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			Epigraph


			“Thus when I come to shape here at this table between my hands the story of my life and set it before you as a complete thing, I have to recall things gone far, gone deep, sunk into this life or that and become part of it; dreams, too, things surrounding me, and the inmates, those old half-articulate ghosts who keep up their hauntings by day and night… shadows of people one might have been; unborn selves.”


			—from Bernard in “The Waves” by Virginia Woolf


		




		

			REACHING OUT


		




		

			The Hypnotist


			Just before the trance Miranda puzzled to hear a confession from the haemorrhage-red lips of doctor Harditch… but what kind of confidante could a young nurse be to the hypnotist, when she was visiting only for her fear of spiders?


			‘If there’s one thing I can’t abide in this generation, it’s cheats,’ the lips continued to confide, distracting her from her thoughts.


			She kept watching those worm-like labia on which she’d grown so dependent.


			‘Now that “Andy”,’ Harditch continued. ‘What does he call himself – “Andy’s Repairs & Body Works”. The instant he claps eyes on my Rolls-Royce, I feel him suppressing that awful smirk of his, tripling my bill in his head before his dirty little fingers grope their way to opening the bonnet for an oil change. Sorry dear, I’ve broken your concentration again. Did I get – ’


			‘Carried away?’ she chuckled, awkwardly.


			“Dirty” had sounded so full of bile, not quite professional. She was mindful of the hypnosis under which she would very soon be entirely his again, to mould, as easily as was her mother’s pastry dough, rolled out on a board. Besides, she had paid six weeks of her hard-earned salary to ease the phobia of spiders which she considered embarrassing for a nurse to possess and now, now… there was something she couldn’t quite trust in that voice… a hint of something nearer to Cockney than Harley Street.


			The lips moved, she felt a shunt; a rearrangement of the furniture of her mind. It was too late to question. Numbness replaced thought.


			Miranda became aware of her fingers pressing out her choice on the Maxpax coffee vendor at Andy’s Body Works, while awaiting the repairs on her rusting MG Sprite. The trickling and spurting of liquids inside the drinks machine disturbed her. She couldn’t stop herself recalling the Middlesex Hospital’s device for referring trainee nurses to the intra-vascular system. Even as she walked now between the racks of exhaust pipes, sipping and trying to swallow the scolding coffee, the gleaming tubular mutations of metal took her back to that peculiar journey through tubes of clotted blood during the trance Harditch had so softly induced.


			She couldn’t help wondering whether she had come to the seedy little lock-up hidden beneath the arches through her own will or… the will of Harditch. For sure, it was the last place she would normally risk her car being repaired and certainly not where she’d dare to walk at night, even in male company.


			‘Found a leak on your slave, love. Fitted you an exchange,’ the mechanic said, distracting her from her thoughts.


			She sensed his eyes, lingering on her ankles, he no doubt already fantasising about the contours of her smooth calves folded around him.


			‘We don’t want to see you poor nurses stung for new parts do we – you did say you was a nurse, didn’t you? I’ll only charge you for an hour and the exchange, love. If it’s cash, one of them nice crisp fifties will do me,’ he added, his eyes now visibly climbing into her handbag.


			Miranda looked over his shoulder, distracted by the white Rolls raised on the ramps. She’d recognised the distinctive ‘Give Blood’ sticker on the window. Sure enough, the vehicle bore her hypnotist’s registration. But why would a Harley Street psychiatrist bring such a superb limousine to an under-bridge lock-up – especially when he had described Andy as an outright cheat? Again, she couldn’t dismiss the thought… had Harditch himself driven her to the works… while she was in trance?


			‘See you’ve a Silver Shadow, no less, to grace your ramps!’ she said.


			‘You see right, my darling – give a good service and they come back – don’t they?’ he said, impatient now for her fingers to unclip her purse.


			‘Does that one come back?’ she said, nodding at the owner’s Rolls.


			‘All the time! Yuppie from up Harley Street – ‘e comes all the way down here – just for me and my mate. Them yuppies don’t miss the loot – not like you poor nurses.’


			If he called her a “poor” nurse once more, she was going to take her car somewhere else. Still, she had a sneaking admiration for the crude honesty in his bragging about “bleeding” rich clients; particularly as she’d noticed yet another sign ‘All Systems Bled’ displayed in his oily habitat – and so suitably positioned right next to Harditch’s gleaming white Rolls.


			‘Have a sit in her if you like. Spread your feet!’ he said, making the best of his chance to impress.


			He pushed and stuffed her fifty pound note into a bulky leather wallet, accumulated grime lingering unashamedly beneath his short-cut fingernails.


