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    JACK




    A life can change in an instant. That’s all it takes. Then be haunted by ‘what ifs’. What if I hadn’t gone for a drink that night, or had taken a different route home? What if it hadn’t been raining? What if I hadn’t been there at all? Someone else, with a different name, living another life.




    She came at me out of the blue, I said to the coroner. I’d never known what it meant before. She came at me out of the blue gloom, the blue rain, the blue shadow of the red bus. A smudged shape moving in a royal-blue school uniform between the rear of the bus and my moving car.




    I didn’t see her. I didn’t have time to brake.




    ‘Why didn’t you have your headlights on?’ he’d asked. He had a thin angular face, eyebrows that met in the middle, thinning grey hair.




    I couldn’t tell him about the light in November. When it’s easy not to notice the first signs of dusk. When shapes suddenly lose their edges and a girl moving quickly from behind a stationary bus, moving in the fading light, in the rain, in the November gloom, may be a ghost, a spirit, something from the Underworld, a phantom from out of my own mind.




    ‘It would have made no difference,’ I had told him. ‘I wouldn’t have had time to stop.’ She came at me suddenly out of the blue.




    ‘You can’t be sure,’ he’d said, his mouth a thin line of disapproval. ‘Even a second could have made a difference.’




    He was right, of course: I can’t be sure. I can’t be sure of anything anymore.




    I couldn’t tell him about time either; how there are two sorts. There’s clock time where seconds mount up to minutes and minutes to hours. Where day changes to night and weeks build to months and months to a year, and the years play out on your face and in your thickening waist. The time most of us live in.




    Then there’s the other sort. It has no limits. It reels you backwards without warning, spins you young again on a whim. It can be triggered by anything: a fragment of music, a scent on the air. Or a child moving in a blue school uniform in the rain. It claims you in dreams, on the borders of sleep, even in your waking moments when you think you’re safe.




    A child moved out suddenly from the rear of a bus, ran in a blue smudge of uniform through the misted rain, moved out from that forward linear tick-tock time into the other, where she’s caught forever, like a broken leaf in a whirlpool current. I’ve seen her a thousand times. Running through the blue shadows in the rain. Stopped by a screech of brakes and my voice shouting. Stopped by the sudden boom of my heart.




    Her name was Laura. I found that out later in the station. Bob Lees was on duty that night. He sat me down in the interview room, fetched me a coffee and handed me a cigarette. I’d given up months ago but none of that mattered now – my old life wiped out now like a cloth wiping a smudge from glass. My hand trembled when I held the cigarette and put it to my mouth. Bob lit it for me and I inhaled. It tasted bitter; I was thankful for that, needing the bitterness.




    ‘Jack, you know that Laura is dead.’




    More a statement than a question. He said her name gently. He could have been naming someone I’d known for a long time, even someone I loved. His voice made her name sound intimate. Laura. Derived from Laurel, meaning victory.




    When I knelt over her in the road she lay as still as a doll, her pale face like wax, not a mark on it. There was a bubble of saliva in the corner of her mouth. I’d touched her then, but only lightly, my hand brushing the top of her head. She could have been my own child lying there, her blue school skirt hitched up above the thin bones of her knees, books spilling out from the school bag by her feet. My hand, resting on the top of her head, felt damp. When I pulled it away my fingers were dark with blood.




    I’ve seen dead bodies before. Often. I’ve seen them in the morgue and in the autopsy room. It’s part of the job. I’ve seen them encased in plastic, like a joint of meat. The zip’s pulled down and I’ve breathed in death, musty, like rotten leaves. A dead body has no name, although on the records a name might be assigned to it, surname first. But it’s just a word; there’s no music attached to it, no essence.




    I’ve seen casualties of road accidents before, like Laura. I’ve been first on the scene a few times, waiting for the ambulance. I’ve done the stuff you’re supposed to do. Check for consciousness, for breath, for a pulse.




    ‘Can you hear me?’ I’ve said. ‘Can you hear my voice?’




    I’ve tilted my head towards their nostrils, hoping to feel the warm tremor of a breath on my ear, watched for the rise and fall of their ribcage. I’ve even had to do CPR once. He was an old man, a derelict. He died with the bottle still clasped in his hand. I’d felt his whiskers in my mouth. It did no good; he’d gone anyway. But you have to try.




    When someone dies suddenly, within seconds, within minutes, they’re not like those corpses on the mortuary slab. There’s a touch of colour in their cheeks still, a suggestion of light in their eyes, as if the soul – if you believe in that stuff – is uncertain where it should be.




    Did I know Laura had died? Yes. But she wasn’t dead then, lying on the gritty tarmac, a drizzle of rain on her face. I saw her lips move slightly. A faint sigh, a low moan beneath the breath.




    I dipped my head towards her face and listened to her breath and felt a faint fan of warm air on my cheek.




    ‘Sweetheart,’ I said, as if she was my own child and I loved her, ‘it’s OK. You’re going to be OK.’




