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THE ACCIDENT


––––––––

She shut the door in his face.

Bitch.

While Imogen, his sweet blonde angel, was watching wide-eyed from the staircase, her little feet dangling, her cuddly old blanket muffling a cry for Daddy. 

What a bitch! 

He didn’t want to bang on the door and call the bitch by her name because that would have made Imogen cry, and he couldn’t bear his baby girl crying. And that nosy cow across the street was standing at the kerb, hands on hips, fag hanging from her mouth, gearing up to call the cops. So he didn’t kick the door in and didn’t take what belonged to him: his little girl.

For a day out.

A day in the park, McDonald’s, dropping in on Mum and Dad in the afternoon; Mum had made a chocolate fudge cake, Imogen’s favourite... It wasn’t much that he asked for. But Sammy was a bitch through and through, and she wouldn’t let him have his daughter. She shut the door in his face. 

A small, metallic-blue car pulls up at a crossroads on top of the hill. Luke steps on the accelerator and his tanker lorry, carrying nine thousand gallons of fuel, lurches forward and up – a slowly charging rhino. The car on top of the hill tilts forward, indecisive, staggers, stalls and retreats, in panic, out of harm’s way. Some people should never be let behind the wheel. Can’t make up their minds whether to live or die. They shouldn’t get out of bed in the first place. Luke’s tanker rolls over the hill, in front of the trembling blue hatchback that gives way, meek and in-ferior. Luke blows the horn – puts the old git in his place. 

It is a small victory. He has a terrible,headache, and the petrol fumes don’t help; neither does the morning sun that shines from beyond the hill, bright and dazzling. Is he still seeing double? Luke’s sunglasses are somewhere on the passenger seat, buried in plastic bags and food wrappers. He’ll have to stop in the next lay-by and find them. He slows down – no rush now that he has established the ground rules of the road. The irritating blue car lingers in his wing mirror, keeping a respectful distance despite erratic accelerations and braking. 

He had tried. This job, for one – he had stuck with it. It paid for a princess’ carriage bed for Imogen – not that Imogen will ever sleep in it if the bitch has her way. It looks ridiculous in his rented one-bedroom maisonette, in that one narrow bedroom, a lone piece of furniture where he sleeps for now, a grown man. It’s a farce! But he grinds his teeth and bears it. Yesterday he went to pick his little girl up at the usual time, and the bitch shut the door in his face. All he had left to do was to drink himself to sleep, but the sleep didn’t come, only this damned headache. Somewhere on the passenger seat is a water bottle. Where's a lay-by when you need one? 

He had tried, but he is beyond trying. 

From the opposite side of the road two cars press towards him, side by side, bumper to bumper. A Mexican stand-off. Luke observes them with little interest. What does he care? Someone will have to give way. One of the two, because it won’t be him. He won’t be a pushover. Not any more. If neither of those two backs off, then he won’t, either. Be it on her head, bitch! She will have to explain it to Imogen: how she had made Daddy so bloody angry...

Yet he slows down a fraction. He is an accommodating man, though Sammy says otherwise.

He had always been an accommodating man, sensible. Hadn't he bent backwards for Tanya –let her be, given her space – and what had he got for his trouble? The girls didn’t know him. Didn’t want to know him. Tanya had moved them as far away from him as she could. Glasgow! How he had tried to hang on to them: long-distance lorry driving between Scotland and Land’s End, knocking on the door, hanging around the school gates, begging for a second chance! No good. They used to be his two little angels, like Imogen is now. It took two minutes to turn them against him – one stupid mistake, one late night out with the boys – 

The girls don’t want to know him. Fair enough. But this won’t be happening again. He won’t lose Imogen like he’s lost them. He is older now – wiser. He knows the cost of letting go. This time he won’t be short-changed. The bitch can try all she likes. She can slam the door in his face. He won’t give in to her. He’s learned his lesson. His foot pushes the gas pedal onto the floor. 

At the bottom of the hill, on a straight and narrow stretch of the nauseatingly steep road, the sun stabs at his eyes with a vengeance.

*

It takes Vic fifteen minutes to shuffle from the front door to the car, which Margaret would have ordinarily written into the timetable, except that today she has had no advance notice. Alison called at seven thirty, hyped-up and desperate: Matthew had just thrown up and had to be kept home from school. She had to be at work, absolutely had to! And Jonathan had already left. She’d take Alex to school – Alex was fine. Matty must have eaten something that disagreed with him, but the school was strict about it: forty-eight hours home quarantine after being sick. How was she to put her life on hold for forty-eight hours! 

Margaret said she would be there in the next hour. Of course she would have to bring Vic with her. He is bound to get anxious if left home on his own for any period of time. He would go looking for her and get lost somewhere between the church and the post office. Last time he did that she had found him perched on a bench in the cemetery, staring at her, baffled. She'd told him – jokingly – that he would drive her to an early grave with all his escape-artist antics and what-not; how convenient they were already in a cemetery... That had made him weep. He wept and wept, couldn’t stop. Margaret knows not to joke with Vic nowadays, he has lost his sense of humour along with his sense of direction. And she is not in a frivolous mood herself. Not anymore. She is too tired and too worried to laugh. It doesn’t bear thinking what will become of Vic if – when... The pain has come back. It can be sharp, just below her left shoulder blade. It’s only a matter of when. And then what? Alison can’t look after Vic. She’ll dump him in a care home, and that will confuse him no end. He’ll weep himself to death.

‘I’ll have to bring Dad with me. You know how he doesn’t like being on his own,’ she told Alison. 

Forty-five minutes later Vic is still shuffling to the car. Margaret ushers him in and buckles him up – the tremor in his hands, brought on by the excitement of the moment, prevents him from being able to do it himself. He looks anxious when she starts the car. 

‘Do you have your driver’s licence with you?’ he asks. ‘In case we get stopped...’

‘Yes, of course I do.’

‘Oh, good!’ he says, though he still sounds unsure and rather suspicious.

As they approach the junction joining Poulston with the dual carriageway to Sexton’s Canning, Margaret has to crane her neck over Vic, who is straining his to check the oncoming traffic. A lorry travels far in the distance, far enough for Margaret to enter the   main road. The moment she edges forward, Vic grabs hold of the dashboard. 

