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CHAPTER ONE
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With growing unease, Elaine put the telephone receiver back in its cradle. Opening the front door, she stepped outside into the porch, absorbing the wail of sirens that passes for birdsong in a London suburb. It had only been a small white lie: something to put her husband’s mind at rest.

“How’s Judy?”

“Oh, you know. Buried in her homework.”

Their daughter had been doing her homework - would have finished it by now - but for the small matter of the postage stamps. And stamps were one of the few things Elaine hated to run out of.

“Why don’t you eat?” Graham had suggested. “I’m going to be stuck in this meeting for another hour.”

She tried to put a smile in her voice. “Well, if you don’t mind. Perhaps we will.”

Judy should have been gone for ten minutes at the most instead of - what? A glance at her watch suggested - surely it couldn’t be ten to six? She knew what time dinner would be on the table. What could be keeping the girl? The violet dusk had deepened to coal; the streetlights were encased in orange halos. Arms folded, Elaine walked to the end of the garden path, scanning the stretch of Strathdale Road. Judy wasn’t allowed to use the alley after dark, not alone. Long and narrow, it was enclosed by high windowless walls on one side and playing fields on the other, the middle stretch unlit. Elaine’s feet made the decision for her. They walked back into the house, infused with thyme from the Shepherd’s Pie, stepped into her shoes. It only remained for her to grab her keys. She would meet her daughter coming in the opposite direction. Hurry her along.

Approaching the end of her road, Elaine tensed at the sound of raised voices in the near distance, the odd order shouted loud above the general background roar. “Come on! Over here!” Must be the school football team practising in the playing fields, she thought. Keen, at this time of the evening. The sound of crowds, even spectators like these, always made her slightly edgy.

Leaving the streetlight behind Elaine entered the alley, picking up her pace, imagining that when her feet slid it was leaf mulch rather than dog shit she was treading in. The shouts escalated: if this was football, it was no friendly match. Tension mutated to anxiety. Last summer the Brixton Riots had spilled onto nearby streets after the police had approached the Stop and Search campaign with hunger for overtime. And they’d got it: 5,000 rioters, buildings torched, looting, petrol bombs. Prior to that she had always considered that the perimeter of her home territory was encircled by a shimmering Ready Brek force-field. Perhaps it had been irresponsible to send a thirteen-year-old on an errand just as it was growing dark. But she and Graham had agreed: a gradual loosening of the reins; a little more responsibility; and then the rewards.

Through filtered streetlight, Elaine saw that her exit was blocked by haphazardly abandoned vehicles, more of a hindrance than the flimsy strip of plastic that hung limply across the alley.

“Excuse me!” she called out to a man who entered her narrow view, and whose fluorescent jacket hinted at officialdom. 

Quick to confirm her assessment, his hand jerked into a stop sign. “Do you live here?”

“No, but...” Elaine strained to look past him, between the vehicles, their headlights employed as searchlights. Columns of grey swirls were highlighted, just as sunbeams highlight golden dust motes.

“Then you can’t come through, Madam. The wall’s come down.” The man lifted an erect index finger as his walkie-talkie crackled, inclining his head. “Yup. Gotcha. Afraid I’m wanted.”

“Just a minute!” Elaine was on tiptoes. “I’m looking for my daughter. Which way would you have sent her if she wanted to come this way?”

She detected his slight hesitation. “Took this route, did she?”

“An hour ago. Mind you, if she’s had to go via the Broadway -”

“How old is she?” As he looked at her face properly for the first time, Elaine saw that she was no longer an inconvenience.

It was her turn to pause, her response lilting questioningly. “Thirteen.”

“School uniform?”

Too late: Elaine had seen his wince. “Yes.”

“Back in a jiffy. Don’t go anywhere.” Pacing backwards, the man pointed at her before pivoting, feet tripping into a jog.

Through a veil that had the appearance of slow-moving smoke - like the Great Smog of 1952, one of her earliest memories, turning London winter into toxic night - Elaine began to make out the jagged dip of the missing section of wall. Strewn below, a pile of rubble that appeared greater in volume than the gap, wide as it was. Shadowy movement was captured in the headlights: silhouettes of human conveyor belts. She ducked beneath the inadequate cordon, brushing it from her clothing where it had clung like cobweb.

Edging between two vehicles, Elaine moved towards the source of the shouting. Solemn-faced men were captured in cross-beams: some equipped with hard hats, face-masks and boots; others dressed in shirt-sleeves and suit trousers. Some were digging bare-handed, others improvising with gardening gloves or whatever protection had come to hand. Brick by brick, debris was being quarried, new piles constructed, the effort furious and loud.

People had spilled out of terraced houses, the backdrop to the bus stop; some simply watching, their faces set in Plaster of Paris. Men removed debris from gardens, waiting to take their shift at the pit face. Waist-height children ignored limp encouragement to ‘go and finish your dinner.’ One woman was conducting figure-of-eight sorties, distributing mugs of tea, steam merging with dust, becoming part of the grey soup. At the end of the road blue lights rotated mutely. In the gaps between vehicles, faces flashed: ghostly, expectant. That was where Judy would be: avoiding the long walk home.

“Excuse me, coming through.” Elaine felt anonymous, another shadow whose presence would go unchallenged provided she looked sufficiently purposeful. 

“There! That was where she was!”

Spinning to locate the speaker, she zoned in on the half-lit face of a wretched boy with a crude gash on his forehead. He pointed towards the rubble, his hand breaching the beam of a headlight. 

“Alright, son. Let him through. Everyone else: stay well back!” A policeman clapped one hand on the boy’s shoulder, guiding him forwards. “There, you say?” 

Acting with an intuition of their own, Elaine’s feet followed before the gap had the chance to heal. They deposited her on a square foot of tarmac where she could eavesdrop.

“She was in the phone box. Like an idiot, I told her to get out. She’d have been better off staying put.”

This was someone’s daughter they were talking about. 

“Now, we don’t know that, son.”

Shaken by the ferocity of her breathing, Elaine pondered a possibility: somewhere, under the weight of the rubble...

“It would have shielded her. Even though it’s gone over on its side, they’re strong, those things. I mean, shit!” As a torch flashed, she feasted on the features of the boy’s face. The typical look of the local estate: shaven headed; a single stud in one ear; the fingers that strayed to his mouth stained nicotine yellow.

“In your shoes, I’d have done exactly the same. Anyone would.”

“I tried to grab her, but the whole thing came down so fast.”

Elaine knew she must locate her voice. “Excuse me.” She pressed into the narrow void between them. “You’re talking about a girl.”

“Sorry Gov.” Flustered, another man who had elbowed his way through spectators interrupted - the man in the fluorescent jacket. “God knows where the mother went. She was over by the alley a minute ago. I specifically asked her -”

“I’m the mother.” As Elaine spoke the words, she knew them to be true.

