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And Then It Happened









For Jean Dennis and in memory of John Dennis




Prologue


I was eleven years old the first time I saw him but I still knew straight away. It was something about the darkness of his eyes and the way his face scrunched up when he smiled. I didn’t tell him, of course. That wasn’t how it worked, I understood that even then. I had to wait for him to realise. Two years it took. Though it felt more like an eternity to me. Still, it was worth the wait. I knew it then and I know it now. Nineteen years, ten months and twenty-one days later.





PART ONE




One


MEL


Saturday, 27 March 2010


According to Wikipedia, it was Aesop who came up with that line about familiarity breeding contempt. Which kind of vindicates my belief that Greek philosophers are, on the whole, rather overrated. I have known Adam for two-thirds of my life now. Admittedly, that’s only a dot backwards on the great history timeline of things towards Aesop’s era in 600 BC. But the fact remains that for me it is a struggle to remember life BA (as I tend to think of the years before I met Adam). There is a blurry childhood involving a one-eyed teddy bear, under-the-knee socks and grazed knees, blackberry-picking along the canal bank, a less than perfect ponytail and sticking my tongue out at my older brother Martin, who was always the apple of Mum’s eye. And then there is the day I started high school and met Adam. That is when life as I know it really began.


We have barely gone a few weeks without seeing each other since that point. Yet far from make me look at him with a mixture of irritation and loathing, that familiarity has bred something deeper, stronger and altogether more wonderful than I ever thought possible. Don’t get me wrong, Adam is not perfect. He’s a man, for goodness sake. And this is a marriage, not a fairy tale. There are, inevitably, a few things about him that cause me to roll my eyes and make the odd sigh or tut every now and again; he snores (though only when lying on his left side), appears to have a pathological fear of baths (I should point out in his defence that he does shower), refuses to go anywhere near a tapas restaurant (something to do with not being able to get one big plate of what you want to eat and having to go home and make cheese on toast afterwards because you’re still hungry) and is prone to going off on a bit of a rant if anyone expresses even the merest hint of admiration for either Margaret Thatcher or Tony Blair (perhaps the most excusable of his foibles).


But that is as bad as it gets. A handful of silly little things that bug me. Nothing even approaching the foothills of contempt. Instead, I have all the lovely things that familiarity brings: knowing that he understands when to back off and give me space and when to throw his arms around me and give me a hug; the fact that we can be comfortably silent together because sometimes we just know and we don’t need to say; the reassurance that if I have a headache he knows the exact spot on my shoulder where the knot causing it is and how to massage it away. And the fact that I know, as he sits opposite me at a rather swanky restaurant in Sowerby Bridge, top button of his shirt undone, brushing back the bit of dark brown hair which has always got in his eyes for as long as I have known him, exactly how he will respond to what I am about to say.


‘Just in case you were thinking of planning anything, I don’t really want a big fuss. You know, about the anniversary thing. I think we should keep it low key.’


On 6 May we will have been married ten years and, as we got married exactly ten years after Adam asked me out, it will also mark twenty years of us being together. That makes me feel happy and incredibly fortunate. It does not, however, make me want to throw a party.


A hint of a smile creeps on to Adam’s face, confirming that this whole conversation we are about to have is already fully scripted. We both know our lines and each other’s lines. But we are going to run through it all anyway so we can test how well we have learnt them.


‘Oh, why’s that, then?’ he says. I was right. Word perfect, in fact. He knows exactly why, of course, but he is not going to let me get away without offering some kind of explanation.


I take a sip of my Rioja (I prefer white, but it is his birthday today so it is my turn to compromise. We are experienced enough parents to know you do not drink a bottle of wine each when your four-year-old daughter will be jumping on your bed at 6 a.m. the next morning.)


‘Well, it’s not like ten years is a big anniversary, is it?’ I say.


‘So you mean the tin can I’ve got you will be fine?’


I grin and pull a face at him. I know he hasn’t got me a tin can. He is good at presents. Always has been. Partly because he knows me so well and partly because he likes getting surprises so he has to work really hard to think of something I won’t have thought of.


‘Maybe for our silver wedding we can have a big do but there’s no need this year, is there? I know it’s a bit different for us because of the twenty-year thing but people don’t really celebrate the anniversary of when they started going out together, do they? At least not in public. And anyway, twenty years together makes us seem really old and my family will forget that we’re not and will buy us commemorative plates and stuff like that and you can’t really give them to Oxfam, not if they’ve got a personal inscription, which they will. Mum would expect to see theirs hung up somewhere and she’ll be offended if you put it in the toilet, you know she doesn’t get your sense of humour. Besides which, I have bad memories of having to go to my aunt and uncle’s silver wedding anniversary party under duress and being forced to do the birdie dance while my friends were enjoying Ghostbusters at the cinema, so really, I guess what I’m trying to say is, if you were thinking of planning some big do, I just don’t want to go there.’


Adam is smiling some more.


