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      There was a time in my teenage years when I remembered everything. I didn’t bother revising for my exams because I was one of those kids. The smart-arses. The little sods who somehow got by, despite spending around forty per cent of class time trying to ping a rubber band or hair tie off the head of whoever was sitting at the front. By the summer, I’d be doing an exam in the stifling gym, and able to recall with perfect clarity something that Mr Rodgers had waffled on about five months previously.

      That was only the start. I could remember the directions to get to places, even if I’d only been there once – and long before Google Maps turned everyone into a cheat. I’d know the birthdays of all my friends and family, plus I could reel off song lyrics for entire albums, even if they’d only just come out. Memory was my superpower.

      And now…

      Now, I can barely remember the day of the week. I spent last year thinking I was forty-two when I was, in fact, forty-one. Last week, I went to IKEA and forgot where I parked the car. I went to the security office and said it had been nicked, only to find out I’d parked two rows away from where I’d been searching. Even then, I walked past it twice before the officer pointed to my car and asked if it was mine.

      Today’s aberration is that, once again, I didn’t pick up the bags for life before heading into the supermarket. Every time I get to the checkout and have to pay seven pence for a new bag, it kills a tiny bit of my soul.

      It doesn’t help that today’s plastic bags are thinner than Polly from three doors down after she had the gastric band fitted. As I heave my shopping into the back of the car, placing them on top of the unused bags for life, it feels as if I’m running a dangerous grocery gauntlet. Nothing says sophisticated, mature adult like chasing an escaping tub of Caramel Chew Chew Ben & Jerry’s across a car park.

      I’m not sure what it is that catches my attention. Maybe there is some sort of noise, or perhaps it’s one of those corner-of-the-eye movements that later feel as if they were never really in view. But something makes me glance across to the recycling banks in the corner of the car park. They are a pair of scratched, metal monstrosities; the type of things that always have clothes or shoes littered around the base. Nobody ever remembers them being installed, as if they’ve eternally occupied the same spot.

      It’s one of those December days when it doesn’t feel as if the sun has fully risen. The murk makes it hard to see, but I can make out two lads by the bins. One is broad and tall. He looms over the other like a bloated giraffe next to a gangly, bulimic goat. They’re at that awkward mid-teen time where it’s not easy to guess an age. Some have shot up to six-foot-plus by their fourteenth birthday, while an unlucky few still talk with a high-pitched squeak at seventeen. Some in their twenties continue to be peppered with spots, but there are also fifteen-year-olds with stubbly beards.

      You see everything as a private tutor.

      The slap happens so fast that it is like I hear it before I see it. There’s a crack and the larger boy’s hand whips across the other’s face. The smaller boy reels sideways and bounces off the side of the recycling bin. I’ve taken a few steps towards them before I realise I’ve moved. Pure autopilot. I recognise the taller boy now I’m a little closer. I should have known him from the height alone. Josh is in the year below Katie at school. He’s fifteen or sixteen but already the size and shape of a fully-grown man.

      ‘Hey!’

      I shout across and both boys turn towards me. I don’t recognise the smaller of the two but he’s half hunched, anticipating another blow. Josh has a hand paused in mid-air. The smaller boy catches my eye momentarily but he isn’t stupid enough to hang around. He only needs a second – and he takes it, turning and dashing past the bins into the trees beyond. By the time Josh realises what’s happened, he’s left spinning on the spot, looking between me and his escaping adversary.

      I’m only a few steps from the recycling banks now, almost lost in the shadows of the surrounding trees in the corner of the car park.

      ‘What’s going on?’ I ask.

      Josh squints down, trying to place me. He’s one of those local kids that I know solely through reputation. It’s hard to miss a boy who’s already over six foot. I’d guess many in the area know him by sight alone.

      ‘None of yer business,’ he replies.

      ‘You can’t go around hitting people.’

      ‘It’s nothing to do with you.’

      A shiver passes through me and though there’s a chill to the air, I’m not sure it’s that. It feels like I’ve missed something that was in plain sight.

      Josh has turned towards the woods, in the direction the other boy scuttled – and I’m left standing awkwardly, unsure into what I’ve just interjected myself, or what else I could possibly say.

      I head back towards my car, where the door is still open and my shopping sits untouched in the boot. I push everything towards the back, wedging the bag with the yoghurts into the arch so that it can’t escape, and then close the hatch.

      I’m about to get into the driver’s seat when I notice the woman loading shopping into the 4x4 a few spaces down from mine. The thing with places like Prowley is that everyone grows old together. Sharon Tanner was in my class at school three decades ago. We’ve never been friends, and probably not even at the level where we might nod to one another on the street. I would guess we’ve seen each other once a week or so for all those years – but barely swapped a word.

