office in the elegant, Victorian-style Upperton district near the town centre. The terraced buildings were all three storeys plus basement, painted white with enormous bay windows on the ground and first floors. 

Ross’s father parked behind the solicitor’s office and they walked round to the front. They climbed the steps to the imposing black door, and Ross’s mother pressed the bell. 

‘Hello. Ross Collins for Mr Luscombe.’ 

The lock buzzed and let them in. The receptionist invited them to sit down on a long sofa, which sagged under their weight. Nobody spoke. Ross looked out of the window. It was a beautiful spring day. His plan had been to revise French vocabulary for a couple of hours and then play on his Xbox until lunch time, after which he and his friend Natalie would test each other via WhatsApp. And then a bit of history revision. He would start with the divine right of kings. 

‘Oh God,’ he thought. ‘You really have screwed up this time, haven’t you?’ 

My Luscombe turned up after five minutes, wearing a brown checked suit and a yellow tie that Ross thought clashed horribly. 

‘Hello there.’

He and his parents stood up and Mr Luscombe shook them all by the hand, starting with Ross. His grip was firm but not crushing. 

‘Can I offer you tea? Or maybe coffee?’ 

Ross’s father asked for tea with milk no sugar, but Ross and his mother declined. Mr Luscombe passed the order on to the receptionist and invited them upstairs to his office, which had heaps of files and legal books all over the place. Only two of the seats for clients were free, so he removed a pile of papers from another chair, which he offered to Ross’s father. 

Once they were all settled, with Ross to the right and his parents to the left, Mr Luscombe leaned forwards, elbows on his desk. ‘Okay Ross, start at the beginning. Tell me everything that happened.’ 

Ross recounted the events of his day in Brighton. His solicitor was particularly interested in his route to Brighton, the traffic, the speeds he drove at, what he had eaten and drunk and the nap he had on the beach. 

‘You didn’t have any alcohol?’ 

‘No. They breathalysed me.’ 

‘Yes, I saw that. You didn’t smoke any weed or anything like that?’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘No.’ 

‘And how were you feeling when you set off back home?’ 

Ross shrugged. ‘Fine.’ 

‘Not tired or anything?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Nervous?’ 

‘Maybe a tiny bit, but I was more nervous in the morning.’ 

‘Excited?’ 

‘I wouldn’t say excited, but I was looking forward to the drive.’ 

Mr Luscombe interrogated him at length about the journey back, the accident and his conversation with the police. ‘It’s a shame you said that about it being your fault.’ 

‘But it was my fault.’ 

‘Not a hundred percent.’ He rifled through the papers on his desk. ‘Here it is: you think you broke rule one hundred and sixty-...three of the Highway Code: you tried to overtake without first using your mirrors. Yes?’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘But also, Mrs Johnson was taking a big risk, overtaking three cars in one go. And she actually broke the rules.’ He picked up a sheet of paper and read from it: ‘Rule one hundred and sixty-seven: Do not overtake where you might come into conflict with other road users. For example...blah blah blah...when a road user is indicating right. You did indicate, didn’t you?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘How long before?’ 

‘I don’t know. A second or two.’ 

‘And she was behind you. She’ll have seen you indicate, so she was wrong to go ahead with the attempt to overtake you.’ 

Ross looked down. He knew what his lawyer was up to – he was trying to get him off. That was his job, after all. That was why his insurance company was paying him. But Ross didn’t want to get off. If he had looked in the mirror, Mrs Johnson would still be alive. She deserved justice for that. Her family deserved justice. And his clever-clever lawyer saw it as his job to make sure they didn’t get it. 

Ross raised his hands to his head and ran his fingers through his hair. He felt a lump in his throat and thought he might burst into tears at any minute. 

‘Let me tell you what’s going to happen,’ said his solicitor. ‘At two o’clock, you have to make a police statement. There’ll be an investigating officer and probably one other. I’ll be there plus one of your parents.’ He looked at Ross’s mother and father. ‘I think both would be overkill.’ 

They glanced at each other. ‘I’ll go,’ said Ross’s mother. 

‘’Okay. So, we’ll negotiate the wording of your statement. Now there’s one thing I want you to say: just say “I don’t remember looking in the mirror.” Don’t say you didn’t look. Okay?’ 

‘But I didn’t look.’ 

‘It doesn’t matter. Make life easy on yourself and just say you don’t think you looked or you don’t remember looking.’ 

Ross looked away and nodded. 

Whatever. 

‘It’s a very time-consuming process,’ said the solicitor. ‘Possibly as long as two hours. How’s your spelling, Ross?’ 

Ross shrugged. ‘Not bad, I suppose.’ 

‘See how many spelling mistakes you notice on your statement. Most plods have atrocious spelling.’ 

* 
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The plods, as Ross’s solicitor called them, consisted of a sergeant from the Accident Investigation Unit and the policewoman who arrested him. The sergeant did most of the talking and the policewoman did all the writing. Ross couldn’t see much wrong with her spelling. 

It was all very informal, almost friendly. The policewoman greeted him with a smile and ‘How are you coping?’ For the most part, the sergeant’s interrogation was gentle but thorough. The only time it became insistent was when he asked whether Ross had looked in his mirror before indicating or pulling out. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Ross. ‘I don’t remember looking in the mirror.’ 

