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‘A mother is the truest friend we have, when trials heavy and sudden fall upon us; when adversity takes the place of prosperity; when friends desert us; when trouble thickens around us, still will she cling to us, and endeavour by her kind precepts and counsels to dissipate the clouds of darkness, and cause peace to return to our hearts.’


Washington Irving


 


‘Fortune favours the brave.’


Translation of Latin proverb









PROLOGUE


A tiny, perfect wave flopped onto the absurdly beautiful beach. A few seconds later it was followed by another, then another, in a faultless rhythm, the warm water seeking out Kate’s toes as she stood at the edge of the turquoise ocean. She looked up at the horizon, the blue of the sea merging with the sky. She lifted her sunglasses, checking out the colours both with and without the tinted lenses. Which was more incredible? Glasses up. Glasses down. Impossible to choose. 


Plip! Plip! went the water, in a pattern repeated over time eternal. And then suddenly, a rogue wave came too quickly, a double time Plip! Plip! that upset the rhythm and, in doing so, altered the flow forever. At one point, Kate had thought her life was set on a predictable path, that she was going in a direction that would never change. Then, quite unexpectedly, everything was thrown out of sync. Even now, she thought, twisting the ring on her finger, no one knew what was in store. You just didn’t know what was going to hit you next.









ONE


2017


‘It’s the police,’ said Kate, looking out of her kitchen window. She jerked the stuck wooden blind to get a better view. Across the close, Iris struggled with arthritic fingers for a full minute trying to unlock her porch door. Two police constables, a man and a woman, waited outside patiently as Iris glanced up through the glass with a flustered smile. 


‘Bloody little shits,’ said Kate.


‘They look quite well behaved to me,’ said Becky, peering over Kate’s shoulder.


‘You know what I mean. The little buggers who’ve been graffiti-ing the back of her fence. Ripping holes in it. They should pick on someone their own size. Or age. Oh, thank God, I was just about to go over.’ Kate felt Iris’s relief as the door finally opened. She could tell by the way Iris was gesturing that she was being overly apologetic, in the way her generation often are, not used to needing help, not wanting to be a burden. Iris looked up and Kate threw her an encouraging wave. Iris nodded, then disappeared back into the house, the police removing their hats before doing the same. 


‘Jam?’ 


Kate turned to see Becky grab two slices of toast that had just popped up and start to butter them.


‘Yes, please.’


‘Now, you sure you don’t want any help later?’ asked Becky.


‘I thought it was hard for you to get away? The big scoop that’s too top secret to even tell me about.’


‘You’re right. All exposé journalists should discuss their story first with their mothers.’


‘Oh, go on, give us a clue. Is it someone famous? An actor caught with a washing-up bottle and a goldfish?’


Becky stared. ‘What the heck . . .?’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t want to know. You know I can’t tell you what I’m up to . . . not yet anyway. I have to get my story first, get all my facts straight.’


‘Can you at least tell me where you’ve been disappearing off to?’


Becky, taller than her mum, held Kate’s head and kissed the top of it. ‘No. So. Later?’ 


‘I thought I’d try steak.’


‘Pie?’


‘Fillet.’


Becky whistled. ‘He is special. Or is that for me?’


‘Of course, you too.’


‘I can’t wait to meet him.’


‘He can’t wait to meet you.’


‘Maybe I’ll question him.’


‘He’s not hiding anything. He’s just a bus driver. You don’t have to do your investigative journalist routine.’


Toast ready, Becky handed one slice to her mum. She spoke solemnly. ‘Remind me. How many dates have you two had?’


Kate giggled. ‘Are you worried about his intentions?’


‘Does he open doors? Walk on the outside edge of the pavement? Take his shoes off when he comes to the house?’


‘He’s not been yet.’


‘OK, his house?’


‘He has a pair of very fine slippers. Moccasins. With fur lining.’


‘I will not rise. It’s just . . . it’s been a while since you’ve seen anyone. I mean, I know you’ve had dates since I was conceived . . .’


‘I should hope so. That was twenty-one years ago.’


‘But there’s not been anyone truly significant before.’ Becky paused. ‘He’s the Big One. I can sense it. It’ll never be you and me again.’


Kate laughed and touched Becky’s cheek. Gave the reassuring smile of a parent. ‘It’ll always be you and me. And that’s a promise.’


Becky smiled sheepishly. ‘Sorry, I’m used to it being just the two of us.’


‘So, now it can be the three of us. Sometimes.’


‘And I’m chuffed to bits, you know that. Tim sounds wonderful . . .’


‘He is. Do you know, he texted me a picture of dawn this morning when he was out on his route.’


‘. . . and romantic.’


‘Oh, and I meant to say, he’s bringing the wine tonight.’


‘. . . and generous.’


‘All right, no need to go overboard. Anyway, you don’t have to worry. Do you think I can’t tell a plonker when I see one?’ Kate pointed at Becky with her toast. ‘I tell you, I spotted that little tyke in the electrical aisle before security even realized he had a bloody drill up his jacket.’


Becky stopped chewing. ‘Please God, tell me you haven’t been tackling shoplifters?’


‘Well, security weren’t doing anything about it.’


‘He might have had a weapon! A gun!’


‘Don’t be daft. It’s B&Q.’


‘It’s south London,’ said Becky sternly.


‘I was fine. Anyway, he got a cracked fibula – that was the ladder that fell on him, not me – the store got its drill back and I got a bonus. Fifty quid,’ she added drily.


‘Are you short?’ said Becky, a small, worried frown appearing. ‘Because I am going to pay you back. Every penny.’


‘And I’ve told you, you don’t have to. It wasn’t like I did much—’


‘You did everything,’ insisted Becky, not for the first time.


Not enough, thought Kate, but kept it to herself. Her eye caught the clock on the wall. ‘Hadn’t you better go?’


Becky looked up. ‘Yikes, I’m going to be late.’ She grabbed her bike helmet and backpack from the hall and threw open the front door, stopping just briefly to fling her arms around her mum. Kate pulled her cardigan tight over her faded T-shirt and jeans and watched as the side-alley door clanged and Becky wheeled out her bike. She covered her shoulder-length auburn hair with her helmet, threw one leg over the crossbar and started to pedal, the wheels making tracks in the frost.


‘I’m doing chips!’ called Kate, as usual her heart swelling as she watched her daughter cycle off. 


Becky lifted a hand without looking back. ‘Great! See you at seven!’


‘Love you!’


‘Love you too! And not just because of the chips!’









TWO


Becky flew down the steep hill, bracing herself against the February cold that made her eyes water. It was a big day today. And not just because she was meeting her mum’s boyfriend. She smiled as she recalled the sensational news of the morning – fillet steak! Never in her entire life had Becky known her mum to buy fillet steak. But Tim seemed to have won her over. Ever since he’d come on the scene, her mum had blossomed. 