      Sharon is strapping a toddler into a child seat on the passenger side of her vehicle. I can hear her muttering something, though it’s too quiet to make out anything specific. She’s in a Sports Direct special, some sort of cheap pink-and-green tracksuit, even though I doubt she’s seen a track in her life.

      I shouldn’t judge.

      After fastening in her child, Sharon steps back from the car and starts to turn towards her shopping, which is on the tarmac at the back of her vehicle. She stops when she sees me staring and returns the look with a mix of confusion and defiance.

      ‘What?’ she says.

      I nod towards Josh, who is ambling across the car park towards us. His hands are in his pockets and his head dipped.

      ‘I saw Josh,’ I say, hesitating over the words.

      Sharon turns to take in her son and then looks back to me. ‘So?’

      ‘He, um… I saw him hitting another boy over there.’

      I motion towards the recycling bins across the car park. By this time, Josh has reached his mother’s 4x4. He leans on the back window and stares at something on his phone. It’s hard to tell through the gloom but it looks like he rolls his eyes.

      There’s a silence, punctuated only by the sound of a revving engine from the far side of the car park. These are probably the most words I’ve said to Sharon since we left school all those years ago.

      I see some sort of annoyance in the narrowing of her eyes but it’s hard to tell who it might be for.

      ‘That true?’

      Her reply is spiky, and, though she doesn’t turn her head, it’s somehow clear she is talking to Josh. She continues to watch me as Josh shrugs a silent response. There’s no way his mother could have seen it but she still knows.

      ‘Get in the car,’ she snaps – and, perhaps surprisingly, her son immediately does as he’s told.

      There is a gap of a few seconds and then Sharon picks up a shopping bag from the floor. She pushes it into the back of her car and then wedges in three more bags before closing the boot.

      I’ve not moved, though it’s hard to know why. I have no idea what to say next, if there’s anything to say at all.

      Sharon walks to the driver’s side door and then stops to turn to me.

      ‘Jennifer Owen,’ she says, almost as a hiss.

      My old maiden name. I have an urge to tell her it’s ‘Hughes’ now, even though Bryan and I are separated.

      ‘You should mind your own business,’ she adds quickly.

      ‘I wasn’t trying to get involved. I saw him hitting another kid, he’

      Sharon offers a shrug that matches her son’s. ‘So? It’s nothing to do with you. Besides, it’s not like Katie’s perfect.’

      I’m not sure exactly why it happens but the mention of Katie’s name feels like a slap in itself. Perhaps it’s because I have no idea why Sharon would know my daughter’s name.

      My arms seem to have folded themselves across my front. ‘What do you mean by that?’ I reply.

      I get a snarling smirk as a response. The type of expression that says so much more than any words could do. I feel momentarily lost until Sharon speaks again.

      ‘How about you look after your own kids and I’ll look after mine,’ she says.

      If I have anything to say, then it’s caught at the back of my throat. By the time I might get anything out, it’s too late because Sharon’s already in her car and she closes the door with a slamming thunk.

      It’s only as she reverses out of the space that I realise we have an audience. There are seven or eight people dotted around the nearby spaces watching everything that’s just happened. I feel myself shrinking as I glance to the tarmac to avoid any stares and then cross back to my own car. I fumble the handle, trying to get inside and away from the accusatory stares. People might pretend otherwise but everyone loves a good public argument. There’s nothing quite like free, live entertainment to cheer everyone up a couple of weeks before Christmas.

      I reverse out of the space and drive past the petrol station. I’m not sure why I feel so shaken by a few cross words but it’s hard to escape the sense that Sharon was right about one thing.

      Perhaps I should mind my own business.
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      Another day and the combination of potholes and rain from the past week or so has created pulsing rivers along the edges of the dark country lanes that surround Prowley. I weave across the barely visible central line in an attempt to stay out of the deepest trenches but there’s no avoiding the worst of it. Spiky jolts of pain fire along my back and neck as the car lurches into an unseen crevice and bounces back up onto the main surface.

      The council never seems to do anything about the craters that appear in the local roads – and it doesn’t help that there are huge slurries of mud to avoid as well. Those come from one of the multitude of local tractors that seem to hold up traffic whenever I’m in a rush and trying to get somewhere.

      Gosh, the middle-class perils we have to endure.

      One of those newish Christmas songs that will be forgotten by next year is on the radio. The end is interrupted by the DJ, who tells everyone that it’s seven o’clock, which means it’s time for the evening news. There’s some sort of political upheaval going on but that could be the news for any day out of the last few years. There’s always something.