Recognising her, the man back-tracked. “N-now, we can’t be sure, Madam.”

“I’m sure. I sent her to the corner shop over an hour ago.” The four exchanged glances: Elaine, the policeman, the boy and the man in the yellow jacket, whose gaze settled on the tips of his steel-capped boots. 

There were shouts; high-pitched, urgent. The cue for them all to turn.

A mottled man with ashen hair stepped from the thick of the dust: “We’ve uncovered the phone box. Hardly a dent in the frame, but...” He whistled through his front teeth. 

Elaine saw the skeleton of the box dissected by a metal scaffolding pole, entry wound in the safety glass. Standing astride a pile of bricks, a man in a hard hat became spokesperson for their thoughts: “Christ Almighty! It would have gone clean through her.”

At this, the policeman’s eyes darted towards Elaine. “I think you’d be more comfortable over by the ambulance, Madam.”

But Elaine’s eyes were fixed on the boy. Clean through. On hearing those words, the movement of his Adam’s apple was as visible as his distress, and for the first time Elaine understood the phrase, ‘to eat one’s words.’ Not something deliberately taken back, but mute shock: involuntary, uncontrolled. He folded himself in half, hands on knees, and the policeman bent over him. “Alright, son. You did the right thing, see?” And through the criss-cross of headlights, the dust and chaos, he raised his head, shouting, “Can we get some more help over here? Let’s keep digging.”

Men who had been on garden duty refused flimsy facemasks which hung lifelessly from a proffered wrist by their elastic straps. Jackets were pressed into wives’ arms as they brushed past, grim-faced, rolling up shirt sleeves.

Turning her attention to the boy, Elaine asked, “Are you a friend of Judy’s?”

“I never seen her before.” The boy’s arms were clamped together from wrists to elbows. “She just walked past me on her way to the phone box. She was...” He squeezed his eyes shut.

“What? She was what?”

The boy nodded, as if trying to dislodge the word. “Beautiful.”

“Madam?” The yellow-jacketed man was saying firmly, one hand hovering, ready to guide.

“And you, son,” the policeman said. “We’ll take it from here. You should get yourself seen to.”

“I can’t.” He shook his head.

“Stubborn so and so, aren’t you? Want to see it through to the bitter end, is that it?” 

Elaine didn’t remember running forwards to the point where the beams converged. She was aware only of the hands that bruised her upper arms, dragging her from the place where she had been clawing in the debris. Knees bent, she was airlifted like a child, mid-tantrum. “I’m her mother!” 

“Come on, now. Get a grip.”

Lowering her feet, Elaine allowed herself to be led away, understanding the need to prepare for whatever emerged from the rubble. She had seen its density, had a sense of its weight. Slump-shouldered, perched on the cold tailgate of an ambulance, she gave her name and address, Judy’s date of birth. No, her daughter hadn’t been taking any medication. Had no allergies she was aware of. There was no history of heart disease, fainting or fits. Religion? Elaine recited the response she always gave: Christian. 

A blank-faced stranger placed a steaming mug of tea in her hands, and draped a bobbled cardigan around her shoulders. “Here, love. You must be freezing.”

These were simply things that happened. Waiting for confirmation of the inevitable, Elaine felt detached from the hands that circled the mug, dirt embedded under torn fingernails. Airborne dust accumulated in her eyelashes and, like a cow persistently bothered by flies, she made no attempt to brush it aside.

Taking a five-minute break from the quarrying, a dry-coughing man thumped his chest. “S’cuse me. Gets right inside you, that stuff.”

“Look at that.” She allocated words to the things she saw. “Your hand’s bleeding.”

Voice rasping, he dismissed his injury. “Looks worse than it is.”

“You don’t even know us.”

Observations, devoid of meaning. One more voice added to the sound of the crowd. Elaine focused on the boy, the last person to see Judy. Even reduced to a shaking wreck wrapped in a foil blanket, he refused to leave, pointing to the place where he saw a beautiful girl disappear. Her beautiful girl. 

“You’re welcome to come indoors.” The tailgate dipped as the woman who had brought tea leant against the ambulance, grazing Elaine’s arm with an elbow. 

“No, I’m fine here.” She shuffled away from the unwanted interruption. Oh, Christ, what would Judy look like now? One of her hands pulled at the flesh around her mouth.

“Then I’ll keep you company.” 

Nodding - or it might have been that her whole body was rocking - Elaine realised her face was wet. “Judy should have been doing her homework. It should have been me!”

“Don’t think like that.” Warmth encircled a small portion of Elaine’s arm. The rest of her shivered. “It doesn’t do any good.”

Then, the shout: “It’s a hand! We’ve found her!”

Elaine heard a cry and knew it was her own. She started forwards, only to find herself bundled face-first into a solid wall of chest: captured.

“There, now. Let’s allow the men to do their job, shall we?”

Realising that the purpose of the muscular arms was to comfort rather than restrain, Elaine gave up her struggle. All around were the static sounds of walkie-talkies, muffled replies muttered into collars. People who had previously slumped stood upright, striding about purposefully. The cordon at the end of the road was removed, onlookers ordered to stand well back, herded by slow-moving vehicles being made ready.

Straining her neck Elaine appealed, “Can’t I at least see?” 

There was hesitation before the hands were loosened. The man moved around her so that he was by her side, still gripping her, as if she couldn’t be trusted. Two men jumped lightly from the back of the ambulance carrying a weightless stretcher, while a third rumbled about preparing a plastic bag for the drip. The siren was tested, several short abortive bursts. Even then, Elaine’s free arm acted independently, reaching in the direction of the pile of rubble, the hand robotic and claw-like. It pulled at her body, trying to wrench her away from the soothing words, from the inviting rectangles of electric light cast from doorways.

“Almost there.” His voice steady, the man repositioned his arm, wrapping it around her shoulder.

Through dark slatted figures, Elaine saw Judy prostrate on the stretcher. Segments of body, a head lolling, one shattered arm hanging limply. Slow motion: a funeral march. This time, unable to help herself, she broke free. Once loose, but for a couple of staggered steps, Elaine found she was unable to move.

“Mrs Jones.” The lady paramedic who had dealt with the form-filling reached for her. “I know how it looks, but what you’re seeing is dust.” 

Even the weight of a hand was too great. Elaine’s legs buckled. To dust we will return. Sitting on the lip of the pavement, staring wide-eyed at a double yellow line, a thought entered her mind: I can’t stop here. Her feet scrambled against tarmac.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” An anxious face loomed in front of her. “We’re taking your daughter to May Day. She’ll be rushed into surgery. Why don’t you get yourself together and follow in the other ambulance?”