Becky wondered what she’d make of him – what they’d make of each other. She felt a wave of protectiveness wash over her and smiled to herself. He’d better be good, or he’d have her to deal with.


She slowed the bike and swung into the road leading to the station. As she dismounted, her thoughts turned to the other big event of the day.


Her interview. She was up for the position of reporter – at the most highly regarded free-thinking newspaper in the country. An opportunity people would cut off their right arm for. It was a big step up from her trainee post – and a permanent role. She wanted the job so much she got a physical ache in her chest every time she thought about it, which was almost constantly. 


Becky had something planned to convince her boss she was the right candidate: an investigative story that she’d sourced herself, something she was doing on the quiet. Her pulse quickened as she thought of her story. It was explosive – well, it would be when she got her hard-fought-for last piece of evidence tomorrow. 


Her secret source. He was finally going to tell her. Then she could reveal to them all what she’d been investigating – her mum, her boss, the whole darn world. This story was her coup, a piece to blast Piers – the competition – out of the water. There was only one job. And two trainees hungry for it.


Becky waited on the platform with the crowds of grey-clad commuters. She had to beat Piers. Her mum’s comment that morning, something that came up every now and then, was a trouble-maker of a sentiment that broke her heart every time it surfaced: her mum thinking she’d not done enough through her childhood, feeling like she’d let her down or something. It had been hard, there was no denying it, but Becky knew her mum had done her best.


Getting this job was her way of showing her mum she’d done all right.









THREE


‘So, have you had the fence people round?’ asked Kate. She knelt by Iris’s back door, holding a tower bolt against the frame, and marked the screw holes with a bradawl. She liked doing things for her, it gave her an opportunity to pay back this woman who had helped so much over the years, who had been the mother Kate had never had. 


‘They can’t come until tomorrow, they’re too busy,’ said Iris, lowering herself into a kitchen chair; the last few inches of her descent were an uncontrolled plunge, and her relief showed at having made it safely. ‘All these high winds we’ve been having. They say there’s a shortage of panels.’


‘We’ve got loads in the shop,’ said Kate, then wished she hadn’t. There was nothing to be gained by highlighting that the fence company were spinning Iris a line. ‘I’m sure they know what they’re doing,’ she added quickly.


Iris raised an eyebrow. ‘Sound like a bunch of fibbers to me.’


‘If they don’t turn up tomorrow, I’ll get onto someone else. There’s a bloke who comes into the shop quite a bit. Seems decent. I’ll get his number.’


‘Thanks, love.’


Kate took a sip of chestnut-coloured tea from a mug decorated with an assortment of garden birds. ‘The police find out who it was?’


‘How can they? But I know they’re from the college. Every year we get trouble. Some new bunch, hanging out at the park, causing mischief, smoking those funny cigarettes. They’re doing a door-to-door at least. See if anyone’s seen anything, had any bother. Did they come to you this morning?’


‘I had to go to work. They’ll probably catch up with us later.’


‘Weren’t you working at the weekend? I thought you were cutting back your hours, now Becky’s left university.’


‘Back down to five days, week after next.’


Iris patted Kate’s shoulder. ‘Good. You worked all the hours God sent to get that lovely girl of yours an education, a proper start in life.’


Kate shrugged. ‘She’s the one who got herself a traineeship on a respected national paper. Beat all those others. Over two thousand applied, apparently.’ She picked up her drill. ‘This is the noisy bit.’


The conversation lulled as Kate screwed the bolt securely to the door.


‘She still working hard?’ said Iris, once the screech had subsided.


‘I hardly ever see her. She’s investigating some major story. Top secret.’


‘I remember when I used to mind her for you and she’d be outside on her pink bike with those tassels on the handlebars. Taking all her teddies for a ride. One by one. Once round the tree and back again, then it was the next one’s turn. Always fair and square. She was always like that. Hated meanness or anyone taking advantage.’


‘There you go,’ said Kate, sliding the bolt back and forth. ‘One at the top, too. Although I really don’t think anyone’ll try anything.’


Iris moved her gold-rimmed glasses from their resting place on the top of her maroon-rinsed hair and placed them on her nose. She looked across at the door. ‘Makes me feel better, anyway. Now, hadn’t you better get home before your shopping spoils?’


Kate stood and gathered her grocery bags and tools. ‘Becky is meeting Tim tonight.’


‘First time?’


‘Yes. I was fine this morning, and now . . .’


‘Bit nervous?’


Kate nodded.


‘Oh, I’m sure they’ll get along. They’re both very lucky. You’re a good sort, love. Thanks for popping by.’ Iris started to hoist herself out of her chair.


‘Please don’t get up. I’ll see myself out.’


‘Do you mind sticking Constanza back in the window on your way out?’ The porcelain flamenco dancer in a flame-red dress was Iris’s sign – she put it in the window at night and it was taken away in the morning. That way, Kate knew she was OK.


‘Course. Ring if you need anything.’


‘I will. Don’t forget my invite sometime. I want to meet this fancy fella too.’


Kate leaned down and gave her a peck on the cheek. ‘It’s a date.’ 


A bag in each hand, Kate walked through her front door, kicking it shut behind her. She slipped off her shoes, then went into the kitchen and lifted the grocery bags onto the worktop. She took a little peek inside, delighting in things she hadn’t been able to afford for a very long while; in fact she’d never been this extravagant, not without getting items from the discount shelf. The fillet steak, a packet of the ‘upmarket’ frozen oven chips, double cream and fancy chocolate to make a mousse. She placed them all just so in the fridge, and then, noticing the bin needed emptying, tied up the black sack and made her way out of the side door to dump it in the wheelie bin. She was just about to turn back when an unmistakable odour wafted down the garden. 


Frowning, she walked across the small patch of grass to her back fence. She sniffed again. Two or three young male voices sounded from the other side. There was a narrow path there that led to the high street and the college, the same path that backed onto Iris’s house. Very quietly, she lifted the faded, tatty kiddy’s plastic table that had been Becky’s when she was small. She carefully placed it against the six-foot fence, then stepped up and peered through a small knothole near the top. Three lads were standing on the other side, loitering, swaggering. Looking suspicious by way of not doing very much at all. They passed round a joint – the source of the smell that had trespassed under Kate’s nose. 


She popped her head over the top of the fence. ‘Got yourselves lost, boys?’ 


The dance of the guilty, limbs flying like puppets with their strings suddenly pulled. Coughing, spluttering, fingers burned from hiding the ciggy behind a back, one jumping so far he fell into some stinging nettles. 


Kate hid a smile. 