‘You don’t know?’ 

‘No.’ 

The sergeant glared at Ross’s solicitor, who gave a little shrug. 

‘When you spoke with Sandra just after the accident, you said you hadn’t looked in the mirror.’ 

‘Sandra?’ interjected Ross’s solicitor. 

‘That’s me,’ said the policewoman. ‘Constable Sandra Samuels.’ 

She looked at Ross and smiled. 

‘You don’t have to answer that question,’ Ross’s solicitor said. 

Ross felt bad enough about agreeing to obfuscate about whether he had looked in his mirror. He wasn’t going to lie about what he had said to the policewoman. 

‘Yes, I did say that.’ 

‘But now you don’t remember?’ 

Ross’s solicitor put a hand across Ross to shut him up. ‘I don’t think you should put too much store by what Ross said then. Any court would judge it to be inadmissible. He was probably in a state of shock. He hadn’t spoken to an appropriate adult, never mind a solicitor, and he hadn’t even been cautioned.’ 

‘Point taken,’ said the sergeant. ‘We’ll put in the statement that that’s what he said then, but looking back, he isn’t sure. Okay?’ 

‘Fine, but we’ll add that it was very soon after the accident, and he hadn’t been cautioned.’ 

The sergeant nodded. ‘Okay. Now, Ross, did you see the car before it hit you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘You’re sure?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

He made Ross mime his actions after he decided to overtake the Ford Focus and did or didn’t look in the mirror: indicate, clutch down, change to third gear, start to pull out, bang as the other car hit him. He timed it using his mobile. 

‘I make that five point one seconds. Let’s do it again.’ 

Ross re-enacted this twice more. Both times came in at a little under five seconds. 

‘Okay, so we’ll put in the statement that it probably took between four point five and five point five seconds. Is that okay?’ 

He looked at Ross and his solicitor, who both nodded. 

When Ross described the aftermath of the collision, the sergeant said, ‘We call it a rotary impact collision: the other car hit your rear offside with her front nearside. This span both cars towards the side of the road. It’s really dangerous when it happens at speed. That’s why her car flipped over. You’d have flipped over too if you’d been going much faster.’ 

Ross shuddered.

As his solicitor had predicted, it took more than two hours to complete the statement and get it signed. The policewoman took it out to photocopy for the solicitor. While they were waiting for her, Ross turned to the sergeant. 

‘Can I ask a question?’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘Mrs Johnson – how old are her children?’ 

‘She’s got a girl who’s nine and a boy who’s six.’ 

Ross hung his head. 

‘I’m really sorry.’ 

Tears welled up in his eyes. He covered his face with his hands and started to sob. His mother put her arm round his shoulder. 

He was still crying when the policewoman came back. She sat down and nobody spoke until Ross had regained control and wiped his eyes and his nose. 

‘I’ll tell you the next steps, Ross,’ said the sergeant. ‘Maybe Mr Luscombe’s already told you. We have lots of witnesses to interview, and our crash investigators have to examine both cars and things like skid marks on the road. Because you’re under eighteen, we’ll prioritise it, and I think it’ll take about two weeks. Then we send a file to the Director of Public Prosecutions. They look at it and they decide what steps to take. They’re not quick, I’m afraid. It’ll take at least two months, and in a worst-case scenario, we may not hear from them till after the summer.’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘So, I’m going to make an appointment for the sixteenth of July. Is eleven in the morning okay for you?’ 

Ross looked at his mother, who nodded. The solicitor checked the diary on his mobile and agreed. 

‘Okay. Between now and then, you’re free on unconditional bail. Have you got exams coming up?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘That’ll keep you busy. Keep your mind off things. We’ll meet again in July.’ 

‘Can I just have a minute with my client?’ said the solicitor. 

Once the police had left, he turned to Ross and said, ‘I think that went okay. He was bound to want to put what you said to the constable in, but I think we can neutralise it in court.’ 

Ross lifted his hand slightly and opened his mouth to speak, but then sat back and said nothing. 

‘Do you think he’ll be charged?’ Ross’s mother asked. 

‘The DPP’s office will only press charges if they’re sure of getting a conviction. They’ve got their targets to meet. I think driving without due care and attention is pretty certain, in which case you can expect to lose your licence and have to take your test again.’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘I’m not going to drive again, not for ten years.’ 

The solicitor pressed on: ‘As I said before, a charge of causing death by careless driving would be much more serious. It’s very possible, even though the Renault driver bears at least as much responsibility as you for the accident. I’d say the chances are about sixty-forty.’ 

Ross shrugged. ‘I did cause her death, though, didn’t I?’ 

‘You don’t want that on your record,’ said his solicitor. 

Ross didn’t see the point in arguing. He was just saying what lawyers always say. 

‘As I said before, theoretically, that would carry a maximum sentence of five years. But in your case, that’s not going to happen. There’s a lot of mitigating factors here, starting with your inexperience plus your attitude since the accident. You’d get a rehabilitation order with a community punishment, something like that. So don’t go worrying yourself about prison. It’s not going to happen.’ 

Ross gave a slight nod. 

‘There’s nothing you can do between now and July. As the sergeant said, just concentrate on your exams.’ 