Grit grated as Elaine blinked. “She’s alive?”

“Yes. And we’ll do everything we can to keep her that way.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Judy checked her watch: 5.05pm. The last post was collected at 5.30pm. Still time, if she could invent an excuse for escape. 

“Darn it!” Hearing her mother snap, she sensed opportunity. Mum had closed the dresser drawer, one hand on her brow, the other on her hip.

“What is it?” Judy asked, sliding the pink envelope under her history textbook, pretending to be immersed in its pictureless pages.

“You didn’t use the last of the stamps, did you?” 

In the Jones’s household, Mum was the one whose moods were so changeable she must never be upset, and that meant giving the impression of perfection. 

“Not me.” Her face was a picture of diligence as she met her mother’s demanding eyes. “There were three left when I took one.”

Her mother’s neck flushed. Judy knew irritation would fester because parental allegiances prevented Elaine from naming her husband as a potential suspect. “Is it too much to expect people to tell me when we’re running out?”

Now a solution presented itself: redemption and, with it, escape. “Want me to go down the road for you?”

“You’re busy with your essay.” The sound of irritation still present, her mother’s jaw was set. 

“I’ve hardly got started. In fact, I’ve got a headache coming on. Some fresh air might help.”

“Well, if you really don’t mind.” Her mother pointed to the brown leather handbag, which lay sulking silently in the hall. “Take what you need from my purse.”

Of all the sentences that would take on greater significance in time, neither Judy nor her mother could have guessed that “Take what you need from my purse” would top the list.

Judy stepped outside, a thief clawing back a few moments’ freedom. The cheerful late-autumn debris lay underfoot, the breeze just enough to stir fresh leaf-fall into a waltz. Jangling coins in blazer pocket, she inhaled the evening, clean and dark and flinty.

After posting the card, Judy felt the magnetic pull of the telephone box at the far end of the road. She checked her watch: just long enough for a quick call. A private conversation. No parents leaning over her shoulder or, worse still, barely bothering to disguise the fact that they had rugby-tackled each other for prime position, pressed up against the brilliant white gloss of the living room door. 

Judy had once been ignored while a friend’s mother said to Mum, “Sometimes I only know what’s going on in Lucy’s life by picking up the extension in our bedroom. The minute they hit thirteen, they don’t tell you anything.”

As soon as the two of them were alone, Mum had feigned shock. “Well, what do you think about that?”

“If Lucy won’t talk to them, she might not have a choice.” Judy drew inspiration from the most precocious girl in her class. “Communication’s really important, isn’t it?”

“Well, I’m glad to hear you say that,” her mother said, astonished expression suggesting the opposite. “I didn’t realise I had such a mature daughter.”

A convincing actress, Judy had been practising her whole life to be someone she wasn’t. Special - some would say ‘unreasonable’ - demands are made of only children. That she was loved was undeniable, but it never felt unconditional. From ‘I only want what’s best for my daughter,’ her mother had taken a short hop and a skip to, ‘I want my daughter to be the best.’ 

A shout broke her reverie: “Oi! How about it?”

Obedient daughter; streetwise teenager: you had to adapt.

A dozen or so schoolboys slouched against the bus shelter, shrug-shouldered studies of boredom, bordering on aggression. Collars unbuttoned, ties worn loose or knotted around their heads in homage to Rambo. They blocked garden gates, glaring at anyone who required access or - ‘Oi! What d’you think you’re doing, mate?’ - wanted to make use of London Transport. Judy cautioned herself: keep your pace steady. She would die before letting them detect her nerves. Looking older than her age was something Judy alternately despised and took advantage of. Rather than being hidden by the growing dusk, she felt as though she was walking onto a stage, stepping in and out of circles the streetlights had cast on the pavement. She clutched her blazer tightly around her but eyes burnt holes in the front of her jumper, that dark boyish art perfected by concentrating sunrays through a magnifying glass, setting fire to grass and scalding insects. In truth, she was no more than a welcome distraction in a string of evenings that held little promise. A game of tin-can footie. The chance to scrounge the odd fag. Little these boys did was personal: they could lob a brick through the window of a house or relieve themselves against the side of the war memorial and it wouldn’t be personal.

“Oi, I asked you a question!” One of them stepped forwards as Judy approached, conscious of every movement of her teenage body.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She summoned as much sarcasm as she could muster. “I mustn’t have heard.”

“I sa-aid, How about it?”

As the others snorted behind their filthy hands, Judy drew on the vocabulary of the more worldly persona she had invented, raising an index finger to shoulder level. “Why don’t you all go swivel?” 

Monosyllabic shouts and sly laughter. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the boy shunted sideways, not standing quite as tall as before he elected himself spokesperson. Slow wolf-whistles accompanying her progress, confidence exaggerated the sway of Judy’s hips. She crossed the road and, defying superstition, walked under the scaffold brace erected to support the crumbling Victorian wall. The framework had become a permanent fixture while committees formed of health and safety executives, local historians and pensioners in need of a warm cup of tea took the chicken and egg argument to new extremes as they debated the future of listed wall and the tallest London plane tree. 

Last measured in the Sixties, it had then been 122 feet tall, its elephantine footprint twenty feet in circumference. As a child, Judy had imagined its gargantuan trunk being wrenched from the earth by a giant’s fist. But, as well as inspiring fairy tales, it had served as her calendar. As soon as Christmas wrapping paper was displayed in W H Smiths - usually in early September - Judy began her daily enquiries: “How long is it now?”

“When all of the leaves have fallen off the big tree, you’ll know it’s getting close,” her mother used to say.

And as soon as the Christmas baubles were packed away, she would start enquiring about her birthday.

“As soon as the big tree has its summer clothes on.”

If her dad had his way, they would cut it down. Judy couldn’t remember how many times he’d complained, “Something has to be done. It’s been leaning against the wall this past decade!”

“It’s over two hundred years old,” her mother would reply. “Imagine what it’s seen.” 

“Honestly!” He peered over the top of his newspaper, amused. “You’re sentimental about the strangest things.”

“It’s history.”

“It’s a tree!”

In fact, the tree was the subject of an all-encompassing preservation order, which prevented the committee from unanimously agreeing anything other than the date of the next meeting.

The whiff of ammonia sent Judy reeling as she opened the door of the telephone box, but she wouldn’t abandon her mission. She faced her newfound audience their equal, one knee bent, foot resting against the glass. Singling one of them out - a boy sitting slightly apart who had the decency to look a little less pock-marked, a little less menacing than the rest - she raised the hem of her skirt a few inches to scratch an imaginary itch. As his eyes dropped to the pavement, Judy despised herself momentarily before reminding herself: the fault was his, not hers. He hadn’t insulated himself adequately against the world.