    Her eyes stirred beneath their closed lids. I kept my eyes fixed on her face and noticed little else. Not the froth of blood that welled up from her chest wall and seeped into the royal-blue blazer. Not Dave’s voice behind me on the mobile. A curl of blood leaked slowly down from her hairline. I took my handkerchief from my pocket and stroked it gently upwards towards her brow-bone so it wouldn’t get into her eye. I held her hand. Her fingers lay cold and still in my own.




    How long? Seconds. Minutes. I don’t know. What’s time? Sometimes it stops all together.




    Dave’s voice breaking in, restoring me to clock time. Its forward motion.




    ‘The ambulance is coming, Jack. I can see it.’




    I could hear it too. Shrieking down the road towards us, the road emptying suddenly, making way. Within seconds, the paramedics were leaping out, their brisk urgency nudging me back. Checking her pulse, clamping an oxygen mask over her mouth. Her body slid from me onto the stretcher and they lifted her up. That’s when it happened. I felt a cold rush of air come over me and pass me and that’s when I knew she had died.




    Although I didn’t know her name then. Laura.




    ‘Jack, you know that Laura is dead?’




    More a question, than a statement. Bob was ten years younger than me. He looked at me like I could have been a brother.




    ‘Yes, I know,’ I said softly.




    Sam picked me up from the station about nine, maybe ten. After I’d made a statement, had a blood test. I came out of the door and she walked right up to me through the thin cold rain. She was wearing a light-coloured raincoat that fell open at the front. She buried her head onto my shoulder and curled the fingers of her right hand against my neck. Her fingers were cold from the rain. I slid my hands under her raincoat and around her waist. Her body felt warm and soft under her cashmere sweater.




    ‘It’ll be OK, darling,’ she murmured.




    But it won’t, not now.




    ‘Laura’s dead,’ I said, flatly. I used her name; it sounded like I could be talking about my own daughter, someone I loved. I felt Sam’s body flinch slightly at my words. We stood together in the rain for some time, holding each other. She broke the spell. She moved away.




    ‘Where are the girls?’




    ‘Sarah’s babysitting.’




    I’ve seen people in shock before. I’ve seen their eyes blur and the colour drain from their face. I’ve seen them shuffle as if they’ve suddenly grown old, as if they’ve forgotten how to move their legs. I wanted to bury my face in Sam’s hair for ever. I didn’t want to think.




    She took my hand and led me slowly towards the car park.




    Laura’s father was at the inquest. I couldn’t look at him, but all the time I was giving my evidence I felt him looking at me. His eyes were stripping me bare, flaying the skin from my face.




    You killed my daughter. My daughter is dead because of you.




    I could hear the words in my head, as if he was transmitting them telepathically.




    What’s it like, to lose a child?




    One day she’s there, giggling over some adolescent secret at the dinner table, leaving towels on the bathroom floor, her room in a mess. Thirteen years old. A worrying age. He would have worried about what she was doing after school, who her friends were, how much she was discovering about boys. The worst still to come. Would someone pass her a joint one evening at a party, when she was older, an E, a snort of cocaine? Would she take it? Would she get drunk, off her head on gin or vodka, let some acne-faced boy with one thing on his mind go ‘all the way’, lying amongst the coats on some stranger’s bed upstairs? Would she get pregnant one day, have an abortion? Would she fall for some nonce he’d hate? (He’d hate them all, of course.) Would she scream at him to leave her alone? Had she already? How many ways would she break his heart? He’d never know.




    Of all the things he worried about did he worry about this? That late one Tuesday afternoon in early November, two police constables with poker faces would knock on the door and say, ‘Mr Jenkins? May we come in for a moment, sir? I’m afraid we have some bad news.’




    Who opened the door? Did his wife open it? Did he call out from the kitchen – ‘Who is it, dear?’ Or was he working late. Or maybe driving home through the blue gloom, through the blur of rain, anticipating the evening. A hot meal, a film on the telly, maybe sex with his wife.




    Or maybe they’d already been pacing the floor, wondering where she was, why she wasn’t home. They might have phoned Chloe’s house – the friend she’d gone home with after school – ‘No, she isn’t here. She left some time ago. To catch the bus, she said.’




    And then the knock on the door.




    Mr Jenkins? May we come in?




    A life can change in an instant. That’s all it takes. I should know.




    He would have gone to the mortuary later. Maybe the next day. Give them time to clean her up, make her look presentable. They knew who she was but you need the formal identification. What is that like? To see the sheet pulled back to reveal the face of your dead child.




    I’ve accompanied parents to identifications a number of times. Mostly they’re just numb, as if a shell has blasted in their face. You sit them down afterwards, have someone make a cup of sweet tea. What did he do? Mr Jenkins. Laura’s dad.




    The inquest found that Laura had died from a punctured lung, coupled with a haemorrhage in the brain when her head had hit the road. No one was to blame. An unavoidable accident, that’s what the coroner said.




    We walked out from the court into a sudden spell of sunshine, a low winter sun slanting in our eyes. There was a gust of wind and yellow leaves scuttled around our feet and I saw him standing several yards away down the road with his wife. They looked lost, the two of them. Like they had lost their way. For an instance the wife caught my eye. I was the first to look away.
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    Why did I join the force?