* 
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Ross spent the next day on his own, with his parents at work and his brother at school. He decided to try once more to find Elizabeth Johnson via social media. Given her age, he thought Facebook would be the best bet, so he opened up his mother’s account on the laptop, safe in the knowledge that she wouldn’t get another automatic email. There were almost a hundred Elizabeth Johnsons. He was able to eliminate some because they lived in London, Pennsylvania or wherever, but he had to open up most of their profiles and check them out.

A few had privacy settings that stopped him seeing anything much, apart from profile pictures, most of which looked too young or too old. He dawdled over a few very good-looking Elizabeth Johnsons, but for the most part he was systematic: open, eliminate, move on. His biggest fear was that he might accidentally make a friend request. 

It took him 45 minutes to go through all the Elizabeth Johnsons. No luck. Next, he tried Liz Johnson, Beth Johnson and Lizzy Johnson. More than two hours later, he was bored and deflated. He had two more throws of the dice: Lizzie and Libby. He couldn’t think of any other variants on the theme of Elizabeth. He decided to go for Lizzie first.

And there she was, fifth one down. He knew at once that it was her. Her profile picture was of a woman with a pleasant, smiling face and long, straight brown hair. She wore a bright red and blue top with thin straps that showed her shoulders. She was sitting in one of the cafes by the seafront, a little blond boy with an ice-cream cone on her knee and the pier in the background.

Ross couldn’t help but like her. He thought everything about the picture was warm, friendly and relaxed; she looked so happy and the boy looked so comfortable.

He opened up her profile. Her cover photo was her two children in Disneyland Paris Main Street, with Sleeping Beauty’s castle in the background. He scrolled down and read the tributes on the page. 

‘Auntie Lizzie – I can’t believe you have gone. I love you so much and I miss you.’ 

‘I just heard the news. I’m so devastated. You’re such a good friend to me. Will miss you loads.’ 

‘Anthony, Jude, Adam, my heart is breaking for you.’ 

‘Still miss the time we had together just before you moved in with Anthony. You were the best flatmate ever. Can’t believe I won’t see you again. Will miss you babe. xx’ 

There were other tributes, but Ross didn’t read them. He closed his eyes and covered his face with his hands.

What have you done, you stupid, stupid bastard? What have you done?

He sat there for a long time without moving. Eventually, he brought his hands down, opened his eyes and scrolled down to look at Lizzie Johnson’s photos, which were mostly pictures of her with her husband and children: trips to the beach, Easter eggs, Christmas dinner with grandparents, Halloween and summer holidays in what looked like Spain or Portugal. Her husband looked a little older than her, quite tall, thin on top with a friendly smile. It was a portrait of the perfect happy family. And he had gone and destroyed it. 
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The next day was Saturday, and Ross’s family were at home. He avoided them as much as he could and took the laptop upstairs, where he spent more time exploring Lizzie Johnson’s Facebook page. Her husband had put a message there: ‘Thanks to everyone for your messages of support. It’s come as a terrible shock and we are all absolutely heartbroken, as you can imagine. But the children are coping and family and friends have rallied round. We’ll get through this. I’ll put up details of the funeral as soon as I can.’ 

Ross clicked the window shut. He had no right to read this. What would her husband think if he knew his wife’s killer was spying on his family’s private grief?

But then he opened her Facebook profile up again and started to scroll down deeper into her past. He discovered that her birthday was on the 17th of November and, judging by all the good wishes on her timeline, she had plenty of friends. 

Looking through her photos, he saw that she had had a big party for her 40th. She had hired what looked like a church hall, and a lot of people had gone. She had also been tagged in several photos with her husband in what looked like ballroom dancing classes, but these seemed to have stopped three or four years ago. 

All the photos were full of smiles. Not the fake smiles and pouts so many of his friends put on their Instagram feeds, but real smiles, laughter, excited children.

He got as far back as the birth of her little boy. How could she know that they would have just six years together? Ross felt the pain of a lump in his throat, though he managed to suppress his tears. 

He closed the window and promised himself that he would never look at her profile again. 

That afternoon, Dani came round with her mother (the younger sister of Ross’s mum). Ross allowed himself to be called downstairs, but he found it very hard to join in the conversation, which, for once, was very strained.

Eventually Dani came out with what Ross guessed was the real purpose of her visit. ‘The police are coming to our house tomorrow. I have to make a statement. Is there anything you don’t want me to say?’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘Tell them everything. That’s what I did.’ 

‘Okay.’

‘Do you blame yourself?’ Dani’s mother asked him.

‘Yes.’

‘Everyone blames themselves,’ said Dani. ‘That guy driving the decorator’s van, he blamed himself.’ She hesitated for a moment and then said, ‘Raj blames himself because he was nagging you to overtake.’

Ross almost said, ‘So he should.’ He caught himself just in time and said, ‘It wasn’t Raj who forgot to look in the mirror.’

‘He says he can’t face you.’

‘Tell him it’s not his fault.’

*

[image: ]


On Sunday afternoon, another visitor came round. Ross heard the doorbell, followed by the sound of his mother and a young woman’s voice, though he was unable to make out who she was or what they were saying. After a moment, he heard his mother come up the stairs and knock on his bedroom door. 

‘Ross, Natalie’s here for you.’ 