Hearing the pips, Judy dropped a warm coin into the slot. “Is Debbie there?” she asked importantly. “I’m in a box.”

A man’s voice bellowed, “Deb-or-ah!” There were hand-muffled noises before background shouts resumed, and she heard Debbie’s breathless, “What’s up?”

“Not much. What’s happening your end?”

“Oh!” She sighed mysteriously. “They’re slogging it out, as usual.”

“Who’s winning?”

“Mum - if it’s about who’s loudest. Where are you, anyhow?”

“Just in the box down the road.” Suspended midway between feeling terribly grown up and very foolish, Judy giggled. 

“What’s the big secret?”

Hesitating, Judy curled a strand of hair around her index finger. “I was going to ask you to come to the arcade on Saturday.”

“What? So I get to stand around all night again while you pluck up the courage to talk to Bingo Boy.”

“He’s a cashier!”

“Whatever he is, he must be eighteen!”

“Like you’ve never lied about your age!” Then, pleadingly: “Come with me. Pleeease.”

“Remind me why I’m even considering this?”

Judy encouraged the silence to stew.

“You know, fine! But we’re going skating next week.”

While Judy was enjoying her small victory, the Rambo boys’ volume edged up several notches. Boredom to panic in two seconds. The bars of the phone box gave the impression that those orang-utans, rather than she, were caged. A couple were gawping with exaggerated expressions. “Idiots!” she scoffed. 

“What’s up?” Debbie asked.

Now some were pointing while others turned on their heels and ran. One boy was dancing in front of the box, arms animated, yelling, “Oi! Get out of there!” The boy who had sat slightly apart.

“He’s saying I’ve got to -” Judy turned in time to see the collapse of the scaffolding, a slow-motion clashing and ricocheting of plank and metal. She released the receiver, leaving it swinging. “Judy! Judy, what’s happening?”

The door of the box was opened for her, his voice close. “This way!” 

Spinning blindly, Judy was an imitation of a short-sighted girl knocking back an invisible netball. The bulge in the wall tore like a gaping wound. Everything around her was falling in real time; a liquid roar. Brickwork. Suffocatingly thick air. Doubled over, choking, Judy barely felt the blow that knocked her to her knees. 

Behind debris and dust, the tree remained, standing battle-scarred but defiant, while the boy looked on, half-covering his eyes, stamping his feet, crying out, “Jesus Christ! Oh, Jesus, no!” Only moments earlier, he had watched the girl flashing her thigh, amazed by her confidence, her mocking eyes, and thought he had never seen anyone quite so beautiful. And he had looked away, knowing himself unworthy of such a vision. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Graham clutched his briefcase as the delayed 18.57 pulled alongside the platform at London Bridge. The day’s humiliations cluttered his mind; things he wouldn’t normally burden his wife with. But, having boasted about his interview for a managerial position, he would be forced to admit the promotion had gone to someone half his age. 

The decision clearly already made, the interview had been a farce. “Don’t worry, Jones. We have something very specific in mind for you.” His managing director had offered a softener, as if the sole reason they’d passed him over was because the specific thing was much more up his street. But Graham knew his usefulness to the firm: he was a grafter. Another man might have walked but Graham, who had a family to support, had sportingly shaken his colleague’s smug little hand, saying, “The best man won.” Qualifications, manners, hard graft, a command of the Queen’s English - everything he had been assured would count in the ‘real world’ - none of these things were valued any more. He knew what his colleagues said of him: they didn’t even have the decency to do it behind his back. 

“Graham Jones. Like Tom Jones, only without the Huh!”

And there it was: the pelvic thrust. You turned the other cheek, pretending to laugh with them. You played along, singing What’s New Pussycat? at the Christmas bash - and still they came back at you, double-breasted and pin-striped.

Walking back into the office, head held high, he could face. It was the thought of taking his place at the dinner table that filled him with dread. And so he had phoned his wife explaining he would be late, and had nursed a lonely pint in one of the quieter pubs. That the train was delayed only added weight to his excuse.

Rattling home, stomach rumbling, Graham found himself nudging shoulders with an elderly Rastafarian, dreadlocks tucked beneath a large knitted hat. The previous evening he had watched a BBC news report: ‘An orgy of burning and looting, the Brixton Riots appeared to erupt spontaneously. Now, Lord Scarman’s report cites months of racial tension amidst a climate of high unemployment and social deprivation.’ Graham couldn’t deny the footage of uniformed officers wearing National Front badges on their lapels. There must be a few rotten eggs, but institutionalised racism? Having no black friends or colleagues, he contemplated asking the man about his experiences, but his face was serene, eyes closed over as he sucked on a sizable roll-up, the smoke scrolling elegantly in Graham’s direction.

Eyes smarting, Graham looked away, his eyes drawn to a newspaper headline: I Was Deep Throat, Says FBI Chief. The real world was encroaching on Graham’s hometown too closely for his liking. Cynthia Payne and her kind had sent property prices into freefall, bringing a whole new meaning to the term, Luncheon Vouchers. There were probably a few prostitutes around him now. That sensible trench coat might well be disguising a PVC miniskirt. Dusk heralded the arrival of kerb crawlers - he glanced at male passengers hanging from the ceiling straps: bats emerging for their nightly feeding frenzy. Prostitutes and riots! You would hardly believe the area was once the favoured shopping destination of princesses. 

Rather than do battle with his broadsheet, Graham rescued an abandoned copy of Just Seventeen from the carriage floor, shaking the cover free of ash. Resting it on top of his Telegraph, he was thrust hot-collared into the world of teenage girls. The content shocked, not so much by the behaviours described (which Graham had to acknowledge were universal), but by the fact that it now seemed acceptable to ask - quite openly - What should I do if I have gone too far the night before? Try as he might, he couldn’t work out why this rankled quite so much. Shouldn’t young women have access to public information? Not his daughter - thankfully she didn’t read this trash. But he also knew it was unlikely that he would have ended up married to Elaine had she read similar articles. Graham had proposed as soon as she had announced, large-eyed, fearful, that she was pregnant. Not down on one knee, as he had rehearsed. Caught off-guard, with more resignation than romance, he had said, “I suppose we should get married.” She had looked so hopeful. Happy, even. But, anticipating parental recriminations, he had rounded off the sentence: “Before you begin to show.”

Even now, he blinked away the painful memory of her face contorting. He had wanted his proposal to be wildly romantic, every gesture meticulously planned. Ruined by a single sentence. Secretly, he had been delighted. What boy doesn’t want to know everything’s in working order? But he couldn’t take it back without saying something that sounded as if it was a lie. And, try as he might, he had never been able to think of a gesture big enough to make it up to Elaine.

