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			DEAD EYES

			 

			He was here again last night, the man with the dead eyes. 

			He was in my room.

			He was in my head.

			I don’t have a name for him yet. I don’t have names for many things since it happened. What I have is a jumble. Cluttered images steal into my thoughts. I don’t know which are real and which are dreams and nightmares, which ones might explain what I’m doing here and which are figments of my imagination. I don’t know how to put them into any kind of order. It’s as if time has ruptured, spilling its entrails on the floor where they steam and slide. Events from the past slither this way and that, tangled, oily, chaotic. 

			Nothing makes sense. 

			I know this man is important, the one with the dead eyes. I’d like to believe he’s a monster, the creation of some dark corner of my mind. But he comes to stand at the bottom of my bed. Sometimes he just waits and watches. Then there are the times when he screams. Strangely, there’s no sound when he does, just the sight of his mouth. It gapes so wide I can imagine the flesh tearing in the corners to leave a bloody maw. 

			There’s a famous painting of a scream, but that’s a kind of twisted pain, a moan of desperation. This is hatred. It’s savage and it’s directed at me. It’s as if my mind is a jigsaw, hundreds, thousands of pieces of memory that somebody has tossed into the air. They fall to the floor, scattering this way and that. I hope it is a fantasy. What if I’m right and he’s real? What if the man who comes to stand at the foot of my bed isn’t just some macabre ghost? What if he’s flesh and blood like me? 

			Since this happened, I have been immune to any kind of sensation. I’m an automaton, impervious to the physical world. There’s no heat or cold, no draught blowing from the door or window, no throb of pain, no dull ache, not even the slightest tickle or itch. I feel neither softness nor moisture. 

			Memories stutter: a car driven too fast, hands, my hands on the steering wheel. My knuckles are white from gripping too tightly. I don’t remember many things, but my name is there among the debris. It’s Mallory, Nick Mallory. I know how old I am. I’ve just turned seventeen. Other than that, there isn’t much to tell. I came out of the car broken. I’m pretty much a blank page. What’s going on here? How can I have clear memories of some things and total confusion about others? Life is meant to have a pattern, isn’t it?

			The storm of questions turns into a blizzard. I find myself grasping at them like a child trying to catch snowflakes. One last, fragile crystal trembles as it starts to melt. It’s this. What would Nick Mallory, a seventeen-year-old sixth former, be doing in a car on an unlit lane, going at sixty miles an hour? Yes, that’s another of the pieces. I can hear the rush of acceleration. I can see the speedo. I’m driving the Beemer at sixty miles an hour on a road that’s little more than a potholed track. The headlights probe the darkness, but make little impression.

			The Beemer. 

			There, that’s another detail slotting into place. This isn’t just any car. It’s a BMW 7 Series. We’re talking about a vehicle with a fifty-thousand-pound price tag. That’s something else I know about Nick Mallory. His daddy’s rich and his momma’s good-looking. Oh great, now I’m thinking in song lyrics. That’s one my grandparents are always playing. I’m losing it, falling back into confusion. Some things don’t even amount to memories, just fragments. There are snatches of music. Songs, scraps of experience haunt the deadening nightmare. 

			Back to the car. It’s a three-litre, straight six turbo-diesel. It can go from standstill to sixty miles per hour in less than seven seconds and that’s what I did the night of the accident, accelerated to shattering, destructive impact. Well, way to go, Nicky boy. That’s vandalism of the highest order. I left a beautiful piece of German engineering trashed against a hundred-year-old oak tree on the last bend before the lane opens on to a winding country road just outside . . . 

			. . . outside . . .  

			. . . crap . . .

			I’ve forgotten. How does that happen? I don’t even know where I live any more! It’s nestling in one of those confused piles of jigsaw pieces. That’s all I have right now: my name, my age and the car I wrote off. I relive those crazy, careering moments, trying to make sense of what happened. It feels more like a computer game than a genuine memory. The road is blurry. Shadows dance and race and flash as the beams of the headlights slash the darkness. 

			There’s a killer on the road . . . 

			Whoa, where did that come from?

			You know what? I don’t even want to know. I’m tired. I rest, though I’m unable to close my eyes. That’s been worrying me. My gaze is fixed. I examine my surroundings: the wall-mounted television, the olive-coloured blinds to my left, the white walls, the sink and soap dispenser, the peeling poster reminding staff to wash their hands thoroughly. I’ve memorised every detail. It doesn’t take long when it’s all you’ve got to look at.