‘Oh? Okay. I’ll be right down.’

Ross and Natalie had been good friends since year nine. She sat next to him in his French classes at college, and they had been planning to help each other out with revision. Ross found Natalie very attractive; she had big eyes and an infectious smile that lit up her face. He had enjoyed a couple of drunken snogs with her, and Dani had told him she was keen to take their friendship further. 

But Ross was wary of doing so. When he was going out with Mollie, he had enjoyed her company and became quite fond of her, and he had certainly been keen on the physical aspect of their relationship. But at no stage had he ever fallen in love with her. 

She quite obviously sensed this, because when she dumped him, she said, ‘It’s not me. It’s you. You don’t love me.’ When he said nothing in reply, she said, ‘See. You don’t even deny it. I’m wasting my time.’ 

He had taken advantage of Mollie’s feelings for him and was determined not to make the same mistake again. 

When Ross got downstairs, his mother left him and Natalie alone together in the dining room. 

‘How are you?’ 

‘I’m okay. I wasn’t injured.’

‘I don’t mean that.’ She pointed to her heart.

Ross shrugged. ‘Not great, to be honest.’ 

‘We’re all worried about you. You’re not replying to any of our messages.’ 

‘Yeah, sorry about that.’ 

‘You’ve got lots of friends, Ross. People care about you.’ 

He gave a wan smile and they sat in silence for a moment.

‘Are you beating yourself up?’

Ross thought for a moment and then said, ‘I’ve been looking at Lizzie Johnson on Facebook.’ 

‘Who’s Lizzie Johnson?’ 

‘The woman I killed.’ 

‘You didn’t kill her. She crashed into you and died.’ 

‘Yeah, but it was my fault.’ 

‘Only partly.’ 

‘If I’d looked in my mirror, she’d still be alive. It’s my fault. You’re supposed to look in your mirror before you indicate. Mirror, signal, manoeuvre. That’s what they teach you.’ 

‘It doesn’t mean you killed her. You made a mistake. You’re not a murderer.’ 

‘She’s still dead though, isn’t she?’ 

Natalie sighed. Ross noticed tears well up in her eyes. 

‘You can’t keep beating yourself up for ever,’ she said.

He said nothing. He wondered just how long he should beat himself up for. Six months? A year? Ten years? 

‘Have you thought about seeing Kitty?’ (Kitty was the Student Counsellor at their college, where all staff were known by their first names.) 

‘That’s what my parents say.’ 

‘So, what do you think?’ 

‘Don’t know. I’ll think about it.’

*
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Raj contacted him that evening.


Raj: Hey ross

Ross: It’s not a good time man

Raj: I just thought we should talk

Ross: I got nothing to say to you 

Last time I listened to you I ended up making the worst mistake of my life 



Ross sat staring at his mobile for a long time, but Raj didn’t reply. Eventually, Ross closed his eyes and put his mobile down.

‘Oh, shit,’ he said out loud.

He spent the rest of the evening alone in his room, cursing himself for what he had done and for trying to shift the blame onto his closest friend. He didn’t see any way out of this.

Oh God.

What do you do when you have killed someone?

Well, there was one obvious answer: suicide.

Bloody hell!

Where did that thought come from?

But that would be justice, a life for a life. And it would show Lizzie Johnson’s family that he genuinely regretted what he had done.

And it would end his pain.

‘No,’ he said out loud. That wouldn’t end his pain. It would just transfer it to his mum and dad. It would be a terrible thing to do.

* 
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Next morning, he went for a walk, the first time he had been out by himself since the accident. It was a beautiful April day, quite cool but sunny and warm enough to go out without a jacket. 

He walked down to the main road and turned right. He continued for half a mile, until he reached the traffic lights, where he turned left and headed downhill towards the town centre. But he couldn’t face meeting anyone he knew, so just before he reached the supermarket, he veered off to the right towards the park. 

He looked up at the sky, which had very quickly changed to a threatening grey. It was obvious it was going to rain, and he knew he should really go back home. But he needed to go somewhere. He needed to do something. So, he carried on all the way to the park and walked in, past the manor house and through the manor gardens. He headed down the flagstone pathway, passing the tennis courts and the skateboard park with his face pointing the other way.

He rounded the corner and came to the café, with the children’s playground behind it and the wide open lawns that led to a small thicket and a football pitch at the far end. He walked past dog walkers and pensioners out for their mid-morning stroll, round the football pitch, and back up the far side of the lawns. It started to rain before he reached the children’s playground, where he saw mothers rushing to take their babies and toddlers off the swings and slides and put them in their pushchairs.

He started to run, round behind the tennis courts and through the manor gardens. By the time he reached the main exit, it was really tipping down. He ran across the High Street near the supermarket and headed for St Margaret’s Church. He knew there was part of the old parsonage where he could shelter until the worst of it passed. 

Just before he got there, he noticed that the main entrance to the church was open. He could go inside. 

Why not? 

He walked in, glancing at the parish notices and the pictures of aid projects in Africa as he did so. The church was empty, cool and silent; the sound of the rain had disappeared. He walked into the aisle and looked down towards the altar, pulpit and organ. At the far end there was a stained-glass window that featured scenes from the life of Christ. The dark-brown benches smelled of wood polish, dust and leather.