‘Shit!’ said the one who would now have a rash on his hand.


One of them had a zigzag shaved into his hair, around the back from one side to the other. He glowered at her. ‘What do you think you’re doing, lady? You nearly give us a heart attack.’


‘The ciggy’ll do that. After the asthma, lung cancer and low sperm count.’ She noticed the crest on their school uniforms, blazers worn with the sleeves rolled up. ‘Whaddayasay, I don’t tell your headmaster about your little extracurricular here, if you answer me some questions.’


Three stony faces stared up at her.


‘Why don’t you grab my cock?’ said Zigzag.


‘I didn’t bring my tweezers.’


‘Fuck this,’ he retorted and started to walk off, the others following.


‘Hey, quitters! I hear Mr Hodgson is very keen to improve his lower-than-low Ofsted rating – in fact he’s been shipped in specially to do so – which means, boys, I’d expect he’s a little trigger-happy with the letters home, the detentions and even –’ she winced – ‘the suspensions.’ The boys had stopped walking. ‘All I’m asking is for you to tell me what you know about the damaged fence a little way up.’


‘It wasn’t us,’ said Nettle Burn.


‘But you know about it?’


Zigzag shrugged. ‘Saw it.’


‘Any idea who it was?’


‘Couldda been anyone.’


‘Ah, yes. I had deduced this myself. But . . . was it anyone in particular?’ Kate smiled expectantly at them but all she got in return was shoes scuffing at the gravel, eyes swivelling to the sky. ‘I’m sure Mr Hodgson doesn’t really want to hear about your funny cigarettes, bet he’s got enough to do, eh? New term and all that.’


‘We ain’t grasses,’ said Zigzag sullenly.


‘Or there again, maybe he’s a bit bored. Waiting for the phone to ring.’


‘Fucking ’ell . . . why don’t you hassle that lot what bus-in from the Western estate,’ he mumbled angrily, walking off. ‘Come on, lads.’ 


‘What about a name?’ called Kate, but they carried on, their shoulders hunched. ‘Thanks, boys! By the way, you’re not bunking off, are you? Has class finished?’ she added as an afterthought.


They ignored her.


‘Honest boys don’t do that,’ she said, half to herself. ‘Just don’t.’


She watched them disappear around the corner and then climbed down. Brushed the fence dust off her hands. It wasn’t a guaranteed identification, but it was a start at least. She’d call the college in the morning. 


Making her way back into the kitchen, she put on an apron and started to separate the eggs. Then she saw a text had come through from Becky while she was outside. ‘Leaving now. See you (both!) soon. X.’ Kate smiled, then switched on the radio. It was a nineties show, and she sang along to an old Blur track. 


She liked living in this suburb of south London. It had a strong sense of community, even if it was a bit rough around the edges. People generally looked out for one another, you’d recognize faces in the street and say hello, and there was always a summer fair in the park; more cheap candy floss and tacky bric-a-brac stalls than gourmet ice cream and homemade crafts but it was something. It was all she could afford anyway, when she moved to her tiny two-up two-down twenty-odd years ago. The rent had eaten up just over half of her small salary from the garden centre, the first of a succession of dead-end jobs. 


It wasn’t the way her life had been planned. Kate’s mother, Dervla, a strict working-class Irish woman, had insisted on an all-girls Catholic school when Kate was growing up, her determination silencing Kate’s dad’s wish for something more mainstream. It wasn’t posh, just authoritarian and stuck in the sixties. Dervla had become increasingly more severe as her miscarriages had come along. Kate was the first baby, but she had four unborn brothers and sisters and ultimately remained an only child. It wasn’t a particularly happy home to live in, and once she was allowed to go to her first-ever teenage party, she felt the relief of freedom as she realized that the world was an easier, more opportunity-laden place than she’d believed. In the giddiness of the moment, she’d been flattered into losing her virginity. The new-found freedom was short-lived. Her Catholic upbringing meant an abortion wasn’t something she had the courage to face, and so the baby would be due in the middle of her GCSEs. She managed to attend some of her exams, but it was difficult concentrating when you were eight months pregnant and a curious specimen amongst the rest of the girls. She hadn’t been especially academic, but she’d been better than average, she would’ve got something. But with next to no grades, there would be no A Levels and no university. Her mother was struck dumb by her disappointment and her father was cowed into giving her barely more than a sympathetic smile when he could. The baby’s father was not much more than a kid himself and Kate didn’t even tell him. 


It was a miserable, silent nine months while she worked weekends at the local garden centre, saving every penny she could. Then beautiful Becky had been born and she’d fallen in love with her. Two days later, Kate left the hospital and moved into the tiny house a few miles along from where she’d grown up. Her father had signed a lease for two years on her behalf (until she was eighteen) but he was unable to pay all the rent. Becky could only afford to stay off for four months and then she had to work full-time, leaving Becky with Iris. Her newly retired and newly widowed neighbour had been a godsend; she’d refused to accept anything but a token amount of babysitting money and only that to spare Kate’s pride, but it had still broken Kate’s heart as she’d wanted to be with her baby. 


Becky’s grandparents had missed Becky growing up, so it had been just the two of them, mother and daughter. Christmas cards had arrived, but Kate could tell her father had signed for her mother too. She would reply and occasionally drop in a photo of Becky, but there was never any acknowledgement of these. And then the cards had stopped altogether when Becky was six.


Having missed out on a future herself, Kate was determined that Becky would have the best possible opportunities she could afford. She worked two jobs to keep the house. She shopped at the charity stores and took advantage of whatever little perks she could from her jobs. Damaged vegetable plants from the garden centre that she’d nurse back to health and harvest a crop come the summer, leftovers from the Thai restaurant where she waitressed that were headed for the bin, and when she started at the home-and-garden centre, she took as many DIY courses as she could fit in so she never had to pay for any maintenance.


There had been little time for dates: a fling with the manager at the Thai restaurant that had ended badly when she’d quickly tired of his fantasy of shagging in the storeroom, and a few others, no one memorable. In fact, it had been more hassle than it was worth explaining about Becky, which made most twenty-somethings, and even thirty-somethings run a mile. And then, only a few weeks ago, Tim had come into the DIY centre to ask for advice. He’d been surprised at first to see a woman behind the desk (as was every man) but he’d done a good job of hiding it and had listened quite intently. She’d schooled him on the intricacies of fitting window flashings, and he’d asked her out. And for the first time in years, it felt like she had a chance to do something for herself; it was her turn. 