			‘Just give the digits a scrub – nurse don’t want to see no dirty hands does she?’ he winked, as he scrubbed his hands in a metal sink surrounded by a tide mark of oil above the water level. ‘Give you a look at her intestines, after,’ he promised, nodding at the Rolls.


			Intestines… cool tissues slithering on vascular membrane… darkened tubes, pulsing… repairs and body works…


			For the first time she was afraid of knowledge which had otherwise become second nature to her over five years on the Endocrine ward and observation in theatre.


			‘I suppose that would be your lunch would it?’ she asked, nodding towards the sandwiches half-wrapped in foil between the tools on his workbench.


			‘That’s my grub, darling.’


			‘Then I suppose you’ll be wanting to put your intestines before hers,’ she said, forcing a smile as she looked at Harditch’s car.


			‘I said, you’re welcome to sit in her love! Enjoy the fantasy a bit before she goes back to our shrink tomorrow!’


			Instead, she turned the ignition, starting up the engine of her Sprite.


			Andy seemed to have done a marvellous job on her brakes, Miranda thought. After the grating noise on the old ones, these were noiseless, really smooth; in fact, so smooth you wouldn’t know he’d had to spend the best part of an hour dismantling and refitting as new. Safety gave her confidence as she swept the wheel into Harditch’s drive.


			It was then that the brake pedal flopped to the boards; the coupé smashing into the boot of the doctor’s other car, a vintage Riley.


			Harditch came running out of his house. It was her first view of the hypnotherapist stripped entirely of his professional veneer. He was cursing Andy, referring time-and-again to “That little shit!” and “The cheating little bastard!” then mumbling something – almost chanting… something like verse.


			He rolled up his sleeves and made all the movements, leverings and wrenchings which, to her, the perfect mechanic always made.


			Expletives abounded, leaving her in no doubt that for those few minutes as the doctor delved into the car boot, the man was – to all intents and purposes – a mechanic. But the oddest thing about Harditch was that his voice was no longer so smooth and honey-melting sweet.


			Trance, the next time it came, arrived like a brick.


			‘I want you, Miranda, to go again to Andy’s Repairs & Body Works,’ he instructed in a voice which, even in its softness, compelled.


			The evening had drawn into darkness by the time Miranda’s courtesy car scrunched to a standstill on the potholed track where Andy’s lock-up stood – or tried to stand. The unmade road ran alongside the Waterloo arches and the works seemed almost to cower under a middle arch; as if hiding not only from the tax-man but from daylight itself. It was a moonless night, almost pitch-black over that track, the dark relieved by a tube of artificial light which seemed to want to escape from the gap left by the workshop door. For a moment she stood utterly still and watched, mesmerised, almost losing her balance in preoccupation as her eyes followed a discarded crisp packet that was tumbling over itself and careering away from her in a brief eddy between the arches until it seemed to disappear over the craters and potholes.


			She put her hands in her coat pockets. If only she could have followed her own instinct, she thought, then she could have left the repair and collection of her own Sprite until the morning when at least she would not be alone. She looked up the unmade track. Her only comfort was the vague outline of what had to be her courtesy car. At least that was on hand if she needed it in this corner of London where nothing seemed to walk except scrawny sore-ridden mongrels after the shady fraternity of one-man motor mechanics had driven home in cars of untraceable origin.


			She sensed lips shaping, close behind her; so close that where part of her coat collar had crumpled she could swear she had felt a warm moist breath on her neck… carrying that disembodied voice she’d had to obey from the first of her sessions with the hypnotherapist.


			Miranda unfolded the velvet which had muffled any clinking of the surgical instruments she must have obtained from her hospital. She stared numbly at the gleaming forceps and scalpels, the array of probes, scissors and knives of descending sizes for incision.


			She took a glance at the mechanic then back to the instruments.


			Miranda still couldn’t remember the moment she must have taken the instruments from the hospital, nor exactly how she’d managed to catch Andy off his guard to administer three successive pricks of the syringe. A tingle ran up her spine as she wondered just what Harditch’s instructions might have been all the time that she had been in trance.


			Andy had quickly succumbed to the injection. It frightened Miranda to witness her own strength in tugging and jolting the mechanic’s flaccid shape until it flopped beneath one of the big metal plates of the electric ramp. She couldn’t be sure how much pressure those ramps would exert on their return but it was easy to see they had lifted Harditch’s Rolls effortlessly. The device could finish Andy like a grape press.


			She stood rigid, but shivered, caught on the one hand between the heap that was the mechanic and, on the other, urgent whispers which seemed to come from a mouth so close she thought she could feel its moist lips lapping at the lobes of her ears, brushing softly against her cheek and down her neck. But beneath the cold glare of fluorescent light there was no face she could see in the workshop – except Andy’s. A weak imbecilic smile was locked into his jaws, his eyes glazed as those in the dead lungfish she’d dissected for her Baccalaureate.