    Because it made things easy. It made knowing what to do easy. You learn the rules and then you apply them. Wearing the uniform was part of it. Some people say it’s dehumanizing, but I liked that part. I wore the uniform and I learnt the rules; it was easy.




    But it has its drawbacks. People see the uniform and not the bloke that’s wearing it. Some people hate it; it’s like a red rag to the bull.




    ‘Fucking pigs – you’re all the same!’ some bloke screamed in my face. I felt his spittle on my cheek. He was pissed. I had pulled him over for careless driving and now I had to breathalyse him. But he wasn’t having it. He swung at me like a punch-drunk boxer, missing with every jab.




    Fucking pigs – you’re all the same!




    It was the uniform he hated. It makes it easy and it makes it hard.




    In the end I had to arrest him for attempting to assault an officer and for resisting arrest. He got three months inside for all that, in the end.




    Are we all the same?




    I guess we are. It works that way. They don’t like you to think too hard, to question things. You learn the rules and you regurgitate them and you end up talking the same way. Even and flat, a bit of a monotone. You keep the muscles of your face under control and your emotions buttoned up under that thick uniform.




    You arrest kids for fucking up their lives with drugs and old ladies for shoplifting and drunks for being disorderly. You cut down a suicide from a rope and watch forensics take DNA from the body of a child found half buried under leaves and you knock on some poor sod’s door and tell them their son or their daughter is dead.




    The uniform helps then. The uniform does the talking for you.




    Since Laura, I don’t know if I can do it anymore.




    The mornings are the hardest. Sam’s curled in the bed, away from me, sleeping. Her breath puffs slightly on each exhalation. It’s funny how the bedroom can look unfamiliar in the dark, like it needs light to make it real. I stare into the dark, watch the grey light building at the window. I can hear the clock ticking on the dresser, Sam’s puffing breath. My own heart beating.




    I wanted them to throw the book at me. I wanted to do time.




    There was no case, they said. I’d done nothing wrong.




    They’d breathalysed me at the scene, a blood test later down the station. I was well under the limit. We had stopped for a pint on our way home. It was what we often do. Dave had two but I’d stopped at one. There was no evidence to say I was speeding. Dave made a statement.




    I have no reason to believe PC Philips was exceeding the speed limit, he’d said. PC Philips was driving with due care and attention. The child ran out suddenly from behind the bus. In my opinion it was not possible to avoid hitting her.




    They took witness statements from the scene. Someone sitting at the back of the bus had seen it all. The blurred blue shape of the girl in the royal-blue uniform running out in the rain. My grey BMW. A screech of brakes. The girl’s body flying up then crashing down like a rag doll. The smack of her head on the tarmac. The woman coming out of the Spar on the corner had seen it, and someone at a cash till down the road. They had checked my car for faulty brakes, made sure its MOT was current, measured the skid marks on the road.




    The post-mortem had said the injuries were in line with my statement and Dave’s. There was no case, they said. I’d done nothing wrong.




    But when I wake up in that room in the darkness I see her pale face, the way her lips moved, her eyes stirring under their lids, the blood that curled from her hair. I see her parents looking lost outside the coroner’s court.




    I hear their thoughts, their words in my head. Or maybe my thoughts, my words.




    Laura is dead. You killed her. Laura is dead because of you.




    ‘Maybe you should think about counselling?’




    Sergeant Connor’s voice testing me out, watching my reaction. He’s good at that.




    ‘You’ve been through a stressful time. It could be arranged, you know, with Occupational Health.’




    His eyes on my face. They meet mine for a moment. I look away.




    ‘I dunno . . .’




    ‘You’re not yourself. You know that. Maybe you need some more time off . . .’




    I had three weeks’ sick leave after the accident. Stress and anxiety, the doctor had said. And a slight whiplash injury.




    The whiplash was nothing really. A feeling of stiffness around my neck and shoulders, some shooting pains up the back of my head. Gone after a week or so.




    While I was off they were carrying out the investigations at work. The checks on the car, witness statements, the postmortem report.




    Connor himself had come to see me at home.




    ‘It’s going to be all right. There’s no case to prosecute.’




    He was on his way home. He was in uniform still. The girls had finished their tea and Sam had taken them up to the bathroom to get them out of the way. I could hear them shrieking up there, having fun in the bath. Connor took his hat off and put it on the table and I remember I was on edge about that. The girls had had spaghetti hoops for tea and I was worried he’d put his hat on some splodge of mess and when he put it back on again there’d be a stain of tomato sauce in his thinning grey hair.




    ‘How you feeling in yourself, Jack?’




    ‘Fine. I’m fine.’




    I wasn’t lying. The bad nights hadn’t really started yet, the repetitive thoughts. The doctor had given me something for anxiety. Mostly I just felt numb, as if life was passing through me, not me through it. I could press a button and turn it off any time I wanted. I would watch Sam doing stuff with the girls – brushing their hair, pulling jumpers over their tousled heads, rubbing sticky jam from their hands and think:




    That’s funny. Why’s she doing that?




    It was like I was seeing things from a different angle. Like in those cognitive tests. An aerial close-up of the top of an umbrella, for instance. You don’t recognize it at first, you have to look hard.




