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Book One

‘When the first baby laughed for the first time, the laugh broke into a thousand pieces and they all went skipping about, and that was the beginning of fairies.’

Sir James Barrie (Peter Pan)




1

It was Graham Greene who said that a story has no beginning or end. The author simply chooses a moment, an arbitrary point, and looks either forward or back. That moment is now - an October morning - when the clang of a metallic letter flap heralds the first post.

There is an envelope on the mat inside my front door. Inside is a small stiff rectangle of paper that says nothing and everything.


Dear Ali,  
I’m in trouble. I must see you. Please come to the reunion.  
Love, Cate



Sixteen words. Long enough to be a suicide note. Short enough to end an affair. I don’t know why Cate has written to me now. She hates me. She told me so the last time we spoke, eight years ago. The past. Given long enough I could tell you the month, the day and the hour but these details are unimportant.

All you need to know is the year - 1998. It should have been the summer we finished university; the summer we went back-packing across Europe; the summer I lost my virginity to Brian  Rusconi instead of to Cate’s father. Instead it was the summer she went away and the summer I left home - a summer not big enough for everything that happened.

Now she wants to see me again. Sometimes you know when a story begins . . .
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When the day comes that I am asked to recalibrate the calendar, I am going to lop a week off January and February and add them to October, which deserves to be forty days long, maybe more.

I love this time of year. The tourists have long gone and the kids are back at school. The TV schedules aren’t full of reruns and I can sleep under a duvet again. Mostly I love the sparkle in the air, without the pollen from the plane trees so that I can open my lungs and run freely.

I run every morning - three circuits of Victoria Park in Bethnal Green, each one of them more than a mile. Right now I’m just passing Durward Street in Whitechapel. Jack the Ripper territory. I once took a Ripper walking tour, a pub crawl with ghost stories. The victim I remember best was his last one, Mary Kelly, who died on the same date as my birthday, November the ninth.

People forget how small an area Jack roamed. Spitalfields, Shoreditch and Whitechapel cover less than a square mile, yet in 1888 more than a million people were crammed into the slums, without decent water and sewerage. It is still overcrowded and poor but that’s only compared with places like Hampstead or Chiswick or Holland Park. Poverty is a relative state in a rich country where the wealthiest are the first to cry poor.

It is seven years since I last ran competitively, on a September night in Birmingham, under lights. I wanted to get to the Sydney Olympics but only two of us were going to make it. Four-hundredths of a second separated first from fifth; half a metre, a heartbeat - a broken heart.

I don’t run to win any more. I run because I can and because I’m fast. Fast enough to blur at the edges. That’s why I’m here now, flirting with the ground while perspiration leaks between my breasts, plastering my T-shirt to my stomach.

When I run, my thoughts become clearer or at least more concentrated. I think about work and imagine that today someone will call and offer me my old job back.

A year ago I helped solve a kidnapping and find a missing girl. One of the kidnappers dropped me onto a wall, crushing my spine. After six operations and nine months of physiotherapy I am fit again, with more steel in my spine than England’s back four. Unfortunately, nobody seems to know what to do with me at the Metropolitan Police. They think I am a wonky wheel on the machine.

As I pass the playground, I notice a man sitting on a bench, reading a newspaper. There is no child on the climbing frame behind him and other benches are in sunshine. Why has he chosen the shade?

In his mid-thirties, dressed in a shirt and tie, he doesn’t raise his eyes as I pass. He’s studying a crossword. What sort of man does a crossword in a park at this hour of the morning? A man who can’t sleep. A man who waits.

Up until a year ago I used to watch people for a living. I guarded diplomats and visiting heads of state, ferrying their wives on shopping trips to Harrods and dropping their children at school. It is probably the most boring job in the Metropolitan Police but I was good at it. During five years with the Diplomatic Protection Group I didn’t fire a shot in anger or miss one of the wives’ hair appointments. I was like one of those soldiers who sit in the missile silos, praying the phone never rings.

On my second circuit of the park the man is still there. His suede jacket is lying across his lap. He has freckles and smooth  brown hair, cut symmetrically and parted to the left. A leather briefcase is tucked close to his side.

A gust of wind tears the newspaper from his fingers. Three steps and I reach it first. It wraps around my thigh.

For a moment he wants to retreat, as if he’s too close to the edge. His freckles make him look younger. His eyes don’t meet mine. Instead he bunches his shoulders shyly and says ‘Thank you’. The front page is still wrapped around my thigh. For a moment I’m tempted to have some fun. I could make a joke about feeling like tomorrow’s fish and chips.

The breeze feels cool on my neck. ‘Sorry, I’m rather sweaty.’

He touches his nose nervously, nods and touches his nose again.

‘Do you run every day?’ he asks suddenly.

‘I try to.’

‘How far?’

‘Four miles.’

It’s an American accent. He doesn’t know what else to say.

‘I have to keep going. I don’t want to cool down.’

‘OK. Sure. Have a nice day.’ It doesn’t sound so trite coming from an American.

On my third circuit of the park the bench is empty. I look for him along the street but there are no silhouettes. Normal service has been resumed.

Further along the street, just visible on the corner, a van is parked at the kerb. As I draw nearer, I notice a white plastic tent over missing paving stones. A metal cage is propped open around the hole. They’ve started work early.

I do this sort of thing - take note of people and vehicles. I look for things that are out of the ordinary: people in the wrong place, or the wrong clothes; cars parked illegally; the same face in different locations. I can’t change what I am.

Unlacing my trainers, I pull a key from beneath the insole and unlock my front door. My neighbour, Mr Mordecai, waves from his window. I once asked him his first name and he said it should be Yo’man.

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because that’s what my boys call me: “Yo man, can I have some money?” “Yo man, can I borrow the car?”’

His laugh sounded like nuts falling on a roof.

In the kitchen I pour myself a large glass of water and drink it greedily. Then I stretch my quads, balancing one leg on the back of a chair.

The mouse living under my fridge chooses that moment to appear. It is a very ambivalent mouse, scarcely bothering to lift its head to acknowledge me. And it doesn’t seem to mind that my youngest brother Hari keeps setting mousetraps. Perhaps it knows that I disarm them, taking off the cheese when Hari isn’t around.

The mouse finally looks up at me, as though about to complain about the lack of crumbs. Then it sniffs the air and scampers away.

Hari appears in the doorway, bare-chested and barefoot. Opening the fridge, he takes out a carton of orange juice and unscrews the plastic lid. He looks at me, considers his options, and gets a glass from the cupboard. Sometimes I think he is prettier than I am. He has longer lashes and thicker hair.

‘Are you going to the reunion tonight?’ I ask.

‘Nope.’

‘Why not?’

‘Don’t tell me you’re going! You said you wouldn’t be caught dead.’

‘I changed my mind.’

There is a voice from upstairs. ‘Hey, have you seen my knickers?’

Hari looks at me sheepishly.

‘I know I had a pair. They’re not on the floor.’

Hari whispers, ‘I thought you’d gone out.’