Graham remembered Elaine’s tears again after the miscarriage, the narrow hospital bed, her fierce cries: “I don’t expect you want me now!” He had taken her face in his hands, insisting, “Of course I want you.” He had thought, perhaps, she might not have wanted him. And although he feared it sounded as if he was reciting words as he protested that he loved her, he had meant them. How he had meant them! 

When the time came to explain the reason for the hastily-arranged nuptials to parents, he was able to answer the question, “Christ, she’s not pregnant, is she?” truthfully. But concerned that Elaine might translate his denial as an admission that he had never wanted the child, he gushed, “But we want to start a family as soon as possible. Don’t we, darling?”

They hadn’t discussed the matter. In fact, when the doctor assured Elaine that they would be able to have healthy babies - as many as they wanted - she had looked desolate. Perched uncomfortably in front of matching sets of parents, entrusted with the best sherry glasses, Graham patted Elaine’s hand nervously. She had simply looked bewildered, as if they hadn’t been introduced. 

It was five years before Judy arrived. By that time his masculinity had been questioned at every family gathering. His mother barely allowed Elaine access to the hallway before stripping her of her coat, eyeing her disappointingly flat stomach, then looking at Graham with increasing despair.

“Well, son?” his father demanded. 

Graham estimated that the stricken girl on the page in front of him with her inward-pointing toes and candy-striped socks was nearer Judy’s age than ‘just’ seventeen. A far cry from the innocence implied. Sam Cooke’s Only Sixteen had been too young to fall in love and, never mind the age of consent, that was exactly how it should be! Graham turned to the front cover for an indication of who the magazine was aimed at: ‘Everything a girl could ask for.’ Girls? The focus was sex. This was how the media wanted to mould his daughter. This and this! Flicking through the pages, he found himself face to face with a girl in minimal underwear lying on a single bed; hand on stomach, downward pointing fingers. Every Girl Should Explore Her Erogenous Zones. Graham glanced sideways. Thankfully his neighbour’s eyes were still closed. Then he became aware of the woman opposite regarding him with undisguised disdain. Keen to straighten the record, he jabbed at the headline. “Research,” he laughed, expecting sympathy. “I’ve got one of these at home.” As the woman crossed her legs, angling them away from him, Graham added hurriedly, “What I meant is I have a teenager... I’m a father.”

It dawned on Graham how woefully ill-equipped he was to deal with a thirteen-year-old daughter. His own teenage years had been dominated by the pursuit of an acne cure. Later, Graham had been the rare university student whose priority was study. Largely speaking, sex had avoided him. Opportunity only presented itself when thick-rimmed glasses - his out of necessity - became temporarily fashionable. Elaine was the first girl whose openness eliminated the need for embarrassing guesswork. She had found the way he checked behind him for a deserving recipient of her glances, his suggestion of coffee - and actually meaning it - charming. 

Graham’s immediate reaction to whatever his daughter asked for was a firm ‘no.’ To impose unreasonably strict bedtimes. To ban everything he wasn’t familiar with. And perhaps, more importantly, everything that he was. Elaine, he knew, naturally occupied the middle ground, allowing herself to be manipulated, convinced of the harmlessness, the need to let their daughter ‘find herself.’ The latest request from Judy? A lock for her bedroom door, would you believe? He’d put a stop to that. There would be no secrets in his house! 

A boy would have been easier: he would have felt less protective. It often crossed Graham’s mind that it might be fun to have a son to do battle with. One who shared his love of cricket, who took an interest in Tomorrow’s World. Why did girls’ magazines have to be so... grubby? Wanting to distance himself from it, Graham leaned across his knitted-hatted neighbour with a humble, “Excuse me,” and deposited the magazine on the aisle seat, its grey patch of gum deterring potential occupants.

Rules would rescue Judy. He must sit down with Elaine and devise a set covering everything from... what was it girls did? Skirt lengths to... his mind wandered back to the image of the girl lying on her bed. Parents who aren’t unified in their thinking can’t be relied on for proper guidance. (What, he wondered with growing agitation, had Elaine already told Judy about contraception?) And, once the rules were established, they mustn’t be persuaded to waiver.

His eyes came to rest on a woman’s silver crucifix worn low on her breasts over a tight-fitting polo-necked sweater. Blind to the way that the woman shifted uncomfortably, pulling the collar of her sheepskin jacket around her, the image remained in Graham’s mind as he hurried from the station, through the obstacle course of puddles, raised paving stones and the mess that dogs had left behind. It gave him a calming sense of unreality as he slammed the front door, shouting his habitual statement of the obvious: “I’m home!” Famished, Graham hoped that Elaine had kept his dinner warm. It was Tuesday, and Tuesdays meant Shepherd’s Pie made with leftovers from Sunday’s roast. “Sorry I’m late. Blasted meeting!”

Strange, the absence of sound. Not even canned laughter from the radio.

His coat hung on its allocated hook, his newspaper deposited on the telephone table, Graham approached the kitchen, optimism that he might be confronted with a vision of domestic activity fading. The worktop was backlit by his neighbour’s security light. Where were they? More importantly, where was his dinner? He opened the oven - cold - and extracted an oblong Pyrex dish, its contents untouched. Graham tapped the overcooked potato topping as a builder might tap suspect brickwork. Tea and toast, then. He hooked the handle of the electric kettle over the tap. Only when returning the kettle to its rightful place did Graham discover the note, hastily scribbled on a sheet torn from a ring-bound pad, weighed down with the lightest bronze weight from the kitchen scales. Judy has had an accident. Your wife says to go to May Day as soon as you can.

He had just passed the car, parked outside in the road. They must have gone by bus. Cheaper than paying for the car park, he concluded: probably only needed his taxi service. If he knew the workings of A & E as well as he thought he did, Judy wouldn’t have been seen yet. Graham had once waited six hours to have a broken toe taped to its neighbour: he could have done a better job himself! Plenty of time for a cup of tea. No need for panic. 

Clapping one hand to his chest as the toaster jolted loudly, Graham felt as if his heart was trying to break free from his ribcage. His churning thoughts had camouflaged its palpitations. Now, there was pounding in his ears. Pressure at his temples. Leaning against the worktop for support, he examined his neighbour’s unfamiliar scrawl: Judy has had an accident. He stuffed the note into one of his jacket pockets, dropped the two-ounce weight into the other. After slamming the front door, while searching for his car keys, he realised he was still holding the mug. Stooping, he abandoned it in a flowerbed.
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CHAPTER FOUR



[image: ]




Elaine woke on an intake of a breath that splintered through her lungs. Images came back to her; a disconnected dream sequence, ending with the sight of her daughter, limp and alabaster-pale. Finding herself shivering on a metal-framed cot in a curtained-off cubicle, she knew that she couldn’t dispute them. Below the drop of curtain she could see the to-ing and fro-ing of sensible-soled shoes, the swivelling wheels of gurneys. She allowed herself a moment to blink at the ceiling. A telephone box? Why a telephone box? What did it matter? Except that Graham would expect her to supply answers. Elaine wondered what else she didn’t know about her daughter’s life. She recalled her own teenage secrets, blending protectiveness with embarrassment. The dog-eared copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover that lived in her pillowcase. The explicit Valentine’s card she had received, too personal to dispose of in the normal manner... 