			She fought against the compulsion that seemed to have been placed in her. She pulled her outstretched finger back from the red ON button which operated the ramps. She was still able to bring her trembling hand to pull Andy’s boiler suit back over his exposed buttocks. Nearby a syringe remained abandoned on the oil-stained concrete, beside a car-tune tester. She rolled Andy’s body face upwards in an attempt to restore to him his dignity.


			Yes, he was a bit like a child. No mother or father had ever brought “shame” into his vocabulary. If he’d cheated Harditch then maybe amongst some cheats there could be honour. The artificial light, she noticed, had caught a moment of life in his eyes. They seemed to be pleading. She wanted now to cup the mechanic’s head in her arms, gently remove the cotton ball lodged like an apple in a pig’s snout, give him back the tongue she realised she must have removed.


			She felt sick. She had fallen into doctor Harditch’s hands to overcome a phobia of spiders – now he was that spider. Silently, invisibly he had crept over her; a Black Widow, poison shed, swathing


			her in his velvet voice. Miranda looked around Andy’s squalid works. On the oil-stained stone floor she noticed his wallet and the fifty pound note she’d given him gaping from it after she’d found the strength to hump him across the floor and into the position… that Harditch must have required her to leave Andy.


			Her thoughts were interrupted. She heard the sliding door to the lock-up beginning to grate closed on its unoiled roller-track. Whoever had arrived could not have done so by car. No wheels had told over the stone track and, come to think of it, there hadn’t even been any sound of feet – unless feet could glide over ground.


			In the dark outside the door she could just make out the form of a white scarf flapping slightly… almost as if it floated in the air at neck height. As he walked in, a grin waxed into his face, a man’s almost polished head reflected the artificial light. His shoes were immaculate; the palest grey, patterned, quite dandy – more like those of a door-to-door salesman than a psychiatrist.


			Miranda waited, caught with Andy’s body lying beside her shoes. She side-stepped towards the oil-stained boiler suit that still clothed the mechanic. She wanted to protect the body from a further indignity which, she sensed, might all too soon be wrought upon it.


			Harditch approached her, easily… so easily he seemed, like his scarf… to glide. His grin was unwavering, his eyes so cold, impersonal.


			‘Well, didn’t I tell you?’ he began. ‘I can’t abide – I can’t live among cheats. Your Andy now… well, I suppose we’re all a little duplicitous. It’s such a pity you will learn this, my dear, so young. In my day…my day…day…ay…’


			His voice seemed to evaporate. She could only stare at those strange deep-ruby lips to which she’d become so accustomed… He’s never had his own day… never been a psychiatrist… at least, not in this life, she thought.


			She could only watch his hand. Still hazy though it appeared, she was sure it was rising to the switch above the ramps. For a precarious moment, Harditch’s lips… yes, surely Harditch’s… they seemed to move… the voice muffled as if from the other side of an acoustic booth. He seemed again to be talking to her as if she was his confidante, his truest friend.


			‘Was a bit more dignified in my day of course – coaches, carriages for the rich I used to work on. Then, I was a little like your Andy here – yes Miranda a mechanic!’


			He could afford to “yes Miranda” her now; sound a little patronising, she thought. Yet those pale watery eyes betrayed a bitterness born not just of years but, it seemed, centuries…


			‘They worked us hard in those days,’ the lips seemed to be shaping to tell her. ‘Made almost nowt to take home.’


			The voice now possessed an undisguised Cockney twang to it; no trace of Harley Street any more to lend it that pretence of class which Harditch had once worn so proudly.


			‘Beggarly meal it was. Twice a day, if you was lucky. And a rent-free room near the stable end of the coach ‘ouse. Then there was… there was… the accident, the terrible accident.’


			But Harditch’s “terrible” sounded sham. He seemed to be leering now, a smile waxing into his face as he glanced down at Andy’s body as though he saw the mechanic not as a tongueless man, his boiler suit pooled with blood and who might still recover from the solutions he’d mixed for the syringe, but only as so much offal to be tossed aside


			‘If my mate ‘ad cared as much as I did about coaches, given an honest day’s work, sweated like me, that cartwheel wouldn’t have buckled when the whole carriage come on top of me – would it now !’


			Cartwheel… Miranda shivered, the stable end of the coach ‘ouse… They were nearer to the nineteenth century than the twenty-first. The shiver was replaced by a sense of fever, but then fear did strange things to you, even if a nurse like her had seen everything from the dorsal end of a frog to the stomach end of a car accident opened up.


			Through the blur left by trance Miranda could still make out that Harditch seemed to be taking a measured look at the ramps.