‘I went for a run. Who is she?’

‘An old friend.’

‘So you must know her name?’

‘Cheryl.’

‘Cheryl Taylor!’ (She’s a bottle blonde who works behind the bar at the White Horse.) ‘She’s older than I am.’

‘No, she’s not.’

‘What on earth do you see in her?’

‘What difference does that make?’

‘I’m interested.’

‘Well, she has assets.’

‘Assets?’

‘The best.’

‘You think so?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘What about Phoebe Griggs?’

‘Too small.’

‘Emma Shipley?’

‘Saggy.’

‘Mine?’

‘Very funny.’

Cheryl is coming down the stairs. I can hear her rummaging in the sitting room. ‘Found them,’ she shouts.

She arrives in the kitchen still adjusting the elastic beneath her skirt.

‘Oh, hello,’ she squeaks.

‘Cheryl, this is my sister, Alisha.’

‘Nice to see you again,’ she says, not meaning it.

The silence seems to stretch out. I might never talk again. Finally, I excuse myself and go upstairs for a shower. With any luck Cheryl will be gone by the time I come down.

Hari has been living with me for the past two months because it’s closer to university. He is supposed to be safeguarding my virtue and helping pay the mortgage but he’s four weeks behind in his rent and is using my spare room as a knocking shop.

My legs are tingling. I love the feeling of lactic acid leaking away. I look in the mirror and pull back my hair. Yellow flecks spark in my irises like goldfish in a pond. There are no wrinkles. Black don’t crack.

My ‘assets’ aren’t so bad. When I was running competitively I was always pleased they were on the small side and could be tightly bound in a sports bra. Now I wouldn’t mind being a size bigger so I could have a cleavage.

Hari yells up the stairs. ‘Hey, Sis, I’m taking twenty from your purse.’

‘Why?’

‘Because when I take it from strangers they get angry.’


Very droll. ‘You still owe me rent.’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘You said that yesterday.’ And the day before.


The front door closes. The house is quiet.

 



Downstairs, I pick up Cate’s note again, holding it lightly between my fingertips. Then I prop it on the table against the salt and pepper shakers, staring at it for a while.

Cate Elliot. Her name still makes me smile. One of the strange things about friendship is that time together isn’t cancelled out by time apart. One doesn’t erase the other or balance it on some invisible scale. You can spend a few hours with someone and they will change your life, or you can spend a lifetime with a person and remain unchanged.

We were born at the same hospital and raised in Bethnal Green in London’s East End, although we managed to more or less avoid each other for the first thirteen years. Fate brought us together, if you believe in such things.

We became inseparable. Almost telepathic. We were partners in crime, stealing beer from her father’s fridge, window shopping on the King’s Road, eating chips with vinegar on our way home from school, sneaking out to see bands at the Hammersmith Odeon and movie stars on the red carpet at Leicester Square.

In our gap year we went to France. I crashed a moped, got cautioned for having a fake ID and tried hash for the first time. Cate lost the key to our hostel during a midnight swim and we had to climb a trellis at two a.m.

There is no break-up worse than that of best friends. Broken love affairs are painful. Broken marriages are messy. Broken homes are sometimes an improvement. Our break-up was the worst.

Now, after eight years, she wants to see me. The thrill of  compliance spreads across my skin. Then comes a nagging, unshakeable dread. She’s in trouble.

My car keys are in the sitting room. As I pick them up I notice marks on the glass-topped coffee table. Looking closer, I can make out two neat buttock prints and what I imagine to be elbow smudges. I could kill my brother!




3

Someone has spilled a Bloody Mary mix on my shoes. I wouldn’t mind so much, but they’re not mine. I borrowed them, just like I borrowed this top, which is too big for me. At least my underwear is my own. ‘Never borrow money or underwear,’ my mother always says, in an addendum to her clean-underwear speech which involves graphic descriptions of road accidents and ambulance officers cutting off my tights. No wonder I have nightmares.

Cate isn’t here yet. I’ve been trying to watch the door and avoid talking to anyone.

There should be a law against school reunions. They should come with warning stickers on the invitations. There is never a right time for them. You’re either too young or too old or too fat.

This isn’t even a proper school reunion. Somebody burned down the science classrooms at Oaklands. A vandal with a can of petrol rather than a rogue Bunsen burner. Now they’re opening a brand new block, with a junior Minister of something-or-other doing the honours.

The new building is functional and sturdy, with none of the charm of the Victorian original. The cathedral ceilings and arched windows have been replaced by fibrous cement panels, strip lighting and aluminium frames.

The school hall has been decorated with streamers and balloons hang from the rafters. A school banner is draped across the front of the stage.

There is a queue for the mirror in the girls’ toilets. Lindsay Saunders leans past me over the sink and rubs lipstick from her teeth. Satisfied, she turns and appraises me.

‘Will you stop acting like a Punjabi princess and loosen up. Have fun.’

‘Is that what this is?’

I’m wearing Lindsay’s top, the bronze one with shoestring straps, which I don’t have the bust to carry off. A strap falls off my shoulder. I tug it up again.

‘I know you’re acting like you don’t care. You’re just nervous about Cate. Where is she?’

‘I don’t know.’

Lindsay reapplies her lipstick and adjusts her dress. She’s been looking forward to the reunion for weeks because of Rocco Manspiezer. She fancied him for six years at school but didn’t have the courage to tell him.

‘What makes you so sure you’ll get him this time?’

‘Well, I didn’t spend two hundred quid on this dress and squeeze into these bloody shoes to be ignored by him again.’

Unlike Lindsay, I have no desire to hang around with people I have spent twelve years avoiding. I don’t want to hear how much money they make or how big their house is or see photographs of their children who have names that sound like brands of shampoo.

That’s the thing about school reunions - people only come to measure their life against others and to see the failures. They want to know which of the beauty queens has put on seventy pounds and seen her husband run off with his secretary; and which teacher got caught taking photographs in the changing rooms.

‘Come on, aren’t you curious?’ Lindsay asks.

‘Of course I’m curious. I hate the fact I’m curious. I just wish I was invisible.’

‘Don’t be such a spoilsport.’ She rubs her finger across my  eyebrows. ‘Did you see Annabelle Trunzo? My God, that dress! And what about her hair?’

‘Rocco doesn’t even have any hair.’

‘Ah, but he’s still looking fit.’

‘Is he married?’

‘Hush your mouth.’

‘Well, I think you should at least find out before you shag him.’

She gives me a wicked grin. ‘I’ll ask afterwards.’

Lindsay acts like a real man-eater, but I know she’s not really so predatory. I tell myself that all the time, but I still wouldn’t let her date my brothers.

Back in the hall, the lights have been turned down and the music turned up. Spandau Ballet has been replaced by 1980s anthems. The women are wearing a mixture of cocktail dresses and saris. Others are pretending not to care, in leather jackets and designer jeans.

There were always tribes at Oaklands. The whites were a minority. Most of the students were Banglas (Bangladeshis) with a few Pakis and Indians thrown into the mix.