He sat down three rows from the front, right in the middle, near the aisle. It occurred to him to pray. After all, he was in a church. He knelt on the cushion in front of his bench, closed his eyes and put his hands together, probably for the first time since he had been in the scouts. 

‘Please God,’ he prayed out loud. ‘I’m sorry. It was my fault. I know it now. I’ve been trying to find a way blame other people, but I know it was my fault. It was all my fault. I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to do it.’ 

He could hardly breathe, and his face twisted into a silent scream. Tears poured from his eyes and streamed down his cheeks. With his elbows on the hymnbooks on the little shelf in front of him, he buried his head in his hands and howled. 

He had been crying like this for some time when he heard a voice behind him.

‘Excuse me? Can I be of any help?’ 

Ross looked round. A vicar standing behind him, quite tall, in his early 30s with glasses and short, dark hair. 

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise there was anyone here.’ 

‘Well, there’s always someone here, if you see what I mean.’ 

Ross gave a little smile and sat up on the bench. 

‘Would you like to talk about it?’ the vicar asked. 

‘I’ve done something really terrible.’ 

The vicar sat on the bench in front of him. ‘What have you done?’ 

‘Have you seen that story on the local news, the woman who died in a car crash?’ 

‘Was it a few days ago?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

The vicar nodded. ‘Yes, I think so.’ 

‘That was me. I was the other driver.’ 

The vicar frowned. ‘Do you blame yourself?’ 

‘It was my fault.’ Ross looked away from him. ‘We were stuck behind a very slow driver, and she was overtaking me. I pulled out to overtake, but I didn’t look in my mirror. She slammed into the back of me and her car tipped over. A big Transit van smashed into it and killed her.’ 

With his fingers, he wiped away the tears that had started to fall again.

‘You must feel really bad about it.’ 

‘She’s got two children. I killed their mother.’ 

He wept uncontrollably, hiding his face in his hands. 

‘Let your tears flow,’ said the vicar. ‘Sometimes you have to let them out.’ 

It was a long time before Ross regained control. 

The vicar put his hands together, almost touching his lips. ‘I wish I could wave a magic wand and ease your pain,’ he said. ‘But I can’t. It’s going to be very difficult for you to get through this, very difficult.’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘But you’ve taken the first step. You’ve acknowledged your responsibility. That’s a very important start. If you denied it, if you blamed others, you wouldn’t get anywhere. You’d just feel a part of yourself shrivel up and die.’ 

Ross nodded again, shoulders hunched, eyes looking down. It was true. He had accepted it now. The accident was his fault. Nobody else was to blame.

‘You don’t have to take this journey alone. God loves you. Jesus loves you.’ 

‘I wish I could believe that.’ 

‘You find it difficult?’ 

‘I’ve never been religious.’ 

‘You find it difficult to believe?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

The vicar said nothing. He seemed to be waiting for Ross to speak. 

‘I suppose my parents didn’t bring me up to believe it. My...my dad always says it’s all superstitious nonsense.’ He cast a quick glance at the vicar and looked down again. 

‘A lot of people think like that. They think it’s a question of objectively weighing up the evidence to see if it’s true. But that’s not what it’s about.’ 

‘No?’ Ross brought his eyes up to look at him.

‘No. I’m a believer because I made a decision to believe. I made a decision to let God into my life, and he’s filled me with his goodness ever since.’ 

Ross’s eyes widened. ‘Don’t you ever...? Don’t you ever have doubts?’ 

‘Sometimes. But I have faith. I made a decision to believe and I stick with it.’ 

Ross looked away from him. ‘I really wish I could believe, but I don’t know if I can.’ 

‘You find it hard to make that leap of faith?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Some people do find it hard. Some people, it seems to come naturally.’ 

Ross nodded. 

It was some time before either of them spoke. 

‘We do a course for people like you,’ said the vicar. ‘Maybe you’ve heard of it, it’s called the Alpha Course. It’s for people who would like to believe but find it hard. We’ve got a course starting in July. Would you be interested?’ 

‘Yeah, maybe.’ 
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Chapter Four 
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The meeting with the vicar and the prospect of the Alpha Course cheered Ross up. Perhaps there was hope. Wasn’t Christianity all about repentance and redemption? He vaguely remembered something about more joy in heaven over a sinner who repents than...than something, he wasn’t quite sure what. 

Ross actually managed to do more than half an hour of revision that afternoon before Lizzie Johnson’s Facebook page sucked him back in. He looked at all her old profile pictures, right back to the first one. She was much younger and thinner then, her hair dyed with henna. Ross saw how pretty she was, with a nice smile and eyes that seemed to sparkle with life. 

A life that he ended. 

His mood came crashing down. He closed down her Facebook page, hating himself for stalking her like this. Usually, it was stalkers that turned into killers, but in Lizzie Johnson’s case, her killer had become her stalker. 

At dinner, his mother asked, ‘Have you given the idea of counselling any more thought?’

He put his knife and fork down and raised his hands to the side of his face. ‘Just...just...Give me space, will you?’

His mother sighed and glanced at his father, who gave a little shrug.

Ross didn’t dare to say that he had found an alternative in the Alpha Course. His father wouldn’t approve, and in a sense, that was part of its appeal. It was his solution, not his parents’.