			‘Yeah that wheel come on top of me all right, squeezin’ the blood out of every one of my veins,’ Harditch continued, ‘until my mate…he mopped me away.’


			Harditch had always been cheaper than other psychiatrists she could have chosen. Miranda cursed that she had always taken the easier quicker route; deceiving herself that two spelling errors in his newspaper advertisement and other inconsistencies for a professional therapist could be ignored; the occasional grime she’d tried not to notice beneath his fingernails; the stains that sometimes glared at a patient from those cuffs beneath his fine blazers; the absence of a bronze plate or certificates; the extreme, yes, almost sub-human softness of that voice; even the way he seemed to… to glide as he walked around his surgery.


			She looked at the corrugated metal door that he’d slid closed behind him. Only that stood between she, him and freedom. Beyond the door, she prayed there might be an office worker on her way home from the City, a housewife, a railway engineer, just a tramp who couldn’t cope – anything on two legs, any witness…


			But her instinct told her now, she was never going to find out what it was that this man had fully instructed her to do to Andy – not now that her giddiness was increasing and she felt as if her whole body was floating in Harditch’s liquid voice…


			She realised she was now lying next to the ruin that was Andy. Like him, she was able only to face upwards but unlike Andy she was still able to contemplate the powerful metal ramps that appeared directly above.


			Don’t feel guilty, not over ’ im…


			Miranda started, thinking she’d heard Harditch exhorting her, the charade of his obsequious Harley Street charm now exposed by the unmistakeable lilt of the East End…


			He was a cheat! A cheat! The charlatan seemed to shrill… Folks like you get all guilty! Me, I’ve got no use for no guilt any more, and soon… 


			Harditch seemed hardly more than a blur now but his presence was unmistakable. Miranda could picture his grin, one born of long-awaited revenge against Andy the mechanic and now complete satisfaction, broadening until it became an unrestrained smile…


			Nor will YOU have no use for guilt, my lovely!


			As she heard the ramps clunk-start in response to the button, Miranda looked at the thick heavy-duty cable. She tried to control her bladder and wept at the prospect of the weight and force as they slowly and inexorably hummed their way down to her.


			She’d fought like no other could have fought against the vice in which Harditch’s hypnosis had held her yet it just was not possible to move any further than to pull the lapels of her coat tightly to her chin, the effort making her hands tremble. Her instinct told her the move was no more than a gesture, a futile and now belated attempt at delusion.


			In seconds there would be no recognisable difference between the remains of her body and those of Andy’s – then, indeed, there would be no more guilt over what she had been obliged to do with her medical knowledge at the behest of a man who hadn’t been able to let revenge heal across the years.


			The ramp was approaching. It was perhaps nine inches from her face now. With all her willpower she couldn’t, no she couldn’t reverse Harditch’s will. She turned her head sideways and gulped one last long breath in a vain attempt to flatten herself away from the cold metal. There was no need.


			With greater clarity than she had ever known there returned to her


			that feeling of exposure, nakedness before the hypnotist’s presence; her body squeezing again into an endless labyrinth of tubes which pulsed in hues of red and, this time, as she gulped breathless on the still-warm clots, the back of her tongue assured her – the taste was blood.


			Miranda’s eyelids wavered. If she could have cried out in those last moments, she might have reached out to someone beyond that corrugated garage door beneath the arches, someone who might have seen the man who Harley Street had known only as ‘Doctor Harditch’, seen him glide away…


		




		

			Haunted by Amy


			1


			Nauseous, Matthew let go of the scissors in his pocket. He’d realised how easy it would be to find himself using them, the moment he looked on the face of the girl who let Philip, the simpleton who had placed every ounce of his trust in him, burn to his death on a live rail. For that’s who she was, flicking her head away, her fine hair draping now on the shoulders of her coat. His teenage student, Amy Carter, slowly back-stepping into a recess from the platform, between the station buildings. She must have seen him, decided that by not openly running, she could make herself scarce enough to pass unnoticed.


			He stared at her black coat. Black was “the thing” she’d once told him. He noticed her hem well above the backs of her knees where she always felt it did her legs “justice”, as she’d put it. And for a moment so much was true; for the curve of her calves and the line of her ankles tapering into her shoes distracted him. He wanted to believe that he, Amy’s middle-aged teacher, had not just taught her about the metaphysical poets in classroom 12d but that she was the young woman who, despite all wisdom or logic, he’d grown to love. Even now, despite all the warnings that returned to him from his tormentors in 12d, it could still just be that Amy had back-stepped into the recess only because she was tense and rigid with the cold sweeping up the empty platform. She stood now behind trolleys stacked with luggage, trying to shield herself from the gusts. Yes, that was it; she wasn’t avoiding him, just the wind and the rain.