I was a ‘curry’, a ‘yindoo’, an ‘elephant trainer’. Brown Indian in case you’re wondering. As defining details go, nothing else came close at Oaklands - not my black hair, braces or skinny legs; not having glandular fever at seven, or being able to run like the wind. Everything else paled into insignificance alongside my skin colour and Sikh heritage.

It’s not true that all Sikhs are called Singh. And we don’t all carry curved blades strapped to our chests (although in the East End having this sort of rep isn’t such a bad thing).

Even now the Banglas are sticking together. People are sitting next to the same people they sat alongside at school. Despite everything that has happened in the intervening years, the core facets of our personalities are untouched. All our flaws and strengths are the same.

On the far side of the hall I see Cate arriving. She is pale and striking, with a short expensive haircut and cheap sexy shoes. Dressed in a long light khaki skirt and a silk blouse, she looks  elegant and, yes, pregnant. Her hands are smoothing her neat, compact bump. It’s more than a bump. A beach ball. She hasn’t long to go.

I don’t want her to see me staring. I turn away.

‘Alisha?’

‘Sure. Who else?’ I turn suddenly and put on a goofy smile.

Cate leans forward and kisses my cheek. I don’t close my eyes. Neither does she. We stare at each other. Surprised. She smells of childhood.

There are fine lines at the corners of her eyes. I wasn’t there to see them drawn. The small scar on her left temple, just beneath her hairline - I remember that one.

We’re the same age, twenty-nine, and the same shape, except for the bump. I have darker skin and hidden depths (like all brunettes) but I can categorically state that I will never look as good as Cate. She has learned - no, that makes it sound too practised - she was born with the ability to make men admire her. I don’t know the secret. A movement of the eye, a cock of the head, a tone of voice or a touch of the arm, creates a moment, an illusion that all men gay or straight, old or young buy in to.

People are watching her now. I doubt if she even realises.

‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine,’ I answer too quickly and start again. ‘I’m all right.’

‘Just all right?’

I try to laugh. ‘But look at you - you’re pregnant.’

‘Yes.’

‘When are you due?’

‘In four weeks.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘Thank you.’

The questions and answers are too abrupt and matter-of-fact. Conversation has never been this hard - not with Cate. She looks nervously over my shoulder, as if worried we might be overheard.

‘Didn’t you marry—?’

‘Felix Beaumont. He’s over there.’

I follow her eyes to a tall, heavy-set figure in casual trousers and a loose white shirt. Felix didn’t go to Oaklands and his real name is Buczkowski and not ‘Beaumont’. His father was a Polish shopkeeper who ran an electronics shop on Tottenham Court Road.

Now he’s deep in conversation with Annabelle Trunzo whose dress is a scrap of material held up by her chest. If she exhales it’s going to be bunched around her ankles.

‘You know what I used to hate most about nights like this?’ says Cate. ‘Having someone who looks immaculate telling me how she spent all day ferrying children to ballet or football or cricket. And then she asks the obvious question: “Do you have any kids?” And I say, “Nope, no children.” And she jokes, “Hey, why don’t you have one of mine?” God, that pisses me off.’

‘Well, it won’t happen any more.’

‘No.’

She takes a glass of wine from a passing tray. Again she glances around, looking distracted.

‘Why did we fall out? It must have been my fault.’

‘I’m sure you remember,’ I say.

‘It doesn’t matter any more. By the way, I want you to be a godparent.’

‘I’m not even a Christian.’

‘Oh, that doesn’t matter.’

Cate is avoiding whatever she really wants to talk about.

‘Tell me what’s wrong.’

She hesitates. ‘I’ve gone too far this time, Ali. I’ve risked everything. ’

Taking her arm, I steer her towards a quiet corner. People are starting to dance. The music is too loud. Cate puts her mouth close to my ear. ‘You have to help me. Promise me you’ll help me . . .’

‘Of course.’

She holds back a sob, seeming to bite down upon it. ‘They want to take my baby. They can’t. You have to stop them . . .’

A hand touches her shoulder and she jumps, startled.

‘Hello, gorgeous pregnant lady, who have we here?’

Cate backs away a step. ‘No one. It’s just an old friend.’ Something shifts inside her. She wants to escape.

Felix Beaumont has perfect teeth. My mother has a thing about dental work. It is the first thing she notices about people.

‘I remember you,’ he says. ‘You were behind me.’

‘At school?’

‘No, at the bar.’

He laughs and adopts an expression of amused curiosity.

Cate has backed further away. My eyes find hers. The faintest shake of her head tells me to let her go. I feel a rush of tenderness towards her. She motions with her empty glass. ‘I’m just going to get a refill.’

‘Go easy on that stuff, sweetheart. You’re not alone.’ Felix brushes her bump.

‘Last one.’

He watches her leave with a mixture of sadness and longing. Finally he turns back to me.

‘So is it Miss or Mrs?’

‘Pardon?’

‘Are you married?’

I hear myself say, ‘Ms’, which makes me sound like a lesbian. I change it to ‘Miss’ and then blurt, ‘I’m single,’ which appears desperate.

‘That explains it.’

‘What?’

‘Those with children have photographs. Those without have nicer clothes and fewer lines.’

Is that supposed to be a compliment?

The skin around his eyes crinkles into a smile. He moves like a bear, rocking from foot to foot.

I hold out my hand. ‘My name is Alisha Barba.’

He looks astonished. ‘Well, well, well, you really do exist. Cate has talked about you a lot, but I thought you might be one of those imaginary childhood friends.’

‘She talked about me?’

‘Absolutely. So what do you do, Alisha?’

‘I sit at home all day in my slippers, watching daytime soaps and old movies on Channel 4.’

He doesn’t understand.

‘I’m on medical leave from the Metropolitan Police.’

‘What happened?’

‘I broke my back. Someone dropped me across a wall.’

He flinches. My gaze drifts past him.

‘She’s coming back,’ he says, reading my mind. ‘She never leaves me talking to a pretty woman for too long.’

‘You must be thrilled - about the baby.’

The smooth hollow beneath his Adam’s apple rolls like a wave as he swallows. ‘It’s our miracle baby. We’ve been trying for so long.’

Someone has started a conga line on the dance floor, which snakes between the tables. Gopal Dhir grabs at my waist, pivoting my hips from side to side. Someone else pulls Felix into another part of the line and we’re moving apart.

Gopal yells into my ear. ‘Well, well, Alisha Barba. Are you still running?’

‘Only for fun.’

‘I always fancied you but you were far too quick for me.’ He yells to someone over his shoulder. ‘Hey, Rao! Look who it is - Alisha Barba. Didn’t I always say she was cute?’

Rao has no hope of hearing him over the music, but nods vigorously and kicks out his heels.

I drag myself away.

‘Why are you leaving?’

‘I refuse to do the conga without a person from Trinidad being present.’

Disappointed, he lets me go and rocks his head from side to side. Someone else tries to grab me but I spring away.