He just had to hang on until July, and then he would find a way through this mess.

But hanging on until then was going to be very difficult, all alone in the house, with revision he couldn’t do and Lizzie Johnson’s Facebook page calling to him just a few clicks away. 

He didn’t know how to distract himself from the accident and Lizzie Johnson. Music was no good. Uplifting songs clashed so sharply with his mood, and more downbeat songs, of which he had plenty on his Spotify, just pulled him further down. None of his favourite podcasts spoke to him any more. All the humour, all the optimism, all the energy, it simply jarred.

Messages from friends had mostly dried up, apart from the occasional hello from Dani and Natalie, which he didn’t reply to. Raj had gone completely silent.

He continued to stay away from the social media that normally filled up so much of his time. What was he supposed to post? Maybe he could restrict himself to just liking other people’s posts: ‘Yay – good job. You haven’t killed anyone today.’ 

Even watching porn didn’t bring him any joy. It all looked so fake and the dopamine failed to hit. The only thing it aroused in him was self-loathing. 

On Tuesday evening, he managed to sit through a whole football match on TV with his father and his brother. They watched Brighton bounce back to draw one-one with Spurs, thanks to a penalty. But it was difficult to concentrate. The game had lost all its power and was reduced to 22 men kicking a ball. 

Apart from mealtimes, that was just about all he saw of his parents. He kept out of the living room and turned down all invitations to play table tennis with his father or his brother (they had a table in the attic). He stayed hidden in his room most of the time, pretending to revise, but in reality going over the accident again and again in his mind. If he wasn’t being overwhelmed by its horror, he would be consumed with a ferocious anger no longer directed at others but exclusively at himself. 

How could he be so stupid? 

Why didn’t he look in his mirror? 

Why?

Idiot, idiot, idiot.

*
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Next day, Natalie contacted him and suggested that they test each other on French adjectives. He agreed but on Friday, when it came to time to go round to her house for the test, he ducked out, saying he hadn’t been able to revise at all. 


Natalie: Well come round here, we can revise together 

Ross: No I'd rather not thanks 

Natalie: Shall I come to your place? 

Ross: It’s ok I’ll do some revision on my own



Not that he did any. He just sat in his room, his head in his hands, rocking backwards and forwards. Every now and then, unwelcome thoughts of suicide sprang into his head: he lived just an hour’s walk from the cliffs at Beachy Head, one of the most popular suicide spots in the world. All he had to do was jump, and all his pain would be gone.

No.

He had no right to kill himself. He had already destroyed one family. There was no way he could do that to his own.

*
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The following Monday, he went back to the church at 10:30, in the hope of finding the vicar. He was sitting at the front, speaking in hushed tones with an elderly woman. The vicar spotted Ross, nodded at him and carried on his conversation with the woman. Ross sat at the back, out of earshot. 

He wasn’t sure what to do while he waited. Normally, he would take out his mobile and play a game or look at Instagram, but it felt sacrilegious to do so in a church. 

He fixed his eyes on the enormous stained-glass window at the far end. Overwhelmingly blue and shaped like a Norman arch, it was dominated by a central panel depicting the crucifixion. Another panel had the angel telling the Virgin Mary that she would have God’s child. To the right, two panels showed the Three Wise Men presenting their gifts to the infant Jesus, who was in his mother’s arms. 

The theme of motherhood set Ross off again, and images of Lizzie Johnson and her children flooded his mind.

The vicar interrupted his reverie. 

‘Hi, Ross.’ 

‘Hello, Father.’

‘Call me Nigel. Mind if I join you?’ 

He sat on the bench in front and turned round. 

‘How’ve you been?’ 

‘Not great, if I’m honest.’ 

‘I suppose that’s to be expected.’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Have you managed to do any revision?’ 

‘Almost none.’ 

‘So, what have you been up to?’ 

Ross shrugged. ‘Mostly thinking about the accident, really. I...I found her Facebook page, the woman I killed. I know I shouldn’t, really, but I’ve been looking at it.’ 

‘Does it help?’ 

Ross laughed sardonically. ‘No.’ 

‘Have you been able to speak to anyone?’ 

Ross shook his head. 

‘Not even your parents?’ 

‘No. They want me to have counselling.’ 

‘What do you think about that?’ 

‘That’s not what I need.’ 

‘What do you need?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Have you thought about praying?’ 

‘I don’t know. It wouldn’t seem right.’ 

‘God is always there. He’ll hear you.’ 

Ross shrugged. 

‘You could come here. We have morning worship at nine-twenty every day, Eucharist at nine-forty-five and evening worship at five. It would get you out of the house, and you could meet people. I’m always here for a chat.’ 

‘It wouldn’t feel right.’ 

‘What? Because you don’t believe.’ 

‘Yeah, maybe after the Alpha Course.’ 

‘That’s nearly three months away. What are you going to do between now and then?’ 

Ross said nothing. He looked away from Nigel, his face in a half-formed scowl. 

‘Maybe your parents are right and you should try counselling. What’s the worst that can happen? It might even help, you never know.’ 