			‘I know it’s you – from the rattle of those tablets. Don’t creep, Matthew!’ The closeness of the voice took him by surprise.


			He felt ashamed that her tone carried a weariness of him, was almost indulgent. He moved his hand inside his pocket to edge his handkerchief against the medicine bottle there and so muffle the embarrassing rattle of Diazepam tablets. But still it rattled, as did his nerves. At least his hand was no longer gripping what the voices of Jake Blacksmith and Darren Bassindale of the notorious classroom 12d had seemed to be nagging him to use on Amy, for he was no longer gripping tight to the scissors.


			He pulled his hand from his pocket. He couldn’t begin to touch those scissors again – any more, it seemed, than the girl who stood next to him could begin to run from him. She didn’t need to run, he reasoned. And surely, Amy couldn’t have had it in her to push a simpleton on to a live rail. So far, at least, the truth had to be as simple as that: Amy Carter hadn’t tried to run because she had nothing to fear from him – except, he sensed, from a fear of being his.


			Yet now he was standing cramped beside her in the recess, feeling foolish, conscious he and she were standing as rigid as queen’s sentries in their boxes, looking out across platforms at nothing, guarding only themselves from each other, neither able to turn and acknowledge the other. Words, once whispered over a pillow in a warm, shared bed, seemed to return where now neither he nor she could share even the cold. Their promises, their dreams, pulled like stitches.


			He could smell her perfume, “Charlie” she’d called it, and from the corner of his eye he could see her face beneath the station lights. Amy was looking up the track, rigid, determined not to fully acknowledge him. She needed only her train… to come and take her off the platform; a platform which now she had no choice but to share, alone, with the man who’d been her college teacher, the man who’d owned the flat across Blackheath where she’d lain through the night giving herself… 


			Her arms, he noticed, stayed folded beneath her bosom. She was hugging herself from the chill, only her silence to protect her. He loathed himself for wrecking perhaps the only moment which could have been used to build a bridge. Yet his tablet had done nothing to stop the doubting; the ugliness that was welling again.


			‘I’ve been the mug all along! Teacher, lover and mug,’ he had to speak to her profile. ‘I should have gone to the police after I’d read all the self-harm reports on you – the yellow carbon your father didn’t want me to see after the damage he must have known you’d done to Philip. You can’t walk away from that,’ he said.


			She moved by degrees out of the recess and closer to the edge of the platform. He waited, watching her as she looked up the track where it narrowed into the distance.


			Her back stayed turned on him, a wall which yet seemed to shiver inside. Yet when she did turn, there were no wild yellow eyes of recrimination to command his own, no supple tiger, poised unseen for its nightly hunt… only the short awkward breaths of a teenager, young enough to be his daughter, a girl wholly out of her depth with him or his regimen of Diazepam tablets, unable to cope with him any more.


			‘Are we “detective superintendent Matthew” now we’re no longer employed as “Matthew the history teacher”? Or perhaps you just like stalking girls on empty train platforms?’


			Amy jerked the strap of her bag over her shoulder. She seemed wary of him… like a girl afraid of being imminently mugged for the contents of her bag. He felt cheap. She was stiff, looking up the railway track again. He could feel her willing – for the tiniest dot of her train to appear on the horizon.


			‘The only person who wants to hurt you, Matthew, is yourself and those pills you take because the world seems so full of all your ‘enemies’!’ I know that back-street inner London students are not your forte but where do all the ‘enemies’ come from?’ she said, still refusing to turn.


			He wanted to put an arm around her, tell her she did have a possession – himself – and she was safe with him. But he sensed she was right. His accusations about her and her father’s indifference to the simpleton’s electrocution on the live rail shamed him.


			A larger can rolled back and forth where the wind blew it between the legs of a bench seat. A Jack Russell barked at it before circling round the base of a platform pillar and proceeding to cock its leg while taking a fleeting look at him and Amy as if it recognised them as two of life’s wasters.


			‘So nought out of ten for your detective work!” she called back into another gust of wind. She was walking, he noticed, along the edge again, close to the single yellow line, hugging herself beneath her breasts, back rigid with the cold, she still straining to see if there was any sign of her train from some distant spot down the track.


			Matthew watched her hair toss and billow out on her shoulders. A Topic bar wrapper somersaulted down the platform and across her shoes until it toppled down between the lines, carrying it seemed as her life had carried her… into places, with people, where she didn’t belong. He wondered who would care for the girl on the platform if he didn’t… if he couldn’t… 


			‘My car’s – ’ he checked himself. He’d been about to say: ‘If you can trust a burgeoning paranoid schizophrenic, I can still drive you home’.