‘Oh, piss off, you,’ I say.


‘What? I haven’t said anything.’


‘No but you’ve sat there grinning at me while I’ve said all that stuff which you knew already.’


‘I didn’t know I was going to have to wait until our silver wedding to get a party. Jeez, you know how to keep a guy keen, don’t you?’


‘Don’t count on the party then,’ I say, picking up one of the tortilla chips which I can vaguely recall appearing at some point during my little spiel. ‘I’m not promising we’ll have one then, only that I’ll consider it. Although obviously not in a depressing church hall somewhere with the Virgin Mary looking down on us or some dingy community centre which smells of wee and still has sand from the toddler group on the floor. And wherever it is, please, please, do not hire some naff DJ who says things like “now, one for the laydeez out there”, we’ll just use the compilation tapes we did for our wedding.’


‘Right,’ says Adam, still smiling. ‘I’ll be sure to remember all of that. Although I should point out that as the iPod has been invented since our wedding, compilation tapes are now obsolete.’


‘See, you’re already making me feel old. Imagine what we’ll feel like by our silver anniversary when Maya finds out that our wedding photos are on negatives, not a hard drive.’


‘So you’re already worrying about what she’ll think when she’s nineteen?’


‘Not worrying, just saying.’


‘Are you actually going to eat that at any point?’ asks Adam, nodding towards the tortilla chip which is still poised between my thumb and forefinger.


‘Possibly, but only when I’m sure that you’re clear about what I’ve said.’


‘Fear not, I have been left in no doubt about what you’ve said, although I’m also well aware that it has nothing to do with the real reason you don’t want a party.’


I watch Adam expertly use two tortilla chips to shovel a pile of guacamole on to a third before devouring the whole ensemble and selecting two new tortilla chip shovels. He even manages to look sexy as he does it; if I did it I’d probably manage to spill the whole thing down my top. I don’t know what age other people grow out of spilling everything but for some reason I haven’t got there yet.


‘So come on then, please enlighten me,’ I say, deciding I might as well ask for the theory as he is clearly going to tell me anyway.


‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? You think that if we pull so much as one celebratory party popper, he, or she, I know you’re unsure about the gender of whoever it is that decides these things, will decide that we’ve had far too long an innings and will send down a plague on our house and seven years’ bad luck to all who live in it.’


I finally eat the tortilla chip in my hand in order to give me time to think of a suitably robust denial. I eat three more while I think a little longer.


‘You make me sound like some kind of crackpot,’ I say, having failed to think of anything which Adam won’t see through.


‘You are. A loveable one, though,’ says Adam, reaching over to squeeze my hand.


‘I simply don’t think we should tempt fate by making a big song and dance about it, that’s all. You know what happens to those Oscar winners who use their speech to publicly pledge their undying love to their husbands. The next week they have to release a statement that it’s all over because he’s run off with some party hostess.’


‘I guess you’ve got a point, the waitress tonight is kind of cute.’


I smile at him and shake my head. He can get away with it because I don’t have an ounce of insecurity about our relationship. Not because I think I’m such a great catch that he’d never leave me but simply because we are Mel and Adam. If we were available in the supermarket you would not be able to buy us singly, only in a pack of two. We are probably at the top of all our friends’ ‘Least Likely To Split Up’ list (I’m presuming everyone else has one of those too, even if they don’t actually write it down). So it’s not that I fear Adam running off with anyone. It’s that somewhere along the line I figure I am owed a huge great dollop of something bad. Adam says it himself, I have lived a charmed life; the first boy I fell in love with fell in love with me and we have stayed in love ever since, I have never even had my heart broken. How many people can say that? We have a gorgeous, happy, healthy daughter who, apart from being obsessed with dinosaurs, seems reasonably well-adjusted, we live in our dream home, a converted schoolhouse in Cragg Vale, a couple of miles from here, with views across possibly the most beautiful valley in West Yorkshire, I have a great job lecturing in child development at Bradford University, my parents are still together and although I wouldn’t go as far as to say they are blissfully happy, they seem content enough to stick it out. All four of my grandparents are still alive, living in sheltered housing, in reasonably good health and in full possession of their marbles, none of my close family or friends have ever died, had cancer or been stricken with an incurable disease. Indeed, Adam jokes that the worst thing that ever happened to me was when my pet hamster died. It’s not true, of course, but then he doesn’t know about the worst thing. Only one other person does. And as Adam doesn’t know I can see why he would think that. Why most people would think that. Because what is undeniably true is that my life appears to be borderline perfect. But because of what I did I obviously don’t deserve that. Hence my conclusion that it is only a matter of time before someone will shout on a loudhailer, ‘Come in, Mel Taylor, your time is up,’ and something the equivalent of being shat on by the world’s biggest seagull will occur.


‘I just think we should leave well alone and have a quiet celebration for the two of us rather than publicly rub our happiness in other people’s faces.’


‘For someone with a psychology degree,’ says Adam, ‘you really are completely round the bend.’