The crowd around the bar has thinned out. I can’t see Cate. People are sitting on the steps outside and spilling into the quadrangle. Across the playground I can see the famous oak tree, almost silver in the lights. Someone has put chicken wire around the trunk  to stop children climbing. One of the Banglas fell off and broke his arm during my last year - a kid called Paakhi, which is Bengali for bird. What’s in a name?

The new science block squats on the far side of the quadrangle. Deserted. Crossing the playground, I push open a door and enter a long corridor with classrooms to the left. Taking a few steps, I look inside. Chrome taps and curved spouts pick up faint light from the windows.

As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I see someone moving. A woman with her dress pushed up over her waist is arched over a bench with a man between her legs.

Backing away towards the door, I sense that someone else is watching. The smallest shift of my gaze finds him.

He whispers. ‘Like to watch, do you, yindoo?’

I catch my breath. A half-breath. Paul Donavon pushes his face close to mine. The years have thinned his hair and fleshed out his cheeks but he has the same eyes. It’s amazing how I can hate him with the same intensity after all this time.

Even in the half-light I notice the tattooed cross on his neck. He sniffs at my hair. ‘Where’s Cate?’

‘You leave her alone,’ I say too loudly.

There are curses from the darkness. Lindsay and partner pull apart. Rocco is dancing on one leg, trying to hoist his trousers. At the far end of the corridor a door opens and light washes from outside as Donavon disappears.

‘Jesus, Ali, you frightened the crap out of me,’ says Lindsay, tugging down her dress.

‘Sorry.’

‘Who else was here?’

‘Nobody. I’m really sorry. Just carry on.’

‘I think the moment’s gone.’

Rocco is already heading down the corridor.

‘Give my best to your wife,’ she calls after him.

I have to find Cate now. She should be told that Donavon is here. And I want her to explain what she meant. Who wants to take her baby?

I check the hall and the quadrangle. There is no sign of her. She might have left already. How strange it is to be conscious of losing her when I’ve only just met her again.

I walk to the school gates. Cars are parked on either side of the road. The pavement is dotted with people. I catch a glimpse of Cate and Felix on the far side. She is talking to someone. Donavon. She has her hand on his arm.

Cate looks up and waves. I’m closing the distance between us, but she signals me to wait. Donavon turns away. Felix and Cate step between parked cars.

From somewhere behind them I hear Donavon cry out. Then comes a tortured high-pitched screech of rubber against tarmac. The wheels of a car are locked and screaming. Heads turn as if released from a catch.

Felix vanishes beneath the wheels, which rise and fall over his head with scarcely a bump. At the same moment Cate bends over the bonnet and springs back again. She turns her head in midair and for a moment she seems to be looking at me before the windscreen snaps her skull in a different direction. She tumbles through the air in slow motion like a trapeze artist ready to be caught. But nobody waits with chalky hands.

The driver brakes and slews. Cate rolls forward, landing on her back with her arm outstretched and one leg twisted beneath her.

Like an explosion in reverse, people are sucked towards the detonation. They scramble from cars and burst from doorways. Donavon reacts quicker than most and reaches Cate first. I drop to my knees beside him.

In a moment of suspended stillness, the three of us are drawn together again. She is lying on the road. Blood seeps from her nose in a deep soft satin blackness. Spittle bubbles and froths between her slightly parted lips. She has the prettiest mouth.

I cradle her head in the crook of my arm. What happened to her shoe? She only has one of them. Suddenly, I’m fixated on a missing shoe, asking people around me. It’s important that I find it. Black, with a half-heel. Her skirt has ridden up. She’s wearing maternity knickers to cover her bump.

A young chap steps forward politely. ‘I’ve called 999.’

His girlfriend looks like she might be sick.

Donavon pulls down Cate’s skirt. ‘Don’t move her head. She has to be braced.’ He turns to the onlookers. ‘We need blankets and a doctor.’

‘Is she dead?’ someone asks.

‘Do you know her?’ asks another.

‘She’s pregnant!’ exclaims a third person.

Cate’s eyes are open. I can see myself reflected in them. A burly man with a grey ponytail leans over us. He has an Irish accent.

‘They just stepped out. I didn’t see them. I swear.’

Cate’s whole body goes rigid and her eyes widen. Even with blood in her mouth she tries to cry out and her head swings from side to side.

Donavon leaps to his feet and grabs the driver’s shirt. ‘You could have stopped, you bastard!’

‘I didn’t see them.’

‘LIAR!’ His voice is hoarse with hate. ‘You ran them down.’

The driver glances nervously around the crowd. ‘I don’t know what he’s talking about. It was an accident, I swear. He’s talking crazy—’

‘You saw them.’

‘Not until it was too late . . .’

He pushes Donavon away. Buttons rip and the driver’s shirt flaps open. The tattoo on his chest is of Christ on the cross.

People have piled out of the reunion to see what the commotion is about. Some of them are yelling and trying to clear the street. I can hear the sirens.

A paramedic pushes through the crowd. My fingers are slick and warm. I feel like I’m holding Cate’s head together. Two more crews arrive. The paramedics team up. I know the drill: no fire, no fuel leaks and no fallen power lines - they secure their own safety first.

I look for Felix. A dark shape is pinned beneath the rear axle of the car. Unmoving.

A paramedic crawls beneath the wheel arch. ‘This one’s gone,’ he yells.

Another slides his hands beneath mine, taking hold of Cate’s head. Two of them work on her.

‘Airways are blocked. Using the Guedels.’

He puts a plastic curved tube in her mouth and suctions out blood.

‘One seventy systolic over ninety. Right pupil dilated.’

‘She’s hypotensive.’

‘Put a collar on.’

Someone talks into a two-way. ‘We got serious head trauma and internal bleeding.’

‘She’s pregnant,’ I hear myself saying. I don’t know if they hear me.

‘BP is climbing. Low pulse.’

‘She’s bleeding into her skull.’

‘Let’s get her inside.’

‘She needs volume now.’

The spine board is placed beside her and Cate is logrolled onto her side and lifted onto a stretcher.

‘She’s pregnant,’ I say again.

The paramedic turns to me.

‘Do you know her?’

‘Yes.’

‘We got room for one. You can ride up front.’ He is pumping a rubber bag, forcing air into her lungs. ‘We need her name, DOB, address - is she allergic to any drugs?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘When is she due?’

‘In four weeks.’

The stretcher is in the ambulance. The paramedics climb inside. A medical technician hustles me into the passenger seat. The door shuts. We’re moving. Through the window I see the crowd staring at us. Where did they all come from? Donavon is sitting in the gutter, looking dazed. I want him to look at me. I want to say thank you.

The paramedics continue working on Cate. One of them talks into a two-way using words like ‘bradycardic’ and ‘intracranial pressure’. A heart monitor beeps out a broken message.

‘Is she going to be all right?’

Nobody answers.

‘What about the baby?’

A paramedic starts to unbutton her blouse. ‘I’m running two units.’

‘No, wait. I’ve lost her pulse.’

The monitor flatlines.