			To my right there’s a door. It hasn’t opened. The ceiling has a crack. It’s been filled clumsily and meanders across the plaster like a varicose vein. The strip light buzzes slightly and the light is yellowish. It flickers intermittently as if it’s got a nervous tic. The plastic cover is dirty and there’s a dead bluebottle at one end.

			There are one or two other things: the IV drip snaking from its T-shaped metal stand, the fluid bag and pump, the turquoise curtains dangling from a plastic track. These are the mundane details of my hospital room. It’s been this way since I recovered consciousness. To my surprise, I feel no sense of panic. You’d think I’d be experiencing all kinds of terror, that I’d be tumbling down a dark well of despair, but I’m content somehow, even comfortable with my lot. It suits me to be here, in this bed, attached to this line, this machine. Right now, there’s nowhere I’d feel safer.

			I’ve become increasingly convinced that this condition, this state of non-being, is preferable to what I was going through before the crash. I don’t feel the slightest bit curious about the person I was before I drove that car into a tree. I only know that at this moment I would rather be anybody else in the whole wide world than Nick Mallory.

			 

			■

			 

			Something’s changed since I drifted off. I rummage through the jumble that’s been littering my mind, then I have it. The window to my left is a little hazy, part of that strange shadow world just outside my core vision, but I can tell that it’s dark outside. 

			I must have been asleep for some time, a couple of hours at least. Fancy that, it seems I can sleep with my eyes open. That’s a neat trick, a bit like the way cows and horses sleep standing up. The level in the fluid bag has changed too. Somebody’s replaced it while I was dozing. So the nurse has been in. I’m not sure what to think about that. There’s something creepy about lying here while people slip in and out of my room, shove needles in my veins, feed tubes into my nostrils, hook me up to monitors. They see you while you’re sleeping. They see you when you wake. The thought creeps me out. Does Dead Eyes watch me while I doze? Is he there at the end of my bed?

			I wonder what the nurse is like. When’s she going to appear? I say she, but it could be a man, of course. The door opens. Maybe this is the nurse now. The draught excluder purrs on the tiled floor. At first, I don’t see anyone, just the hint of a shadow. Then there he is, a tall, broad-shouldered man in his forties. He’s instantly familiar. He’s lean, muscular, square-chinned. It isn’t the nurse. It’s my father. Somebody rises to greet him. I hear the scrape of the chair legs.

			The second person in the room is my mum. She must have been out of sight somewhere, behind my right shoulder. I realise that she’s been there all the time. She’s been holding an anguished vigil over her broken son. That’s what mums do. She’s spent hours by my side. 

			I remember now. She was holding my hand earlier, willing me to show some sign that I recognised her. Not that I could feel her touch. Like I said, I don’t feel anything. 

			Now my father’s talking. His words are directed over my head, to her.

			‘Is there any change?’

			‘No,’ Mum says. ‘None.’

			Odd, that. I call her Mum as you’d expect, but I just called him my father. What would make me draw a distinction like that? It should be Mum and Dad surely. It’s such a neat little phrase. It trips off the tongue, a kind of reflex. So why does the thought of calling this man Dad stick in my throat? If I could speak I know I’d choke on the word. It’s palpable, this distance between us. 

			There’s a word for the divide. It’s . . . darkness. A picture forms in my head. In the eerie half-light, we’re both weighted down at the bottom of a pool. The sides are filthy. The surface is milky with scum. There are rust stains, chipped tiles, floating debris. It’s hard to describe the full horror of this underwater world. We’re struggling and kicking for our lives and there’s all this black ink, billowing from an old rusting pipe. It stains the pool, enveloping us. Is it real? Or is it some kind of crazy, bad dream? My father interrupts my search for an answer.

			‘What did the doctor say?’

			‘Only that he would have to monitor Nick’s progress and that he’s stable. I don’t know what more we can expect.’

			‘That’s it? That’s all he told you? Christ, Olivia, why do these people have to talk in platitudes? Of course they’re monitoring Nick’s progress. That’s what they’re bloody well paid for. And stable, what does that even mean?’

			He stands there, shaking his head at nobody in particular. This is a man who is used to commanding attention. Everything about him oozes confidence and authority, but he is diminished. 

			‘My son is lying there,’ he murmurs, ‘and I can’t get any answers.’

			His grief is unmistakable, but is there something else? A streak of brittleness, a sense of being on the edge that doesn’t just seem to be about me alone. He is shifting responsibility.

			‘Please, Tim,’ Mum says. ‘You have to calm down. I know you’re worried, but it won’t do any good blaming the medical staff. They’re doing what they can.’