Kate appraised her handiwork: the chips were laid out on a tray and the chocolate was in a bowl ready to melt. She went upstairs to shower and wash her hair – the same shade of auburn as Becky’s. As she dried it, she smiled ruefully at the early grey strands, then tucked them in so they couldn’t be seen. She spent very little time deciding what to wear; in all honesty, there wasn’t a lot of choice. A clean pair of jeans and a top Becky had bought her for her birthday with money from her first pay packet. It was deep purple silk with sheer sleeves and it was the most beautiful, most expensive, most sensuous thing Kate had ever owned. She still approached it as something she hadn’t yet got to know as it hung in her wardrobe, but when she put it on, it paid her compliments like they’d been friends for years. 


The doorbell rang, and she ran downstairs. This was it, the night she’d been waiting for; introducing her boyfriend to her daughter. Not just a fling, but an actual, proper boyfriend, and then she realized: he was her first. At her grand old age of thirty-seven! Sometimes she couldn’t quite believe it was real; she’d met a man who was reliable, fun and someone who she felt would get on with Becky, plus she fancied the pants off him. Life was lighter around him, and at the same time more fulfilling somehow, and with a bolt, she suddenly realized she was in love. A grin appeared on her face at this new understanding and she took a breath, fluffed out her hair in the hall mirror and opened the door. 


Tim produced a large bunch of yellow tulips from behind his back. ‘For you.’


‘Thank you.’ She kissed him long and hard and pulled him inside. She liked holding his hand. He was stocky, solid in a comforting way, and despite still being in his thirties had thick, short silver hair and a shadow of grey stubble covering his extra quarter of a chin. It was starting to rain and she shut the door on the encroaching dark and noticed the bag over his shoulder. 


‘Did you bring your toothbrush?’


‘Not just that.’ He pulled out a roll of fabric and let it unravel. Flannel plaid in a dark green.


‘Flipping heck! Tell me you don’t wear those.’


‘You know I don’t. Pyjamas are my mother’s idea of a Christmas present. And . . . seeing as I’m spending my first night here, I want to be suitably attired should I get up in the night. Don’t want to be embarrassing anyone on the landing. Actually, the only person I’d probably embarrass is myself.’ He looked around. ‘Is Becky here yet?’


‘No. Probably still on the train. But she’s dying to meet you.’ 


‘Likewise. Need a hand?’


‘Yes please.’ 


He followed her into the kitchen and she threw him an apron. ‘Can you whisk?’


He looked at the egg whites in the bowl and the chocolate. ‘What’s this?’


‘Mousse. Or it will be.’


His bright-blue eyes lit up. ‘How did you know?’


‘You like it? It’s Becky’s favourite, too.’


‘Can I just stick my head in the bowl?’


Kate laughed. ‘There’s this fallacy that women are mad about chocolate, but in my limited experience, it’s the men who are the addicts. I have friends who have to hide it from their husbands.’


‘That is so cruel.’


‘Ten pee bet right now that you always keep a stash in your cab.’


Tim laughed. ‘I need something to soothe a day’s endless ding-ding-dinging of the bell. Someone today went mental. Just because the stop was closed. Like it’s my fault! And the announcement was on.’ He imitated the automatic-voice system. ‘This bus is going on diversion . . .’ 


A movement outside made Kate look up. Two police constables, a man and a woman, were heading down the path. She groaned. ‘That is such bad timing. They’re here to ask about Iris’s fence. Across the road,’ she explained. ‘It’s been vandalized. I’ll just be a sec.’


She went to the front door and opened it as they arrived. 


‘Are you Miss Kate Ellis?’ said the policeman. The policewoman stood next to him.


‘Yes.’


‘Can we come in?’


‘OK, but I’ve only got a couple of minutes.’ She gestured back towards the kitchen. ‘I’m in the middle of cooking.’ She smiled. ‘Got a special thing tonight.’


They came in and stood in the hall. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’


Kate hesitated. She’d rather just get it over with quickly, so she could get on, but didn’t want to seem rude. ‘Sure,’ she said, leading them down the hall. ‘Come into the living room.’ 


‘Would you take a seat?’ asked the policeman. Kate gave a minuscule frown, but she did as they asked. The PCs sat down too.


‘I’m police constable Simon Andrews and this is police constable Elaine Harwood from victim support.’


‘Oh, it’s not my fence though, it’s Iris’s. I’ve not had any trouble.’ Kate smiled and then she noticed that the two faces in front of her were different to those she’d seen out of the kitchen window that morning. 


‘We’re here because of your daughter, Becky Ellis.’ The policeman paused and she saw he looked nervous. ‘I’m afraid I have some very bad news for you. Your daughter has been involved in an accident and I’m sorry to have to tell you that she has died.’


For a moment it didn’t compute. Long seconds went by while the words travelled round and round in Kate’s head. She looked from the policeman to the woman, but their expressions remained sombre and only then did something hideous begin to explode inside her. Pain and panic in a vicious ambush. 


‘What?’


They didn’t answer, instead they were both looking at her to see how she was reacting, and she felt a sudden rising hysteria and anger at their subtle, microscopic observation. They were following the rules, their training, and she knew she couldn’t give in, couldn’t make it real. Don’t cry.


The policewoman spoke. ‘I am so sorry.’ She went to reach out a comforting hand and Kate flinched. The policewoman awkwardly withdrew.


‘Everything OK?’ said Tim, who had appeared in the doorway.


‘Is this your husband?’ asked the policeman.


‘I’m a friend,’ said Tim, coming into the room. ‘What’s going on?’


Kate looked up. ‘Have you left the chocolate melting on the stove?’ She got up hurriedly and headed out the door. ‘I need to check it.’


They followed her into the kitchen, watching her uneasily as she did her best to ignore them.


‘Miss Ellis, do you understand what we are saying?’ asked the policewoman, her voice suffocatingly gentle. 


Kate felt herself get angry again: do they think I’m an imbecile? She looked at them directly for the first time. ‘I want to see her,’ she said defiantly. She didn’t believe them, it was a mistake. They agreed instantly, and their lack of resistance unsettled her. 


‘See who?’ asked Tim.


‘Becky. They’re saying she’s dead.’ She saw him reel and, distracted, she wondered if she should put the eggs back in the fridge before she set off, so they didn’t spoil. She heard the policeman quietly repeat the news about the accident to Tim and then felt him take her hand and she looked up at him, confused and grateful. 


They both followed the policeman and woman outside and the man opened the back door of the car for her to get in. Tim ran around the other side and got in beside her and she stared out the window the entire journey. It was pitch black now and still raining. The wind was blowing stronger. She remembered the weatherman saying there was a high chance of sixty-mile-an-hour gusts that night and she watched as trees buckled, resisting losing their branches. She watched as they fought to cling on.