    ‘Well, take your time. Don’t come back until you’re ready.’




    ‘Occupational Health are signing me off. I’ll be back next Monday.’




    Connor’s eyes, a quick flick of surprise.




    He stood up. I thought how small he made our kitchen look. No dwarf was Connor. The traditional-looking cop. Six foot four. He picked up his hat from the table. Underneath it, the table was clean, thank God. No tomato sauce. Nothing.




    The hardest thing was getting in the car again and driving. At first I thought I couldn’t do it. My knees shaking, my hand juddering on the gear stick. But Dave beside me, calming me down. It’s all right, Jack. You can do it. And I did. After the first hour or so, muscle memory taking over, making it easy. But I would slow down. Especially in a crowded street, especially when overtaking a bus, in the rain, or at the edge of dusk. Creep along at twenty in a thirty-mile zone. My lights on all the time, in the dull winter gloom, whenever it rained, even when they didn’t need to be. But I wouldn’t drive down the street, the one where it happened. I wouldn’t drive down there. Or whenever speed was called for, when we had to put on the siren and the flashing lights. Only once or twice that happened, but Dave took over the driving then. Dave understood.




    I pretended at first. Most of the job is mechanical. Form-filling, routine enquiries, answering calls for domestic violence, missing dogs. Dave and I driving around for hours on night duty. The streets look different at night, like the room. Hard glitter of street lights, wet glistening pavements, a straggle of youths always at the corner with their beer cans and cider bottles. The way their eyes flick at you, seeing the uniform. That mix of bravado and fear.




    How old are you?




    Where did you obtain the drink?




    Do your parents know where you are?




    What are you doing out at this time of night?




    Escorting them home sometimes. Mostly just giving admonishments, moving them on. Nothing too heavy. Unless they’re mouthy and aggressive, or up to no good. And these days there’s girls, plenty of them. Sometimes they’re worse. Lippy. In your face, but vulnerable with it. You can’t touch them. You never put your hands on them.




    Then later, sitting in the car outside some pub or club, waiting for closing, for the drunks to spill out on the streets, especially if it’s a Friday or Saturday night. The brawls you have to prevent, or break up. Abuse in your face, vomit at your feet. Some chancer swinging one at you, but usually missing.




    Fucking pigs – you’re all the same!




    But I managed it. For a while, I managed it. The wooden face, the flat, measured voice. Pushing back the feelings, the thoughts, the pictures, buttoning it all up under the thick serge of the uniform. Thank God for the uniform.




    Until that Thursday afternoon. Dave and I were told to go around some bloke’s house and tell him and his wife that their son, aged sixteen, had been knocked off his Honda 50. His provisional licence only a month old. Some juggernaut had swung out at its rear taking a corner, knocked the kid clean off his bike. The back wheels had crunched over the kid’s head, the crash helmet caved in and flattened like it hadn’t been there at all. The driver had carried on, not noticing, not realizing that there was this mix of blood and gore and metal squashed on the road behind him that used to be some kid’s head.




    It was that time of day too, dusk coming down like a curtain, shapes blurring, the blue mist. About four in the afternoon, a couple of weeks before Christmas. The kid was on his way home from college.




    I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go to the house and tell them what had happened to their son. A young life snuffed out in an instant. Their lives, that poor fucking driver’s life too when he finds out, changed forever. And Dave and I standing on the doorstep like bloody stuffed dummies, keeping it all in. The stiff expressionless faces, the monotone voice. Excuse me, sir (or madam). May we step in for a moment . . .




    The fear in their eyes, the shock. The wife might start screaming hysterically, or faint. Usually it’s the wife, if it happens. But more usually, nothing. Just the total numb, dumb shock of it. The dead glaze in their eyes. One of us will go into the kitchen, bring out hot sweet tea, and all the while that thick fug of pain building in the room, making it difficult to breathe.




    ‘I can’t go, Dave. I can’t do it. You’ll have to get someone else.’




    My voice shot through with a flash of energy, a fierceness that I hadn’t felt for weeks. Not since . . . He knew I meant it. He didn’t push it.




    That’s when Connor sent for me. The next day, in his office.




    ‘Six weeks off initially, and then we’ll look at it again. I’ll write “stress” on the sick note. That OK?’




    The doctor hands me the printed prescription for Prozac.




    ‘That should make things easier. But it’ll take two or three weeks to kick in. Don’t expect instant results. And we’ll start you on counselling as soon as possible.’




    I drive home. It’s late afternoon, only days to go to Christmas. The windows in the shops are crammed with tinsel and fairy lights, red and gold decorations. There’s a tree in the market square. Donated by the people of Oslo, along with hundreds of other similar trees in similar market squares all over England. It’s done up very tastefully – they all are these days. Gone are the gaudy baubles and mess of coloured lights. Just tiny pricks of white light, a multitude of tiny stars scattered through the dark universe of its branches.




    Thank God for Sam. She’s done it all this year. Bought the presents, wrapped them, sent out the cards. There’s a turkey in the freezer, and she made a cake the other day. The real thing – loaded with rum and fruit.