‘Stop, Margaret! Stop, for God’s sake! Can’t you see the lorry!’ he cries, terror etched onto his face.

As if its purpose is to unsettle Vic even more, the lorry gathers speed. Margaret pulls her foot off the accelerator and slams on the brakes. The car stalls. Vic is shaking violently, hitting the dashboard with both hands. 

‘Reverse, God damn you! Reverse, woman!’

Now her hands are shaking too. Unsteadily, she turns the key in the ignition – the car jumps in and out of action, and dies again. It was in gear. Vic’s lips turn white. 

‘Reverse,’ he whispers, staring at her with an intense focus she has not seen in months.

At last the car has started and she manoeuvres it back behind the give-way lines. The lorry – a huge petrol tanker emblazoned with BP’s spring green hues belying its ecologically hostile cargo – zooms by, its horn roaring. ‘It’s okay, Vic,’ she says without looking at him. What’s the worst that could have happened? she reasons with herself to calm her nerves. They could have been mowed down by the lorry, arm in arm, dying together, and Alison would have to stay at home to nurse Matthew back to health. Worse things have happened... 

But this is only a passing thought. Margaret is not yet ready to entertain all the possibilities. And she has to hurry, for she is late. Alison must be beside herself. 

The mobile phone in Margaret’s bag rings, a proper old-fashioned ring, like from when telephones were what they were meant to be: a means of communication, not harassment. 

‘Vic, can you get my phone, please? It’s in my bag.’

‘No,’ he replies. ‘They can wait. Eyes on the road!’

‘It’s Alison. She wants to know where we are.’

The mobile stops ringing. 

‘See!’ Vic triumphs, and with that the phone goes off again. Margaret fumbles around her seat, searching for the bag. Vic’s foot is on top of it, and he is not budging. The BP lorry in front has slowed down, just to annoy her. She will have to overtake it before the violently ringing mobile (with Vic’s foot on top of it) drives her barmy. 

Just then the lorry accelerates. He is doing it on purpose: a big man, a big bully. He is toying with her. Margaret is tired of being toyed with. She is tired of men constantly trying to put her in her place. All her life she has lived in the passenger seat, but now she is doing the driving. She will overtake the lorry, and the big bad bully can do nothing about it.

*


It wasn’t easy for Giacomo to abandon the warmth of his marital bed this morning. Megan smelled so good! Her plump arm with skin whiter than the sheets was obscuring her ample bosom. The wealth of her breasts was spilling from under that naughty arm, and a small pink nipple peered at Giacomo ruefully as he kissed her shoulder. Her hair tickled his chin and got caught in his thick two-day stubble. 

‘It’s scratchy!’ Megan wailed, and fell asleep again. She didn’t have to get up in the morning, or at any time of day or night. She was his lady of leisure, his trophy wife. That had always been the deal: he would go out to work, she would stay in and take care of herself. For him. For Giacomo. He was her frisky Italian stallion, and she was his wide-hipped English mare, though deep down he preferred to think of her as his amply uddered cow (because her considerable bosom was  what had attracted him to her in the first place). 

‘I have to go, bellissima,’ he breathed into her ear, ‘but I may have a minute to spare...’ His manhood was surprisingly and delightfully erect, which at sixty was an occurrence both rare and most welcome. He pressed it against Megan’s soft buttock, proud at his vitality.

‘You’d better go then,’ she muttered sleepily, unimpressed.

Had she not noticed his raging cock? He prodded her with more vigour and repositioned his impressive organ so that it was ready to nosedive between her thighs into the depths of her warm interior. In reply Megan shifted the bulk of her white body. 

‘Oh, Jammie,’ she said, ‘not now.’

The moment was gone, the cock flaccid and shrunken, alongside Giacomo’s ego. Things hadn’t been too good for a while. Since her brother’s fortieth. Giacomo wasn’t stupid – he could see through her. She was ashamed of him. It was his age, his grey hair, teeth missing in the back of his mouth. He was past it.

The tools in the back of the van rattle angrily as Giacomo swerves to the left. An imbecile is overtaking him – has been doing so for a while now. Giacomo has taken his foot off the accelerator to give way, but the imbecile has slowed down too and is sailing next to him, nose to nose. Giacomo glances to the right, involuntarily turning the wheel in the same direction. ‘Go on!’ he waves his arms, furious. ‘Cretino! Imbecille!’ Before the two vehicles collide with each other, Giacomo straightens his wheel and focuses on the road ahead. He puts his foot down. He doesn’t give a toss if that idiot next to him wants to kill himself. ‘Try me!’ he yells at him.

On top of the hill a lorry appears and begins to grow in size as it rolls down. Giacomo struggles to stay on the straight and narrow. His left-side tyres have already caught once in the deep ruts at the side of the road. He is too old for this – he would never admit it, but his eyes aren’t what they used to be. Neither are his reflexes. Nor is his dick. Even now, as he is being raced by some idiot, he could swear another car popped into his line of vision from behind the lorry. It’s like a speed game of chess. Checkmate. 

*


Ben, darling Ben, always tells her to slow down and smell the roses. And Emma does her best, but there is very little time and a lot to do in the time given. Her first appointment today is at nine, and so it goes – the whole day is filled with appointments to its full capacity. Decisions have to be made, decisions that can affect people’s lives and can also impact on the branch’s overall performance. This in turn could influence staff bonuses, even their job security. These days it didn’t take much to close down a branch, especially if it was losing money. Or not making enough. How could one slow down and smell the roses? It was easy for Ben to say. His work at the arboretum is all about smelling the roses, though – let’s face it – it pays close to nothing, leaving Emma to navigate the fast lane. Except that today even the fast lane is considerably slow. She wishes people didn’t travel in the morning rush hour if they had no intention of doing so efficiently. 

She has to arm herself with patience – not her strongest quality. The little white van is rattling along hopelessly slowly – it shouldn’t be too hard to overtake. What is the driver doing? His arms are flaying, his fist punching the air. There is way too much road rage these days. He is beginning to accelerate. 

