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			“You said a bad driver was only safe until she met another bad driver? Well, I met another bad driver, didn’t I?”

			The Great Gatsby, F Scott Fitzgerald

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			NOW

			BOXED

			Court room,

			Caught room.

			I’m in the dock.

			There’s no way out.

			All exits blocked.

			ALL RISE 

			Jury, 

			then judge.

			There’s a hush.

			I want to burst it,

			take a pin to its weight, 

			explode the silence – 

			escape. 

			Head down, 

			arms out,

			I’ll speed through these walls,

			like I’m made of steel –

			like I can’t fall.

			I’ll

			spread my

			wings wide, 

			taste air,

			breathe

			sky. 

			But facts are – I’m trapped –

			stiff shirt like a noose, 

			new suit, buttoned up;

			strait-jacketed truth.

			CHARGES

			“Joseph Goodenough.

			In the early hours of

			The first

			Of January

			Two thousand and nineteen,

			You are accused of causing the 

			Death

			Of Stephanie White.

			To the charge of

			Death

			By Dangerous Driving.

			How do you plead?”

			STOP

			I’m winded, 

			almost doubled over – 

			That’s all it takes to put me

			there – again,

			in that black, dark night,

			on that black, dark road,

			with Imogen, just Imogen,

			by my side.

			And I shut my eyes 

			to hide from the scene,

			but 

			there’s light

			coming at us

			from around a dark corner

			it’s tunnelling forwards

			it’s upon us,

			almost,

			it’s

			bright, 

			it’s

			full beam

			it’s 

			up

			in our faces –

			and

			we’re driving

			straight

			at

			it

			can’t stop – 

			are we braking?

			But

			there’s no

			way

			out

			because

			these seconds are small,

			and this car is so huge,

			and the wheel won’t turn

			it’s heavy and slow

			we’re out of control

			it’s still coming at us

			so fast,

			horn blaring

			lights flashing

			Jesus,

			please

			STOP – 

			IMOGEN – 

			NO.

			DEAD

			Not Imogen, not me,

			but 

			the woman in the other car.

			I staggered up the road 

			towards the wreck

			and saw

			a body, 

			(or something like)

			and a jagged

			hole

			where the side of the car

			should have been.

			I stared at

			white bones.

			Saw

			red skin stretched

			into a silent scream.

			Torso twisted, 

			face glassed 

			into 

			p

			e

			e

			i

			c

			s

			I howled.

			She didn’t twitch.

			Her blonde hair in a plait. 

			Scalped.

			Finished.

			DAWN

			When I’m lying in bed

			crawling up, out of whatever sleep

			I’ve caught that night

			it’s almost not there, 

			I’ve almost forgotten to remember,

			and then 

			before I can open my eyes on the day

			that dead body slaps me awake.

			She’s always wearing white, 

			her blood pulses and glows

			dripping, staining, seeping

			over her clothes. 

			And I’m running to the bathroom

			throwing up in the sink

			spewing nothing –

			empty belly

			twisting with 

			guilt.

			WHAT DO YOU PLEAD?

			They’re waiting. 

			Why can’t I say it? 

			I need to respond, 

			and I open my mouth like I practised this morning

			in front of the mirror, in front of my mum. 

			Not guilty, I said then,

			pulling the words up and out from inside, 

			like fish

			flapping and flailing,

			caught on a line.

			I try once again –

			open my mouth, and breathe

			but

			the

			sounds

			are stuck 

			in

			my

			t

			h

			r

			o

			a

			t

			I can’t

			squeeze

			them

			free, 

			“N-”

			the first sound comes

			and then the rest in a rush, 

			“Not guilty,” I say

			convincing no one,

			not even myself.

			Because I’m still at the scene – 

			stuck

			in the past, in the frame,

			here in the dock, 

			frozen with shame.

			TRUTH (i)

			It shouldn’t be this hard to tell the truth – 

			to

			spit

			it

			right

			out, 

			(like the teachers used to tell me, 

			when I couldn’t make a sound). 

			Small Joe stuttered and big Joe’s no better, 

			not now he’s trying to makes sense of the senseless.

			Because – and don’t ask me why – the truth is 

			elusive, it swerves and it slides –

			like the car did that night –

			now it’s greasy with lies.

			The truth is shattered, like the glass on the road

			that I find in my hair, in my dreams and

			my clothes. It’s a mouth ripped open, it’s a tongue

			that

			lolls.

			The truth is in hiding, it’s scared, it’s weak.