This wouldn’t do. Elaine had seen plenty of televised examples of how mothers should behave in hospitals, from news reports to Dr Kildare. None simply surrendered to exhaustion. But this sleep was exceptionally hard to shrug off. It was almost as if she were... hung over. Locating the shoes that someone had removed, she ground grit into lino. As she pulled the curtain aside, a passing nurse doubled back and enquired cheerfully, “Everything alright there?”

The prompt collapse of the young woman’s bright expression confirmed to Elaine that she looked a fright. Smoothing her hair, she felt its post-beach coating. “I need to find my daughter. Judy. I-I was told she would be taken into surgery.”

“And you are?”

Her skin itched. “Elaine. Elaine Jones.” The taste in her mouth was brick dust. Even the coating she could feel on the hairs in her nostrils was brick dust. 

“Wait here. I’ll have someone come and take you up.”

A glance at her watch: she envied Graham his last hour of oblivion. He would be reading about other people’s misfortunes, never imagining... Breath caught in her throat. Then, as she visualised the shock altering his features on his arrival home, she wished she could be there for him. 

Elaine bent over a drinking fountain, sipping from her cupped hand. Then, splashing cool water over her eyelids, ignoring the water’s sting, she willed herself, wake up! She rotated her skirt to what, in her disorientation, she thought was the right way round; attempted to button an unfamiliar cardigan. 

A jolt. Another gap in her memory. She was sitting on a waiting-room chair, no recollection of how she came to arrive here. She supposed she must have walked, perhaps been led here. To begin with Elaine raised her face to every orderly who hurried past. When there was time to reflect on the next hour spent alone, she would remember it as the longest of her life. So much so that Elaine condensed into it all the years of her married life, journeying the long white corridors of her mind. She paused at the loss of her first child; at the bitter-sweet joy of Judy’s birth. (Now you’re here and everything will be better; make it better.) And what stung like a slap was this: she had never allowed herself to appreciate her daughter, all the time knowing this day would come when Judy would be taken away by ambulance and she wouldn’t be able to bear the agony. 

“I said, can I get you a coffee?”

Elaine startled: a nurse was standing in front of her, kindly, concerned. She found that she was chewing on the rough edge of her thumbnail. “I was, I was -”

The nurse perched next to her. “It’s not surprising you feel a little disorientated. The tranquiliser probably hasn’t quite worn off yet.”

“Tranquiliser?” she found herself repeating stupidly.

“You were given something. For the shock.”

To Elaine, who liked to feel in control, this news was humiliating. Had she embarrassed herself? She heard a scream-like echo: Judy! Her mind reached out to her daughter. “Is there any...?”

“No. News, that is. I’m afraid it could be a very long wait.”

Elaine exhaled. “And my...?” She seemed incapable of finishing a sentence.

“I’m sure your husband’s on his way. Why don’t I get you that coffee?”

After the nurse’s back had turned Elaine wanted to call after her and ask for water, but her mouth seemed unwilling to cooperate. Close to tears, she thanked the nurse, even though the bitter smell rising from the flimsy plastic cup added to her feeling of nausea.

After pacing for a while - it felt wrong to be doing nothing - sensing the futility of it, she sat. Nothing could distract her from the unpalatable home-truth: the accident was her fault, and now her daughter was going to die without ever knowing she was loved. Even their last family meal - because that was how Elaine was already thinking of it - had been comprised of moments that paralysed her with remorse; words she would give anything to retract. But worse than words, the things she had thought! 

Graham had been telling one of his stories, one of three that received frequent airings, the lines so familiar it was as though Elaine were a ventriloquist. “I was in my digs studying one evening when Hornby came racing down the corridor, yelling his head off like a bloody lunatic!” 

Elaine had pretended to be absorbed by the relentless winding of a spool of spaghetti, silently fuming as she rehearsed her complaint: How can I criticise Judy’s language if you insist on... The spool unravelled the moment she raised it towards her lips. 

“There was blind panic until we worked out the building wasn’t on fire. And what was the cause of this hysteria?”

“Music,” Judy mumbled through a mouthful.

“Pop music, I ask you! ‘Come on. You’ve got to hear this new band on the radio.’ When I realised it was only the Beatles, I turned my record player back up and carried on listening to Schubert. Did you know, they couldn’t even read music?”

Amused by the Frisbee Judy mimed whizzing over the top of her head, Elaine had been tempted to mention that their daughter had been named in honour of a Beatles’ track. (Judy, Judy, Judy, Judy!) A smug thought. The type of one-upmanship she criticised in friends’ relationships. Graham had never made the connection, simply insisting that ‘Judith’ appeared on their daughter’s birth certificate. It didn’t matter. She had been Judy from the day they brought her home - from this very same hospital. A white worsted-weight parcel intent on stamping her identity on the world. Instead, Elaine remembered blinking at the empty chair to her right, as she so often found herself doing. Graham had insisted they bought the expandable table that catered for six, the spare panel still slotted neatly underneath. Elaine had never planned for more than two children - one of each - but she didn’t create scenes. Not in the middle of the Budget Furniture Emporium. Laying the table, leaving the same space vacant, she’d never imagined that a woven placemat and a high-backed chair would take on such significance. Once, Elaine had sat Judy to her right, but it had seemed disrespectful to the child who had been lost before it had the chance to become a he or a she (although, quite vividly, she imagined a boy). Her first pregnancy: her sad song...

Even now, with Judy in the operating theatre, it seemed that empty place-setting could command more of her attention than her beautiful daughter! Elaine bit down on a white knuckle, blinking away another image: two empty placemats, two empty chairs. She shivered at what felt like a cold breath on her neck; more likely a burst of air conditioning. No! an internal voice scolded: you need to be stronger than this!

Where was Graham? Elaine glanced down the corridor. He should be here by now. She recoiled, recalling her silent accusation that he barely noticed Judy was no longer a child. She had opinions, wit, and breasts two cup-sizes larger than Elaine’s own. And yet when there had been the opportunity to draw Judy into the conversation, Elaine had stalled. Her daughter’s glorious Technicolor remained concealed beneath a veneer of pouting lip and bored expression.