			But he couldn’t speak, not while his eyes settled on the glassy tubular object which the platform lamp had picked out. It looked like a tube of glass jutting at an angle from the corner of her shoulder bag. It was best, he thought, if he sidled up to her until he was in reach and then eased the stem of the bottle upwards, being quick to read the label. It was cherry brandy – De Kuypers, the same that had been reported to have been found in large quantity in the body of Philip Sidderton at the time he took the voltage on the live one.


			‘Hey! Who give you the right to go in my bag!’ she shouted, snatching the bag back and holding it tight to her hip.


			She eased the strap of her bag over her shoulder, there being nothing else to hide from him. He watched her as she folded her arms beneath her bosom again and stood, back erect, as if now was the moment when she needed to be a foot higher than her parents had made her.


			Matthew waited and then, still holding the bottle firmly, confronted her with it, making sure she could see the label.


			‘The papers reported that Philip had got the liqueur off a street sleeper. The sleeper had apparently lifted it from some seedy little general store near New Cross Broadway. That’s right Amy!’ he said. ‘Turn away – again! You don’t want to look at the label do you! It reminds you too much of who helped a simpleton drink the stuff – a whole bottle before his last walk down to an empty railway line!’


			‘Listen to it! “The whole truth and nothing but the truth” is it? Now we can’t be employed as teacher Matthew, we’re magistrate Matthew are we? Judge and jury! Is that it!’


			‘Look at it!’ he insisted, curving his arm around her, forcing her to see the De Kuypers label. ‘The same that would have put Philip Sidderton into a bigger maze than his mind must already have been in after you’d led him to the tunnel!’ he said.


			‘That’s a lie!’


			He hadn’t been ready for the slap. He was confused, had no answers. A slap didn’t seem logical and he needed logic when all he’d got was a stinging and throbbing across his cheek. But he had a moment now to study her face, see if her indignation and her hurt were genuine.


			‘And that’s my bottle! It’s for my Mum!’ she scowled. ‘I always have to buy her one of them De – Kuypers things – an errand every Tuesday after tenpin at Lewisham bowl.’


			She’d surprised him again, for the bottle slipped out of his hand as she pulled it from him and returned it to her shoulder bag. He watched her bending into the bag, fussing to find a position for it that satisfied her, before squeezing her elbow into her side, making of it a vice that would hold the bag’s contents firmly to her this time.


			‘You can’t look at me,’ he said to her. ‘Can you Amy! Then try looking at the other end of the track. You won’t, will you? You can’t, because it’s not far enough away from that tunnel – is it? The same tunnel that must have taken the echo of his cry when the line put more than 750 volts through Philip Sidderton, until his body took its last convulsion on the line.


			He intercepted her hand in mid-air and clung on to it before it slapped his face a second time.


			‘No Amy! I can understand what’s twisted your life up but I’m not going to have theatre! Not from you. Not from a teenage murderess.’


			‘Stop it! Matthew! Stop it!’ she screeched, panicked as he clumsily urged her off the platform towards the tunnel where Philip had been found. ‘And stop these!’ she said, rummaging in his pocket to remove his bottle of Diazepam and stamp on it with her foot. Concrete eventually gave to the grass and bracken of the bank. Matthew led her up the line closer to the tunnel.


			Her eyes… he couldn’t tell whether they warned of danger or signalled her fear. She was still, after all, a girl in high heels, sheer tights and a smart black coat, the whole incongruous against the dirty cable boxes, the graffiti-daubed maintenance hut and windblown litter behind her… but those eyes… 


			‘I want to see you stand! He tried to explain to her. ‘To stand near where Philip took hundreds of volts of current for up to a minute – God knows, maybe two minutes or more!’ Matthew said holding her fast again.


			‘Off!’ she shrieked, jerking her hand free, having waited for the moment when he’d relaxed his grip. He’d been glancing down the line at the bouquets of flowers which still marked the scene where Philip had been electrocuted. He turned back to her. She seemed afraid to stay, afraid to run, standing back from him, trembling in what seemed genuine indignation.


			She was right. He had become what Fairfax and Alexander, two psychiatrists, had skirted round, calling “only a tendency” – while half acknowledging that he might be clinically paranoid.


			‘I can’t go down there – not with heels,’ she said, a first hint of concession in her tone. Matthew took it that she might be amenable if she swapped to her flat shoes.


			He watched her bending over her bag and rummaging again, busying herself to the point of panic. She’d pulled out the pair of espadrilles she must have worn before leaving her evening at the bowling alley. The gust along the bank muffled her complaints as she bent, her hands trembling now as she busied herself fastening her laces. He wondered now, how he could have openly called the girl a murderess.


			‘You can follow me! I’ll show you this time – what kind of nut you are! You’ll see me stand; you’ll see me stand right where Philip had his – accident. I’ve nothing to hide, not from nobody!’