My enchiladas arrive. And Adam’s jambalaya. We don’t do that couple thing of sampling each other’s food in restaurants. Mainly because it is skin-crawlingly gross but also because we hardly ever fancy what the other one is having.


‘Well, if that’s what you want,’ continues Adam with a shrug as he picks up his fork. ‘As long as you don’t complain when we spend our anniversary at home watching some crappy programme about a B-list celebrity who wants to fly his kite in the most inaccessible places in the world and have TV licence payers foot the bill for it.’


‘You sound like my mother. Anyway, I shan’t complain. I’ll simply turn it off and put some music on to dance to.’


‘Not your flamenco stuff again.’ I go to a class once a week with my friend Louise. It is an opportunity to don a swirly long skirt and stomp around in clompy shoes like you are a little kid dressing up in your mother’s clothes and consequently it is very good for the soul.


‘No, I was thinking of something a bit slower.’


‘Hey,’ says Adam, ‘something for the laydeez.’


‘Enough,’ I say, laughing as I shake my head. ‘You really are old enough now to know better.’


It is gone eleven by the time we get home. We shut the car doors as quietly as possible. Instinctively, I pull my coat across me, though it is unusually mild for March, especially a Yorkshire March, and hurry up the steps to the big wooden front door like a teenager trying to dash back to beat a curfew.


‘At what age roughly do you think you’ll stop worrying about what your mother will say?’ whispers Adam.


‘Probably around about the same time you stop taking the piss out of me.’


‘It’s hardly like we’re still at school and rolling in at two in the morning, is it?’


‘No, but I said we’d be back by eleven and you know full well that if you give her even the slightest reason to go off on one, she will do. Besides, she looked like she had a bee in her bonnet when they arrived and in case it’s anything to do with us I don’t want to make it any worse.’


I jiggle the key in the lock and open the door. I love the entrance to our house: a huge dependable door behind which is a wood-panelled hallway with a flight of stone steps rising steeply in one corner (utterly impractical for a toddler and the cause of more ‘shit, I’ve left the stairgate open’ moments than I care to remember). I knew it was right for us the second I first stepped inside. I should have said to the estate agent at the end of the tour, ‘Actually, you had me at “this is the hallway”.’


All is quiet inside. We go through to the lounge where my father is sitting in the armchair doing that one eye open, one eye closed thing he is so good at, and my mother, who is dressed in a jumper with a cardigan over her shoulders and a scarf twirled around her neck in a not very subtle way of suggesting that our house is too cold, is leafing through a copy of People’s Friend (she brings them with her when babysitting, they are not our choice of coffee-table material). She looks up at me with a ‘so what time do you call this?’ expression. I am about to launch into a long-winded denial when I remember that I am thirty-three years old.


‘Hi, sorry we’re late,’ I say. ‘They took forever with the desserts. How’s Maya been?’


‘Took ages to go off as usual but we’ve not heard owt from her since,’ says Dad, opening the other eye and smiling. He should be used for sofa adverts, his face screams ‘comfy’ at you. He also has an Alistair Darling thing going on; his hair and most of his beard are white but his eyebrows remain resolutely dark. When they finally succumb and go white he will make the most amazing Father Christmas. I have already told the local toyshop that I know a Santa-in-waiting.


‘So what made-up story did she get you to do?’ I ask.


‘Something about a T-rex getting his foot stuck on a train track and having to be rescued by a giant purple butterfly.’


I nod. While to outsiders it would sound like a bad LSD trip, it all makes perfect sense to me; Maya’s favourite things are dinosaurs, butterflies and the colour purple, and my father, who is retired but runs a model railway museum in Halifax, always manages to get some sort of train reference into his made-up stories.


‘So, what did you have for dessert?’ asks Mum, as if oblivious to the fact that the conversation has moved on from there.


‘I had bitter chocolate torte,’ says Adam, ‘and Mel went for the blueberry cheesecake.’ Mum raises her eyebrows and nods slowly, managing to suggest that she is either disappointed in our choices or the dessert menu itself.


‘Well, I’m glad I brought me magazines,’ she says. ‘Nowt worth watching on TV as usual. Certainly nowt to take me mind off bad news.’


Dad looks up with a start from his armchair and gives Mum a look.


‘Well, I’ve got to tell them sometime, haven’t I?’ she says.


‘Tell us what?’ I ask, my stomach tightening.


‘I didn’t want to mention it earlier because I didn’t want to spoil your evening.’


‘Just tell us, please,’ I say.


‘Bill’s left Sylvia for some woman at work. A cleaner, not even one of secretaries.’


The knot in my stomach releases. Sylvia is Mum’s friend from the surgery. The two of them do for GPs’ receptionists what Sweeny Todd did for barbers. I see her occasionally at Mum’s house and bump into her every now and then at the Co-op. She is a terrible gossip and impossible to get away from once she’s started. I feel sorry for her, of course, as I would feel sorry for any woman who is left by their husband. But the very idea that imparting this news earlier would have spoilt Adam’s birthday demonstrates how much Mum has lost the plot. I glance up at Adam who is clearly trying to resist the temptation to comment on the notion that Bill’s actions would somehow have been more honourable had he run off with a woman of greater social standing.