‘She’s asystolic!’

‘Starting compressions.’

He rips open the final buttons, exposing her bra and torso.

Both paramedics stop suddenly and raise their eyes to each other - a single look, no words, but it conveys everything. Strapped to Cate’s midriff is a large piece of upholstery foam, trimmed to fit over her stomach. The prosthetic is pulled away. She is ‘pregnant’ no more.

Pushing down hard on her chest, a paramedic counts the compressions by yelling the numbers. The heart monitor is competing with the siren.

‘No response.’

‘We might have to crack her open.’

‘One amp of adrenalin.’ He bites off the cap and stabs the contents into her neck.

The next few minutes pass in a blur of flashing lights and fractured conversations. I know they’re losing her. I guess I’ve known it all along. The dilated pupils, the bleeding inside her head - the classic signs of brain injury. Cate is broken in too many places to fix.

A thin green line on the monitor rises and falls and flattens again. They’re counting each inflation with the chest compressions. One squeeze to every five compressions.

‘Thommo.’

‘What?’

‘I’m stopping the chest compressions.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they’re making her brains come out of her head.’

Cate’s skull is broken behind her right ear.

‘Keep going.’

‘But—’

‘Just keep going.’

Half a minute passes. Hard as they try, Cate’s heart won’t respond.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Crack her chest.’

A wave of nausea washes into my mouth. I don’t remember the rest of the journey or arriving at the hospital. There are no crashing doors or white coats rushing down corridors. Instead, everything appears to slow down.

The building swallows Cate whole - less than whole, damaged.

Hospitals, I hate them. The smell, the pall of uncertainty, the whiteness. White walls, white sheets, white clothes. The only thing not white is the blood and the Afro-Caribbean nurses.

I’m still standing near the ambulance. The paramedics return and begin cleaning up.

‘Are you gonna be OK?’ one of them asks. The pillow of upholstery foam hangs from his fist. The dangling straps look like the legs of a strange sea creature.

He hands me a damp paper towel. ‘You might want to use this.’

I have blood on my hands; blood all over my jeans.

‘You missed a bit.’ He motions to my cheek. I wipe the wrong one.

‘Here, do you mind?’

He takes the towel and holds my chin in the palm of his hand, wiping my cheek. ‘There.’

‘Thank you.’

He wants to say something. ‘Is she a close friend?’

‘We went to school together.’

He nods. ‘Why would she - I mean - why did she fake a pregnancy? ’

I glance past him, unable to answer. It doesn’t serve any purpose  and makes even less sense. Cate needed to see me. She said they wanted to take her baby. What baby?

‘Is she - will she be OK?’

It’s his turn not to answer. The sadness in his eyes is rationed carefully because others will need it later.

A hose spits. Pink water swirls down the drain. The paramedic hands me the prosthetic and I feel something break inside me. Once I thought I had lost Cate for ever. Maybe this time I have.




4

Hospital waiting rooms are useless, helpless places, full of whispers and prayers. Nobody wants to look at me. Maybe it’s the blood on my clothes. I have tried to clean Lindsay’s top in the bathroom, scrubbing it under the tap with hand soap. I only managed to spread the stain around.

Doctors and nurses wander in and out, never able to relax. One patient on a trolley looks like a fly caught in a web of tubes and wires. The skin around his mouth is puckered and dry.

I have never really thought about death. Even when I was lying in hospital with pins holding my spine together, it didn’t occur to me. I have faced off suspects, pursued cars, charged through doorways and walked into abandoned buildings but have never thought that I might die. Maybe that’s one of the advantages of having little self-value.

A nurse has taken down details of Cate’s family. I don’t know about Felix. His mother might still be alive. Nobody can tell me anything except that Cate is in surgery. The nurses are relentlessly positive. The doctors are more circumspect. They have the truth to contend with - the reality of what they can and cannot fix.

In the midst of an ordinary evening, on a quiet street, a couple  are hit by a car. One is dead. The other has horrific injuries. What happened to Cate’s other shoe? What happened to her baby?

A policeman arrives to interview me. He is my age, wearing a uniform with everything polished and pressed. I feel self-conscious about my appearance.

He has a list of questions - what, where, when and why. I try to remember everything that happened. The car came out of nowhere. Donavon yelled.

‘So you think it was an accident?’

‘I don’t know.’

In my head I can hear Donavon accusing the driver of running them down. The policeman gives me a card. ‘If you remember anything more, give me a call.’

 



Through the swing doors I see Cate’s family arriving. Her father, her mother in a wheelchair, her older brother Jarrod.

Barnaby Elliot’s voice is raised. ‘What do you mean, there’s no baby? My daughter is pregnant.’

‘What are they saying, Barnaby?’ his wife asks, tugging at his sleeve.

‘They’re saying she wasn’t pregnant.’

‘Then it mustn’t be our Cate. They have the wrong person.’

The doctor interrupts. ‘If you’ll just wait here, I’ll send someone to talk to you.’

Mrs Elliot is growing hysterical. ‘Does that mean she lost the baby?’

‘She was never pregnant. She didn’t have a baby.’

Jarrod tries to intervene. ‘I’m sorry but there must be some mistake. Cate was due in four weeks.’

‘I want to see my daughter,’ demands Barnaby. ‘I want to see her right this minute.’

Jarrod is three years older than Cate. It is strange how little I can recall of him. He kept pigeons and wore braces until he was twenty. I think he went to university in Scotland and later got a job in the City.

In contrast, nothing about Cate is remote or diffuse or gone  small. I still remember when I first saw her. She was sitting on a bench outside the school gates at Oaklands wearing white socks, a short grey pleated skirt and Doc Martens. Heavy mascara bruised her eyes, which seemed impossibly large. And her teased hair had all the colours of the rainbow.

Although new to the school, within days Cate knew more kids and had more friends than I did. She was never still - always wrapping her arms around people, tapping her foot or bouncing a crossed leg upon her knee.

Her father was a property developer, she said: a two-word profession, which like a double-barrelled surname gave a man gravitas. ‘Train driver’ is also two words but my father’s job didn’t sound so impressive or have the same social cachet.

Barnaby Elliot wore dark suits, crisp white shirts and ties that were from one club or another. He stood twice for the Tories in Bethnal Green and each time managed to turn a safe Labour seat into an even safer one.

I suspect the only reason he sent Cate to Oaklands was to make him more electable. He liked to portray himself as a battler from ‘Struggle Street’, with dirt under his fingernails and machine oil in his veins.

In reality, I think the Elliots would have preferred their only daughter to attend a private school, Anglican and all-girls rather than Oaklands. Mrs Elliot, in particular, regarded it as a foreign country that she had no desire to visit.

Cate and I didn’t talk to each other for almost a year. She was the coolest, most desirable girl in the whole school, yet she had a casual, almost unwanted beauty. Girls would hang around her, chatting and laughing, seeking her approval, yet she didn’t seem to notice.