			Her plaited fibre soles slipped on the damp grass of the embankment as she began sliding on her bottom, her coat stuck with grass, seeds and spores, crumpling, making her whole demonstration a folly. Her arm sprang out to clutch on to the turn-ups of his trousers and then, he went with her, sliding down, the two bound, his own weight carrying her with its momentum, both tumbling backwards, rolling towards a bruising encounter with sleepers, pebbles and rail.


			Matthew flinched back from the line, jerking Amy clear with him. As he stared over her at the line, his heart still raced at what he could see – the live rail. It hadn’t been that one which had ended their fall… it hadn’t been the live one he felt like reciting, until the full meaning of the words sank in to him.


			Amy, he realised, had disentangled herself. It seemed as if she’d been embarrassed to be caught looking at him. She was pulling her skirt back over her thighs, picking out the crumples in her coat and standing, ready to show that she could walk, with a clear conscience, up the line, towards the bouquets and wreaths which lay on the bank before the opening to the old tunnel.


			‘Are you coming or not!’ she challenged.


			He looked up at her, cursing his greater age and weight for making him less agile.


			‘You can watch me – stand, next to where I found your Philip! And holding this!’ she said, defiantly, advertising the bottle of De Kuypers to him as if it had been his own dirty linen.


			‘Philip’s – his accident – was, it was his own. What you’re suspicious mind invents about me is evil – evil! Come on! Watch me! Watch me stand there, Matthew! I’ve nothing to feel guilty about – like you want me to feel guilty! Come on! What are you waiting for?’


			He got himself back on his feet and brushed his trousers to give his hands something to do, all the time wondering whether he or his tablets had, after all, made a disgrace of him.


			‘Come on then, sir! Watch me! Accuse me then of being the boy’s – ’ she’d stopped short of “murderess”, and now she’d turned her back and begun to pick her way over the shingle between the lines so that she could be on the side where the bouquets had been set out a bit further down on the opposite bank of the cutting.


			The thing they’d both forgotten, the only thing she’d come to the station for – the Blackheath to New Cross train – it was minutes late but, Matthew noticed, coming… and making ground – fast… 


			‘Come on! Watch me!’ she challenged against another gust of wind.


			‘Amy! Amy, the train! It’s coming! Ameeee!” he shouted, the wind carrying her name.


			‘Watch me!’ she shouted again, turning to see if he was following and then doing precisely what he’d most feared. She’d twisted her ankle, fallen between two tracks trying – if only to salve her dignity – to stand on the sprain. She reminded him of a fully grown mosquito, damaged and trying, in pulses, to raise itself before the next blow came to finish it but, for all her bravado, Amy Carter wasn’t going to get up this time.


			There’d been no sounding of the train’s klaxon. Whatever else the driver had been doing, he hadn’t seen the figure in a black coat prone between the lines.


			Matthew shuddered. If he couldn’t pull her clear – within seconds – the girl who’d once slept beside him and who, after all, had tried to hold out hope for him when all the voices from his students said he was ‘mental’, could end, eviscerated between two bland stretches of steel.


			He ran along the track, losing the rhythm of his stride to tumble forward. He corrected himself to avoid an outright fall on his face. Matthew was afraid to look up again at the yellow face heading for him. But this yellow had been sprayed on metal to form a face which had a bright main lamp for its mouth, a number for a nose, two windows for eyes, a trunk of piping hanging beneath each eye like tears and, beneath those, shunting discs for death rattling towards him, rattling louder now, vibrating beneath his feet… 


			‘Tiger’ Amy’s fakin’ teacher!’ Class 12d seemed to remind. ‘Wise up! When it’s too late for you, she’ll get up, turn and push. Just like she pushed your Simple Simon on that there track.’


			Amy was huddled in her short coat, rigid, as Matthew tried to get his hands under her armpits. He strained to heave her up, conscious only that she was still clutching her shoulder bag into her bosom as though it, at least, might be her friend to the end. And then he remembered. There was still one rail that had to be live and that no part of Amy or he should touch it.


			He willed his legs not to buckle, not to let the wall of iron hurtling closer have its way, smack their two bodies into the air leaving them heaped on each other; an abandoned human sandwich metres down the rails. He put in the extra effort, swearing, while he heaved Amy beneath her arms. He had to hump her safely over each line, pick his way carefully, so carefully between each of the stretches of mute iron that seemed still to wait for his first and last mistake.


			The sight of the lines reminded of what Philip’s last seconds must have been like. Those seconds were becoming his and Amy’s… justice finally meted to them… from Philip Sidderton’s cold grave. The shock, the current that silently waited, could convulse himself and, by attachment, Amy; if in panic he stumbled on the live one. Both shock and current would be the more hideous if it was to be the workings of a dead man’s discontent… the moment of Philip Sidderton’s final equalling of the score that had been stacked against the simpleton from his birth.