* 
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On his way home, Ross called his college and asked how he could contact the student counsellor. They gave him an email address and he sent a short message: 

Hi 


My name’s Ross Collins and I’m a student at the college. I’m having a bit of trouble and wonder if I could fix a time to see you. 

Thanks 



She got back to him that afternoon and suggested Thursday at 10:30, in her office opposite the college library.

He told his mother soon after she got home.

‘Oh, that’s good news. I’m sure it will help.’

Ross said nothing, but he was equally sure it wouldn’t. What was the point? Just sit there talking, and then be positive, look on the bright side, try to stay upbeat, there’s always hope, don’t worry, be happy, every cloud has a silver lining.

No it bloody well doesn’t.

Could counselling bring Lizzie Johnson back from the dead? Could it wash her blood from his hands?

No.

Okay, he would go through with it, just to prove that it was a complete waste of time. And then he would hang on until the Alpha Course in July. That was his one shot at redemption.

On Thursday, Ross wasn’t at all happy about having to go into the college for his appointment. He dreaded the thought of meeting other students, even though he knew hardly anyone would be there. He made sure he arrived at the last minute and hurried through the empty corridors with his head down until he reached Kitty’s office. 

He knocked, and a woman in her 40s with a petite figure and long, permed hair opened the door. 

‘Hi, I’m Kitty. Are you Ross?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Come in and have a seat. 

The room was small and pokey, with a desk under the windowsill, and four soft, blue-green armless chairs. Ross sat down and Kitty sat opposite him, placing a folder and some papers on her lap. She put on a delicate pair of gold-framed glasses. 

‘Can we go through some formalities first? Is it Ross Collins?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘What’s your date of birth?’ 

‘Eleventh of December 2001.’ 

‘So that makes you seventeen?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Which tutor group are you in?’ 

‘Harry Liptrot.’ 

She nodded and wrote on her papers. Then she took off her glasses and looked at Ross. ‘Okay, before we start, I need to tell you that whatever you say will be treated in confidence. I’m not going to gossip to anyone. I won’t tell Harry Liptrot or any of your other teachers what you say without your express permission. But I can’t promise one hundred percent confidentiality, I’m afraid. If you tell me something I need to share with the Designated Safeguarding Lead, then I have to tell her. Are you okay with that?’ 

Ross shrugged. ‘Yeah, I suppose so.’ 

‘So, you have my email if you need to set up another meeting. I’m here every Tuesday and Thursday in term time. I can’t enter into a detailed correspondence with you, but we can meet up as many times as you need.’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘So, how can I help?’ 

‘I don’t know if you can.’ 

She nodded. ‘Perhaps you’re right. Sometimes I can help. Sometimes I can’t.’ 

Ross said nothing. 

‘Would you like to tell me about the problem that’s brought you here?’ 

Ross shrugged. It was a long time before he said anything. ‘Did you hear about the accident on the A27, just over two weeks ago?’ 

Kitty hesitated. ‘Not that I remember.’ 

‘A woman was killed, Lizzie Johnson.’ 

‘That’s very sad.’ 

‘She had two children, six and nine years old.’ Ross hung his head as he spoke. 

A long silence. 

‘Do you mind if I ask – what’s the connection?’ 

‘What do you think?’ 

‘In my job we’re trained not to jump to conclusions.’ 

Nobody spoke for almost a minute, until Ross closed his eyes and said, with a voice just above a whisper. ‘I killed her.’ 

He looked at her. His words didn’t seem to have caused her any consternation. 

‘Don’t worry,’ he went on, ‘I’m not a psycho killer. It was an accident.’ 

After a moment, Kitty said, ‘Would it be right to say that you blame yourself for the accident?’ 

Ross gave a little laugh. It was all he could do to stop himself saying, ‘Top prize in the Brain of Britain award.’ He looked down at his feet and said, ‘I didn’t look in the mirror. You’re supposed to look in the mirror before you overtake, but I forgot. She hit the back of my car and flipped over.’ 

Silence. 

‘You seem very distressed about it.’ 

He gave a little shrug and glared at her. ‘Well...yes.’ 

He looked out of the window. It had been sunny when he arrived, but now it was clouding over. He hoped it wouldn’t rain before he got home. 

It was a long time before either of them spoke again. 

‘Are you finding it very difficult to talk about it?’ 

‘It wasn’t my idea to come here.’ 

After a moment she said, ‘You feel that you’re here under duress.’ 

Ross said nothing. 

‘Is there something about being here that you don’t want?’ 

‘It’s your job to make people happy. I don’t deserve to be happy.’ 

It was some time before she spoke. ‘I can feel a sense of guilt and self-blame, that you feel you don’t deserve to be happy.’ 

He shook his head. ‘This is a waste of time.’ 

‘I’m sorry you feel that. But it’s not necessarily my job to help people to be happy. Sometimes people are unhappy for a very good reason. Sometimes I’m just trying to help them find a way to cope.’ 

He got to his feet. ‘I can’t do this.’ 

‘Ross, I’d like you to stay, but if you’d rather not speak now, that’s fine.’ 

‘Good, because I’d rather not. I’m sorry for wasting your time.’ 

With that, he left the room without looking at her again.