She talked like someone in a teen movie, smart-mouthed and sassy. I know teenagers are supposed to talk that way but I never met anyone who did, except for Cate. And she was the only person I knew who could distil her emotions into drops of pure love, anger, fear or happiness.

I came from the Isle of Dogs, further east, and went to Oaklands  because my parents wanted me educated ‘out of the area’. Sikhs were a minority, but so were the whites, who were the most feared. Some regarded themselves as the true East Enders, as if there was some royal cockney bloodline to be protected. The worst of them was Paul Donavon, a thug and a bully who fancied himself as a ladies’ man and as a footballer. His best mate, Liam Bradley, was almost as bad. A head taller, with a forehead that blazed with pimples, Bradley looked as if he scrubbed his face with a cheese grater instead of soap.

New kids had to be initiated. Boys copped it the worst, of course, but girls weren’t immune, particularly the pretty ones. Donavon and Bradley were seventeen and they were always going to find Cate. Even at fourteen she had ‘potential’, as the older boys would say, with full lips and a J-Lo bottom that looked good in anything tight. It was the sort of bottom that men’s eyes follow instinctively. Men and boys and grandfathers.

Donavon cornered her one day during fifth period. He was standing outside the headmaster’s office, awaiting punishment for some new misdemeanour. Cate was on a different errand - delivering a bundle of permission notes to the school secretary.

Donavon saw her arrive in the admin corridor. She had to walk right past him. He followed her onto the stairs.

‘You don’t want to get lost,’ he said, in a mocking tone, blocking her path. She stepped to one side. He mirrored her movements.

‘You got a sweet sweet arse. A peach. And beautiful skin. Let me see you walk up them stairs. Go on. I’ll just stand here and you go right on ahead. Maybe you could hitch your skirt up a little. Show me that sweet sweet peach.’

Cate tried to turn back but Donavon danced around her. He was always light on his feet. On the football field he played up front, ghosting past defenders, pulling them inside and out.

Big heavy fire doors with horizontal bars sealed off the stairwell. Sound echoed off the cold hard concrete but stayed inside. Cate couldn’t keep focused on his face without turning.

‘There’s a word for girls like you,’ he said. ‘Girls that wear skirts like that. Girls that shake their arses like peaches on the trees.’

Donavon put his arm around her shoulders and pressed his mouth against her ear. He pinned her arms above her head by the wrists, holding them in his fist. His other hand ran up her leg, under her skirt, pulling her knickers aside. Two fingers found their way inside her, scraping dry skin.

Cate didn’t come back to class. Mrs Pulanski sent me to look for her. I found her in the girls’ toilets. Mascara stained her cheeks with black tears and it seemed like her eyes were melting. She wouldn’t tell me what had happened at first. She took my hand and pressed it into her lap. Her dress was so short that my fingers brushed her thigh.

‘Are you hurt?’

Her shoulders shook.

‘Who hurt you?’

Her knees were squeezed together. Locked tight. I looked at her face. Slowly I parted her knees. A smear of blood stained the whiteness of her cotton knickers.

Something stretched inside me. It kept stretching until it was so thin it vibrated with my heart. My mother says I should never use the word ‘hate’. You should never hate anyone. I know she’s right but she lives in a sanitised Sikh-land.

The bell sounded for lunch time. Screams and laughter filled the playground, bouncing off the bare brick walls and pitted asphalt. Donavon was on the southern edge in the ‘quad’, in the shadow of the big oak tree that had been carved with so many initials it should rightly have been dead.

‘Well, what have we here,’ he said, as I marched towards him. ‘A little yindoo.’

‘Look at her face,’ said Bradley. ‘Looks like she’s gonna explode.’

‘Turkey thermometer just popped out her bum - she’s done.’

It drew a laugh and Donavon enjoyed his moment. To his credit he must have recognised some danger because he didn’t take his eyes off me. By then I had stopped a yard in front of him. My head reached halfway up his chest. I didn’t think of his size. I didn’t think of my size. I thought of Cate.

‘That’s the one who runs,’ said Bradley.

‘Well, run away, little yindoo, you’re smelling up the air.’

I still couldn’t get any words out. Disquiet grew in Donavon’s eyes. ‘Listen, you sick Sikh, get lost.’

I rediscovered my voice. ‘What did you do?’

‘I did nothing.’

A crowd had started to gather. Donavon could see them coming. He wasn’t so sure any more.

It didn’t feel like me who was standing in the playground, confronting Donavon. Instead I was looking down from the branches of the tree, watching him from above like a bird. A dark bird.

‘Fuck off, you crazy bitch.’

Donavon was fast but I was the runner. Later people said I flew. I crossed the final yard in the beat of a butterfly’s wing. My fingers found his eye sockets. he roared and tried to throw me off. I clung on in a death grip, attacking the soft tissue.

Snarling my hair in his fists, he wrenched my head backwards, trying to pull me away, but I wasn’t letting go. He pummelled my head with his fists, screaming, ‘Get her off! Get her off!’

Bradley had been watching, too shocked to react. He was never sure what to do unless Donavon told him. First he tried to put me in a headlock, forcing my face into the dampness of his armpit, which smelled of wet socks and cheap deodorant.

My legs were wrapped around Donavon’s waist. My fingers gouged his eyes. Bradley tried another tack. He grabbed one of my hands and uncurled my fingers, pulling my arm backwards. My grip broke. I raked my fingernails across Donavon’s face. Although he couldn’t see anything from his streaming eyes he lashed out, kicking me in the head. My mouth filled with blood.

Bradley had hold of my left arm, but my right was still free. In a family of boys you learn how to fight. When you’re the only girl you learn how to fight dirty.

Spinning to my feet, I swung my hand at Donavon’s face. My index finger and forefinger speared up his nose, hooking him like a fish. My fist closed. No matter what happened next Donavon would follow me. Bradley could break my arm, drag me backwards,  kick me through the goalposts and Donavon would come with me like a bull with a ring through his nose.

A moan was all I heard escape from his mouth. His arms and legs were jerking.

‘Don’t touch her. Don’t touch her,’ he sniffled. ‘Just let her go.’

Bradley loosened his grip on my left arm.

Donavon’s eyes were swollen and closing. His nasal passages were turned inside out by my fingers. I held him with his head tilted back and his lower jaw flapping open as he sucked air.

Miss Flower, the music teacher, was on playground duty that day. In truth she was having a cigarette in the staffroom when someone came hurtling up the stairs to get her.

Donavon blubbered on about being sorry. I didn’t say a word. It felt like none of this had happened to me. I still seemed to be watching from the branches of the tree.

Miss Flower was a fit, youthful, jolly-hockey-sticks type with a fondness for French cigarettes and the sports mistress. She took in the scene with very little fuss and realised that nobody could force me to let Donavon go. So she adopted a conciliatory approach full of comforting words and calming appeals. Donavon had gone quiet. The less he moved, the less it hurt.

I didn’t know Miss Flower well but I think she got me, you know. A skinny Indian girl with braces and glasses doesn’t take on the school bully without a good reason. She sat with me in the infirmary as I spat blood into a bowl. Two front teeth had been ripped out of the wire braces and were trapped in the twisted metal.