Perhaps this is as good a time as any to smell those roses? It is a nice enough day, sunny. She is driving with the roof down. Plenty of fresh air before she enters the stuffy bank to inhale the bouquet of clashing perfume and eau de cologne scents. A glance over the monotonous rolling stretches of the surrounding Wensbury Plains remind her how cumbersome her daily commute is. Yellowing stretches of fields with post-harvest stubble are broken only by stacks of straw bales sealed in black bags. Ben thrives on monotony. Landscapes. Hills and valleys. Emma tries to embrace his perspective on life, time and patience permitting. She loves him and will do all he asks. Within reason. And the thing with Ben is that he doesn’t ask much, but dreams without restrains. Ben is a dreamer. The whole concept of babies, for example – it’s great, but who will stay at home to wipe the dimply pink bottoms? Perhaps it won’t come to that, but they ought to plan for all possible outcomes. What if? When, how and who? She will have to make time to discuss the implications with her darling husband; he will have to make concessions.

This is beyond a joke! The guy in front is just being silly. Is he on the phone? That’s outrageous! What is he playing at? It’s now bumper to bumper. He’s doing it on purpose. She has no option but to hoot. She doesn’t like it, it’s so rude, but she will. This is not funny!

The white van wobbles. Has he lost control of his car? The sooner she overtakes him the better. If only she could...

*


There is a distinct push from behind. His car appears to be lifted and tossed forward. Trevor has just enough time to think it is the white van driver – clearly a lunatic! Enough time for speculation to cross his mind as to who will be presumed to be at fault in this situation. Enough time to almost enjoy the prospect of a good fight in court. But then his mirrors, all of them at once, come ablaze. Or perhaps it is the roar of explosion that comes first. Trevor will not be able to tell what came first. 

The impact of the explosion is responsible for hurling Trevor’s car, not the white van driver. The van is rolling on its side across the field. It turns several times until it rests on its roof. The oil tanker is engulfed in flames. Black smoke fights with the blue sky – the sky is losing the battle. A small blue car is buried under the burning back tyres of the tanker. A little man is trying to climb through the small car’s shattered windscreen. He isn’t quite able to pull himself up. 

Trevor abandons his car and runs towards the accident scene. Has the red Audi made it through the carnage? Is it safe to help the little man? He wants to see – must take a closer look. The heat intensifies as Trevor gets nearer the inferno. He covers his face – it feels like it’s beginning to blister; the heat penetrates the skin and pierces his skull. Burning pain stings his eyes.. It’s unbelievably hot. The air is vibrating. Airwaves of black smoke. The little man collapses back into his car. Has his back been smoking or is it just the ever-present heat? Is it safe to come any closer? And what’s happening with the red Audi? He can’t see it anywhere.

Another explosion. The little car is blown to high heaven and the force of the explosion volleys Trevor up in the air and, in the same breath, hurls him down to the ground. 






WITHIN HOURS OF THE ACCIDENT


––––––––

The place is crawling with uniformed men: police, firemen, traffic, forensics, paramedics. A rippling congregation of onlookers is kept at bay by black and yellow tape and the Highways Agency officers. It is difficult to keep the single entry point clear – media vans keep arriving, cameras are set up and a helicopter is hovering overhead. The only two survivors have been airlifted to the Western National Hospital. The number of casualties is unknown. The fire has been suppressed, but Forensics haven’t been given the all clear to inspect the wreck of the petrol tanker. Its remains are scattered across the road and debris is being collected from far afield. Little is left of the driver in the cabin which – like a flaming missile ­ had been catapulted several yards forward, dragging with it what was once a red vehicle, now a part compressed,-part melted mass of scrap metal. The two bodies in the other car are charred and deformed; ; the skeletal, smoking frame of the small vehicle is wedged under the rear of the lorry. 

It is a surreal sight – a collision involving at least four vehicles on a straight stretch of a quiet rural carriageway on a sunny Monday morning, near the sleepy town of Sexton’s Canning.  The cordoned area is a scene of hellish carnage, yet only metres away the sun is shining on the rolling green fields. Even a tree stands nearby, tall and unscathed, leaves sprinkled with deep red. Berries? Though the first impression you get is of blood, you know it isn’t – ­ blood would have vaporised in the extremely high temperatures of burning petrol. 

Detective Superintendent Scarfe is the Senior Investigating Officer, the best man for the job in Gillian’s opinion. He is more than able – not to mention willing – to coordinate the multitude of agencies that will have to be involved, to deal with the media and to chair briefings. An officer from the Collision Investigation Unit is also on site, gathering intelligence about the incident. The more the merrier, Gillian concedes the point, and she doesn’t really mind the number of chiefs running this operation as long as at the end of the day she is left to her own devices to get to the bottom of this mystery. Something started this chain reaction – what was it? 

Establishing the identities of all involved and informing their families is the first priority, but the extent of destruction to the vehicles prevents simple number plate recognition apart from the owner of the white Vauxhall Combo van which ended up on its roof in the field: Giacomo Vitoli. Unfortunately, he is in hospital in a critical condition so won’t be shedding any light on the causes of the accident any time soon, if at all. The other potential witness is the man who abandoned his vehicle at the top of the road and proceeded on foot towards the scene. He was found unconscious on the road, only a hundred yards away from the blazing lorry. He was lucky that the fuel from the tank of the crushed passenger vehicle leaked down the hill before it exploded, in the direction opposite to where he came from. Lucky man ­ Trevor Larkin. Gillian may be able to speak to him later at the hospital – if they let her. Finally the man who reported the accident, Robert Cane – he arrived a minute or two after the fact, stopped at the top of the hill and, as he was calling 999, saw the distant figure of Trevor Larkin heading towards the scene, and witnessed the final explosion. 

Like a rag doll, Robert Cane marvelled, he was tossed in the air like a rag doll.  

And that is all that Gillian Marsh has to go on. 

*


Scarface’s glamorous assistant, better known as Beatrice Pennyworth, Sexton’s Canning CID Public Relations officer, has just arrived on the scene and is tottering on her ten-inch stilettos towards Gillian. Her sharp knees in silk, skin-coloured stockings are slightly bent as she is balancing on the uneven surface of the road littered with debris and possibly body parts. 