It was a long drive, only a few miles but they had to confront the Friday-night traffic. They arrived at the hospital and Tim got out first, then ran around to open her door. She climbed out just as the wind whipped up and she was almost blown against the car. Tim took her arm and tried to shield her from the rain as they followed the policewoman towards the entrance, bright lights spilling out onto the wet pavement. It was no calmer inside; a melee of people seemed to fill the place, jostling, crowding. Looking back to check she was still following, the policewoman set off.


Kate walked down the brightly lit corridor. The lights hurt, offered no cover. She noticed how the glare didn’t seem to bother anyone else, and she passed people, both medical staff and ordinary people like her, and couldn’t understand why they weren’t squinting. Some of them even smiled, caught her eye, as they stood aside to let her pass and she found herself getting angry at them. She didn’t need her path cleared as she walked down this corridor, she didn’t want to get there any faster, and she looked away. Told herself again that it was all a gruesome mistake. And it could be, it was. She hadn’t seen Becky yet and so of course it was possible, entirely possible. Her train was probably delayed, God knows it happened often enough and there was never any phone signal just outside Victoria station so it wasn’t as if Becky could call her. Or she’d forgotten, she’d got so wrapped up in that story, she’d forgotten to come home early. For a fleeting moment, she felt sorry for some other poor mother who hadn’t even been told the awful news, and now she, Kate, would see that woman’s daughter first, some poor unknown girl, knocked off her bike and killed. 


They suddenly stopped, which seemed odd to Kate as this corridor was the same as any other.


‘Would you mind just waiting here a moment?’ said the policewoman, indicating some chairs lined up against the wall, and then she went through a door in front of them. Kate and Tim sat, their hands joined over the wooden armrests of the low-slung, wipe-clean chairs.


‘This way, please,’ said the policewoman, reappearing at the door. She held it open, so they could enter what was a consulting room. A doctor was sat behind a desk, but got up quickly as they came in. He offered them more seats and sat down again on the other side of the desk to them. 


The door closed and the quiet was instantaneous. 


‘I’m very sorry,’ the doctor said, and then seemed at a loss for what to say next. With no further condolences to add, his next words felt cruelly blunt. ‘Are you ready?’


Kate saw them waiting for her. It took her a moment to stand. She didn’t want to go into the room that was being indicated, just off this consulting room. Then the policewoman opened the door and her legs seemed to propel her forward of their own accord, obeying the rules and requests of this hideous nightmare she was in. It’s a mistake, the voice inside her tried to say, but it had dimmed so she could hardly hear it. Something in her throat was stopping her from breathing properly.


‘Please don’t move the sheet,’ said the policewoman, making eye contact with her. ‘It’s very important.’


They waited for her to go in first and Kate felt Tim take her arm.


She stepped inside, and an animalistic moan pulsated out of her. Becky lay on a high bed, a sheet up to her neck, eyes closed. My baby, my beautiful baby, Kate thought, and she broke free from Tim and touched Becky’s head, stroking her cheek, her forehead, with her thumb. There was a cut just above her eye and she suddenly noticed her hair wasn’t covering it because they’d brushed it but the parting was on the wrong side. She had an urgent need to put her back together and she smoothed her fine auburn waves back the way they should be. There, now she looked like Becky, but in a sudden moment of horror Kate realized that wasn’t what she wanted, and she felt her head fall next to her daughter’s and she wept and wept.


They’d sat in another consulting room for over three hours before Tim softly suggested he take her home. 


The taxi driver had instinctively known something terrible had happened, or maybe Tim had told him, but either way he mercifully stayed silent. Tim sat next to her on the back seat and she was aware of him glancing her way every few minutes, a worried and compassionate frown creasing his brow. After a while, the landscape grew increasingly familiar. They passed Trinity Primary, where Becky had gone to school, and Kate had a sudden image of her running towards her from the classroom on one of the rare occasions she’d been able to pick her up, Becky’s arms outstretched and full of paintings and her book bag and water bottle as she’d hurled herself at her mum. Tim’s hand landed softly on hers and she blinked, once, and the school was replaced by the park where Becky would go mad for the swings, taking herself higher and higher until Kate got worried and wasn’t able to restrain a quick ‘Careful!’ The swings were now hanging idle in the wet dark, with just the occasional twitch as the wind whipped through the play area. 


The taxi driver took another turn and then they were in her road, pulling up near the house. Tim paid and then ran around to open her door but this time she’d already done it. The taxi driver waited until she’d got out and then he turned his car around quickly, as if he was embarrassed and wanted to be away from whatever it was that had been inflicted upon them, and after a few seconds the tail lights disappeared as he drove around the corner. 


‘What the . . .?’ said Tim urgently and Kate looked up. ‘Wait here,’ he instructed and then ran up to the front door – which was already open – and then he was in the house and she couldn’t see him anymore. A sudden glow spilled out onto the street as he switched on the hall light. 


Kate followed and tentatively stepped into her hallway. Nothing had changed. She took another step, past the kitchen and then on into the living room where the police had sat just hours before. 


It had been ransacked. Papers tipped onto the floor, books scattered. Recoiling, she backed out. ‘Tim?’ she called out, frightened.


‘Upstairs,’ he shouted, then added quickly, ‘Don’t come up.’


But she already had done and was standing behind him at the entrance to Becky’s room. He tried to take her arms and steer her out, but she pushed him away. Like downstairs, the room had been turned over. The walls suddenly spun, and she grabbed the door frame. Becky’s clothes, books, personal possessions all strewn across the carpet. She stared numbly as Tim punched at the wall.


‘The bastards,’ he cried, ‘the fucking little bastards.’


Right at the edge of the room near the radiator, half-buried under some clothing, was a faded, almost threadbare oval of cloth: an ear. Blue Puppy had been snuffled and stroked and spent the majority of his early years tucked under Becky’s nose as she caressed his ear with her finger. Becky had been so attached to him, Kate had always referred to him as her second child. She stepped haphazardly through the mess, quickly needing to get to Blue Puppy, and then clutched him to her. When she turned back and saw Tim, the look of pity and anguish on his face was more than she could bear.









FOUR


1995


She was mooing like a cow. A low, guttural groaning that spewed out of her body, along with a large number of fluids; in fact everything seemed to be emitting out of her except for this goddamn baby.


Christ, she was scared.


Even more so by the worried, tense faces that she glimpsed in short flashes when her eyes actually managed to focus on something, for most of the time the walls rippled, floated around the room, like those in a horror movie.


‘I’m going to be sick!’ Kate suddenly shouted out, a brief moment of lucidity, which brought a second of relief, despite the fact she was retching into a cardboard tray that an anonymous hospital worker held at her face. Why would you be relieved to feel nausea, to vomit? Was it because it was a reminder you were still alive?


When would it end?