I had a towel around my neck and another across my lap. I don’t know where they took Donavon. Miss Flower held an ice pack to my mouth.

‘You want to tell me why?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, I don’t doubt he deserved it - but you will have to give a reason.’

I didn’t answer.

She sighed. ‘OK, well, it can wait. First you need a clean uniform. There might be one in lost property. Let’s clean up before your parents arrive.’

‘I want to go back to class,’ I lisped.

‘First you need to get those teeth fixed, dear.’

Finding an emergency dentist on the NHS normally meant promising your first-born to the Church but I had family connections. My Uncle Sandhu has a dental practice in Ealing. (He’s not really my uncle, but every older Asian who knew my family was referred to as uncle or aunt.) Uncle Sandhu had fitted my braces ‘at cost’. Bada was so pleased that he would make me smile for visitors, showing off my teeth.

Mama rang my sister-in-law Nazeem and the two of them caught a minicab to the school. Nazeem had the twins and was pregnant again. I was whisked off to Uncle Sandhu who dismantled my braces and took photographs of my teeth. I looked six years old again and had a lisp.

The next morning was fresh and bright and possessed of an innocence so pristine that it made a lie of the previous day. Cate didn’t come to school. She stayed away for two weeks until we broke up for the summer holidays. Miss Flower said she had pleurisy.

Sucking on my glued teeth, I went back to my classes. People treated me differently. Something had happened that day. The scales had fallen from my eyes; the earth had rotated the required number of times and I said goodbye to childhood.

Donavon was expelled from Oaklands. He joined the army, the Parachute Regiment, just in time for Bosnia. Other wars would turn up soon enough. Bradley left during the holidays and became an apprentice boilermaker. I still see him occasionally, pushing his kids on the swings on Bethnal Green.

Nobody ever mentioned what happened to Cate. Only I knew. I don’t think she even told her parents - certainly not her father. Digital penetration isn’t classified as rape because the law differentiates between a penis and a finger, or fist, or bottle. I don’t think it should, but that’s an argument for fancy defence lawyers.

People were nicer to me after my fight with Donavon. They acknowledged my existence. I was no longer just ‘the runner’; I had a name. One of my teeth took root again. The other turned yellow and Uncle Sandhu had to replace it with a false one.

During the holidays I had a phone call from Cate. I don’t know how she found my number.

‘I thought maybe you might like to catch a movie.’

‘You mean, you and me?’

‘We could see Pretty Woman. Unless you’ve already seen it. I’ve been three times but I could go again.’ She kept talking. I had never heard her sound nervous.

My mother wouldn’t let me see Pretty Woman. She said it was about a whore.

‘Julia Roberts is a hooker with a heart,’ I explained, which only got me into trouble. Apparently, it was OK for my mother to use the term ‘whore’ but I wasn’t allowed to say ‘hooker’. In the end we went to see Ghost with Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore.

Cate didn’t say anything about Donavon. She was still beautiful, still clear-skinned, still wearing a short skirt. Sitting in the darkness, our shoulders touched and her fingers found mine. She squeezed my hand. I squeezed hers.

And that was the start of it. Like Siamese twins, we were. Salt and pepper, Miss Flower called us but I preferred ‘milk and cookies’, which was Mr Nelson’s description. He was American and taught biology and protested when people said that it was the easiest of the science electives.

Through school and then university Cate and I were best friends. I loved her. Not in a sexual way, although I don’t think I understood the difference at fourteen.

Cate claimed she could predict the future. She would map out our paths, which included careers, boyfriends, weddings, husbands and children. She could even make herself miserable by imagining that our friendship would be over one day.

‘I have never had a friend like you and I never shall again. Never ever.’

I was embarrassed.

The other thing she said was this: ‘I am going to have lots of babies because they will love me and never leave me.’

I don’t know why she talked like this. She treated love and friendship like a small creature trapped in a blizzard, fighting for survival. Maybe she knew something then that I didn’t.
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Another morning. The sun is shining somewhere. I can see blue sky bunched between buildings and a construction crane etched in charcoal against the light. I cannot say how many days have passed since the accident - four or fourteen. Colours are the same - the air, the trees, the buildings - nothing has changed.

I have been to the hospital every day, avoiding the waiting room and Cate’s family. Instead I sit in the cafeteria or wander the corridors, trying to draw comfort from the technology and the smiles of the staff.

Cate is in a coma. Machines are helping her to breathe. According to the hospital bulletin she suffered a perforated lung, a broken back and multiple fractures to both her legs. The back of her skull was pulverised but two operations have stopped the bleeding.

Her neurosurgeon tells me the coma is a good thing. Her body has shut down and is trying to repair itself.

‘What about brain damage?’

He toys with his stethoscope and won’t look me in the eye. ‘The human brain is the most perfectly designed piece of equipment in the known universe,’ he explains. ‘Unfortunately, it is not designed to withstand a ton of metal at high speed.’

‘Which means?’

‘We classify severe head injury as a coma score of eight or less. Mrs Beaumont has a score of four. It is a very severe head injury.’

At eleven o’clock the ICU posts another bulletin. Cate’s condition hasn’t changed. I bump into Jarrod in the cafeteria and we drink coffee and talk about everyday incidental things: jobs and families, the price of eggs, the frailty of modern paper bags. The conversation is punctuated by long pauses as though silence has become part of the language.

‘The doctors say she was never pregnant,’ he says. ‘She didn’t  lose the baby. There was no miscarriage or termination. Mum and Dad are beside themselves. They don’t know what to think.’

‘She must have had a reason.’

‘Yeah, well, I can’t think of one.’ A trickle of air from the ceiling vents ruffles his hair.

‘Do you think Felix knew?’

‘I guess. How do you keep a secret like that from your husband?’ He glances at his watch. ‘Have you been to see her?’

‘No.’

‘Come on.’

Jarrod leads me upstairs to the intensive-care unit, along painfully white corridors that all look the same. Only two visitors per patient are allowed in the ICU. Masks must be worn and hands must be scrubbed with disinfectant.

Jarrod isn’t coming with me. ‘There’s someone already with her,’ he says, adding as an afterthought, ‘She won’t bite.’

My stomach drops. It’s too late to back out.

The curtains are open and daylight casts a square on the floor. Mrs Elliot in her wheelchair is trapped in the light like a hologram, her skin as pale and fine as white china.

Cate lies beside her, hostage to a tangle of tubing, plasma bags and stainless steel. Needles have been driven into her veins and her head is swathed in bandages. Monitors and machines blink and buzz, reducing her existence to a digital computer game.

I want her to wake now. I want her eyes to open and for her  to pluck away the breathing tube like a strand of hair caught in the corner of her mouth.

Wordlessly, Mrs Elliot points to a chair beside the bed. ‘The last time I watched my daughter sleeping she was eight years old. She had come down with pneumonia. I think she caught it at one of those public swimming pools. Every time she coughed it sounded like someone drowning on dry land.’