      I pass the ‘Thank you for driving safely’ sign and ease around the next bend. I’m now out of Prowley and there’s a good few miles of overgrown hedges and narrow country roads before I reach anything close to mass civilisation. There are only a handful of farms and remote houses this far out of town – but that doesn’t stop me having to swerve around a wheelie bin that’s been left too far away from the verge and not brought in by the homeowner. I spot it at the last second and curse under my breath as I slosh through a mini lake on the other side of the road. It’s a good job nobody was driving the other way.

      Driving along these roads is pure muscle memory. I’ve been doing it for so long that I know instinctively when to start slowing for the next bend. I ease onto the brake and take the turn onto Green Road, which will take me almost to the college.

      I’m starting to accelerate when my phone dings with a text. I glance down to the well next to the handbrake where the phone’s screen is momentarily illuminated before fading to dark again. I didn’t see who’d messaged me but it’s likely Katie. I’m late picking her up from football practice – and she won’t be happy. I was busy bunkering down on the sofa with a Fruit & Nut when I remembered I was supposed to be collecting her. It doesn’t help that it’s so cold and wet. She’ll be fuming.

      The engine roars as I press harder on the accelerator. A mist of light rain appears across the windscreen – and I’m probably at least ten minutes from the college. Katie has every right to be annoyed.

      I take the next bend and then my phone pings a second time. Everything happens in the same instant. I glance down to my phone, where the screen has flashed white with a name I can’t quite make out. I reach for it but, in that precise moment, there is a crunching thump from the front of the car. It’s reflex as I slam on the brakes. The car slides sideways and there’s a point in which a hedge is directly in front of me. I’m not sure what I do – it’s certainly nothing conscious – but I must twist the steering wheel back the other way as the car swerves onto the correct side of the road. It slides a little further on the slick surface and then rolls to a stop.

      It’s only when I next exhale that I realise I must’ve been holding my breath the entire time. The tightness bristles in my chest as the windscreen wipers continue to flash back and forth with a gentle squeak. I stare ahead as the beam from the car’s headlights disappear into the grim blackness of the night.

      There’s nothing out there.

      I’m frozen; my hands squeezing the steering wheel, foot pressed on the brake. It takes me a few seconds to remember to put the car in neutral. Even then, the car rocks backwards a little until I wrench up on the handbrake.

      A third beep of my phone has me yelping with surprise. I look down to the well again – and Katie’s name is clear this time – but I ignore her and stare out into the darkness.

      I must have hit a bin.

      People keep leaving them out on the edge of their properties and, this far away from town, there is no pavement. They rest on the grass verge, or the side of the road itself, often until the next day.

      Stupid, lazy, stupid people.

      I press the red triangle in the centre of the console and the orange hazard lights start to flash at the front and back of the car. In the muddle of the last minute or so, I try to get out of the car without taking off my seat belt. The cord slices into my breastbone as I open the door and strain against it before realising why I can’t move. Everything is a jumble. I unclip the belt and then grab my phone.

      Out of the car and the rain is harder than I realised. More of a rippling head-basher than a mist. I pull up the hood of my jacket and then crouch to check the front of the car. The moon is blurred by the grim clouds but my car is silver and there’s enough light from my phone to see any darkened scuffs. I’m expecting some sort of deep dent, perhaps even a broken headlight but, as best I can tell, the only mark on the front is a soft graze. It’s nothing new: the mark came courtesy of a pillar in a multistorey when I was trying to reverse out of a space. Those pesky unmoving pillars.

      I run a hand across the wing but come away with nothing but a wet palm. Aside from the scratched indentation that was already there, it doesn’t feel as if there’s anything else.

      That’s one thing, at least. There’s still another four months until the car is paid off. There are already enough bills to pay with Christmas around the corner – plus spending hours on the phone with an insurance company is as appealing as watching anything presented by Piers Morgan’s smug plasticine face.

      I take a step away from the car and stare back towards the way I’ve come. It’s only now I’ve stopped that I remember Bryan lives somewhere around here. The woman with whom my ex-husband is now shacked up has one of these houses out in the sticks. I’d recognise it in the daytime but some of the entrances to people’s driveways are hidden by the hedges. At night, it’s hard to tell where anything is.

      Must’ve been that bin.

      Must’ve been.

      I move back towards my car and then figure I should check I haven’t spun the bin further into the road. It was bad enough that I clipped it but it could cause serious damage to someone else if it’s now in the middle of the lane, especially at night.

      There’s a large puddle at the edge of the road, so I edge around that before continuing back down the street. A stream is flowing across the tarmac at one point, pouring from a field on one side across to the gully on the other. There’s always flooding around this area through the autumn and winter; always some reporter on the local news standing in a field with water up to his knees talking about how wet it is.