The door opened. The long-awaited anaesthetist. Kate was propped up. Her back swabbed. She was told, instructed, commanded to keep still. The severity of the tone indicated that if she didn’t, there might be dire consequences. How could she keep still when she was speared by pain right through her abdomen? Held down on her back, writhing in agony?


When would it end?


Then, a call. Urgent mutters. Barely controlled panic in voices. Something was wrong.


‘I need more time,’ pleaded the anaesthetist.


‘There is no more time!’ hurtled back the reply from someone at the polar opposite end of her ravaged body, somewhere down by her spreadeagled legs.


It was like you read in the newspapers, magazines. The awful thing that always happened to someone else, not you. This time it was happening. The baby wasn’t going to make it.


People were doing things to her, shaving her, rapidly telling her she was going into theatre, bizarrely gaining her permission. What? She had to sign! A nightmarish scrawl. A joke. On her. Then suddenly—


Leaving them all behind. She was going under. Somehow, despite knowing the outcome wasn’t going to be good, there was a sense of calm, peace.


Relief.


Dark.


Eyes open. A different view. Hospital still, but somewhere else. The panicked people all gone.


Almost immediately, a nurse appeared. Tall with bobbed dark-blonde hair, the same age as her absent mother. From her position lying down, Kate could see the nurse was carrying something tiny in her arms, which she promptly laid at Kate’s breast.


‘She’s a natural already,’ said the nurse delightedly, as the small creature began to suckle.


Dazed, Kate looked down. 


A baby!


Her baby.


She looked again.


It really was a baby!


‘Is she all right?’ she said quickly, the nightmare flooding back.


‘Course!’


‘I mean, they’d tell me if anything was wrong with her?’


The nurse looked shocked. Laid a tender hand on Kate’s arm. ‘She’s perfect,’ she said. ‘Scored very highly in her Apgar. Nine out of ten.’


It sounded good, whatever it was.


Oh my God, she had a baby. 


Her first visitors were two school friends, Lara Tomlinson with her enviable poker-straight white-blonde hair and her sidekick, Megan Taylor. They came onto the ward with a CD Walkman shared between them, but the single set of headphones rested on Lara’s head, with Megan bent sideways to listen in. They were singing lightly to The Rembrandts’ ‘I’ll Be There for You’, which was swiftly interrupted and replaced by the sound of them freaking out at the noise of another baby screaming blue murder. 


‘How can you put up with that?’ asked Lara as she approached Kate’s bed.


Kate didn’t want to explain that Becky made the same noise, although she was thankfully asleep at that moment. Lara and Megan leaned over the cot, cooing at how sweet she was.


‘Did it hurt?’ asked Lara.


Kate grimaced. ‘Yes.’


‘Don’t think I could do that, push something that big out of my fanny.’


‘You don’t really have a choice.’


‘Well you do . . .’ started Lara loftily, leaving the rest of it unspoken: if you don’t get pregnant in the first place.


Kate looked down at the bed and then sensed Megan nudge Lara as they offered up the CD Walkman. They shared the music with her, raving about the new series that had just started on Channel 4.


‘Joey’s soooo cute,’ said Megan.


‘How you doin’?’ asked Lara and she and Megan burst into fits of laughter and Kate found herself smiling along even though she didn’t know what they were talking about. 


She attempted to get back into the conversation. ‘How are the exams going?’


‘Only chemistry and Latin left,’ said Lara. ‘Then the summer is all mine,’ she drawled.


Megan nodded. ‘We’re going to the grammar in September. How about you?’


They were both looking at her expectantly, guileless, while Becky lay mere metres from them. 


‘Um . . . I’ll probably give it a miss this year.’ She saw them twig and glance over to the cot, and she smarted at their badly hidden pitiful looks. ‘Got a full-time job lined up anyway.’


Lara sat up. ‘Oh, right. Cool! Where?’


Damn, why had she said that? They were staring at her now, waiting for her answer. ‘Garden centre,’ she muttered.


They nodded again, pretending it was something good. 


‘It’s just until I can get back to school,’ said Kate quickly, knowing as she did that it would be almost impossible. Then suddenly Becky woke, and Kate was reminded of how such a small person could make such a piercing noise. She leaned over the cot and picked her up. Her two friends were watching, bemused.


‘I need to feed her,’ said Kate pointedly.


Lara and Megan still sat there, uncomprehending. Kate had no choice but to open the top button of her nightdress, her cheeks reddening as she did so. She tried to hide her enlarged breasts and cracked nipples but knew by her friends’ horrified reactions they had caught a glimpse.


‘Probably time we should be going,’ said Lara suddenly, and Megan leapt up after her. 


Kate watched them leave, knowing it would be a long time before she saw either of them again. 


A day later, and in contrast to many of the ward’s other grandparent visitors, her dad arrived without a cloud of balloons or weighted down by teddy bears. She’d wondered if he would come and couldn’t help being overwhelmed by seeing him.


‘Hello, love.’


‘Dad.’ Same old soft, brown eyes and slightly pinched face, worn down by her mother’s anger, disappointment and sadness – feelings Kate herself had accelerated in her mother at an unbelievable pace from the moment she’d fearfully announced her pregnancy. (On a Sunday, with her mother just back from church, in the vain hope that some of the Lord’s bountiful forgiveness was still lingering in her mother’s scarred, hardened heart. No such luck.)


Her dad didn’t look in the hospital crib at first, as if he was too scared. Then his eyes flicked across to it and his face lit up and, for a brief moment, Kate got a glimpse of how it was meant to be.


‘She’s as cute as a button, Katie.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Looks just like you did.’


He turned and smiled at her and all Kate wanted was to sink into her father’s arms. But his smile faltered, and he glanced away.


‘We’re moving,’ he blurted out.


A rising panic. ‘What?’


‘Back to Cork.’


It was like a punch to the gut. ‘What about everything here? Your work?’ She wanted to say What about me? but didn’t.


‘I’ve been offered a post at a secondary school.’


‘That was quick,’ she said accusingly.


He coughed. ‘Maternity cover,’ he said, embarrassed at the irony.


‘When?’


He spoke but it was so quiet, she didn’t catch it at first. 


‘Pardon?’


‘Next month. I’m sorry, Katie . . . but your mother’s sister – your aunt. She’s ill. Your mother wants to be near her. It might not be for long. Just till she’s on the mend.’


It was always the lies that were designed to spare you that hurt the most.


‘You’re leaving me.’


‘Katie, you’ve already moved out.’


‘I was kicked out.’


‘Your mother has her faults, but she never did that.’


‘Does not talking to me for seven months, literally not one word, not mean I was no longer there – in her eyes?’