			From the line, Philip’s face seemed to be returning… that wide grin which had once been so slow and endearing, now making the boy’s mouth appear stiff and unyielding… like that uncompromising slit smiling out of a pumpkin on the night of Halloween… 


			Matthew toppled and stumbled backwards, Amy rolling on top of him on the opposite bank. The rattling of wheels was diminishing, the waft of wind the train had left in its wake confirmed… it had passed… passed and he… and Amy… they were both unscathed. They were… intact… perfectly… intact… 


			He was exhilarated. He laughed until he wasn’t sure whether it was the dust the train had wafted into his eyes or his own own tears which made the water stream down his cheeks in the cold air. But neither mattered, for he was laughing, hysterically now. It was only the sight of Amy Carter’s right espadrille made him stop.


			A thick disc of glass, the base of a broken beer bottle was hanging from the canvas on the inside edge of her shoe, the material itself smudged into a bizarre pattern where her blood had seeped and spread. Beads of blood were building up and beginning to slide down the shard of broken glass where it must have completely penetrated the shoe and lodged itself into her foot. Her blood was filling and circling round a groove in the brown glass. She must have tripped while trying to avoid the bottle someone had tossed between the lines, but she’d been too late to stop her weight falling on it. The shard had easily penetrated the canvas, scything into her skin.


			She was writhing on the bank, letting out weak moans. Matthew removed his anorak and tried to wrap it round her legs; making out of her short skirt something between a dress and mummification where she’d had nothing to keep out the cold gusts of wind and the long wet grass. He did up the buttons of her coat to her chin where only a lucky-heart necklace had kept the night air from her neck. Crumpled in her pocket he found the Indian red shot taffeta neckerchief she said she wore for him but which, she always said, embarrassed her when before the others of her age who came along on her bowling alley nights. He wound the fabric round her neck, crudely stuffing the flimsy material into her collar to give as much warmth as he could before propping her back against his chest.


			With glass lodged deep into her foot, he couldn’t risk trying to hump her any further back along the track nor out into the little side road opposite the station where he’d left his car. She’d have to be carried off the bank on a stretcher. If he tried to remove shoe or broken glass, either could be tortuous for the girl so long as she remained conscious. He had a hand he could free to press out three nines on his mobile.


			The paramedics had been preoccupied with administering pain killer and carrying Amy back to the waiting ambulance. Matthew took his opportunity, climbing up into the back of the vehicle. For a second, the platform dipped with his weight but the paramedics seemed too busy to notice. The movement had made Amy momentarily open her eyes against the sedation.


			‘You didn’t see me?’ she moaned, needing his assurance.


			‘See you? How d’you mean “see you” – Amy?’ he asked, not sure whether she could re-open her eyes. She did. Her eyes, from what he could make out, were dull but carried in them a deep dependency.


			‘Stand!’ she strained to assert. ‘You didn’t see I could do it – stand, like you said, stand and face the line, near the tunnel? Face where your friend, Philip – ’ her eyelids closed on her again.


			‘Don’t fret,’ he said. ‘I can see! Now I can!’


			He shifted an oxygen cylinder so he might find a space to sit closer to where the paramedics had laid her.


			‘No – don’t come with me!’ She insisted, trying to keep her eyes open for a moment longer.


			He sat cramped on the stretcher base.


			‘I made a mistake Amy – when I saw you with that bottle of cherry brandy I – ’


			‘I don’t want you to come!’ she said, her lids now too heavy to open against the drug.


			‘“Don’t” because I’m an embarrassment?’ he tested, ‘Or “don’t” because – ’


			‘You – you called me a murderess!’ she said trying to raise her voice against the wind and the ambulance’s engine, finding strength for a moment to flutter her eyelids.


			‘Teachers make mistakes, Amy!’ he tried to speak softly. ‘They make them all the time! Paranoiacs more than others!’ he tried to joke but feeling inches tall.


			‘I said, go! Leave me!’ Her face creased with the ultimatum.


			Matthew knew he was doing more harm than good. Amy’s lids had closed on her again, her mouth hanging open. Her bag, where it lay beside her, seemed the only friend she knew, its mouth seeming to flop open, like hers; as if equally unable to defend her against his suggestion that with the cherry brandy she may have lured Philip Sidderton, a simpleton who had put all his trust in him, to the live rail.


			Matthew looked into the bag. Only the stem of the De Kuypers bottle pointed up towards him, as if telling him now what he should have always accepted; that the liqueur could have been no more than the errand her mother gave Amy on Tuesday’s after tenpin.
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