      I walk for thirty seconds or so but there’s no sign of a bin in the road. I stop and turn back towards my car along the lane, its hazard lights winking into the darkness.

      The only sound is the pitter-patter of rain on ground and, for the second time in as many days, a shiver goes through me. There is no one here and I feel alone and exposed out here in the open. I wonder if I perhaps clipped a parked car’s mirror, except there’s no sign of anything. Aside from my own vehicle, the road is clear in both directions.

      I’ve already taken a step back towards the car when I see it.

      It’s down in the gully, where the hedge meets the sodden grass before it becomes the road. I think it’s a crumpled bin bag at first. I almost carry on walking but there’s something about the shape that sets the hairs on my arms standing.

      Her hair is splayed wildly; her knee bent at an abnormal angle to the way it should be.

      It’s the Sports Direct special that gives it away. That cheap pink-and-green tracksuit.

      Sharon Tanner lies unmoving in the gutter, her body crumpled by my car.
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      I take a step off the road onto the sodden bank. The ground is squishy and almost grabs my foot.

      ‘Sharon?’

      The word disappears into the night, swallowed by the crescendoing rain. There’s no answer and she doesn’t move to acknowledge there’s anyone here.

      ‘Sharon?’

      I almost take another step towards her but then back away onto the road. There’s nothing I can do for her now. I only know basic first aid and, even if I knew more, I think she needs more than rolling into a recovery position.

      I have to stab the three nines into my phone because the rain is interfering with the touchscreen. My thumb hovers over the green call button and I’m so close to pressing it before the trembling, creeping thought whispers its way into my mind.

      What if Sharon is… dead?

      Despite the rain and cold – not to mention any pain from the injuries – she hasn’t twitched since I spotted her. Her arm is folded unnaturally under the rest of her body. It’s probably broken and there are gloopy spatterings of something dark across her face. Mud, or… blood.

      It was only yesterday that we were arguing in the car park. We’d been shopping at the same time, going about our lives… and, now, here she is in the gutter.

      I know what I should do. Anybody would. Everybody does.

      Except…

      If I called to report this, I’d likely end up on some sort of death by dangerous driving charge. I could be done for manslaughter. Does it count as manslaughter if someone’s in a car?

      ‘Sharon?’

      There’s a large part of me that wills her to get up and shake it off, as if this is all fine. There’s another that doesn’t want that because, if she does pull herself up the bank, she’ll tell everyone it was me.

      ‘Sharon?’

      She doesn’t move and it’s too dark to see if she’s breathing.

      I know I should go to her. I know, I know, I know…

      I clear the phone app from the screen and switch on the flashlight again, before crouching to take in the ground next to the road. It doesn’t look like I left any sort of footprint in the sodden grass. There is no one else here; no street lights or CCTV cameras.

      Nothing…

      I don’t check the rear-view mirror as I ease my car back onto the road. My hands are wet and clammy; my face singed from the rain. I know I should stop and go back. I should call an ambulance. There’s lots I should do… but what then? There were people who saw Sharon and me arguing in the car park yesterday – including her son. People will say I hit her on purpose.

      Is she dead?

      If so, it might not just be death by dangerous driving, or manslaughter. Is it… murder?

      It feels like a blink but, as I pull into the car park at the back of Katie’s college, I know I must have been driving for between five and ten minutes. The word ‘murder’ swims through my thoughts but I don’t get a chance to think any of it through because the passenger door opens and Katie flops onto the seat with a squelch. She twists herself around and drops a bag onto the back seat, before turning back to the front.

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she says, unprompted.

      I can’t stop picturing Sharon in the verge; her hair splayed, leg shattered. It takes a moment for me to realise Katie can’t be talking about that.

      ‘About what?’ I manage.

      ‘Football. What else?’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Didn’t you get my texts? I’ve been waiting.’

      ‘I, um…’

      ‘You said you’d be on time. Everyone else has already gone.’

      ‘I was driving – and didn’t your coach wait with you?’

      ‘He doesn’t count.’

      Katie unlocks her phone screen and angles it towards the window so that I can’t see what she’s looking at, even if I wanted to.

      ‘Are we going?’ she asks.

      In years gone by, I might have scolded her for the tone – but Katie is seventeen going on eighteen and isn’t usually like this. I’d be annoyed if someone had promised to pick me up and then left me standing in the rain.

      I start to pull away but the car bunny-hops forward and stalls to a stop. I can sense Katie’s sideways stare as I re-turn the key, only to stall a second time.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Katie asks.

      ‘I think the engine’s wet,’ I reply, with no idea if that’s an actual reason for why a car might stall.

      ‘I failed my test for less than that.’