‘Oh dear. That’s a shame,’ I say. ‘Must have been a terrible shock for her. It’s not long since their silver wedding, is it?’ Sylvia and Bill were late starters, both living at home in the same road until their aged parents died and they realised it was lonely being on their own.


‘Three months,’ snorts Mum. ‘Then he tips twenty-five years of marriage down drain just like that. I can’t understand how anyone could do that to Sylvia, can you?’


‘No, dear,’ says Dad, obviously deciding it is politic to agree with her although I suspect he can understand exactly why Bill did it. And that somewhere he has a sheet of paper on which is a tally of the years he and Mum have been married. A tally which is heading towards fifty. Mum sighs and starts gathering her copies of People’s Friend together.


‘You know worst thing about it?’ she says. ‘All that effort Sylvia put into that lovely trifle she made for silver wedding party. Such a waste.’


‘I suppose,’ says Adam as we lie in bed together later, his arm around me as I nestle into the comfortable place my body seems to have worn away in his over the years, ‘I now need to add “trifle” to your list of silver wedding party no-nos.’


I let the laugh I suppressed at the time finally escape. Adam is laughing so much his chest is shaking.


‘The thing is,’ I say, ‘we haven’t heard Bill’s side in this. Maybe he doesn’t like trifle. Maybe he told Sylvia so the day they met and she never took any notice, kept on making it, determined to force her trifle-making talents on him. And then to spite him by making one for their silver wedding party, well, you can see how that could have been the final straw.’


Adam grins down at me, his hand stroking my arm. ‘I bet his new woman doesn’t do trifle,’ he says. ‘I bet she whizzes up Angel Delight for him. Chocolate, butterscotch, any flavour he wants. Come to think of it, I haven’t had Angel Delight since I was a kid. How come you never make it for me?’


I look up at him, smiling. ‘Tell you what. I’ll get some in especially for our anniversary.’


‘Oh, Mel,’ he says, starting to kiss my shoulders. ‘You sure know how to turn a man on. Go on, talk Angel Delight flavours to me …’


‘You either shut up now,’ I say, digging him in the ribs, ‘or I turn out the light.’


‘OK,’ he says. ‘I’ll just lie here quietly and fantasise about you being covered in it.’


I try to kiss him to stop him talking but I can’t do it for laughing.


‘Right,’ I say, rolling over on top of him. ‘If you won’t shut up I’ll have to make you.’ Adam raises his eyebrows. A few minutes later he is suitably distracted and finally rendered speechless. That’s the other great thing about familiarity. The control panel is the same as it’s always been. So you don’t have to waste time getting to grips with the instruction manual.


I lie there in the darkness much later, my body still pressed against Adam as he sleeps. Feeling his chest rise and fall, listening to his breath, unable to move even an inch away from him, lest I might somehow break the spell.


‘Happy Birthday,’ I whisper, giving him a final kiss goodnight. And trying not to worry about what else, apart from trifle, could destroy a marriage so easily.




Two


ADAM


I pull off the narrow, undulating road and park in the lay-by as usual. Far behind me in the distance lies Manchester, where I work. Cragg Vale is just the other side of the hills. But I am not going home right now. I am stopping off on the top of the world. I see this same view every week. A palette of green, brown, grey, white and blue, framed by my windscreen. But still it has the ability to shake the day out of me when I notice how the light is subtly different, catching some rocky outcrop I have never noticed before. Some places are so beautiful they can still do that to you, however many times you visit. This is one of them.


I take the printed invitation from the envelope in my holdall and read it again while I wait. As surprise anniversary parties go, I think it’s going to be a good one. The venue, of course, is the key. Scaitcliffe Hall is where we got married, a country house hotel on the edge of Todmorden and as far removed from a damp community centre smelling of wee as you could wish to imagine. It was all organised months ago. Even then, the weekend after our anniversary was already booked for a wedding so it had to be the Saturday before. The buffet menu has been finalised, a Commitments tribute band booked (if I tell Mel she’ll probably worry that they’ll split up before the gig – life imitating art and all that). By the time Mel came out with the ‘not wanting a big fuss’ line, there was no going back. Not that it would have made any difference if she’d told me before I’d booked everything. I have always known she wouldn’t like the idea, always known the old stuff about tempting fate would come tumbling out. She’s been the same for as long as I can remember. It was her who got cold feet about the wedding. Not about whether I was ‘the one’ (Mel is not prone to changing her mind or doubting the strength of her feelings) but about whether getting married would somehow spoil things and we would end up cursing the day we put on a big, public show of our love. The fact that nothing of the sort has happened, that we are, if anything, happier now than we have ever been, does not appear to have shaken her belief in the theory. I would never tell Mel this but sometimes it’s a bit like living in one of those weather house barometer things. The sun is shining down on us, I come out, dressed appropriately in shades, T-shirt and shorts, and Mel is cowering in the other doorway, resolutely holding her umbrella up – just in case.