			She says lots of other things, stuff about my medication, the songs she’s been singing to me, the things she’s brought to stimulate my memory. She brandishes a photo album. It’s maroon and laminated. One by one, she introduces me to the back pages of my life. She must have been hoping I would recall some key moment of my childhood. 

			Well, I do. I remember Mum. I remember my father. I remember my sister, Saffi. That’s short for Saffron. She’s thirteen, four years younger than me. Maybe that’s why she isn’t with them. There are long shadows on the wall facing me. They don’t want her staying up late. Listen to Mr Responsible, he’s lying on a hospital bed, all mushed up, and he’s wondering about his little sister. Next thing you know, I’ll be doing charity walks and wearing a coloured ribbon on my lapel.

			I’m forming an impression of loving, indulgent, protective parents and a son who maybe doesn’t deserve them. Or maybe he deserves one of them . . .

			Or maybe . . .

			Or maybe I don’t know what the hell I’m talking about. It could be that they don’t want Saffi seeing me like this. I wonder what this is. It didn’t occur to me until now, but I have no idea what I look like. Nobody’s thought to provide me with a mirror. Maybe it’s for the best. I would have to be a masochist to want to see myself in this state. 

			Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Nick Mallory. It could be worse.

			No, wait, it couldn’t.

			Because there’s a killer on the road.

			I’m still in this weird state of suspension. Does it mean I’m badly injured? Will I be able to walk again, play sport? Am I disfigured? It should worry me, the absence of pain, the possibility of long-term damage. If you’re broken, shouldn’t you feel something? Could it be the drugs? That might explain the numbness, the sense of floating inside myself, being detached. It could even explain the way I don’t seem to care. Maybe they’ve pumped me so full of painkillers I’m in a world of my own.

			That gets me thinking. If that’s the reason I don’t care, it’s a bit scary. There will come a moment when they reduce the dose and I will start to feel again. There’s a screamer on the bed. Suddenly, I’m anxious. How will I cope? I’m not brave. I’m terrified of pain. It isn’t just a matter of one bone or even a few bones. 

			Every bit of me is broken.

			It’s hard to imagine how I would endure pain that bad, pain that was unbearable, pain that made me twist and turn, moan and scream and wish I was dead, pain that was a permanent feature of my life, an ever-present curse. But that time is far off. Right now, I can’t blink, never mind twist and turn. There’s safety in not feeling.

			Mum’s speaking.

			‘There’s something I don’t understand.’

			My father turns his head, but doesn’t say a word. He leaves the talking to Mum.

			‘What was he doing in the car?’

			I watch my father. He doesn’t respond. He doesn’t even make eye contact with her. Mum voices her frustration.

			‘Tim, you must have an idea.’

			My father’s explanation is less than comprehensive.

			‘The keys were on the hall table. He must have taken them.’

			Must have?

			‘But why? Why would he do that? It doesn’t make any sense. He’s only just started taking lessons. He’s still on a provisional licence, for Christ’s sake!’ She realises she’s shouting and struggles to compose herself. ‘Look, the two of you were alone in the house when it happened. You must know things?’

			There’s a slight delay then he answers in a flat, even tone, so matter-of-fact it could sound dismissive.

			‘There was nothing. I was in the study. I didn’t even know Nick was back. I was at my desk, going through casework, then I heard the engine start. For a second, I thought somebody must be stealing the car.’

			He was at his desk . . . then the engine started. No, that’s not right. That’s not the way it was. But how was it? I’m sure he saw me take the keys. He shouted. Yes, he yelled for me to stop. I’m flailing through the swirling memories, snatching at the debris. All I know is, he’s missing things out, a whole load of things, the most important things.

			Mum pulls her chair closer to the bed and sits down.

			‘You should never have let him near that car.’

			‘Olivia, is this some kind of accusation?’ When there’s no answer, he continues. ‘Are you saying I did something wrong encouraging him to drive? Nick’s seventeen. All his friends are learning.’

			He waits for Mum to say something. She doesn’t. Again he continues.

			‘He’s a bright lad. He was picking it up really quickly.’

			Mum’s looking at him.

			‘Well, he didn’t pick it up quickly enough, did he? He’s just smashed your precious car into that tree. Why the hell did you leave the keys hanging around where he could find them?’

			‘Why wouldn’t I? I didn’t expect this to happen.’

			Mum isn’t listening.

			‘Look at the state he’s in. What I don’t understand is why he was going so fast. He wasn’t even wearing a seatbelt.’