As usual, his face clouded over, torn between the two women in his life. Kate didn’t have the energy to feel sorry for him. Not anymore. The birth had taken it out of her, but it was something else too. A realization of who her father really was, of his profound weakness. She glanced at him in his brown corduroy jacket. He looked every inch the dusty maths lecturer, a man who withdrew from real life and hid behind his subject. Clinging to the only things he still understood, that never changed. Algebra. Statistics. Geometry.


He was looking at the brand-new changing bag on the chair next to her bed. ‘It arrived then?’


‘Yeah.’ He’d posted it to her the week before, and she knew it was a secret parcel that her mother had known nothing about. Kate had come home from her job at the garden centre to find her new neighbour, Iris, had taken it from the postman to save her the mile-long walk uphill to the delivery office – something she would have found hard with the huge bump she was carrying. Inside were disposable nappies, Babygros, a blue puppy toy, £500 rolled up and tied with an elastic band, and a four-pack of Smarties, her favourite chocolate when she was little that her dad had always bought her as a special treat. It was this that had made her choke up, as it made her feel as if she were the child, not her imminent baby. And in many ways, she still was. The card had simply said, ‘Love, Dad x.’ 


‘I didn’t know much about what to put in,’ he said. ‘The lady in the shop had more of a clue.’


He seemed to be looking for praise that he’d done the right thing.


‘It’s perfect. Got loads of stuff to keep me going.’


‘Here’s a bit more,’ he said, tucking an envelope into the bag.


She knew it was money. And quite a bit of it, judging by the glimpse she’d got of the thickness of the envelope. She made a mental resolve to save it, put it aside with the other sum he’d given her. Suddenly she knew it was just from him, her mother didn’t know about it.


‘You ever think of telling her where to get off?’


‘Katie!’ he admonished.


‘Do you?’


‘She’s lost four babies.’


‘Foetuses. And one “baby” is still very much around.’


He said nothing, and her eyes still blazed.


‘Did you ever consider . . . it might be difficult for her?’ said her dad gingerly. ‘Trying for all those babies and failing, then you get one by accident?’


Her mouth dropped open with hurt and incredulity. ‘So, she’s jealous of me? Is that what you’re saying?’


‘No . . .’ He shook his head, giving up. ‘I’ll write and send you things,’ he said. 


Kate nodded. ‘She won’t like it.’


‘She won’t know.’ It was a rare moment of defiance from her father. If only they weren’t conducted in secret, she thought angrily. If only he had the balls to stand up to her.


Her father indicated the crib. ‘Can I hold her?’


‘She’s sleeping right now. Don’t wake her.’ Even as she said it, she knew that one day she’d regret her childish stubbornness. But she didn’t retract her words.


He left soon after and, seemingly in protest, Becky began to cry. Kate picked her up and, as she fed her, Becky quieted.


‘It’s just you and me now,’ said Kate to her daughter’s tiny head, her voice catching. She swallowed back the tears, determined not to cry. Who was going to mop her tears anyway? It was a waste of energy. ‘I’m not going to leave you,’ she said fiercely. ‘Not ever. We’ll do it, eh? Me and you.’ 









FIVE


2017


‘Would you like to know more details about the accident?’ Sarah, the Family Liaison Officer, perched on the sofa, not too comfortable, not too formal. Her mug of tea sat on the table. She linked her fingers together on the tops of her knees and her voice was soft with empathy.


It was what Kate had been dreading, and yet she had to know. She nodded. 


‘Stop me at any time. If it gets too much.’


Kate quickly rubbed her face with her hands and realized she was holding her breath. She made herself exhale. 


‘Becky was on her bicycle cycling south on Red Lion Street—’


‘Where’s that?’


‘It’s just north-west of Chancery Lane underground station.’ 


‘So, it was near her office?’


‘Yes, about a mile away. A lorry was driving along the same street. The lorry turned left in front of her path and . . . she was trapped underneath. Are you OK?’


Kate blinked back her tears and nodded quickly. Get it over with, she thought; I need to know.


‘You are aware of her injuries?’ said Sarah, carefully.


‘They told me she . . . she suffered massive internal injuries.’ Kate’s hands started to shake, and she held them tightly in her lap. Then she forced herself to ask the thing she’d been dreading. ‘Was she . . . was she conscious? When she was under the lorry?’


Sarah paused. ‘I’m sorry. Yes, she was.’


‘How? Tell me how, exactly,’ demanded Kate.


‘Her pelvis was held under the wheels. She was able to ask people passing by for help.’


‘Oh my God,’ Kate started to sob.


‘I’m so sorry.’ Sarah placed a hand on hers. ‘The investigation has already started,’ she said. ‘The police are appealing for witnesses.’


By spring, Sarah had become a regular visitor to the house. She was in uniform today, noticed Kate, with her blonde hair tied up in a high ponytail. 


‘Have you heard anything about the break-in?’ asked Sarah.


‘Nothing. The police have had no leads at all.’


‘How about insurance?’


‘I’ve filled in the forms. They only seem to have taken Becky’s laptop, it was the only thing of any value and . . . I don’t know . . .’ She took a deep breath. ‘It seems pointless claiming it.’


Sarah offered a sympathetic smile. ‘Well, I do have some news.’


‘Yes?’ 


Sarah took a preparatory breath before her announcement. ‘The police have concluded the investigation and we are going to recommend to the CPS that they press charges against the driver.’


Tears threatened to well up in Kate’s eyes. ‘Thank God. What’s the charge?’


‘We are going to recommend Causing Death by Careless Driving.’


Kate frowned. ‘Careless? What does that mean? It sounds . . . insubstantial.’


‘There’s a maximum sentence of three years.’


Her mouth dropped open. ‘Three years?’


‘I’m sorry . . . I know it might not sound adequate, Kate, but we have to go with the evidence, and also present what we think will enable the CPS to make a strong case.’


Kate was silent for a while, bludgeoned by yet more grief. She looked at the soft rain falling against the window. ‘Can I see the evidence?’


‘I’m sorry, but the investigating team don’t want to disclose it.’


She looked up, taken aback, hurt. ‘But it’s my daughter. I need to know what happened. She was a good cyclist. She was responsible, she knew about the dangers of HGVs. She’d cycle on the quieter streets just to avoid the heavy traffic. She’d stay back when a lorry was turning – she told me this! Do you see? I still don’t know what really happened. Why it happened. Do you understand what I’m saying?’


Sarah gave a sympathetic smile but said nothing.


‘I’m her mother.’


‘I’m sorry, Kate, but in these cases, it seems hard . . . but the family is largely deemed irrelevant.’


She was so aghast, so demeaned, she was rendered speechless. It must be a mistake. But no, she could tell by looking at Sarah that it wasn’t. 


Kate tried to keep her faith in the justice system but a few weeks later, Sarah came to the house with news that shocked her further.