It’s the only thing I wish I could change about her – and that’s saying something when you consider how long we’ve been together. I long for her to be able to chill out and enjoy our life together without always looking skywards for the big black cloud that must be heading our way. It’s weird really because I’m the one who should be paranoid. When you work as a journalist for ten years, dealing with a succession of murders, tragic accidents and life-threatening diseases, it tends to warp your view of life. I have interviewed enough people who have said ‘I never thought it would happen to me’ to know that ‘it’ can happen to absolutely anyone at any time. But apart from having a thing about not travelling on the end carriages of trains (I’ve done two inquests into train crashes and in both cases the only people who died were sitting at the front and back of the train), I don’t spend my life in fear of ‘it’ happening. If anything, seeing things happen to other people has made me more determined to go out there and live life to the full, to appreciate what I’ve got and bloody well enjoy it.


That’s why I want an anniversary party. Ten years of marriage is worth celebrating. So is twenty years of being together. A hell of a lot of people never make that. And it’s not like we’ve clawed our way there, crossing off the years as we go, staying together for the sake of the kids and barely able to have a civil conversation. I love her. I absolutely do. I’ve had the best twenty years imaginable and I can’t wait for the next twenty. And the twenty after that. And I actually do want to shout it from the rooftops, to say, ‘Hey, look at me and my gorgeous wife and daughter, what a lucky bastard I am’ (though not while Maya is in earshot, obviously). There, that’s it; my audition for a Richard Curtis romantic comedy over with. I shall revert to stereotype now by being a pig-headed Yorkshire git with an inability to express my emotions. Or perhaps audition for a part in Iron Man 3.


Steve swings into the lay-by in his 4×4 and parks next to me. We are well aware that the whole thing looks a bit dodgy and have long been expecting someone to tip off the police about the strange behaviour of the two guys who meet up at the highest point of the road across the moor at 6 p.m. every Thursday from April to the end of September (we have to switch to Sunday mornings for the darker months). The disappointingly boring truth is that there are no brown envelopes exchanged, no illicit acts taking place; it’s simply the best place for us to meet up for our run.


I put the invitation back in the envelope, open the door and get out.


‘How’s tricks?’ says Steve, as he steps out of the car resplendent in his white polo shirt and shorts. He is the only man I know who would dare to go fell-running looking like he’s dressed for tennis. And a sad tosser for not only turning up spotless but bothering to iron his running kit too. His whole appearance screams ‘Ha, I haven’t got children’ at you.


‘Good, thanks,’ I say, handing him the envelope.


‘What’s this?’


‘The usual procedure is to open it and see.’


Steve rolls his eyes and does as instructed. I watch him reading, a slight frown forming across his brow.


‘Does Mel know about this?’


‘No, hence the mention of it being a surprise anniversary party and request that no one blabs to her.’


‘It’s a nice idea, mate. Or rather it would be if she didn’t hate surprises.’


I suspected he was going to be like this. If Steve is ever on Mastermind his specialist subject will be ‘knowing best’.


‘She hates the idea of surprises. Not the actual surprise itself.’


‘Right, so she’s totally up for a big bash, is she?’


‘No, but people don’t always know what’s good for them, do they?’


‘Well, I hope for your sake you know what you’re doing.’


I manage to resist the temptation to knee Steve in the groin. For a best mate he can be a real pain in the arse sometimes. Of course he gets away with it because we’ve been best mates since the age of eleven. We have far too much dirt on each other to ever contemplate falling out. But the thing that really riles me is when he pretends to know Mel better than me. He’s the only person apart from her family who has known Mel longer than me. He went to the same primary school as her. And, boy, does he like to remind me of the fact.


‘She’s my wife, Steve. I think I’ve got her sussed by now.’


Steve shrugs, opens the car door and tosses the invite on to the front seat.


‘So are you coming then?’ I ask.


‘Yeah,’ he says, locking the door and putting the keys in his belt pouch. ‘Let’s get going so we’re not finishing in the dark.’


‘No, I mean to the party,’ I say, breaking into a jog beside him. ‘Are you and Louise going to come?’ There is a moment of hesitation. Maybe he is searching for a get-out clause.


‘Yeah, of course. Unless you need Louise for babysitting duties?’ For someone who is not child friendly, the hopeful note in his voice is decidedly unexpected.


‘No, don’t be daft. Mel wouldn’t want her to miss the fun. Anyway, there’s no way on earth I’ll be able to keep Maya away once she knows there’s a party going on.’


‘You’re going to tell her?’