‘What the hell is she doing here?’ Gillian says to DC Webber. ‘Go see what she wants. Get her away from me.’

Too late! ‘DI Marsh, over here!’ She waves to Gillian more or less in the style of a lady of the manor summoning her chambermaid. 

‘We are really busy here-’

‘This incident is plastered all over the news. We can’t ignore the media. Where is the Super? We have to brief the media! This is a total shambles!’

Her lips pursed, Gillian points to Scarface. Better him than her. Another precarious toddle towards the square figure of the superintendent. He is surrounded with people but as soon as his PR person makes her grand entrance, they all peel off him and vanish. Scarface doesn’t need much convincing. He likes the spotlight. Their exchange is short but impassioned going by the energised gesticulation and nodding. Soon Scarfe is being marched to the picket line of reporters. Gillian averts her gaze, trying to avoid eye contact. In vain. He has spotted her. Sends his poodle to fetch her. 

‘DI Marsh, you’re needed! Media briefing.’

*


‘Detective Superintendent Scarfe will make a short statement!’ Pennyworth lunges forward to face the press. ‘Can we have no interruptions, please... No questions!’ Once they’re settled, their mics bared like canines, this well-groomed poodle steps aside, revealing the square bulk of Scarface with his cleft upper lip. When she first met him he reminded Gillian of a Cubist painting: eyes, mouths and other body parts in all the wrong places. Now she is used to him. 

‘The accident occurred at approximately 8:15am. There are, I’m afraid, casualties and two people have been taken to hospital, one in a critical condition.’

‘How many dead?’ shouts a reporter with a full mane of hair and tortoiseshell spectacles. Gillian recognises him from regional news. 

‘No questions!’ Pennyworth bars the man from thrusting his mic in Scarfe’s face by thrusting her cleavage at him. ‘I said, no questions!’

‘I don’t have the exact figure,’ Scarfe answers the question despite Ms Pennyworth’s valiant efforts. ‘We are still trying to piece the events together and we are yet to establish the identity of the victims. I would like to appeal for information. If you have any information, call 101.­’

‘So you have no idea,’ a woman reporter butts in to Ms Pennyworth’s sheer horror. Her eyes bulge and her hair flaps behind her like a banner as she pounces on the poor female. 

‘This is highly irregular! I said, no questions!’

Scarface ignores her once again. ‘No, we don’t know how many passengers were in each involved vehicle. We’re asking for information... In any event, we’ll be contacting families first, before we release names into the public domain. That’s all I have to say at this stage.’

*


Trevor Larkin is tucked away in a hospital bed, his devoted wife by his side. Gillian has been told to keep the interview short and sweet. The man suffered severe concussion, not to mention the shock. When he came round he became so agitated that he had to be given a tranquiliser. They managed to bundle up the shaking, dribbling and incoherent man in bed. At this time, what Mr Larkin needs most is rest, a young male doctor, looking no more than thirteen, tells Gillian in a brusque manner that demands no opposition. She is finding it hard to take him seriously. A thought crosses her mind that it is the young doctor who needs bundling up in bed and plenty of sleep: his skin is pallid, his eyes encircled with dark crescents.

Mrs Larkin does not look like someone who can sit still. She is busy tidying up the bedside table. ‘I’ve taken your wallet. You won’t need it here, and what could be easier than stealing a wallet from a bedridden man? Would you even notice if it was taken, in your state?’ she asks her husband. He fails to reply. ‘I brought you your book, put it in this drawer – it’s the only drawer you have. This one here,’ she opens and closes a drawer in the bedside table. ‘Your reading glasses are here, too. It’s nice they gave you your own room. Cosy. They might let you go home tomorrow. Let’s face it – they need beds. You’re in no condition to go home, but they’ll kick you out as soon as they can.’ She is tall, narrow-hipped and angular, wearing skinny jeans like a teenage girl, her elbows and ankles knobbly, her hair long and unnaturally dark. When she turns abruptly upon Gillian’s entrance, Gillian is confronted by a stern face with a prominent chin and eyes squared inside thick-rimmed glasses. 

‘Mrs Larkin?’

‘Yes?’ Her answer sounds like a question.

‘I’m DI Marsh. May I have a word with Mr Larkin? It’s about the accident.’

The square eyes blink rapidly, and with undisguised hostility. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit too early? He can hardly talk!’

‘People have died. Mr Larkin –’

‘I can’t remember,’ says a feeble voice from the bed.

‘He can’t remember, see?’ echoes Mrs Larkin.

‘I can’t remember ... much, but I’ll do what I can.’

‘Be my guest!’ Mrs Larkin snorts, her mood still combative. She kisses her husband on his bandaged forehead. ‘I’ll be back later, darling. And please, Trevor, don’t let them bully you!’

She teeters away, purposefully leaning forward, her long form folding inwards, a posture typical of overly tall people. 

Larkin looks relieved. He shuts his eyes and exhales. He is a man in his mid to late forties. His bruised, swollen face and the dome of his balding scalp rising above the bandage emphasise the onset of middle age. He is nowhere near as strong-boned as his wife. His features are oval, soft and sagging, and his chest and arms furry. He could pass for cuddly if it wasn’t for the scowl. 

‘Thank you, sir,’ Gillian says. ‘I realise this isn’t the best time, but you are my only witness. Anything you saw, anything at all will be, well... invaluable.’

‘I can’t remember...’ He is making a huge effort just to speak. His speech is slurred and slow.

‘Let’s start from the beginning. Where were you going?’

‘Work? I think... I’m a teacher. I was on my way to school. And then it happened...’

‘What exactly? What did you see happen?’

‘I don’t know. Can’t remember...’

‘It was just before the Poulston turn-off. A petrol tanker, a van – white van, two other cars –’

‘There was a man. I saw a man – a very old-looking man, frail-looking. He was trying to climb out through a window... It was a blue car. What happened to him?’

‘A man?’