			You see, I’ve been waiting so long

			for my chance to speak.

			WAY BACK THEN – YEAR TEN

			ONCE UPON A TIME  

			Imogen sat down next to me.

			“Hey,” she said, 

			“Joe, show me your notes?”

			Tongue between her teeth,

			she sat and copied every word –

			my homework too –

			then handed back my book with a smile.

			“Thanks, babe,” she said

			and I caught the smell

			of mint and roses

			and something else.

			Imogen was in my form.

			The new girl, 

			who didn’t mind the spotlight’s shine

			every time a teacher asked her for her name

			her London voice

			sounded posher than mine.

			She laughed and didn’t care 

			when someone took the piss and called her

			snob – 

			she flicked her hair, 

			“Yeah?” she said. 

			“Prove it.”

			She sat next to me again that day,

			“Hey, Joe,” she said and nicked a chip, 

			leaning across me to talk to Ryan Wall

			who was on my team and played in goal.

			I nearly gave her all my dinner, 

			nearly said, here, go on, you finish it, 

			instead the blush

			that flushed my face

			made me so hot

			I couldn’t even look up

			and meet her eye. 

			I legged it outside – 

			trailing fire.

			After that I tried

			so hard to understand

			everything

			before the teacher even taught it –

			I read books 

			actual books, 

			the librarian nodded when I snuck in before school

			when no one was around to take the piss, 

			I sat in the corner

			gulping down

			thousands of words:

			particles and plateaus

			algebra and allegory

			bloody poems

			and 

			stories, 

			tragedies, 

			comedies.

			I was going to get expert

			just in case 

			she needed me to explain

			something

			inexplicable – 

			like why I couldn’t tell her

			how she made me feel. 

			There had to be a word for that – 

			some biological term

			that explained

			the way

			my tongue tied itself up

			in knots –

			tight like the laces on my football boots –

			my words

			frayed and tattered

			and got stuck

			before I could 

			present them to her

			in a perfect bow.

			SO NOW

			I’m outstanding at biology 

			and geography, maths and English too –

			top of the class. 

			And all because

			I have traced

			the particularly perfect web of Imogen’s veins

			on the insides of her arms, 

			and on the soft skin of her neck, 

			and over her ribs, 

			and back, and body, 

			so many times

			that I could 

			make a map of her from memory,

			turn her into a sonnet, 

			calculate her heart rate down to its last beat.

			POPULAR

			I burned

			and Imogen was the match

			that set me alight – 

			I knew how close she was, how far away, 

			and wondered if she’d talk to me again – 

			I heard her voice echoing up and down the corridors

			as she sang her way through school.

			Small.

			Fierce.

			Head high, 

			dancer’s stride. 

			Sheet of long hair, 

			hot in the sun.

			Pure alchemy – 

			everything began to glow – 

			as Imogen wandered around our school

			striking gold into its bones.

			Imogen wore headphones everywhere

			and didn’t seem to care

			that no one else was dancing.

			I watched the other girls

			watching her

			and then

			coming to school in

			matching messy buns, 

			crowding round her table at lunch, 

			asking her what it was like down south

			in London,

			if she knew

			the queen.

			I thought that if I liked a girl, 

			maybe she’d be the one I’d choose.

			But I’d been happy with my mates and the way my life

			ticked over, like an engine, newly tuned. 

			If you’re forcing me to describe myself, I’d say I was

			an all right looking lad, fairly shy, 

			(my mum says she’d die

			for my eyelashes, Bambi she called me

			making me run upstairs, ears burning).

			I wasn’t sure what to do with girls

			my football was all I needed, 

			I’d made the local under-sixteens.

			And I had my mates, the lads, 

			Danny who played defence,

			and Naz and Saif and Jack. 

			We had granddads who’d built up this town 

			years before we were born,

			and our fathers worked together

			outside in all weather. 

			We knew about tough, 

			about strong.

			It was just a matter of living up

			to what we were supposed to become.

			I stared in the mirror without my shirt

			and waited for a man to emerge.

			FIT

			“What are you gawping at?” said Annie, 

			neighbour, and friend from way back,

			(our mums had been on the labour ward 

			together, 

			we’d been born

			almost at the same second,

			never mind the same minute

			or month).

			“You don’t fancy her, do you?

			God, you’re predictable, Joe – 

			is that why you’re going for the 

			boy band hair?”

			She messed up my trim – 

			I’d got my mum to cut it nice – 

			I swore, tried to style it back right.