    ‘Is it worth it?’ I said, tactlessly really. She’d flinched, looked hurt, and I’d tried to cover up.




    ‘I only meant . . . the girls – they’re too young for rich cake, aren’t they? And it’s just the two of us this year.’




    A quick flick of her eyes. Fear?




    ‘But, Jack, my parents are coming. We talked about it, remember. My parents are coming for Christmas Day then in the evening we’re going to Sarah’s for drinks . . .’




    My turn then. Fear.




    ‘I’m not sure I’m up to it, Sam. I can’t be – you know – the life and soul of the party.’




    Sam slid her hand over the work surface towards mine. It was powdery and white with icing sugar.




    ‘Nobody expects that. Not the life and soul. Everyone understands.’




    A pause. Then: ‘Have you thought . . . I mean . . . perhaps you should consider counselling.’




    Two days before Connor.




    Perhaps you should consider counselling.




    That’s what everyone is into these days, it seems. Counselling, or being counselled. Bereavement counselling, relationship counselling, stress counselling, drink- and drug-dependency counselling. Counselling for every occasion. At every turn in the road, a counsellor’s there hovering in the wings, ready to put you right. How did we all manage in the past? In the war, for instance? My great-uncle was in the Grenadiers. France. The Normandy landings. How did he manage, coming home, getting off the boat? No counsellor’s arms to fall into then. Nobody asking how he felt about the shell blasts around his earholes, seeing mates dying. He’d got wounded. A splinter of shrapnel in his eye. Lived with a glass one for the rest of his life. He just got on with it, like they all did. Buttoned it all up under his uniform. Like I’m doing.




    ‘I’ll be OK,’ I mumbled, retrieving my hand from under Sam’s white, powdery one.




    But that was before Connor. With Connor I had little choice.




    They arranged it quickly; they’re good like that, the force. Ready and waiting to help you stitch your life together again, help you live with the cracks. Let’s face it, being a cop can be stressful. All the abuse, the pure hate. Fucking pigs, you’re all the same. Then when there’s an incident, there’s PTS to fall back on. Everyone’s on that bandwagon these days. Early retirement deals for those wanting out.




    Not for me, though. No post-traumatic-stress deals for me. Killing Laura wasn’t part of the job.




    New Year. New shrink. First appointment, January 9th.




    Had to get through Christmas first. We’d compromised in the end. Had Sam’s parents over for Christmas dinner but left them to go on to Sarah’s – Sam’s younger sister’s – on their own. The girls were put to bed early. They were whining and fractious by five o’clock, fighting and screaming at each other over some toy they both wanted, when all around them a sea of torn wrapping paper, a sea of presents, expensive, discarded. I got irritable, thinking ‘spoiled brats’ and maybe I raised my voice at them, shouted, just once. Enough though for Sam to shoot me one of her looks, to whip them up and carry them still screaming upstairs, run the bath, get them into pyjamas.




    They came back down afterwards for a while, calm and sweet-smelling now, their faces flushed with the heat from the bath. Sam cuddled Jessica on her lap and watched some re-run of Only Fools and Horses on the telly whilst Bethan curled up to me on the sofa and I read ‘Sleeping Beauty’ to her from the new book her Granny had given her. Her eyelids drooped, she sucked her thumb, sleepy, a baby again at the age of six, falling asleep before the story was finished. I carried her upstairs, laid her down on her bed crowded with teddies. Something came over me then, looking down on her. She moaned slightly, and her eyes flickered open, half awake, half asleep, then closed again.




    Memory falls like sudden shadows. I saw Laura again in Bethan’s face. But this child, my child, will wake in the morning.
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    So that’s how I came to be here. To see you.




    I was expecting somebody different, I must admit. Female, middle-aged, slightly frowsy. A WI type, tweedy and safe. Or bohemian. Great dangly earrings and hair screwed up on her head, hand-knitted jumpers. You were neither of these. You were male for a start. Mid-fifties maybe, and ordinary. A solid, honest face. Quiet clothes – black trousers, Hush Puppy shoes. A pale blue shirt under a dark green V-necked jumper.




    Nondescript. You could’ve been an ex-copper.




    You usually met your ‘clients’ at the outpatients’ clinic at the hospital, mental-health section. But I wasn’t your regular mental case. I didn’t want to see you there, too much stigma. So we arranged a meeting at your house. Surprisingly, it wasn’t too far from where I lived. I could walk there at a push. And I did, that first time. Half an hour, it took.




    There’d been a frost that morning. It meant clear skies, a hard, cold sunshine. Just the weather for banishing germs, clearing the Christmas cobwebs. The Prozac was starting to kick in now, and what with the sunshine and the exercise, those endorphins, I felt quite a lift. I took a shortcut through the park and felt myself noticing things, the shapes the trees make against the skyline, squirrels picking at nuts on the ground, a kid wobbling on a small bicycle in front of his mother. The bike, a Christmas present no doubt, shiny and new. The mother shouting out, ‘Slow down, not too fast.’