‘I don’t understand. She died. How can the CPS not press charges?’ Kate stood up and went over to the kitchen window. Iris was watering the border at the front of her house. She’d planted a pink clematis there, for Becky, she’d said, and it was in full flower. 


Kate knew Sarah was doing her best, but she found her calmness infuriating. Her shoulders were hunched aggressively as she listened to Sarah’s response. 


‘They don’t believe the case is strong enough. They don’t think it will lead to a conviction.’


Kate spun around. ‘What?’


‘They’ve re-evaluated the evidence. They don’t think it’s strong enough,’ Sarah repeated.


‘I want to see the prosecuting officer.’


‘That is possible. But the meeting would just be to explain their decision. The CPS don’t have to justify it, nor, I’m afraid, are you able to challenge it.’


Breathing deeply to stop the pain and frustration overwhelming her, Kate forced herself to sit back at the kitchen table, opposite Sarah. She placed her palms quietly onto her knees. Appealed to her. ‘But surely . . . he killed her. He says he didn’t see her but that’s not good enough, surely? How can that be an excuse? Why didn’t he see her in his mirrors? And there was the sight test that he failed! What about that?’


‘I’m very sorry, Kate, but the unfortunate truth of the matter is that the sight test was done three months after the accident.’


‘So?’


Sarah looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m afraid it doesn’t prove that his sight was defective at the time of the collision.’


Kate was aghast. ‘What? Why wasn’t it done before then? On the day?’


‘I’m afraid that’s a question the senior investigation officer would have to answer.’


‘I’m asking you.’


Sarah remained calm. ‘I’ll put that question to him for you.’


‘You do that. The driver should have bloody seen her! Why didn’t he? What was he doing? Where was he looking? I want to talk to him.’ Kate had started pacing again and could feel herself getting hysterical.


‘I’m afraid that’s not possible.’


‘Course not! Of course it’s bloody not! I’m not allowed to ask or to say anything. Not allowed to question anybody. Not allowed to see any evidence. Not allowed to have an opinion. I just have to listen to all this bloody rubbish and . . .’ She sat down suddenly, broken and deflated. ‘She’s my daughter, you know, my lovely, wonderful daughter.’









SIX


The summer passed in a haze of grief for Kate and, standing outside the courtroom, shivering in the cool breeze, she was suddenly aware it was the first autumnal day since Becky had died. Time was creating distance, but Kate didn’t get any comfort, in fact it was the opposite. The pain and the longing became increasingly more acute as she was channelled further away from her daughter. 


‘You’re sure you want to do this?’ asked Tim. 


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I want to see him.’


She meant the driver. She wanted to see what the man who had knocked down and killed her daughter was like. And there was another reason. Secretly, instinctively, she felt that the coroner would come to this inquest with the same sense of disbelief, of incredulity, that she had endured now for months. He would hear the witness statements and the police reports and conclude that this had all been dealt with incompetently and inadequately. He would recognize that someone had died, and this was the main point here, and it was inexcusable and this hideous, sickening powerlessness would be taken away from her. 


They were led into the magistrates’ court and the usher showed them where to sit. There were one or two witnesses and a few officials already present but he – the driver – was not there yet. Kate had been told that here in the courtroom she would finally be able to ask questions. She clutched her bag on her lap. Inside was a piece of A4 paper. She’d written them down. She looked around the room, at the wooden panels and desks, behind which were chairs covered in a blue, woven fabric. The court was small and with a sudden realization she saw she’d be sitting close to the driver; only a few metres would separate them.


Then the usher came back in and a man followed him. He was medium-height, slim build. A neat beard covered his lower face, almost disguising a birthmark that ran across his cheek and down his neck. He had brown hair, cut short, which made it stick up a bit, and he looked as though he was in his late thirties. Dressed in an ill-fitting dark-grey suit that seemed to hang off his shoulders, he looked straight ahead. Then she saw another man was with him. Puzzled for a moment, she wondered if she’d got it wrong, but then she realized with a jolt that the second man was his solicitor. It wrong-footed her. He didn’t deserve that, someone advising him on every word, every thought. Worse, she hadn’t even considered getting any help herself. Such was her financial state, it hadn’t even occurred to her.


She’d let Becky down. Again. She’d put her trust in the system, naively thinking seven months ago that it was so obvious the driver was in the wrong, justice would be served. 


Tim put a hand on her knee as the driver sat down. Trembling, she reached for him, and he curled his fingers around hers. She forced herself to stay locked in some sort of pseudo-composure, even though her heart was racing. She looked across, at first dreading it, but the driver didn’t meet her eye. She carried on staring, convinced he would eventually glance over, until finally it dawned on her that he wouldn’t and then she hated him for his cowardice. She didn’t want him to have any part of this easy. She wanted him to see her pain, to know what he’d done, how he’d taken away the most precious person in her life. She wanted to go up to him and wipe that bland, tight-lipped expression off his face and shove him, punch him, scream at him over and over—


‘All rise.’


The usher had spoken, and they all stood as the coroner came in. He had a bright tie on, turquoise and green, and Kate knew it was irrational, but it lifted her. It reminded her of a national newsreader who she admired greatly for his intelligence and candidness and his signature clothing was bright ties. It gave her hope.


As the inquest unfolded, Kate listened to the witnesses give their statements: the woman who had been passing when the lorry pulled Becky’s bike under but had not seen anything as the wind and the rain on the night had meant she was holding her umbrella low to stop it turning inside out. She was the one who had called the emergency services, who had held Becky’s hand until the ambulance arrived. The investigative policeman spoke of how the driver had been breathalyzed and was within the legal limits, how the indicator lights were working. He stated how CCTV confirmed that Becky had been fifteen metres from the lorry when the driver turned on his indicator but there was no CCTV of the actual accident site. As such, there were no witnesses to the event itself.


Then it was the turn of the driver. 


‘Mr Craven, if you could please state your version of events?’ asked the coroner.


Kate watched as the driver spoke. He seemed calm.


‘I was driving along Red Lion Street in a southerly direction, intending to turn left onto Sandland Street. I had taken a wrong turn and needed to get back onto Gray’s Inn Road. I had my lights on and was travelling at eighteen miles per hour. I saw Miss Ellis in my mirrors. She was at least fifteen metres behind me. I put my indicator on then, as I approached the junction, I started to brake and checked in my mirrors again before performing my turn. I did not see Miss Ellis. I stopped as soon as . . . as soon as the accident happened.’


‘And then what did you do?’


‘I got out of my cab and went to the side of the road. I was told the emergency services had already been called so I waited until the police arrived.’


The coroner nodded. ‘Thank you.’ Kate then saw him look over at her. ‘Ms Ellis, do you have anything you wish to ask Mr Craven?’
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