He had known counselling would never work, and he had been right. The Alpha Course was his only hope, but it was almost three months away. He just hoped he could hold on until then. 
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Chapter Five
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A hundred miles away, in the Cambridge University Library tea room, Bee Ormerod found an empty table by one of the tall windows. She put her tray down and dangled her bag on the back of the chair. She took off her red plastic raincoat and hung it on the same chair, sat down and removed the teacup, saucer, metallic tea pot and milk jug from her tray. She also picked up the side plate with a slice of chocolate brownie and put it in front of her. She knew she shouldn’t have bought it but would redeem herself by not touching it until Robbie arrived. 

Not that Bee needed to worry about her weight. She was tall and slim with short, spiky hair with blond highlights. She liked to think that her blond highlights and her nose stud were her only vanities. She never wore makeup and was dressed in old skin-tight jeans and a light-blue top she had bought in a charity shop. 

She took out her mobile and opened the Guardian app.

Robbie arrived as she was stirring the teabag in her pot. He put a hand on her shoulder and leaned down to exchange a quick kiss on the lips. 

‘Hi.’ 

‘Hi. Been here long?’ 

She still found his Edinburgh accent very sexy.

‘Nah. Just got here. Have you seen this? Donald Trump’s coming to London in July,’ 

‘Ooh, there’ll be a big demo.’ 

‘Yeah, why don’t we meet up there? And then you can come and...meet the parents!’ 

Robbie laughed. ‘What? Will they be on the demo?’ 

‘No. Well, my dad might, but not my mum. But you can come and meet them after.’ 

‘Yeah, okay. I guess we’ve reached meet-the-parents stage, haven’t we? Do you want anything else from the counter?’ 

‘No thanks. I’ve got my brownie.’ 

‘Yes, I noticed. If you let me have half, we can pretend we’re being good.’ 

‘Deal.’ 

She watched him as he set off for the counter. She always felt she was punching a little above her weight with Robbie. He was a postgrad student three years older than her, very bright, very athletic and very handsome, with his thick brown hair, mischievous blue eyes and a deep voice that made her want to close her eyes and bathe in its melody.

He returned a few minutes later with a cappuccino and another chocolate brownie. 

‘I thought we were being good.’ 

He shrugged. ‘We tried.’ 

‘Guess what,’ she said as he sat down. 

‘What?’ 

‘My parents have only gone and bought their dream house by the sea.’ 

‘Really? So I won’t be meeting them in London?’ 

‘I don’t know. They only signed the contract yesterday. I don’t know when they’re moving.’ 

‘You don’t sound very pleased.’ 

‘No. I don’t know anyone down there. I was looking forward to spending summer with all my mates in London.’ 

‘You can stay in Cambridge with me.’ 

‘Maybe I will, just to spite them. They’re tearing up my roots. I’m losing my whole identity.’

At that moment, there was a loud crash, as a student at the far end of the room dropped her tray. Some students laughed and applauded. Bee and Robbie glanced at each other and grinned.

‘I didn’t know being a Londoner was so important to you.’ 

‘Yeah, but it’s not just that, is it?’ 

‘What?’ said Robbie. ‘You mean the whole loss of faith thing?’ 

‘Yes. I mean, that’s who I am, isn’t it? A south London Christian girl. Now I’m supposed to be...what? A south coast atheist?’ 

‘Oh, so you’ve decided you’re an atheist after all?’ 

‘I’m not an atheist. I’m just confused.’ 

‘I’ll tell you what you are.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘You’re Omega Bee and you’re amazing. And I’ve so got the hots for you.’ 

They both laughed. 
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Chapter Six
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Ross returned to the church the following Monday. Nigel the vicar seemed to be waiting for him and they sat down together on a pew at the back, speaking quietly so as not to disturb the two elderly women sitting near the front. 

‘So, how’ve you been?’ 

‘Not good.’ 

‘Are you managing to do any revision?’ 

‘Not really, no. I just can’t concentrate.’ 

‘Yes, I can understand that. What about counselling? Have you given that any more thought?’ 

‘Yeah, I had a session on Thursday.’ 

‘And?’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘It’s not for me.’ 

‘No?’ 

‘She was very nice, but it just didn’t feel right.’ As he spoke, it occurred to Ross that he had been quite rude to Kitty.

‘So, what are you going to do now?’ 

‘I’m going to hang on for the Alpha Course, see if that helps.’ 

‘That’s not for another three months.’ 

Ross shrugged. 

‘You don’t want to come to church?’ 

‘It wouldn’t feel right.’ 

Nigel thought for a moment. ‘Have you got friends who can help you with your revision?’ 

‘There’s one girl in my French class. We were supposed to be study buddies but I haven’t...you know.’ 

‘You need something to take your mind off the accident. Why don’t you get in touch with this girl and start working together?’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘What about the other subjects?’ 

‘I suppose she’s doing General Studies too, but I haven’t really got any close friends in my other classes.’ 

‘Well, ask her to help with General Studies too.’ 

‘Okay.’ 

‘When’s your last exam?’ 

‘Middle of June.’ 

‘So that would leave three or four weeks between then and the Alpha Course. Look, do you fancy a summer job to keep you busy after your exams?’ 

‘Like what?’ 

‘My parents run a hotel near the seafront. They need waiting staff for the summer, for breakfast and dinner. It’s quite a fun job. I used to do it when I was your age. What do you think?’ 
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