‘I can’t remember –’ 

Trevor Larkin closes his eyes. His scowl softens and his breathing becomes calm and steady. He is asleep. The tranquilisers have overcome him.

*

Giacomo Vitoli is not available for a brief chat. He is in the operating theatre, having splinters of his ribs pulled out of his lungs. Then there is some cross-stitching to be done on his internal organs. They are in tatters. Fact is, the doctors aren’t placing any bets on the poor man’s chances of pulling through. 

Alone in an empty corridor adjacent to the operating theatre where Vitoli is fighting for his life, Gillian wonders where his family are. Are they in Italy? It can’t be much fun dying alone. ‘Does he have any relatives in the UK?’ she asks Webber on the phone. He is back at the station, holding the fort, putting together the confetti of information the voluble public throw at him. 

‘Yes, he does, as it happens.’ Webber does not have to double-check that. ‘A wife. Megan Vitoli. I’ve been trying to contact her, but no luck. She must be out, or not answering the phone.’

‘Give me the home and her work address.’

‘Home. She doesn’t work. 44 Arcadia Close –’

‘I know where it is.’ Gillian is familiar with the estate, a fairly respectable new housing development on the southernmost outskirts of town. Three and four-bedroom houses, kids’ playground, a couple of Affordable Homes and a treeless, concrete landscape – the whole package smelling brand new and clinically clean. 

*


Someone must be in. A soft thumping noise comes from behind the closed door. There is no doorbell and knocking brings no results. Gillian looks helplessly about her. The front garden reveals the Mediterranean touch of its Italian owner: a couple of terracotta pots with tufts of dark-green, spongy rubber plants sprouting out of them, pebbled floor, a stone fountain crowned with a figure of a naked cupid pointing his bow and arrow into the sky.

A narrow side path takes Gillian to the back of the property. A flimsy wooden gate isn’t bolted. She pushes it open. The garden is small but well maintained, again distinctly Mediterranean. 

‘Hello? Anyone home?’

She can hear music pumping from the lounge. She peeps through a gap in the curtains. The sun is reflecting in the window pane, dazzling her. She can just make out a figure of a man with a naked torso slouched on a couch, a beer can propped on his navel. Perhaps the torso isn’t the only part of him that isn’t fully dressed, but Gillian can’t swear to that. The sun and her imagination may be playing tricks on her eyes. 

Gillian knocks on the glass door. ‘Hello? I’m looking for Mrs Vitoli.’

The figure rises rather rapidly and, tripping over something on the floor, limps hurriedly away, taking with it the beer can.  

Gillian steps in. The music is irritating; a blunt thumping accompanied by a rhyming speech with attitude, lyrics indistinguishable. Items of clothing are strewn on the floor, a few – distinctly empty – beer cans on a table. The smell is stale. 

‘Hello?’

The music is coming from the TV. On screen, two men are squatting, trousers down – or so it seems to Gillian – and are delivering their duet-speech, fingers wagging, guns blazing. A bronzed female in the middle is desperately trying to shake off her sizeable bottom, which stays put despite her efforts. Above the TV a wedding photo-painting is suspended. It features a dark and handsome man slightly past his prime and a beaming young blonde corseted into a white wedding dress, her bare arms and full bosom soft and ample like rising dough. 

‘Who are you?’ At last a living human being materialises in front of Gillian. It’s a woman: young, pretty and – not to put too fine a point on it – fat. She is the larger version of the corseted bride from the picture.

‘Mrs Vitoli?’

‘That’s me. Who are you?’

‘Detective Inspector Marsh, Sexton’s Canning CID.’

‘Oh my God!’ the woman gasps and swoons on to the couch. ‘What happened? Where is Giacomo?’

‘I’m afraid there’s been an accident –’

‘Is he dead?!’

‘Your husband is in a critical condition in the Western National Hospital. We tried to contact –’

Mrs Vitoli starts sobbing. Her big, gelatinous body is quivering. It reminds Gillian of strawberry jelly – it’s so fluid and pink. Perfectly pink. Bizarrely for this time of day, she isn’t dressed. She is wearing a pink and silky dressing gown and a pair of equally pink slippers. They are tiny – her shoe size must be small despite her body mass – and, inadvertently, remind Gillian of pig’s trotters. Come to think about it, Mrs Vitoli reminds Gillian of a piglet. She is twice the size she was on her wedding day. An uncharitable thought crosses Gillian’s mind – could it be that Giacomo has been fattening his gorgeous pink wife for dinner?

‘Are you all right, Mrs Vitoli?’

‘How can I be all right? My husband’s just died!’

‘He hasn’t,’ Gillian contradicts her. She wants to add: not yet, but that would be cruel. ‘I told you, he’s in hospital. Alive.’

‘He is? Ah...’ Mrs Vitoli’s sobs come to an abrupt end. ‘That’s good news then?’ She sounds disappointed. She picks up the TV remote and freezes the screen. The dreadful thumping and preaching stops – temporarily. 

‘Well...’

‘Do you want a cup of tea, or something?’ 

It surprises Gillian the woman isn’t yet running out of the door to be by her – almost dying – husband’s side. ‘He is in the Western National Hospital. Do you have a car? Would you like me to take you there?’

‘No, no... I don’t get out much. I don’t like the outdoors. Giacomo says I have a phobia. You know, phobia? Like with spiders. Only mine is with the outdoors. I’ll wait here.’

‘I see... I would like to ask you a few questions.’

Mrs Vitoli rises abruptly from the couch. ‘Do you want that tea, or not?’ This sounds more like a threat than an offer. 

Gillian succumbs. ‘Yes, that’d be nice, thank you.’

‘That’s right. Wait here,’ Miss Piggy trots out of the room. There is a distant clinking of mugs and banging of cupboard doors. 

‘This morning, did your husband leave for work? Do you know where he was going?’ Gillian strains her voice over the kitchen rumpus.

A kettle whistles in reply.

Mrs Vitoli is back with a steaming mug of tea in hand. ‘I put in two sugars. Is that right?’

‘Perfect!’ Gillian takes her mug. It’s a pretty – if oversized - thing, like Mrs Vitoli. It’s painted with pink roses. ‘Thank you.’