‘No choice. I’m buying a new party dress for her and I’ll need to make sure it fits. And as Maya’s interrogation skills are second only to her mother’s, I guess she’ll get it out of me at that point. I won’t tell her until the day before, though. There’s a very slim chance she can keep a secret for twenty-four hours.’


‘So what are you going to say to Mel?’


‘I don’t know, I’ll think of something.’


‘We could invite you out for a meal, if you like. Throw her off the scent a bit.’


‘Yeah, that would be great. Thanks, mate.’ He still thinks I’m mad, I know that. But I also know I can always count on his support.


We both run on in silence. I love it up here. Bleak, windswept, rugged. Away from it all. It’s like playing God for a while, looking down on the rest of the world below. Feeling a little bit smug that you’re in a better place than any of them. I love picking my way along the dirt tracks, across the rocks, through the mud. Mel says I must have been a goat in a previous life. But that’s probably because she still has to hold my hand for the stepping stones across the river near our home. As far as I’m concerned this is the only way to run. I’ve never been able to understand those people who go jogging alongside dual carriageways. You may as well just go on a treadmill at the gym and have someone pump exhaust fumes at you and shine headlights in your eyes.


‘So what are you doing for your anniversary?’ I ask Steve. He and Louise married almost two years after us. They met through us. Louise was Mel’s best friend at uni. She’s lovely, Louise. Far too good for Steve really.


‘I expect I’ll get a Chinese on the way home from work. Maybe even rent a DVD, something girly that she’ll like.’


‘You old romantic, you. You sure know how to push the boat out.’


‘Well, eight years is not such a big deal, is it? I’ll give her some flowers too.’


‘What, from the petrol station?’


‘They’re a damn sight cheaper.’


‘And that’s what you want to say, is it? I love you to the value of three pounds ninety-nine?’


Steve puts a spurt on, pulls in front of me and makes a not particularly friendly gesture at me behind his back.


‘I imagine it’s your charm Louise fell for,’ I call after him.


‘Yep, that and my devilishly good looks and formidable intellect.’ Steve works in IT. Sometimes it shows.


The gap between us opens up a little. It doesn’t bother me. Steve has a long stride on him whereas I’m built for stamina, not speed. I’ll still get back to the lay-by before him. I always do. He never says anything but I know it bothers him. Just an occasional glint of resentment in his eyes.


I look up at the sky unfolding its dusk colours. Hear the sound of my breath blown back to me by the wind. Feel the mud splattering up my legs. This is running. This is being alive.


One of the best things about working at a museum is that the whole place takes a while to come round in the mornings – a bit like myself. When I worked on the news desk at the Yorkshire Post in Leeds I was often slapped around the face with something big the moment I walked through the door. It was like being in a car that goes from 0–60mph in one second flat. Great when you’re young and get off on that sort of stuff but there comes a time when you want a smoother, more comfortable ride. I guess that’s when you know you need to get out. That and the fact that you can no longer be bothered to rewrite less than perfect copy by trainee reporters because you simply want to get home to see your daughter before she reluctantly succumbs to sleep.


So a year ago I did just that. I got out. Applied for a job as Communications Manager at Manchester Natural History Museum. Selling out, the other hacks called it. Crossing over to ‘the other side’. And sure I miss the banter and the thrill of a breaking story. But I haven’t regretted the decision once since. Especially not when I arrive in the morning and walk through the eerily quiet exhibition halls, always noticing something new, a little detail I’ve somehow missed before. I swear things move around in the night. Maybe it’s a bit like Night at the Museum. The minute we all decamp, the exhibits wake up and have adventures of their own. Then in the morning, as they hear the first of us come in, they hastily resume their positions. Only sometimes not in exactly the right place. Maybe we could do a stakeout one night. Maya would love that. Waiting for the dinosaurs to come alive.


I love how different it is without the people. A sleeping world waiting to be discovered by probing eyes, keen ears and inquisitive hands (we’re very interactive, none of that locked glass cases and stuffy formality here). In an hour’s time this hall will be heaving. The Easter holidays are always busy, especially when it’s chucking it down outside like it is today. Come to think of it, Manchester ought to be the museum capital of the world, guaranteed museum weather all year round. Legoland has just opened its new Discovery Centre a few miles down the road. All indoors, of course. We’re not too bothered about the competition, though. There are plenty of bored, wet children to go round.


‘Morning, all,’ I say as I sit down at my desk in the communications department. Department is, perhaps, a rather grand word for what it is. A small but airy room, tucked away at the back of the building. ‘All’ is also somewhat of an exaggeration. I am addressing Chris, the senior press officer, and Hannah, a trainee press officer, who are the only people in my charge.


‘Hi,’ says Hannah breezily as she looks up and smiles. She is fresh out of university and oozes confidence in a way I can’t remember doing when I was her age.