      Her words prickle but I clench my teeth and manage not to rise to it. If it wasn’t for what has just happened back along Green Road, we’d likely be in the middle of an argument.

      At the third time of asking, I manage to pull away properly. I check all my mirrors and then indicate to get back onto the main road, even though there are no cars in sight.

      The speed limit is sixty but I’m only doing a little over forty. From unconsciously getting from the scene to the college, I’m now hyper-aware of everything around me. I watch studiously for bends or bumps in the road. I might usually take the straighter line when navigating these country lanes but, even though the markings are faded and obscured by the rain, I stick religiously to my own side of the road.

      Katie is tapping something into her phone, with the white of the screen catching in my peripheral vision. I almost tell her off for focusing on her phone but I’m not sure I’d be able to get those hypocritical words out of my mouth.

      If only I hadn’t have glanced down to my phone.

      If only, if only…

      ‘Are you all right?’ Katie asks.

      ‘Um…’

      ‘You’re twitching,’ she adds.

      It’s only as she mentions it that I realise she’s right because my hand is jerking on the steering wheel. I once saw a girl at school have a fit and have never quite forgotten the way her body convulsed as she was on the floor. My instinct was to help her but I didn’t know what to do. In the end, a teacher came along and supported her head. That’s what it feels like now as I watch my fingers spasm for no reason.

      I scratch my head and then my leg, before needlessly resting it on the gearstick.

      ‘Low blood sugar,’ I say. ‘Forgot to eat tea.’

      Katie doesn’t respond, though I sense an eye roll.

      ‘Why are we going this way?’ she asks.

      ‘What way?’

      ‘The long way home.’

      I can hardly tell her that I have no desire to drive back on the same roads I’ve just been on.

      ‘Someone said there was roadworks the other way.’

      There might be another eye roll but I’m watching the road, not Katie. Either way, it is followed by a couple of yawns, before she focuses back on her phone.

      When I return my hand to the steering wheel, it is no longer flinching. I continue to drive under the speed limit, not daring to shift my foot. The road is twisty but there are only a handful of junctions until we get home.

      Blink.

      Sharon’s in the gutter.

      Blink.

      There’s a road in front of me.

      Blink.

      She’s face down, hair splayed.

      Blink.

      There’s a road in front of me.

      As I slow for the junction, there’s a burbling in my stomach and that horribly familiar acidic taste of bile at the back of my throat. I have to gulp it away. Not now.

      It’s as I stop at the T that a spinning blue fills the lane. There are no sirens – not out here at night – but an ambulance slows and takes the turn with its lights blurring. I’m paralysed as a second set of whirring lights burn through the night, with a police car following shortly behind.

      ‘Wonder what’s going on,’ Katie says, looking up from her phone.

      Any words I might have been able to say are caught in my throat.

      She pauses, before looking back to her phone. ‘Probably nothing,’ she adds.
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      I almost stall the car once more as I pull into the garage. I catch the biting point at the last moment and manage to stop properly without Katie noticing anything. She reaches into the back seat and grabs her bag before letting herself out of the car. I’m not sure whether there’s any point at which she stops looking at her phone. Today’s teenagers are the greatest multitaskers this world has ever seen. I unclip my belt but she’s already on her way to the connecting door into the house without a word.

      It’s only when she’s gone that I realise there’s a damp patch on the seat from her wet kit. In another time, this would be one more thing over which to argue. I’d have called her out for getting into the car when she was so wet, then she’d have pointed out that I was late. Then I’d have said it didn’t matter because she was wet anyway from the training – and that she could have found something to sit on to stop the car getting wet. Then she’d have said that I must have known it was raining, so why didn’t I pick up a blanket to help her out.

      The argument that hasn’t happened feels so close that it’s almost as if it has.

      Something creeps along the back of my neck and I picture Sharon in the gutter. Again. All those fights with Katie and Bryan now feel so pointlessly stupid. Why did I ever pick squabbles over things that were so meaningless? I would make a big deal over a pair of shoes being left on stairs – but that’s nothing compared to what I’ve done. If a person gets angry over a pair of shoes, then what does it mean when that same person has seriously injured someone?

      Or killed them?

      I blink the thought away. It’s too late to go back now. The moment I decided to leave was the moment going back became impossible.

      An ambulance was on its way towards Sharon, which means somebody else must have found her. Does the ambulance mean she’s alive?

      I’m not a monster. I want her to be okay. It’s just… I want to be okay as well.