‘It’s no problem. Biscuits?’ Mrs Vitoli appears composed. Her breath smells of alcohol – perhaps something she has helped herself to in the kitchen to calm her nerves. Who can blame her? It’s not every day you’re told your husband is about to die. 

‘Tea will be just fine.’

‘So, is that it? Anything else?’

Without a doubt, Mrs Vitoli is a very strange woman. She has just collapsed onto the couch, her generous pinkness spilling over it. 

‘I was just asking you about your husband’s movements this morning?’

‘Movements? What movements?’

‘Was he on his way to work? Is that where he was going?’

‘Oh, that! Yes, I’d think he was. I was asleep. I was in bed, asleep.’

‘Where does he work?’

‘He’s a plumber. Do you want another tea?’ She points to Gillian’s empty mug, looking rather hopeful.

‘No, I’ve had more than enough. Thank you. So, your husband –’

‘Oh, I don’t know!’ Mrs Vitoli is verging on tears. ‘What do I know? It was a job he was going to, right? Private job... Am I right?’ she looks up, seemingly directing her question to the ceiling.

‘A job? Is Mr Vitoli self-employed?’

‘Why you asking me all those questions! I haven’t done nothing!’ The pretty pink face flushes deep red and contorts in unspeakable confusion. 

A man walks in. He could be the owner of the naked upper body, which is now however modestly covered with a red T-shirt bearing a white slogan which says KEEP CALM AND GET ON WITH IT. 

‘Is she bothering you, Megan?’ he asks Mrs Vitoli, glaring sternly at Gillian. 

‘No, Ryan,’ instantly, she becomes calmer. ‘She’s police. She’s just asking questions about Giacomo, and I just... I don’t know what to say!’

‘Can I help?’ He stands next to the couch, his arms folded over the white slogan, the only letters unobscured by his arms: M AN. 

‘And you are?’ Gillian is not one to feel intimidated by a red-fleshed beefcake. 

‘Ryan,’ Mrs Vitoli informs her reliably. ‘He’s my cousin, on my mother’s side.’

‘Visiting?’ Gillian’s brow quivers with sarcasm.

‘Helping. With the electrics. Putting up light fittings. What’s that to do with anything?’

‘Giacomo is in hospital, I told you.’ Mrs Vitoli gives him an appeasing look.

‘Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. It’s bloody awful. How bad is he?’

‘Critical,’ Gillian says. 

‘I’ll take Megan to the hospital,’ he tells Gillian, sounding as if he is doing her a favour.

‘I offered –’

‘No, Ryan. I’ll wait at home. I can’t... I can’t look at him, if he’s bad, I mean. I can’t bring myself to look at him!’

‘It’s the shock,’ Ryan transcribes Mrs Vitoli’s behaviour to Gillian.

‘Yes... I was asking Mrs Vitoli about her husband’s movements this morning.’

‘I don’t know about that. I wasn’t here.’

‘He went to work, I think. Had a job. Last minute. I was asleep! I wasn’t paying attention, was I!’

‘You don’t know where that job was?’

Ryan steps in. ‘He works for Plumelec. They’re based in Wensbury. Ask them.’

‘He wasn’t on his way to Wensbury, though,’ Gillian is thinking aloud. ‘Oh yes, I remember now! It was a private job in Greyston,’ Megan looks pleased with herself.

But Ryan doesn’t. ‘No, it can’t’ve been!’ he almost shouts, then he calms down. ‘You’re mistaken, Megan. Giacomo never takes private jobs. Too busy.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

Gillian watches them with interest. Ryan certainly seems to be intimate with the Vitolis. For one, he knows more about Giacomo than Giacomo's wife does. And he is intimate with Mrs Vitoli in particular. After all, since when does an electrician take his socks off to install light fittings? 

Not to mention taking off his T-shirt.

*

The BP lorry driver has been identified: Luke Orwin, forty-two, of 12B Sparrow Rise, Greyston. It is a mid-terrace, red-brick house in a street lined with battered old cars and wheelie bins. It must be the rubbish collection day. Kids in tattered school uniforms are playing football on the road, blissfully ignorant of the traffic. Gillian waits patiently for one of them to remove a ball from under her car where it has been kicked by a large boy, now standing in the middle of the road, glaring straight at her. The retriever pops up, with the ball under his arm, and gives Gillian the middle finger. She punches the horn and the bunch of them disperses amidst an array of rude gestures and laughs. 

‘Don’t they bloody go to school?’ Gillian asks herself, and only then does she look at the car clock. It’s 3:45pm. It occurs to her she is starving. Hopefully Mrs Orwin will take Mrs Vitoli’s example and offer her a cup of tea with a biscuit, or maybe even a sandwich.

The cars parked in the road are a jigsaw puzzle, fitting into the tight gaps perfectly. There is nowhere to park. Gillian drives all the way to the end of the cul-de-sac and manages to squeeze diagonally next to a motorbike, her car’s rear jutting into the road like the iceberg waiting for an unsuspecting Titanic. She has to walk back to number 12B on an empty stomach. If any of the juvenile footballers and their middle fingers cross her path, she will bloody well eat them!

She rings the bell. A woman across the road comes out, with a cigarette in her mouth, and puts her hands on her hips. She watches Gillian, but says nothing. Gillian presses the button again, and holds it until she hears a chain clank against the door on the other side. A young woman with tousled short hair and a small Celtic cross tattoo on her upper arm, is looking at her. Behind her a little girl, not older than four, is arranging soft toys on the staircase. 

Gillian takes out her ID card. ‘DI Marsh, Sexton’s Canning CID. Am I speaking to Mrs Orwin?’

The young woman nods and tries to look over Gillian’s shoulder, towards the other woman across the road. 

‘May I come in?’

‘What is it? Is it him? Did he send the coppers on me? It may’ve been his day yesterday, but did he pay any maintenance? Ask him that. He owes me three months. I’ve got court papers to prove it, and I keep a schedule. He has no right to make demands.’ 

‘Mrs Orwin, there has been an accident.’

‘Accident?’

‘May I come in?’

‘Is it about Luke?’