‘Morning,’ grunts Chris, pulling open a drawer and taking a couple of Jacobs cream crackers from the packet he keeps there. Mercifully, the Wensleydale cheese which used to accompany it went home after I had a ‘quiet word’ with him about the smell. But if he has any hope in hell of pulling Hannah (which, frankly, I don’t think he does) he needs to ditch the whole Wallace and Gromit thing. Men who wear tank tops and nibble dry crackers in a hamster-like fashion do not usually appeal to members of the opposite sex. Well, only ones like Wendolene. And Hannah is most definitely no Wendolene.


‘I’ve had a play-around with the kids’ page on the website like you suggested,’ says Hannah, leaning back on her chair. ‘Do you want to take a look?’


‘Sure,’ I say, strolling round to her side of the desk and positioning myself carefully so as to leave as much distance as possible between us while still being able to read the words on the screen. I am walking a tightrope between not wanting to give her, or anyone else, the wrong idea but at the same time not appearing rude or aloof. I have, of course, noticed Hannah. Every male in the building has noticed Hannah. Willowy young women with swishy ash-blonde hair and a penchant for red stilettos are few and far between in this place. More than a few of the guys have privately suggested that was why I took her on in the first place. I have, of course, explained that as she was head and shoulders above the other candidates, I didn’t have any choice in the matter. They have winked at me and tapped their nose. As if saying, ‘Hey, you don’t have to pretend with me.’ But whereas the rest of them either drool silently or make clumsy attempts to chat her up, I’m her boss. Her married boss. Her very happily married boss, actually. It’s not as if I even want anything to happen between us. Simply that I’m aware she’s an attractive young woman who sits next to me in our very small department and I still haven’t quite worked out how to handle that. Even if I did think it would be OK to flirt with her (which I don’t), I wouldn’t be able to do it because in some weird evolutionary development, my ‘flirting with women other than my wife’ device appears to have withered, died and fallen off due to underuse. All I have is a chat-up line, devised while trying to idle some time away in a particularly boring management meeting. This is it. ‘So, Hannah, have you got any sisters?’ It’s OK, I didn’t actually say it out loud, only in my head. While it may amuse me in quieter moments during the day, I am well aware that she is probably too young to get the Woody Allen reference. In which case I would come across as some sad old git who deserves a slap. At last year’s staff Christmas party (before Hannah joined us), Chris was overheard saying, ‘So, Julie, what’s it like working on the front desk?’ to one of our receptionists. In all likelihood, my line would come across as no better than that. So I keep it to myself and do the platonically friendly older boss who maintains a dignified distance thing instead.


‘That’s great, Hannah,’ I say, taking a look at what she’s put together on screen. She’s arranged the kids’ feedback comments as speech bubbles coming out of the dinosaurs. ‘Far better than I could have done. Brilliant, thanks.’ She smiles and nods at me before quickly looking down again. I feel a bit like a teacher whose attractive star pupil is slightly embarrassed by my praise. I can hear Chris seething in the corner. He can’t even seethe silently. I can see the thought bubbles coming out of his head. Read the exact words on them. None of which would be appropriate as content for the children’s web page.


‘Is it today your wife’s bringing your kid in?’ Chris asks, looking up at me as I return to my seat. He has no interest in Maya and Mel’s visit whatsoever. It is simply marginally more subtle than saying, ‘I’d like to remind both you and Hannah that you’re married with a child.’ All pretty pathetic, really. It’s not as if I try to hide my marital status, I have a photo of Mel and Maya on my screensaver, for Christ’s sake. And unlike some men who work here, my wedding ring has been on permanent display since Hannah’s arrival.


‘Yeah, they’ll be in at lunchtime,’ I reply, throwing Chris a suitable look in exchange for his fake interest.


‘Your daughter’s so lucky,’ says Hannah. ‘I would have loved to have had a dad who worked in a place like this when I was her age.’


Chris is looking rather smug now that my status as a married father has been reiterated several times.


‘What does your father do, Hannah?’ he asks. I shake my head. Clearly his chat-up lines are no better when he’s stone cold sober.


‘He’s dead, actually,’ she replies. I watch Chris die a painful, lingering death himself. I can’t help thinking he would have been better off using my line about her sisters. Even if she has never heard of Woody Allen.


‘Daddy, can we go and see the dinosaurs first?’ Maya hollers as she breaks away from Mel and comes charging towards me across the foyer. If I’d ever hoped my daughter would be a demure, softly spoken, shy little thing, I’d have been disappointed. Fortunately, what I wanted is what I got. A loud, excitable, unguided missile who positively fizzes with the joy and wonder of being four years old and having the whole world to discover. Maya explodes into my arms, instantly unleashing a wave of love, pride and the desire to metamorphose into a fire-breathing dragon in order to protect her from all the bad stuff out here.


‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I say, lifting her up into my arms to give her a proper cuddle. I am promptly covered in a mass of wild light-brown hair with streaks of gold running through it. When I brush it she sometimes tells me to be careful not to brush the gold out. I don’t dare tell her that it will all disappear one day and she will have dark hair like mine and Mel’s. She will no doubt still look gorgeous. But I know I will always see her with her hair like this.