      In the light of the garage, I check the front of the car once more. It’s extraordinary considering what happened but the only mark on the bumper is the small multistorey scuff that I’m certain was probably there already. I check the other side of the car, plus the back, just in case, but there’s nothing except a few patches of mud and spray. If I were to go through a car wash, there wouldn’t even be that. It’s almost as if I didn’t hit anything, or anyone… except I know that I did. I heard the thump. I saw Sharon’s body.

      I lock the car and head into the house, putting my wet jacket over the radiator. There’s no sign of Katie downstairs but there’s the vague sound of the shower blasting from above. Now I’m away from the car, I finally check my phone properly. I had three texts while I was driving. Two were from Katie – ‘Where are you?’ and ‘Are you coming?’ – with a third from the local MOT centre. It’s time to get my car checked over again and it was a reminder that I should call to book in.

      That was the message I received when I reached for my phone. The one that distracted me in the fraction of a moment it took to glance away from the road.

      I find the font on my phone too much of a strain for my eyes, so head into the living room and hunt around for the iPad. I’ve never really got to grips with using a touchscreen instead of a keyboard and fumble over typing ‘What to do if you hit someone when driving?’ into the search bar. The results throw up the obvious stuff that I already failed to do, such as stopping and calling the emergency services – but it’s the next bit that makes it feel as if the air has escaped the room. Failure to stop at the scene of an accident can get a person six months in prison and an unlimited fine.

      I keep reading but it doesn’t get better. A dangerous driving charge can get a person up to fourteen years in prison.

      I find myself struggling to swallow as I read the final line. They changed the laws a couple of years ago and death by dangerous driving can now be life imprisonment.

      Life.

      I tap away from that screen and click onto the first news story.

      
        
        A former postman from Ipswich was sentenced to nine years in prison yesterday after being convicted of causing death by dangerous driving.

        

        Anthony Smith, 51, was doing 52mph in a 30 zone while sending a text message when he hit Cassandra Harper, 23, who was on a zebra crossing.

        

        Smith left the scene of the collision but was later reported to police by his wife.

        

        Smith was also disqualified from driving for six years.

        

      

      There’s more but I can’t read on. The disqualification seems ridiculous considering the driver is going to be in prison anyway. Why wasn’t it a life ban from driving, anyway? The news story is from before the penalties changed but he still got nine years. I’m horrified – this man killed a twenty-three-year-old woman because he was speeding and using his phone. It feels like it should have been a longer sentence, except…

      Now this is me as well.

      In the past, I’ve been one of those people who have sneered from afar. A couple of years ago, there was a video of people barging through supermarket doors at the start of Black Friday. The crowd rampaged towards a stack of on-sale televisions, with the bigger, stronger blokes grabbing as many as they could carry before dashing off towards the tills.

      That was almost the normal part.

      After those first few, the people behind started fighting over what was left. Punches were thrown; people fell to the ground and were trampled upon. Within a minute or so, the display had been emptied and there was a slew of groggy bodies picking themselves up from the floor. Someone had their arm broken.

      I laughed incredulously when I first saw the video. How could people go so crazy over getting a bit of money off from an already cheap, unbranded TV? Why did people need two? Or three? It was senseless.

      But that’s the thing: human beings often are senseless. There is nobody alive who hasn’t done something and immediately thought, ‘Why did I do that?’ Many situations don’t give people time to make informed, reasoned decisions. Something will happen in an instant and, once we react, we have to live with that singular moment in time.

      Easy to sneer when it’s someone else.

      Life in prison.

      Life.

      I think I’m a good person and genuinely believe most people who know me would agree. I have two charity direct debits. I’ve volunteered at the local food bank for the past three Easters. I give money to homeless people when I’m in the city. I’m part of the neighbourhood watch scheme. I pay my taxes.

      But one stupid mistake – just one – and it’s life in prison.

      Life.

      I suppose there’s a fairness in that it’s a life for a life – but it’s not only me in this. What about Katie? She’s nearly an adult but she has exams to take that will guide the rest of her future. What happens to her if I admit what happened? It isn’t only about me. It’s not only my life that would fall apart, it’s Katie’s too.

      That’s what I tell myself, as I try not to think about Sharon and her family.

      Then I’m angry. Why was Sharon in the road? It was dark and raining – plus the middle of nowhere. What was she thinking? It can’t all be my fault. It’s not all my fault.

      I load Facebook but don’t need to scroll to see that word is already out. Polly from three doors down has updated her status.

      
        
        Polly Appleton: Warning: Part of Green Road is closed. The police just turned me around out there. Had to come the long way home. Doesn’t look like it’ll be open anytime soon.

        

      

      The replies are already coming in underneath.

      
        
        Jean Burrard: What happened?

        

        Polly Appleton: Something about a hit-and-run.

        

        Jean Burrard: OMG! Hope the person hit isn’t anyone we know. Who’d drive off?