    I even caught myself humming a small tune under my breath, something the girls have been singing around the house for weeks, and wondered what I was doing here. Walking across the park on a lovely day like this, on my way to see a shrink, when I felt like this. As good as this. I should be at work. Filling out forms, reports on petty theft, antisocial behaviour, stolen cars.




    You live in one of those large Victorian town houses. Well maintained. A bay window with wooden venetians. A solid wood, blue-glossed front door with a brass knocker.




    You shake my hand.




    ‘Good morning, Jack. You don’t mind if I call you Jack, do you? I’m Tom Swift.’




    A firm handshake. A hint of a Scots accent underneath a polished urban voice, no doubt from living a long time south of the border.




    You show me into your consultation room at the back of the house. It’s decorated in soft bland shades. Cream walls, a biscuity Berber-type carpet. There’s a landscape picture on the wall, the real thing. The paint applied in thick rough strokes.




    We talk the usual rubbish at first. Small talk. How good it is to get Christmas out of the way, the weather, my journey here. Drawing boundaries, keeping it safe.




    And then you ask me why I’m here.




    ‘Haven’t you got it in your notes?’ There’s an edge to my voice.




    Yes, you say. But you want to hear it from me. You want it in my words.




    So I start to tell you about the early morning wakings, the feeling of lead in my stomach, the repetitive thoughts. I skirt over the flashbacks, hardly touching them. A smile sits on your mouth. You’re waiting, I know that.




    ‘Tell me more about the flashbacks,’ you say.




    Our second session. I’m getting used to this room. Its bland walls. The view of the branches of a tree outside the window. You sitting opposite me. You cross your legs, fold your hands across your chest. Not many men sit like that. And yet it doesn’t make you less of one. You’ve placed a small clock on the table between us, angled it so we can both see its face. It’s the time that makes it safe. Anything can happen in this room, but when the clock says the hour’s up, it stops.




    I don’t want to talk about the accident. I tell you instead about waking in the darkness. The feeling that something is crouched in the room, watching. The smell that catches at the back of my throat, acrid and sharp.




    ‘Like gas,’ I say.




    ‘Gas? Do you think you have a gas leak?’




    ‘No, it’s not like that. It’s more like a memory. It comes and goes.’




    You watch me, waiting. I think, Shall I tell him, shall I say it now?




    ‘And there’s something else,’ I say. Carefully, testing the water. ‘I’ve seen her.’




    ‘Seen who?’




    ‘Do you believe in ghosts, Mr Swift?’




    It was about three on a Sunday. We’d had a late dinner that day, a proper Sunday dinner – roast lamb with mint sauce and all the trimmings. Sam’s parents were here. They only live five miles away – they come over several times a week. I suppose I used to get jealous. I resented the amount of time they spent in our house. But since the girls have come along it doesn’t bother me anymore. Gill was helping Sam with the washing up. I could hear their squealing laughter over some joke or other. Mick was dozing off in front of the telly, his head nodding down on his chest like that Churchill dog. Bethan was colouring with her new set of felts, stretched out on the carpet. Jess had fallen asleep on the sofa. Sam came in from the kitchen carrying coffee cups and saw her there, her face flushed, her mouth half open, trickling saliva onto the red velour.




    ‘Take her up, Jack,’ Sam said. ‘She’ll sleep better up there.’ I carried Jess upstairs. Her body was slack and heavy in my arms. She turned her face into my chest, nuzzling into the wool of my jumper. I worried she was going to wake but she didn’t. I put her down on her small white bed. The room was cold. I covered her up with her duvet, drew her curtains and went out.




    I went into our room. Sam’s and mine. The light in the room was dim. It was a dull day, overcast, at the time barely a week after Christmas. Already at half-past three dusk threatening to fall. I didn’t put the light on. I was looking for my watch. I hadn’t bothered to put it on that morning, but now I missed it. I found it on the dresser over by the window. I was fastening it on to my wrist. That’s when I looked out of the window into the blue winter gloom and saw them.




    ‘Who?’ you ask.




    ‘Laura and her dad. Standing together over the road, staring over at the house.’




    ‘Laura?’




    ‘The girl who died in the accident. She was standing there with her father. I recognized him from the coroner’s court.’




    You don’t flinch, you don’t bat an eyelid. I admire you for that. A whole wide space opens up between us in the room, a space wide enough for anything to fall into it. Anything at all. Even a dead girl’s ghost.




    ‘You’re saying you saw Laura’s ghost?’ you ask, quietly. It isn’t a judgement. Just this wide breathing space between us into which anything could fall.




    ‘Yes,’ I say.




    She saw me. Not him, he didn’t. But she’d looked up for a moment and saw my face at the window and a small smile had played over hers. She looked fine; she looked OK. No sign of bruising, no blood curling down from her hairline. Just a young girl in a blue school uniform looking up at me at the window. I was so relieved that she looked OK.




    You could say, ‘Fading light can play tricks on the eyes.’ But you don’t, and that space between us softens and deepens and our words drift into it like feathers, like snow. I believe you, you say.