‘It’d be better if I could come in. I’m afraid I have some bad news about your husband.’

‘He’s not my husband – not anymore. He doesn’t live here either. We’re divorced.’ The woman puts her hand over her mouth. Her fingers, with short clean nails, cut squarely in line with the fingertips, are shaking. ‘Has he done something to himself? What has he done?’ She looks over her shoulder, at the little girl on the staircase. ‘Imogen, go upstairs. Go to your room.’

‘But, Mummy, I –’

‘Go now!’ Clearly, Mrs Orwin does not mean to shout, but she does and the little girl collapses on the bottom step and bursts into tears. Mrs Orwin pushes Gillian outside, and shuts the door behind them. ‘What has he done? Has he done something stupid?’ she demands.

The woman across the road starts walking towards them, asking, ‘Everything okay, Sammy? What does she want?’

‘It’s about Luke!’ Mrs Orwin shouts back, over Gillian’s head. She is looking pleadingly at her across-the-road neighbour. ‘Something’s happened...’

‘I knew it!’ 

‘What has he done?’ Joined by her friend, Mrs Orwin appears calmer. The little girl inside stops crying.

Gillian has no choice – she will have to break the news to her in the street. ‘He’s been in a road accident. I’m sorry to tell you he is dead.’

Mrs Orwin swoons into her friend’s arms. 

‘Blimey,’ the friend doesn’t sound particularly comforting. ‘He was  here only yesterday. Harassing her. It wasn’t his day for Imogen, but he’s always been a law unto himself. Doing as he pleases! I knew he wouldn’t just go away. And now this... Selfish bastard!’ She offers Mrs Orwin a drag from her cigarette. ‘Sit yourself down on the step here, Sammy. Go on, have a puff. It’ll do you good.’ The smell is alarmingly potent. Not an ordinary cigarette, though Gillian chooses to ignore that fact. 

‘How did it happen?’ the Good Samaritan neighbour inquires.

‘We don’t know yet. There is an investigation pending. He was driving his work lorry. There was a head-on collision.’

‘Someone’ll have to tell his parents.’ Mrs Orwin sounds hollow.

‘Yeah, that’s right. He lives with his parents. Moved out – what? Six months ago? They’re just ten minutes' drive from here.’ 

*


Mr and Mrs Orwin senior are sitting on a couch, side by side, their shoulders pressed into each other, their hands neatly in their respective laps. They are small elderly people and they are sinking deeper and deeper into their large, three-seater couch. It is as if they want to disappear. Someone from Family Liaison has already been and gone, leaving them in shock, lost on the couch and clinging to each other.

Mr Orwin has nothing to say. He hung his head on his chest and is gazing at his hands, which are lying perfectly still in his lap. Mrs Orwin is doing the speaking. 

‘Luke was meant to come yesterday, bring Imogen with him. We were waiting. I made a chocolate fudge cake, Imogen’s favourite, isn’t it?’ She looks hopefully at her husband, waiting for him to confirm Imogen’s propensity for chocolate fudge cake, but he still says nothing and stares at his hands. ‘But they didn’t come. Luke didn’t call. I knew something was wrong. He didn’t get Imogen. Sammy must’ve stopped him. It wouldn’t be the first time... If he had her, he would’ve brought her here. He knows how much we love having Imogen. One thing we look forward to...’ She looks at Gillian with an earnest expression; she desperately wants to be believed. Gillian nods. 

‘I didn’t want to ask what stopped him, didn’t want to bother him. He had a lot on his mind. I thought he’d come today, after work. He always did. He’d tell me all about yesterday of his own accord. In his own time. But he isn’t coming, is he?’

Mr Orwin remains silent. In his lap his hands remain paralysed with inertia.

*


Back at the station DC Webber is making valiant efforts to ward off not only the barking mad Beatrice Pennyworth, but also a fierce-looking woman in her mid-forties with two school-age boys in tow. One boy looks just like the other except that one is wearing a school uniform and the other, pyjamas. 

‘Look, my parents are missing. I checked with the hospitals. Maybe Dad had a turn. But no. Can somebody do something! They can’t have just vaporised! Please!’

‘DC Webber, I need a progress report for Superintendent Scarfe. I asked you two hours ago. We have a live briefing in half an hour. I need an update, as in now,’ Pennyworth puts in her two pennys’ worth.

‘They were on their way to my place, you see. Alex, leave it! You’ve been playing with that water though Mummy asked you not to. Go and sit with your brother!’ Alex ignores Mummy and presses his finger on the lever, watching the water syphon out from the cooler. It bubbles on the grate of the drain. His brother, slumped on the floor, looks sick.

‘You need to go to the Front Desk to report missing persons –’ Webber is pushed into a corner. He is about to explode. It won’t be a pretty sight, Gillian has seen it before. 

‘They are NOT missing! They are lost!’

Webber just looks at the woman, his eyebrows quivering on the brink of his forehead. 

Pennyworth pushes by the fierce-looking woman. ‘DC Webber, in the Super’s office, in 5 minutes! FIVE!’ she mimes the word FIVE, thrusting her five-fingered hand in his face. She totters off, sailing past the desks and the entire Sexton’s Canning’s police force, mobilised at short notice to deal with the deluge of phone calls and inquiries. It’s mayhem.

‘They were on their way to my place to look after my sick child,’ the woman points to the green-tinged boy slumped on the floor looking as if he is about to throw up, and in this case – it seems – looks are not deceiving. ‘That was ten hours ago. Two elderly people don’t GO MISSING between Poulston and Sexton’s Canning! SOMETHING has happened!’ By now there is a distinctively crazed look in the woman’s eye. ‘Alex!’ she screams and pulls her naughty offspring away from the water cooler, giving him one hearty smack on the bottom. Alex dissolves into tears. DC Webber looks like he is about to caution the woman for cruelty to children. Or do away with formalities and just give her a good spanking.

Gillian’s plans to sneak into the canteen for a quick sandwich before taking off to see Jon Riley in Forensics go up in flames. She can’t leave Webber on his own, verging on a mental breakdown. She steps in. 