And then of course there had been Graham’s red rag to any self-respecting teenager: “I hope you’re not going to leave your mother with the washing up.” And Elaine hadn’t even tried to conceal her irritation at finding herself shoehorned into the role of peacemaker.

She had located Judy standing at the sink, the boiler kicking into gear - clunk-whoosh - while the glasses lay drowning on their sides in the washing-up bowl. Wondering if she was to be given the silent treatment, the cheerfulness of her, “Shall I dry?” was exaggerated. Judy’s response had been to hand her a glass studded with white peaks, which Elaine had rejected: “Rinse that under the tap, will you?” 

But Judy had retaliated. “I offer you rainbows, and that’s the thanks I get?”

And although Elaine had paused to marvel at the oil slick of colours, she had not marvelled at the daughter who saw rainbows in washing-up bowls. She’d rinsed Judy’s wonder down the plughole. 

Why couldn’t she let the slightest thing go? It always had to be her way or not at all. Even the least important things. 

Silence had resumed until she ventured, “You seemed quiet at dinner. Everything alright?” And for some reason - perhaps release from the formality of mealtimes, a hangover from Elaine’s own childhood when conversation had been all but taboo - she had found herself stifling laughter. 

Seeming unsure how she was supposed to react, the corners of Judy’s mouth twitched until they were both vibrating on the wood-effect vinyl flooring, wiping tears from the corners of their eyes, her daughter forcing words between what sounded like hiccups. “If I... have to... listen to Dad telling that story one... more time.”

“Shhhhh!” But Elaine didn’t heed her own warning. “It was Vivaldi yesterday. I bet Beethoven puts in an appearance tomorrow.”

Of course, it was unfair, this ‘ganging up,’ but in a family of three, two against one was the natural equation. Only Elaine knew that Graham wasn’t nearly as much of a stick-in-the-mud as he made himself out to be. There were stories Judy had never heard. Private stories. Like the time they saw Led Zeppelin play and, noticing the effect Robert Plant’s lean torso had on her, Graham had ripped open the buttons of his shirt. Later, parading round their bedroom, with Judy asleep in the nursery next door, the shirt was tossed aside. But Graham had a picture of himself as a father lodged in his mind, which bore an uncanny resemblance to his own father in middle age. And he would not - could not - let it go. At the age of thirty-five he had shed the skin Elaine recognised, discarding it as easily as he had the torn shirt. It was knowing what lay beneath the surface that made her want to shake a little life back into him. 

“And to think we were going to change the world when we met!” Sacred memories. Surprising herself with this small betrayal, Elaine had knocked a tumbler off the work surface. 

An image of falling bricks now tried to force itself to the front of Elaine’s mind. Crashing, thundering down, a dust cloud rising in their wake. Her breath came in jagged bursts. No! She wouldn’t give it air-time, supplementing the image with Judy’s stocking feet on tiptoes, one sock inside out. There! That was what she would focus on.

“I thought you met Dad at drama club? Wasn’t he an Ugly Sister?”

That was the story Elaine had always told Judy. But she had brushed her daughter’s certainty into a dustpan along with the glass shards. “No, we met at the Wholly Communion.”

“At church?”

“No, the Albert Hall! It was poetry!” Elaine now found herself toying with the cotton of her skirt, just as she had woven the tea towel through her fingers. “The Beat Generation, they were called. If I’m honest, I was just curious. Four-letter words spoil poetry. They embarrassed me, said out loud in that echoey space.” She remembered blinking at one corner of the ceiling, mourning the loss of her freedom and how utterly mundane her life had become. How she would settle for mundane now! 

“I found myself behind a long-haired girl who was smoking pot.” It had amused Elaine to discover it was still possible to shock her daughter. What did it say about her that she had enjoyed Judy’s discomfort? “All of a sudden, the girl started dancing, as if there was music in the rhythm of the words.” Her own hands trailing with the tea towel in symmetrical patterns, Elaine had felt liberated. Dancing in public always made her slightly uncomfortable. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy it but, without a partner, her arms swung like ungainly pendulums. And Graham didn’t dance. Only then, in the kitchen, had it occurred to Elaine that she should allow her hands to lead. And they had danced, she and Judy, to a song on the radio. Each holding a corner of a tea towel raised high above their heads, all thought of washing up abandoned.

It was Judy who had broken off, asking breathlessly, “Where did Dad come into it?” 

The word took a few moments to enter Elaine’s orbit. “I looked around for someone who was as lost as me. He was sitting a few seats to my right. Open-mouthed with disbelief.” 

As Elaine’s lower jaw dropped into a zombie-like stance - the betrayal having already taken place, it was only one small step further to turn it into a joke. 

Judy had laughed, demanding, “And?”

“I’d found my ally. That was all it took.” That, and the dozens of doe-eyed glances she had cast in his direction during what remained of the performance. She had recounted for Judy how he had invited her for coffee afterwards “To talk about it.” How they never felt they’d got their money’s worth until they’d squeezed every last drop of blood out of it. But they hadn’t needed to talk. They had just sat and listened to everyone else, saying, “Like... wow, man.” The only people who weren’t pretending they’d enjoyed it. And she’d sighed, “No, poetry didn’t change my life.” 

“It was music!” Judy had clearly thought she was adding the full stop to her sentence.

“You see, everyone assumes music was this huge vehicle for change, but that’s not how I remember the Sixties. As far as I was concerned, the real change came later.”

“So, what was it?”

Exhausted, Elaine allowed herself to sob, quite openly. What did it matter who saw her tears? She wanted Graham. She wanted his arms, his quiet reassurance. But all she had were the words that came back to her. Four words that spelled redemption. 

“Actually,” she had smiled at the young woman she had by some miracle created. Her very own living, breathing doll. “It was you.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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In 1982, despite eight million testimonies, the fledgling International Association for Near-Death Studies was struggling to secure funding for medical research. But with advances in resuscitation techniques, testimonies once dismissed as deluded, confabulating and self-dramatising, would soon gain the respect of the scientific community.

Judy, who would have sided with the sceptics, crunched her way through grit to watch the paramedics load the stretchered body into the back of the ambulance. Her head filled with the white noise of other people’s thoughts. ‘Is she dead?’ ‘Oh, my God, do you see that? She’s not moving.’ ‘Look: she’s no more than a child!’ ‘Why didn’t they do something about the wall? It was an accident waiting to happen.’ She was about to cover her ears, when she heard: ‘Where’s the mother? Can you see her? I hope to God she’s not watching this.’

Was Mum here? Judy was going to have to come up with one hell of an excuse for having missed dinner. She found it possible to block out the clutter so she could hear the few who spoke when others - horrified - didn’t trust that they could articulate. Among the voices, she located the paramedic’s: “Mrs Jones. I know how it looks, but what you’re seeing is dust.” 

