Night-Time On The M4


By Geoff Scaplehorn





I


Deep breath. The smell of gasoline. That glorious aroma of the petrol station. The reek of badly tuned exhaust.


	Still can't see, though. Can't even feel my legs. 


	The scream of sirens. Police sirens. Ambulance. Maybe the fire brigade too, but I can't tell. 


	The tarmac is warm under my cheek. Smells of tires that have left their black mark along its surface. Heat is the only physical sensation I can feel. 


	My eyes open, crusted reekage stuck to my lashes. I see the car; ten, fifteen metres back along the motorway. I see my hole in the windscreen. 


	I lift my head; I can do that now. Everything will be okay.





*	*	*





II


Can't breathe. Air bag working its way down to my lungs. 


	I'm awake now. If it wasn't so sick, I'd laugh. I'm awake now. 


	Remember - vaguely - that horrible feeling of sleep creeping in. And then the squeal of the bumper hitting the van ahead. 


	Painfully, lift my head. My husband lying in the lane ahead of us. Face is a mess. 


	No seatbelt. He never would wear a damn seatbelt. Fool.


	He lifts his head. I sigh in relief. No one hurt.  


	We're alive. Everything will be okay.  





*	*	*





III


A cliche: your life flashes before your eyes when you die. It does. 


	Boyhood. Family. My mother smiling at me.


	Playing cops and robbers in the back garden. I was the robber; I drove my getaway at breakneck speeds to lose my older brother: the cop. 


	Passing my driving test. Third time lucky, the elation rattles me to the bone. Within an hour I am driving my father to the cinema for his Well Done present; ticket and hot dog paid for. 


	Meeting my girlfriend, now fiancee. Driving her round America on holiday, making our way along the map's yellow-marked scenic routes through the hills of Virginia; proposing to her at a thousand feet.


	A van hitting us from the other lane. Knocking us into the hard shoulder. The world spinning on a horizontal axis. The coldness setting in. 





*	*	*





IV


The sound of metal being cut, bent out of shape. 


	He stares at me with lifeless eyes; I can't see whether or not he's breathing. His hair dangles up and rests on the canvass of the car's roof. Only by this can I tell we're upside down. 


	Only a week to go... 


	He's okay. He has to be okay - what happens if he isn't? What do I do? What can I do?


	The door shifts, pulls away from me. A yellow helmet pushes through the gap, topped by an inverted face.


	"You're alright," the fireman says, "You're going to be fine. We're going to get you out."


	I look back at my husband-to-be. We're not going to be fine. Not by a long way. 