*


It all fits. Margaret and Victor Adams entered the single carriageway to Sexton’s Canning in their blue Ford Fiesta shortly after 8 a.m. They never emerged at the other end, never turned up at their daughter’s house. Gillian’s quick inventory of facts points in one direction: Margaret and Victor Adams were in the Poulston head-on collision. The time of their trip and its trajectory coincide with the time and place of the collision. Victor Adams answers to Trevor Larkin’s description of a frail old man struggling to extricate himself from a blue car. And their car was blue.

‘My mother was driving. She is – was – such a careful driver,’ the daughter, Alison May, is telling Gillian, a spark of irrational hope withering in her eyes. ‘It isn't like her to get herself involved in... I’m sorry!’ she bursts into tears.

‘Mummy, I’m going to be sick. Can we go home?’ The boy is ignored. His mother has forgotten about his existence. The other boy, Alex, is lying under Gillian’s desk, going through the contents of her rubbish bin. 

‘It wouldn’t be your father driving?’

‘Most certainly not. Dad is suffering from dementia. Mum wouldn’t let him drive. Not in his condition. He has these panic attacks – doesn’t know where he is or what he’s doing. She wouldn’t let him. She learned to drive five years ago... Would you believe that? A sixty-five-year-old taking a driving test. And passing! We knew already then it wasn’t long before Dad... He deteriorated very quickly. Sometimes it takes a while. Other times it’s very quick. In Dad’s case it was quick. One minute he was all there, the next –’ Mrs May gapes at Gillian as if, for a second, she herself doesn’t know where she is or what she is doing here. 

‘Are you sure?’ she asks at last.

‘We can’t be absolutely sure until the bodies are identified –’

‘I suppose you’ll want me to do that? Only I don’t know if I can. No, I couldn’t. Not with the boys around!’ Panic sets in her eyes.

‘No. Sight identification won’t be... necessary. We’ll carry out DNA tests.’ Gillian doesn’t want to go into the details of how badly the bodies are burnt, how utterly unrecognisable they have become. Even the DNA identification may prove inconclusive, in which case it is down to a painstaking forensic process of piecing together fragments of DNA, dental records and whatever else the pathologists can scrape out at the scene.

‘My God, is it that bad!’ The woman looks horrified. ‘It’s my fault, you see! If I hadn’t asked Mum to come... She hated driving and dragging Dad with her unless she absolutely had to. If only I hadn’t –’

The little boy in pyjamas throws up. His mouth just forms an O shape and out cascades the sewer-like contents of his stomach. 

‘Oh God, Matty!’ His mother bursts into tears. 

Alex crawls dextrously out of the line of fire under Gillian’s desk. From the safety of his hidey-hole, he offers his brother Gillian’s rubbish bin with only the bin liner inside it. ‘Here, use that, Matty. It’s got a sick bag.’

*


Smelling of sick, with the whiff of the Good Samaritan’s cannabis still lingering in the folds of her clothes, starved to death and exhausted beyond repair, Gillian crawls to her front door and tries her key. The key doesn’t seem to want to turn. Does she have the right house? At first sight it does resemble her crumbling cottage with the poky, wonky windows and the hobbit-sized door, which Gillian affectionately refers to as lowbrow because, affections notwithstanding, she could swear the cottage was, in its previous life, a one-cow barn. She looks up. Under the cover of night the roof is still there and it is thatched as it used to be, with straw sticking out in the same places as it usually would. This is the only place on earth that could be her house. So why does the key not turn in the lock? She ponders the question for a while. Maybe this whole house and her standing in front of it with a wrong key in her hand is a mirage? 

Then she realises – the door is unlocked. She must have forgotten to lock it in the morning. It isn’t likely that anyone would have gone to the trouble of breaking into her house, and even if they had, they would have found very little of interest. Fritz is Gillian’s most treasured possession, but then he is a cat and wouldn’t let himself be overpowered without a fight. In any event, what idiot would want to steal Fritz? He moults round the clock and deposits long, prickly hairs in such inconvenient places as Gillian’s throat and eyes. He insists on having snacks and other meals at the most inconvenient times of day and night (though that may have something to do with his owner’s unorthodox working hours). He sulks at the drop of a hat. And he yodels. 

Gillian picks herself up from her front step and enters her house, which happens to be through the kitchen. The TV is on, blasting from the lounge. On second thoughts, maybe someone did break in. Fritz is nowhere to be seen. He must have withdrawn to higher ground to regroup. 

Every muscle in Gillian’s body tenses; every last fibre and gristle freezes. Does she have the energy to combat the intruder? Or should she just follow Fritz’s example, and scarper? Calling the police would be seen as self-indulgent for a copper. A waste of resources, Scarface would say, and on a day like today he would be spot on. The entire police force of Sexton’s Canning is spent following the head-on mayhem of this morning. 

‘Mum, you’ve been on TV!’ 

It’s Tara. She is curled up on the sofa with Fritz nestling in her lap. 

‘Tara! Come here!’ Overcome by guilt (she had completely forgotten her daughter was back today from her summer escapades with friends – just for a week, before returning to Exeter and potentially avoiding contact until at least Christmas), Gillian throws her whole body weight at her child and crushes her in her arms like a blown eggshell. And Tara’s body does feel exactly like a blown eggshell. She is so skinny she feels like she is going to implode – fold in and simply vanish. 

‘It looks like carnage! They showed the scene of the accident on the news. It’s, like, all black and sooty. Burnt to a crisp. Scary, the sort of shit you have to deal with for a living.’

‘Let’s have a pizza!’ Gillian cannot get over her  daughter’s weight loss. She can’t think beyond those bony knees and elbows, and the sunken cheeks that were once chubby and pinch-able. Tara’s collar bones threaten to cut through her skin. What horrors hide underneath her clothes are unimaginable to a mother. Gillian has an irresistible compulsion to feed her child. Give her tons of food. Pump food into her. Force-feed her. She phones the pizza takeaway on the High Street and orders two large pizzas, garlic bread with mozzarella and brownies for pudding.

‘Isn’t it a bit too late?’ Tara looks petrified when she hears her mother asking for deep-pan, not thin crust. 
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