			That’s right, I wasn’t. I remember the protesting yelp of the device reminding me to put it on. Next up, it’s the self-destruction derby. Thrills. Spills. Broken bones. There’s no lighting on that stretch. There never was. If that’s not a death wish, I don’t know what is. I watch my father’s body language, the way he lets his arms flop by his sides. Mum’s watching him too. There’s something wrong with my father’s reaction. She knows it. I know it.

			‘Isn’t there anything you can tell me? A seventeen-year-old boy doesn’t just take off without cause. He’s a sensible, well-balanced kid.’

			Is that right? Nick Sensible. Balance Boy. Go me!

			‘He’s never done anything like this before.’

			My father’s answer is composed. 

			‘If there was anything I could say to explain this, I would.’

			Now Mum’s the one who takes time forming her words.

			‘Would you, Tim? Would you really?’

			He kneels beside her. I notice the way he tugs at the knees of his trousers, hitching them up a little. He slips his arm round her shoulder and rests his forehead against hers. Fine, my parents love each other. 

			‘There are no more secrets, Olivia. I promise.’ He takes her hand and holds it for a long time before he speaks again. ‘All I want is for our son to get better.’

			The recrimination is gone. Mum clings to him.

			‘Oh Tim, I’m so scared. What if . . . ?’

			Great. Now we’re into the What If game. What if I’m beyond repair? What if I spend the rest of my life in a chair, sucking on a straw?

			‘Don’t think like that. Nick’s strong. He’s going to make a full recovery.’ 

			Mum smiles weakly. ‘How’s Saffi doing?’

			‘She’s worried about Nick,’ he says, ‘but she’s a good kid.’ Pride shines in his face. I remember that glow. I would do anything to hear my name and see that look on his face. ‘She’s tougher than we give her credit for.’

			I’m strong. Saffi’s tough. What kind of kids did this guy raise, the Indestructibles? 

			My father’s still talking.

			‘I dropped her off at Mum and Dad’s. They’ll make sure she gets to school.’

			That seems to placate Mum.

			‘Did she ask about seeing Nick?’

			‘Yes. I said we’d arrange something this week.’

			I don’t register the remainder of their conversation. It fades into the background and becomes part of the noise of the hospital, like the gurgle of water in the radiators, the staccato tap of shoes in the corridor outside, the occasional wail of sirens, the rumble of traffic on the main road beyond the hospital gates.

			None of this matters, not my parents, not Saffi, not their discussions with the medical staff about my health. There’s only one thing I care about and that’s why I don’t trust my father. 

			I find myself turning it over and over in my mind, trying to make sense of it all, but there’s something stopping me. Not something, someone. 

			The killer on the road.

			He has crept back into the room while they were speaking. Now he’s standing at the bottom of my bed, his mouth wide open.

			It’s the man with the dead eyes.

		

	
		
			 

			WHAT’S NORMAL?

			 

			This time I think I’m alone. I can’t be one hundred per cent certain. It’s hard to be sure of anything when I keep moving through layers of numbness. Time seems to ebb and flow, sometimes freezing, sometimes racing. The only thing that doesn’t move, doesn’t shift, is static, is me. I’m the dead centre of this crazy world. I lie here and things happen to me. I’m unable to turn my head, find any perspective other than a fixed image of the wall opposite. I’ve got no sense of the room apart from what’s immediately in front of me. It bewilders me that human life can shrink to this, a few square metres of wall and a TV screen. Mum blind-sided me the last time she visited. When was that, minutes ago, hours? Is this even the same day? The last thing I remember is my father trying to persuade Mum to go home and get some sleep.

			‘You look exhausted,’ he said. ‘Listen, Olivia, I know you don’t want to leave Nick’s side, but it isn’t going to help him if you make yourself ill.’

			Mum tries to say something but he gently places his finger on her lips.

			‘He needs us to be strong. You need some rest. The hospital will call us if there’s any change.’

			The nurse was in the room during the conversation. She nodded in agreement, mumbled something about Mum having to be there for me. Mum finally agreed to leave, but not before she expressed her concern about my condition.

			‘I don’t like the way he just stares like that. He doesn’t even blink.’

			She’s right, I don’t. I am a camera, a lens through which the world filters. The nurse says something about trauma, explains that they’ve been putting drops in my eyes so they don’t dry out, but that isn’t what Mum means. It’s not my vision that worries her. It’s my brain. 

			‘What if he’s damaged? What if . . . ?’

			She starts to cry. Each sob tears through her, hacking at her chest. 