    The child held my gaze for a while, then looked over towards the man, her father. He didn’t look back at her; he kept staring across the road towards the house. I ducked back behind the curtain but I couldn’t look away. There was an emptiness in his face, something shuttered away, as if his soul had shrunk back into a recess far behind his eyes. It seemed to me that out of the two of them, she – the girl, Laura – was the most real, the colours of her skin, her hair, her clothes, vivid and bright. He was like an old photograph, faded, dull with age. But she was in Technicolor.




    I don’t know how long I stood there watching them. That other time had overtaken me, all my senses opening and flowering in the moment. It could have been forever. Or only seconds. But as I watched them the blue gloom settled like grief on his hair, his shoulders, his overcoat, his edges bleeding into the deepening dusk. Then suddenly she was gone. She disappeared in an instant, in a blink of an eye. Then he seemed to shiver, as if suddenly feeling the cold, and he turned and walked away.




    ‘You were a long time.’




    Sam and her mum had finished the washing up. They were sitting together on the sofa, feet up, watching the EastEnders omnibus. Mick twitching in his chair, slowly coming to, the Sunday Express spread out over his chest.




    ‘What was wrong – did she wake?’




    ‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘I read her a story. She went back to sleep.’




    Sam staring at me, eyes wide with concern.




    ‘My God, what’s up, Jack?’
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    Write it all down, you say. Keep a journal and every day write down what you’re thinking, feeling. Write about the repetitive thoughts, the flashbacks, the bad dreams. That’s why I started writing this. When the words are out there, in black and white, they’ll lose their power, you say.




    So I write about Laura. I write about the accident. When I read it back, it’s like it belongs to a film or a book. It’s a story that I once played a part in. A major part. But if it’s like a story I can turn the page, can’t I? Maybe not now, but some day.




    But it’s funny, because writing about Laura makes me start to remember other things. Things that have nothing to do with her. Things that seem as if they’ve been waiting, hidden in shadows, and are now pushing their way through to the light. Small things, stupid things. The way some strange woman’s coat swings as she walks down the street, the way some other woman’s hair flicks away from her face as she turns her head. Sam painting her toenails. The careful way she pushes the brush around the quick of her nails. Why that? I don’t know.




    And the smell of gas. The hiss of the jets when Sam turns on the hob the moment before it lights. I can’t bear that. I have to walk away.




    Once a week I walk across the park to see you, to keep our appointment. The words in my journal are growing and stretching. I sometimes read you bits and we talk about them, and how my week’s been. How I’ve been sleeping, what I dream about, what I feel when I wake. Those hard wakings, staring into the suffocating dark.




    ‘Tell me about your parents,’ you say.




    You’re watching me, my reactions. The way a copper watches. Watch their eyes, the dilation in the pupils. Whether they blink or not.




    You were bound to say it in the end. Your kind always do. It’s part of the job. Tell me about your parents. Tell me about your mother. To your credit, it took you several sessions to get around to it. You held back as long as you could.




    ‘Tell me about your mother, Jack.’




    ‘She died.’




    ‘How old were you at the time?’




    Your eyes watching me, like a copper.




    ‘Not sure. Seven or eight, I think.’




    ‘How did she die, Jack?’




    Gentle. Like someone talking to a child.




    Like something pushing its way to the light. Something that’s been there all the time.




    ‘She killed herself,’ I say.




    *




    It’s amazing how easy it is, to deny reality, to pretend things didn’t happen. It’s like that little recycle bin on the computer screen. Click the mouse for delete. It’s that easy. But it doesn’t really go. It’s just tucked away, out of sight.




    Like that first time I saw Laura. I knew it happened, but I tried to tell myself that it hadn’t. I went downstairs and sat in the empty chair. Sam and her mother watching me, sitting together on the sofa.




    ‘What’s up, Jack?’




    ‘Nothing, I’m fine.’




    Should I tell them? Should I say, I’ve seen a ghost. I’ve seen Laura watching the house. You know – Laura, the girl who died. What will they do? Laugh, think I’m joking. Make a mental note to tell my doctor about it later. Consider having me sectioned.




    ‘Maybe you need a lie-down too, darling.’




    ‘No, I’m fine.’




    Sam’s mother looked uncomfortable. She doesn’t know how to handle me. Men of over six foot, policemen, men aged thirty-four with families to support, are not supposed to be off work, suffering from depression, going to see shrinks. It’s not right. It shouldn’t happen.




    ‘And how are you feeling these days, Jack? Do you think you’ll be going back to work soon?’




    She was trying too hard to sound concerned. Mick was still pretending to be asleep, newspaper spread out over his chest. But his body tensed, waiting for my answer.




    Sam twitching.




    ‘Jack can’t go back until he’s ready, Mum.’




    Gill still waiting for my answer, a tight smile on her face.




    ‘When do you think that’ll be? They won’t pay you sick pay for ever, will they?’




    Silence. A space waiting for my answer to fill it. They were waiting for me to say, Hey it’s OK. I was only joking. Just pretending to get flashbacks, bad dreams, suicidal thoughts. A spot of malingering, really. Just wanted to kick over the traces, be a couch potato, idle, useless, a waste of space. For a moment their jaws would drop, and then their faces soften with relief. Anything preferable to this thing that comes out of nowhere. It might be catching.