        

        Polly Appleton: Dunno. Seems serious though. Heard the person might be dead.
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      I shriek as the doorbell sounds. How could the police have got to me so quickly? Was there CCTV after all? Was there some sort of witness hidden in the shadows who saw what I did?

      I hurry to the window and push the net curtain to one side, trying to get an angle on whoever’s outside. The glare proves to be too great, although there is no sign of the inevitable police car in front of the house.

      When I open the door, it’s probably the first time I’ve ever been grateful to see Katie’s boyfriend, Richard. It’s not as if we have some sort of feud going – I’m not one of those mothers – but it isn’t hard to see that he’s punching well above his weight with my daughter. Well, seemingly not hard for me to see that. Katie clearly doesn’t agree given that they’re still together. He is nineteen years old, without a proper job or career path – and isn’t in any kind of training. I have no clue what he actually does with himself.

      Richard nods towards me but doesn’t quite make eye contact as I step aside to let him in. It’s no surprise that he’s wearing all black: I have rarely seen him in anything else. I suppose he could be a ninja, though it seems unlikely given the way he trips over the doorstep as he moves into the house.

      ‘Hi, um, Mrs Hughes,’ he says with a stammer. ‘Is Katie in…?’

      He is already angling towards the stairs, knowing the answer to his question.

      Before I can say anything, Katie appears at the top of the stairs. She’s out of her football kit and now in some sort of cross between a tracksuit and pyjamas. Either way, it looks comfy and makes it seem clear that she isn’t going out again.

      She nods towards her room, ignoring me: ‘You coming?’

      Richard doesn’t need asking twice. He mumbles something I don’t catch and then hurries past me, tripping on the bottom step, before righting himself and heading up the stairs. Moments later and Katie closes her bedroom door with a solid clunk.

      I wait for a few seconds, watching upwards, although I’m not sure why. When I was Katie’s age, my mother would have never allowed me to have a boyfriend in my room. If she’d have had her way, I would have been married before I was allowed to hold hands with a boy. I blink the memory away.

      Back in the living room and there are more replies to Polly’s status.

      
        
        Jean Burrard: OMG!!!!! Dead?

        

        Alison Smart: I heard it might be Sharon Tanner. She lives out that way. I’ve seen her walking along Green Road before. I am praying for her safety. Peace and love.

        

        Jean Burrard: I’ve seen her out there with Frank in his pushchair. There’s no pavement outside her house. I’ve been saying for years that it’s dangerous. I hope you’re wrong.

        

      

      The chills are back. When I saw Sharon in the car park yesterday, she was strapping a toddler into a child seat. I don’t know the kid’s name – but I assume this is the Frank they’re talking about. I didn’t know Sharon lived that far out of town – but then we’re not friends. Why would I know?

      I can’t stop looking at the word pushchair.

      She can’t have been out with her little boy in this weather. She just can’t have been. I saw her in the verge but there was no sign of a buggy.

      I close the tabs and put down the iPad. I’ve been holding my breath again and my chest burns. I’ve already left an adult for dead. It’s unforgivable… but a child as well…? It can’t be true. I would have seen the stroller on the side of the road… wouldn’t I?

      There’s a noise from the hallway and then Katie is in the doorway. Her hair’s wet and she’s wearing the glasses she only needs for reading. Since she got them about a year ago, it’s been impossible not to see my teenage self in her more than ever. I was stuck with an NHS special of thick, transparent rims when I was her age. Katie would never settle for something like that – kids today, and so on. Hers are thick and black – which gives her a bookish charm I only believed I had. Yes, it’s a cliché that glasses make people look smarter, but clichés are only there because there’s a truth somewhere.

      ‘Can I borrow the iPad?’ she asks.

      ‘Oh, um, I was using it…’

      Her gaze darts towards the abandoned device on the seat next to me.

      ‘For coursework,’ she adds. ‘You did buy it as a family thing…’

      She’s right, of course. When Bryan was still around, it was bought as a device for anyone to use. The cost was justified as something to help Katie with her revision when she was doing her GCSEs. Instead of that, she was keener on getting a laptop. Hard to blame her but that meant the iPad quickly ended up as a general device that I used more than anyone else. Strictly speaking, it’s still a family device.

      ‘What’s wrong with your laptop?’ I ask.

      ‘I’m typing on that. It’s easier to find things on the iPad without having to switch tabs.’

      It sounds close enough to truth that I’m prepared to go with it.

      ‘How are you concentrating on your coursework with Richard here?’

      Katie eyes me defiantly for a moment but doesn’t react. ‘He’s job-hunting, so he’s got his own thing to do,’ she says.