			‘You hear of such awful things, people who linger for years, not really living, but unable to die.’

			Way to go, Mum. You really know how to cheer somebody up. The nurse seeks to reassure her. 

			‘Nothing untoward is showing up on the scans,’ she says. 

			Untoward? Is that a word? Un-to-ward. It sounds like an owl speaking a foreign language. 

			‘Would you like to discuss it with the doctor?’

			Mum shakes her head. ‘No, that’s OK. I’ve had all the medical jargon I can handle for one day.’

			You and me both, Mum. The nurse smiles understandingly. She’s pretty, Asian I think, sleek, black hair framing delicate features. But back to what Mum said.

			‘I just want my Nick back. I want him to come out of this . . . normal.’

			I know what she’s trying to say. She wants me to walk again, be able to speak clearly and articulately, have no visible reminders of the accident. Let’s hear it for Normal Nicky, the kid who declared war on a tree and came up smiling. I know where Mum’s coming from, of course. What parent wouldn’t want the same for their child? The problem is, shrieking out of the confusion like some banshee comes the suspicion that what I had before the crash was anything but normal. 

			Something broke and I broke with it.

			I spend the next few moments trying to unravel my thought processes. What is it about the life of Nick Mallory I’m so keen to reject? 

			OK, I don’t quite remember why I’m angry with my father, but I am, bloody angry.

			You know that perfect life you want me to return to, Mum? I’m not even sure it ever existed. A promo video is running, a computerised slideshow of my life complete with sliding panels, dissolves and shatter frames. In one, I’m lounging on the school field with a couple of mates, a tall, geeky kid and a Chinese boy. In another, I’m ploughing through mud, powering towards the line as I search for the winning try. I’m swimming, gliding through the water with golden sunlight rippling around me. 

			Other times, I’m curled up in a black leather armchair with a Lee Child or Stephen King on my lap. That’s two books you won’t get on the A level syllabus any time soon. It doesn’t feel like such a bad life, but somehow it’s a lie. That was then and this is now. The upshot of that high-speed drive is I just might not have any future. 

			Mum isn’t much different to my father when it comes to the dream of perfection. They need the family wonderful, Mum, Dad and two scrubbed, smiling, healthy kids, but life has a habit of interfering with your dreams. It can put a thumb mark on a freshly painted surface or stick a footprint in newly laid concrete. 

			I remember one time my father took me with him on a hospital visit. He had tried to talk me out of it, but I was determined to go. He was talking to a group of wounded soldiers, fresh back from Afghanistan. I’ll never forget the torn bodies, the faces tense with pain, the stumps where limbs had been. One guy had suffered appalling injuries. He had lost an eye, a hand, a leg. Is that what the future has in store for me, Nick Mallory, imprisoned in a mangled torso, head tilted to one side, struggling to communicate with his loved ones?

			I loved my father so much that day, as we drove back from the hospital. He had talked to every man, listened carefully to their stories, shared his own memories of being in uniform. He managed to stay in touch with every one of them, remembering the names of their wives and kids, occasionally attending some important family event. He got that poor, destroyed man laughing and understanding he still had a family who loved him. He embraced that guy and they cried together. He cared, you see.

			New images join the gallery of jumbled pictures hanging on the walls of my mind. They’re the ones Mum showed me earlier. Earlier? Does that mean earlier today or was it yesterday? It’s hard to make sense of time. There are none of the mundane, daily rituals that hold most people’s lives together. I’m fed by a drip so I can’t even look forward to mealtimes to break up the monotony.

			Breakfast is a drip.

			Lunch is a drip.

			My tea is another lousy drip.

			As for supper?

			A drip.

			Now and then I’m aware of the light dimming outside, but that’s about it. When did the accident happen? Monday, I think. Or was it Tuesday? That would make today . . . Oh, what’s the point? If I can’t even remember when I hit that tree, how can I count forward and work out what day it is now? 

			Instead of torturing myself with pointless anxieties about what day it is, I summon each of the photos Mum showed me, one by one. The first makes me laugh. At least it would if I was capable of laughter. What possessed her to bring it? I’m two or three years old in the picture, sitting on the beach with the tide coming in. The water is lapping around my toes and splashing over my chubby little legs. The sun is on my face and I am utterly carefree.

			I was happy then, still an only child, doted on, adored, the centre of my parents’ universe. Everything is so simple when you’re little. Your mum and dad tower over you. They’re perfect, like gods. But they’re not perfect, are they, not perfect at all. 
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