
It was not a sign. Kate refused to let it be a sign.
She hated driving anyway. As soon as she got home, she was going to sell the car; but of course

she had needed it to bring all her stuff from London. The back seat was piled up with boxes of books
and holdalls stuffed with that miscellany of her possessions which it had seemed impossible to leave
behind, so that she couldn’t even see out of her rear view mirror. She always expected when she was
driving to die at any moment, and braked and changed lanes with desperate recklessness as if she
was gambling; but actually what happened not long after the Brynglas tunnel coming out of Newport
wasn’t her fault. No one was going very fast. She had meant to time her journey to miss the rush hour
but the minutes and hours of her morning, taken up with dropping off keys, dropping off marked
exam scripts at the university, had drifted off evasively as usual. Her life would never fit inside the
lucid shapes she planned for it. So here she was in the middle lane in a queue coming out of Newport
in dreary winter dusk and rain, shrunken among towering lorries whose wheels fumed with wet,
gripping the steering wheel with both hands, longing to smoke but not daring to fumble a cigarette
out of her pack on the dashboard. The cat in its basket, strapped into the passenger seat beside her,
slunk round in circles with its fur flattened, expressing precisely the mingled unease and ennui that
she felt.

Then in the dim light something fell from the sky: at first Kate thought it was a bundle of dirty
washing wrapped in a sheet. Even as she took in the catastrophe, the thing bounced against the side
of a big container lorry in the slow lane and turned out not to be a bundle that might fly harmlessly
apart but a mass flung back by its own weight into the path of a red car ahead of Kate. Which must
swerve: what else could it do? The grey formlessness bounced onto the red car’s bonnet and then
clung blinding across its windscreen, carried forward as the car slewed into the path of the faster
traffic in the outside lane; it threw out one long wing, dazzling white feathers ranged in rows of perfect
symmetry, lit up by headlights. Then the mess was thrown free onto the road, and swallowed up in

the advancing chaos. The red car was hit side on in the fast lane, and went spinning into the central
reservation. Cars waltzed to a halt, finding whatever space. The actual moments of disaster were
surprisingly reflective: Kate drove decorously and without fuss into the rear end of a white van, her
little Citroen skidded round half a circle and stopped at a right angle across the road. Something hit
her then and shoved her forward another few yards. She wasn’t hurt, she didn’t think she was even
jolted. How melodramatic, she thought. What a welcome home. Only the cat wailed an indignant
protest.

It was an irony and not a sign.
Astonishingly, no one seemed to be hurt. The woman in the red car climbed out of the driver’s seat

and walked around it examining the damage. The others moved their vehicles onto the hard shoulder
if they could, and waited for the police: Kate’s Citroen was badly dented in two places but it started
without difficulty. It was unbearable though to sit waiting inside it; Kate left Sim and joined in the
improbable sober camaraderie, sharing someone’s umbrella. It must have been a swan, everyone
thought, brought down by power lines. No one could tell for sure if it was dead already when it hit
the first lorry. Or was it only a goose? A swan, confirmed someone who thought they had seen its long
neck outstretched. Kate looked where they pointed; the swan was indistinguishable now from the oily
dark wet of the road except in its bulk, like a sodden mattress.

The woman from the red car – who had taken on a certain poetic importance, as if the bird had
chosen her, and she had escaped it – came and stood among them: a blonde in a white mac that was
soon dark with rain. People asked if she was all right and she nodded angrily, staring into the distance
as if she was holding back tears and wanted to be left alone. Someone lent her a mobile and she made
a call. Then Kate recognised her as a woman she vaguely knew. She couldn’t remember her name;
she was married to David Roberts, Carol’s younger brother. Carol was Kate’s best – or at any rate
heroldest – friend. Kate had met this woman once or twice a few years ago at Carol’s and had thought
her a nobody: conventional, a primary school teacher. Now – probably it was the aftershock of the
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