I reach across the marble sheets and take Cate’s fingers in mine. I can feel her mother’s eyes upon me. A cold scrutiny. She does not want me here.

I remember Mrs Elliot when she could still walk - a tall, thin woman who always offered Cate her cheek to kiss so as not to smudge her lipstick. She used to be an actress who did mainly TV commercials and was always impeccably made-up, as though perpetually ready for her close-up. Of course, that was before she suffered a stroke that paralysed her down her right side. Now one eyelid droops and no amount of make-up can hide the nerve damage around her mouth.

In a whisper, she asks, ‘Why would she lie about the baby?’

‘I don’t know. She was coming to see me. She said she had done something foolish and that someone wanted to take her baby.’

‘What baby? She was never pregnant. Never! Now they say her pelvis is so badly shattered that even if she survives she’ll never be able to carry a baby.’

Something shudders inside me. A déjà vu from another hospital and a different time, when my bones were being mended. A price is paid with every surgery.

Mrs Elliot clutches a cushion to her chest. ‘Why would she do this? Why would she lie to us?’

There is no warmth in her voice, only accusation. She feels betrayed. Embarrassed. What will she tell the neighbours? I feel like lashing out and defending Cate, who deserves more than this. Instead I close my eyes and listen to the wind washing over the rooftops and the electronic beeping of the machines.

How did she do it - maintain such a lie for weeks and months? It must have haunted her. A part of me is strangely envious. I  don’t think I’ve ever wanted something that much; not even Olympic medals. When I missed out on the team for the Sydney Games I cried on the edge of the track but they were tears of frustration rather than disappointment. The girl who took my place wanted it more.

I know that I shouldn’t compare Olympic selection with motherhood. Perhaps my opinions are clouded by the medical reality of a patched pelvis and a reinforced spine that can never withstand the trials of pregnancy and labour. Wanting children is a dangerous ambition for me.

Squeezing Cate’s hand, I hope she knows I’m here. For years I wanted her to call, to be friends again, to need me. And just when it finally happened, she’s been snatched away like a half-finished question. I have to find out what she wanted. I have to understand why.

 



Euston Traffic Garage is in Drummond Crescent, tucked between Euston Station and the British Library. The spire of St Aloysius’s church rises above it like a rocket on a launch pad.

The Collision Investigation Unit is an odd place, a mixture of high-tech gadgetry and old-fashioned garage, with hoists, grease traps and machine tools. This is where they do the vehicular equivalents of autopsies and the process is much the same. Bodies are opened, dismantled, weighed and measured.

The duty officer, a roly-poly sergeant in overalls, peers up from the twisted front end of a car. ‘Can I help you?’

I introduce myself, showing him my badge. ‘There was a traffic accident on Friday night on Old Bethnal Green Road. A couple were knocked down.’

‘Yeah, I looked at that one.’ He wipes his hands on a rag and tucks it back into his pocket.

‘One of them is a friend of mine.’

‘She still alive?’

‘Yes.’

‘Lucky.’

‘How far are you with the investigation?’

‘Finished. Just got to write it up.’

‘What do you think happened?’

‘Thought it was pretty obvious. Your friend and her husband tried to tackle a minicab.’ He doesn’t mean to sound callous. It’s just his way. ‘Maybe the driver could’ve put the brakes on a bit sooner. Sometimes you can be unlucky. Choose the wrong moment to check your mirrors and that fraction of a second comes off your reaction time. Might’ve made a difference. Might not. We’ll never know.’

‘So you’re not going to charge him?’

‘What with?’

‘Dangerous driving, negligence - there must be something.’

‘He was licensed, insured, registered and roadworthy - I got nothing on this guy.’

‘He was travelling too fast.’

‘He says they stepped out in front of him. He couldn’t stop.’

‘Did you examine the car?’

‘At the scene.’

‘Where is it now?’

He sighs. ‘Let me explain the facts of life to you, Detective Constable. You see that yard out there?’ He motions to an open roller door leading to a walled yard. ‘There are sixty-eight vehicles - every one of them involved in a serious accident. We have thirteen reports due for the coroner, two dozen submissions for criminal trials and I spend half my time in the witness box and the other half up to me elbows in motor oil and blood. There are no good traffic accidents but from my point of view the one on Friday night was better than most because it was simple - sad, but simple. They stepped out from between parked cars. The driver couldn’t stop in time. End of story.’

The genial curiosity on his face has vanished. ‘We checked the brakes. We checked his licence. We checked his driving record. We checked his blood alcohol. We took a statement at the scene and let the poor guy go home. Sometimes an accident is just an accident. If you have evidence to the contrary, hand it over. Otherwise, I’d appreciate if you let me get on with my job.’

There is a moment when we eyeball each other. He’s not so much angry as disappointed.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t meant to question your expertise.’

‘Yes, you did.’ His expression softens. ‘But that’s OK. I’m sorry about your friend.’

‘Would you mind if I took a look at the driver’s statement?’

He doesn’t see a problem with that. He leads me to an office and motions to a chair. A computer hums on the desk and box files line the shelves like cardboard bricks. The sergeant hands me a file and a video. For a moment he hovers near the door, unwilling to leave me alone.

The driver’s name was Earl Blake and his occupation is listed as stevedore. He was moonlighting as a minicab driver to make extra money, he said.

The video is time-coded down to the second and begins with wide-angle shots of the street, taken in the shaky camera style of a holiday video. Party-goers are milling outside the gates of Oaklands, some still holding drinks or draped with streamers.

Earl Blake is in the distance, talking to a policeman. He notices the camera and seems to turn away. It might mean nothing.

There are statements from a dozen witnesses. Most heard the screech of brakes and saw the impact. Further along the road, two cabbies were parked near the corner of Mansford Street. The minicab came past them slowly, as though searching for an address.

I look for any mention of Donavon. His name and address were taken down by investigators but there isn’t a statement.

‘Yeah, I remember him,’ says the sergeant. ‘He had a tattoo.’ He points to his neck, tracing a cross below his Adam’s apple. ‘He said he didn’t see a thing.’

‘He saw it happen.’

The sergeant raises an eyebrow. ‘That ain’t what he told me.’

I make a note of Donavon’s address on a scrap of paper.

‘You’re not trying to run a private investigation here, are you, Detective Constable?’

‘No, sir.’

‘If you have any important information regarding this accident, you are obliged to make it known to me.’

‘Yes, sir. I have no information. Mr Donavon tried to save my friend’s life. I just want to thank him. Good manners, you see. My mother bred them into me.’
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Earl Blake’s address is a small terrace off Pentonville Road at the neglected end of King’s Cross. There is nobody home. My legs have gone to sleep I’ve been sitting here for so long, staring out the windscreen, tapping a rhythm on the wheel.

A drug pusher leans against a low wall outside a pub on the corner, his face half-hidden under the brim of a baseball cap. Two teenage girls walk by and he says something, smiling. They toss back their hair and sashay a little faster.
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