			“Jesus, Joe.” 

			Annie shook her head, 

			“You’ve got it bad.” 

			ENGLISH 

			“So, who’ll read Juliet?” Miss said. 

			And Imogen’s hand shot up.

			No one else volunteered.

			I smirked at Dan.

			“And now we need our Romeo,”

			the teacher smiled

			and all the lads squirmed. 

			I stared out of the window, 

			swung back on my chair,

			that was my first mistake.  

			Because when the chair slipped

			and I half tumbled to the floor,

			the teacher decided

			I was the perfect choice. 

			IT DOESN’T MAKE SENSE

			I stumbled over oxymorons,

			let brawling love’s heavy lightness

			make a fool out of me. 

			The other teachers knew not to ask me to read aloud,

			that it wasn’t fair 

			that I’d struggle and splutter, 

			drown on air. 

			Miss let me stutter on

			and Imogen was patient, 

			waiting with a smile –

			not laughing while I mangled  

			poor old Shakespeare’s rhymes.

			SHARED SONNET

			Imogen put her palm to mine, and then Miss said, 

			“Come on then, Joe, this is the bit where you

			get to fall in love. You’re not dead yet,

			you know? Make us believe your love is true.” 

			The class roared. I said

			my line, and Imogen stepped closer in, 

			whilst I lost the words and lost my head

			somewhere in between the shrine bit and the sin.

			Danny whooped, Imogen smiled, mouthed the phrase 

			I’d failed to say. And then it was time.

			The room glittered, sunlight made us brave

			as she put her mouth on mine. 

			“Ahem, if you don’t mind,” Miss said. We pulled apart.

			That’s when it happened; that was the start.

			UPROAR

			The classroom exploded in whistles, shouts

			and my face exploded into heat – 

			lava flooding my cheeks.

			I stepped back, 

			gave a bow,

			trying to hide the 

			where.

			every

			and 

			there

			rushing

			blood 

			had sent

			that kiss

			pants – 

			in my

			hardness

			Shit, I hoped she hadn’t seen.

			Imogen smiled, shrugged and spun

			back to her seat

			like this was just any old Monday. 

			WHEN YOUR WORDS

			are never good enough

			you learn to accept defeat 

			and keep your mouth shut.

			But when I’m on the pitch,

			at a match

			chasing goals,

			the fastest there – 

			lifted up

			onto the air

			like my feet are winged

			and I’m flying through worlds

			outwitting, tricking 

			opposition

			then I know

			there’s something 

			I can do.

			Every week, I played

			for the thrill of it, for the goal-scoring,

			match-winning buzz.

			I knew there’d be no better feeling –

			until one day, not long after that kiss,

			Imogen came along to watch.

			“SHE FANCIES YOU,”

			Dan said, and I kept my head down,

			concentrated on the ball, 

			on my feet, on tackling, 

			dribbling, keeping my head in the game. 

			But my smile was in my belly, 

			in my throat, in my eyes. 

			Dan nudged me. 

			“Ask her out, go on.”

			Maybe he was right, 

			maybe she liked me

			maybe it was time. 

			Year ten when Imogen joined our school

			everything I thought I knew 

			split open, even the sky

			had never been so blue,

			grass licked my feet

			its tongue hot and panting

			as I ran on the pitch

			chasing goals

			that afternoon. 

			HOW?

			That night

			I wanted to ask my dad what to do, 

			but I knew he’d laugh, make a joke,

			and Mum would purse her lips and say,

			“No one’s good enough for you, Joe.” 

			People thought

			I was the kind of lad

			who knew how to talk to girls, 

			that I’d found my voice and that looking a fool

			didn’t worry me, at all.

			Monday morning, just before the bell, 

			Dan gave me a shove. 

			I almost landed in Imogen’s lap.

			“W-

			ill you go

			out with me?” I said –

			which were not the words

			I wanted to use, 

			and were in fact the words

			I’d planned to avoid,

			because they made me sound like a kid

			who’d never been on a date before, 

			which is what I was, of course. 

			But they were the words that came out first.

			FIRST DATE 

			In the end I decided 

			that

			ice-skating

			would be good. 

			and when I asked, 

			she smiled and nodded,

			said she liked it, was a pro. 

			(It was another thing I didn’t know

			how to do – but I gave it a go.) 

			And although she may have exaggerated, just a little, 

			sliding herself into the side of the rink when she went 

			too fast –

			she held me up, when I wobbled. 

			It was
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