She spun towards it. “Mum!”

But Mum was sitting in the gutter, her feet scrambling against tarmac as if she were trying to escape some inevitable truth.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” The paramedic, who was trying to get her mother to look her in the eye, spoke in the type of voice normally reserved for infants or foreigners. “We’re taking your daughter to May Day. She’ll be rushed into surgery. Why don’t you get yourself together and follow in the other ambulance?”

Judy was torn: should she go with the prostrate girl or remain with her near-hysterical mother? Behind her, the doors of the first ambulance slammed. The siren started up, drowning the calls for people to mind out of the way. Only her mother’s cries were loud enough to be heard above the solemn wail: “Judy! Judy!” Never before had she heard her name used with such desperation. 

“OK, it’s alright.” The paramedic was enveloping her mother in her arms, an attempt to contain disguised as an embrace. As she cast her eyes about - ‘I need help over here. I’m going to need some drugs’ - Judy stepped forwards. 

“I’m here, Mum. I’m sorry I got held up.”

“Judy!” The voice had lost none of its need.

She joined her mother on the lip of the pavement. “Right next to you.”

“Judy!” Her mother sobbed, defeated, smaller than she had ever seen her, so small and dishevelled, not even caring that her mouth was open, distorting the shape of her face. 

She thought of what Grandma would say: The wind will change and you’ll be stuck like that. Rocking back and forth, Mum’s violent movements carried the paramedic with her.

“I’m fine,” Judy reassured her. And as she spoke the words of comfort, she acknowledged a remarkable sense of well-being. Heightened awareness. To think she’d been intimidated by those boys! Freed from the body that had been giving her so much trouble recently, she had a distinct feeling that everything was exactly as it should be.

But her mother turned to the paramedic, wide-eyed and stricken. “You won’t let her die, will you? You won’t... I can’t...”

Swelling with compassion Judy reached out, but her mother lurched sideways across the paramedic’s lap. They had tranquilised her. Judy could see the need for it. And, with Mum whimpering softly beside her in the second ambulance, she felt strangely disconnected. Dying had been mentioned, yet here she was. Still ‘conscious,’ but on some level that didn’t depend on a connection with her body. The flesh and bone casing was no more ‘her’ than school uniform was! The rush of grief for the body she had lived in for so long translated into a feeling of being pulled into a vortex, a little like the moment when a plane accelerates before take-off, and she passed through the metal of the ambulance, leaving her unconscious mother in safe hands. Travelling, a sensation recognisable from dreams, soaring, sometimes-swimming; this unfamiliar God’s-eye view of a familiar landscape.

She descended into the hospital, passing along corridors, through solid walls and closed doors until she located the correct room, recognising splashes of the nail varnish she’d pilfered from her mother’s dressing table on otherwise pale feet. Unsurprised, unafraid, she gazed down fondly. The body on the bed was covered by a sheet save for a cutaway square, face obscured by a mask. The room was busy. Thoughts darted and swooped. 

‘This is one ugly mess. Where the hell do I start?’ The surgeon.

Interested in these observations, Judy made no attempt to block them. 

The nurse with the checked laces in her otherwise sensible shoes: ‘Crush injuries are never pretty, but this... I think I’d rather not wake up.’ 

The junior nurse, there to observe as part of her training: ‘I think I’m going to throw up. No, really.’

All of this undignified prodding! Taking her place by the junior nurse, head angled to one side, Judy admitted, “I’ve looked better.”

The nurse: ‘Any minute now. Oh shit, the saw. Not the saw.’

A high-pitched whine started up. “Alright?” The surgeon asked, looking up as he positioned his feet; slightly apart.

Judy began, “Is that really necess-?” 

“Uh-huh,” said the nurse next to her.

Judy was about to protest, ‘Er, hello! Am I invisible?’ but, seeing how pale the girl was, she apologised. “Sorry. I thought he was talking to me.”

‘Why must these people apply if they’re so squeamish? The last thing I need is to be distracted.’ “Because if you’re not up to this, I’d rather you just -”

Covering her mouth, the young nurse ran towards a sink. 

‘Great. Will someone -? Are you just going to stand there?’ “Get her out of here!”

“I’m onto it.” Judy tried to put one hand on the girl’s shoulder. It went right through. Huh? She tried again. Same thing. Looking at where her hand should be, she saw only a vague outline. She could barely contemplate the logical question: Am I a ghost? Is that what this is? She had never believed in the paranormal, dismissing those who did as weirdos. In her distress, Judy backed towards the door but, as she did so, the level of light in the room increased, bleaching everything - even the green of the nurses’ tunics - white. She turned and saw a pure shimmering form enter. 

“Everything is as it should be.”

The brightness almost blinding, Judy shielded her eyes, squinting through the gaps between her fingers. “Have you come for me?” she asked, her voice sounding - remarkably - as if she had been expecting something like this. 

“I have a message for you.”

After listening to people’s thoughts, the fact that she couldn’t see a mouth that moved wasn’t particularly disconcerting. “A message?”

“You must go back. There are still things you must do.”

“What things?”

There was no reply.

However changed she was, a remnant of argumentative teenager remained. “How do I know if I want to go back if you won’t tell me?”

“It’s not for you to decide.” The light flowed towards the body lying on the gurney. Not an arm, but pointing nonetheless.

“Let’s just say I agree.” Judy swallowed, nodding towards the train crash they were making of her empty shell. “Will that thing even work?”

Without moving, she was projected into a waiting room where her mother was pacing the floor, biting down on her white knuckles, tormenting herself: ‘If only I’d... I never once told her... Why do I always?’ She felt a pang, that only child’s pull of guilt. With her mind still on her mother, Judy said, “This is a hospital. There must be other bodies I can use.”

“Don’t worry. It’s like diving into a pool of water.”

It seemed what she had to do was unavoidable. There was little point arguing. But dive? With no other advice, she shut out everything else and visualised. 

It was like putting on wet and misshapen clothes after taking a warm bath, except the shock was so great that, if she could have done, Judy would have screamed. There had been no pain when she had left her body. In reverse, the process felt as if she were pulling herself apart rather than putting herself back together. Something was clearly very wrong.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Arriving breathlessly at May Day’s Accident and Emergency Unit, Graham scanned the waiting room, hopeful of finding his daughter. His wife, at least. But it was another woman who glared up from her Reader’s Digest, satisfying herself that he posed no threat to her position in the queue. He stood anxiously in line. The man at the counter was holding an eye pad in place, noisy shallow breathing suggesting his pain was considerable, while compulsory form-filling took priority. Come on! Graham shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet, trying to make eye contact with someone - anyone - uncertain precisely how much fuss he was entitled to create.
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