    ‘No, they won’t,’ I told her flatly.




    Sam twitching again. She really wanted to agree with her mother, to say, ‘Jack, pull yourself together. Get back to normal. Get back to work.’ But she can’t switch allegiance yet.




    ‘So when do you think you’ll be going back?’




    The brittle smile still fixed on her mouth. Eyes still watching mine. Put them under pressure, make them sweat. We used to do that in the interviews. Good cop, bad cop. I was good at ‘bad’. She’s got balls, I thought. I’ll give her that.




    I looked at her. I met her eyes.




    ‘I don’t know, Gill. I wish I did. But I don’t. I don’t even know if I’ll ever go back.’




    There. I’ve said it now. Mick jerked awake. They stared at me, speechless.




    ‘You’re right, Sam. I am tired. I think I’ll go and have that lie-down after all.’




    As I went out and closed the door it was like I was closing it on an open wound. They’re all part of it. They’re breathing it in and breathing it out.




    ‘Tell me about your mother,’ you say.




    ‘I hardly remember her. Although stuff’s been coming back. I’m not sure they’re memories. Maybe I’m imagining . . .’




    ‘What’s been coming back, Jack?’




    She was beautiful. At least it seemed to me that as a kid I always thought she was. I can’t remember her face clearly. I’ve seen photos of her, of course. But they were usually slightly blurred, as if I wasn’t supposed to remember.




    Instead of her whole face I remember bits of it. Her mouth smiling. Her eyes like green pools I could swim in. Her hair was dark and shoulder length. It would fall before her face and she’d flick it backwards as she moved her head. Or sweep it upwards with her palm on her forehead. She was beautiful, but sad.




    I remember the sadness. Her face turned from me, staring out of the window. The way her shoulders hunched and fell again as she sighed. She sighed as if she had the whole world weighed down within her, and was trying to release it, each sigh letting out a little bit of the world at a time. Her sadness filled me with dread. I followed her around the house like a shadow, as if I knew I shouldn’t let her out of my sight.




    But of course I did. Sometimes I had to.




    ‘Where were you when she died?’ you ask.




    ‘At school,’ I say. ‘I walked home from school without her that day. Sometimes she’d come and meet me, but sometimes she didn’t. She worked some days. It didn’t bother me. I was used to it.’




    ‘Tell me about it, Jack. Tell me what happened that day.’




    It’s spring time. Late April, or maybe early May. I know that because there are small trees planted at regular intervals down the road and they’re covered in pink blossom. Scurries of it drift around our feet. Like pink snow. Or candyfloss. The sun’s warm on my face. I’m wearing my school blazer. It’s green. I’ve taken off my cap and shoved it into my blazer pocket. I’m walking with Stevie Burroughs and we’re arguing about some rubbish. Who supports which team. I’m West Ham and Stevie says they’re crap. I shove him and he shoves me back. But it doesn’t mean anything. It’s what boys do.




    We reach the road that leads to my estate.




    ‘See ya,’ Stevie calls, and crosses the road to his house. I turn right, then left. Then right again? Our house is red brick with a blue-painted front door. My mother painted it herself, stretching up in blue jeans and a T-shirt, then dipping down to load her brush. The sun glinting in her hair, red lights sparking in its dark mass.




    I walk around to the back door. I have a key on a string around my neck. When my mum works I get home first, that’s why I’ve got it. I put the key in to unlock the door but instead I lock it. It wasn’t locked to begin with, you see. I remember standing stock-still for a moment, the key paused in the lock. I’m afraid to unlock it again and go in. That’s when I know something is wrong.




    *




    ‘What did you know, Jack?’




    Your voice is quiet and far away. But I’m not here with you. Not here in this room, looking at the muted colours of the oil painting on the wall, the fern dipping fine leaves towards the windowsill, the small pine bookcase, its neat rows of books. I’m back there in that house. I’m a schoolboy in a green blazer, a peaked cap jutting from its pocket. I like sausage and chips and rice pudding. I like art but hate music. I’m good at PE but useless at maths. My heart is pounding.




    The lock clicks and the door’s unlocked again. I open it slowly. The smell of gas hits me, like acid scorching on the back of my throat. I leave the door swinging open and rush to the window and open that too. That’s what my mum taught me. If you smell gas then open the windows. Then turn off the gas.




    She’s lying on the floor, her head propped up on the bottom shelf of the open oven. I can hear the hiss of gas, like snakes. I turn off all the knobs on the cooker. There’s a sudden silence. I know what it means. That’s when that other time kicks in, the slowed down, non-linear time. My limbs feel papery, weightless, my body as fragile as glass. I’ve stepped outside myself; I’m watching it all from somewhere up near the ceiling. I see this woman lying awkwardly on the kitchen floor. She’s wearing blue jeans and has bare feet. Her dark green blouse is rucked up, showing the pale tan of her stomach. One leg is angled oddly backwards, under the weight of her body. Her head is sliding slowly from its support on the shelf of the oven, sliding slowly onto the lap of the boy who kneels beside her on the floor. He’s stroking her dark hair away from her face and crying.
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