      I’ve already blinked with contemptuous surprise before I know what I’ve done.

      ‘The labouring with his uncle is too much,’ Katie adds. ‘It’s too cold at this time of year. His uncle’s pulling apart those flats above the post office but Richard wants something better.’

      It’s the thing I’ve been hinting at for months, although ‘hinting’ might be the wrong word. I’ve openly told Katie that her boyfriend should be doing something more than flitting between cash-in-hand work for his extended family.

      ‘Oh,’ I say – and it’s impossible to miss the barely there smirk on my daughter’s face. ‘Is he going to put back in for his exams?’ I add.

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      That’s a clear ‘no’ – and much more of what I would expect.

      There seems little else to say, so I pass her the iPad. She turns to leave but it’s only then that I remember what was almost the last thing Sharon said to me. It feels more pertinent now than it did yesterday.

      It’s not like Katie’s perfect.

      ‘Is there anything else going on?’ I ask.

      Katie half turns back, watching me over the top of her glasses. ‘Like what?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      Her eyes narrow a fraction. Suspicion is a natural teenage response, I guess. ‘Everything’s fine.’

      She takes a step towards the stairs and, when I don’t add anything, she pads her way back up, before there’s the sound of a closing bedroom door.

      Since Bryan left, the living room has felt nothing but empty. We picked out the leather furniture together back when we thought it would be forever. Everything in the room is something that we had a joint hand in choosing, whether it’s the neutral magnolia wallpaper with dark pinstripes (me) or the oversized TV unit that can hold up to two hundred DVDs (him). None of the items have moved but the room feels so desolate now. Katie spends almost all her time at home in her room – and any other moments in the kitchen or bathroom. This was an enclave for Bryan and myself – but now it’s only me.

      I can’t be in this room, not right now, so I move into the kitchen and turn on the radio. I’ve never quite been able to get myself into Radio Four, largely because that’s what Mum used to have on in the mornings. To listen to it would be a concession that I’m an old woman. Five Live is busy with a football commentary, so I change the station to the local BBC network. The presenter is waffling on to some caller about whether veganism is a threat to local farmers. It’s nonsense, of course, but it’s comforting to have some sort of voice in the background.

      I’m not sure what I spend the next half hour doing. I think I clean a bit, though it’s all a blur. I scrub and I scrub because it erases that image of Sharon in the gutter.

      Except it doesn’t.

      I only tune back in to where I am when the radio cuts to the news. There’s something about a local councillor who is under pressure to quit and then a story about a fire from a few days ago. When the presenter reaches the travel news, I find myself tensing once more. He says that Green Road has been closed by the police and likely won’t reopen until the morning. There’s a pause as he takes a breath – but then he moves on swiftly to a list of roadworks.

      I don’t know what to do.

      Children look up to adults and believe they know everything – but the truth is that adulthood is a lifelong bluff. Nobody knows what they’re doing. It’s all guesswork until the inevitable time when the truth of our uselessness is exposed.

      Deep down, I know I should hand myself in. It might not be too late. I could tell the police that I thought I hit a bin – which isn’t even a lie. I saw on Facebook that someone had been hit by a car and I want to make sure that it was nothing to do with me. I don’t have to say that I saw Sharon in the ditch. There’s a lot of truth in everything I could say – and an omission isn’t a specific lie.

      Except that people saw us arguing in the supermarket car park. None of those people were close enough to know what it was about but that wouldn’t matter. It could so easily go from being the accident it was to some sort of attempted murder. Or actual murder.

      Life in prison…

      Life.

      I fill the kettle and switch it on, then I find myself wondering if I can drink tea at a time like this. That leads onto a stream of thoughts as to what I can do now. Can I bring myself to eat? To sleep? To drive? Can I laugh at some nonsense on television? It feels as if so little matters any more. There’s Katie and then… I don’t know. Myself, I suppose.

      A couple of minutes must pass because the next thing I know is that the kettle plips off. I stare at it but can’t bring myself to make a drink.

      It’s when my phone pings with a message that I realise I’ve brought it into the kitchen with me. There’s a text waiting for me from a 07 number that isn’t stored in my phone. The only people who generally message me are parents enquiring – or booking – private tuition for their children, or Katie. It’s not as if I have a burgeoning social life.

      I assume it’s going to be from a parent who has got hold of my number and is looking to book my tutoring time. The next four or five months leading up to various exams are far busier for me than the first half of the school term. This is when parents start getting a sniff of how things might end up going and begin to panic.

      That’s not who the text is from.

      I read the message over and over, trying to make some sense of it. Wondering if there might be a meaning other than the obvious one.

      There isn’t. There’s only one meaning.

      
        
        Anon: I know what you did
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