Mel arrives at our side. Her hair is tied back, apart from those two long bits at the side which frame her face. It is good Maya is here. Sometimes, without her, I would lose track of where we are in our lives and think I was looking at the fifteen-year-old Mel again. And feeling suitably chuffed that I got to go out with the prettiest girl in our year.


I lean across and kiss Mel.


‘I take it she’s a tad excited,’ I say, nodding at Maya.


Mel smiles. ‘Next time I think we’ll come with you in the morning. Then I won’t have five thousand “Is it time for the dinosaurs yet?” before ten thirty.’


‘Dinosaurs? Oh, we haven’t got any dinosaurs here.’


‘Yes you have,’ squeals Maya, screwing up her nose and grinning at me. ‘Can we go and see Monty first?’ Monty is our Tyrannosaurus rex. We ran a competition for the kids to come up with a name for him. We fixed it, actually, because the first name we drew out of the hat was Barney. And whilst I’m usually in favour of playing things by the rules, I have a violent desire to retch every time I hear Barney the purple dinosaur sing the ‘I Love You, You Love Me’ song in that dreadful American accent. So I put the postcard straight back in the sack and picked another. There, the truth is out. Bit of luck it wasn’t a Blue Peter competition otherwise I’d be out of a job now and there would be stories in the Daily Mail about anti-American leanings at the BBC.


‘Come on then,’ I say to Maya as she wriggles in my arms. ‘Let’s go and see Monty.’


It is only as I put Maya down and we begin walking hand in hand down the corridor towards the prehistoric hall that I notice Hannah coming towards us. She has her trench coat on and her handbag with her. I guess she is going to lunch. She smiles when she sees us and then quickly looks down at her feet. For a second I am not sure whether to say anything then realise it would be ridiculously rude just to walk straight past her.


‘Hannah, this is my wife Mel. Mel, Hannah, our new press officer.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ says Hannah, holding out her hand.


‘And you,’ says Mel. ‘You have my complete sympathies for having to put up with Adam all day.’


‘Oh, he’s been a real help.’


‘Well, I’m glad to hear it.’ Everybody smiles slightly awkwardly. Maya is staring at Hannah’s shoes.


‘Look, she’s got Dorothy shoes on. They’re very red and pointy, aren’t they?’ she says to me. I smile and shake my head.


‘And this is our daughter, Maya. Who as you may have noticed is not backwards in coming forwards.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Maya,’ says Hannah, bending down to shake her hand. ‘They are a bit like Dorothy’s shoes, aren’t they? I don’t think they have magic powers though. They just rub my heels, to be honest.’


‘You should put some plasters on,’ says Maya. ‘That’s what Mummy does with her new shoes.’


‘Thanks for the tip,’ smiles Hannah, waving to Maya as she goes.


‘Come on,’ says Maya, giving my hand a tug. ‘Monty will be wondering where I am.’


‘She seems nice,’ says Mel, as we are dragged along the corridor by Maya.


‘She is. Unfortunately for her Chris thinks so too.’


‘No way,’ says Mel, shaking her head. ‘The phrase “out of his league” springs to mind.’


When we arrive in the exhibition hall there is already a crowd of children gazing up in awe at Monty. I lift Maya on to my shoulders and, as requested, start pointing out all the different parts of the skeleton, even though she has heard it all dozens of times before.


‘Why have you only got one Monty?’ asks Maya after a while.


‘I guess he didn’t have any brothers or sisters,’ I reply.


‘Just like me, then. Is he lonely?’


I look up. Her face is serious for once.


‘No, love. He’s not lonely. Just very, very special.’


I wait until Mel and I are lying in bed later before saying anything. I try to think of a subtle way of raising the issue, although I know it doesn’t really matter how the conversation starts because I’m pretty sure about how it will end. I stroke Mel’s hair. It has the same fine, flyaway texture as Maya’s. Without the gold bits, of course.


‘Did you hear what Maya said earlier, about Monty being lonely?’


‘It doesn’t mean to say she is.’


‘So why did she say it?’


Mel shrugs. ‘Maybe she just meant because he’s the only T-rex. She could have meant anything.’


‘I try to imagine what it’d look like, sometimes. If we had another baby, I mean. Whether it would be a mini Maya or look completely different.’


Mel doesn’t answer. Her face is turned away from me. I stroke her hair some more.


‘All I want to make sure is that we don’t regret it some day. Not having another baby, I mean.’


I can almost feel Mel’s skin prickle. She pulls away from me slightly. When she finally speaks there is an unfamiliar snappish tone to her voice.


‘Have you forgotten about the sleepless nights? The colic, the teething? The strain of me taking a couple of years off work?’


‘You chose to do that. You said you wanted to.’


‘I know I did. And I don’t regret if for a moment. But it doesn’t mean to say I’d want to do it again.’


‘I’ll ask if I can have a sabbatical. We’ll do a year off each.’


Mel gazes up at the ceiling and shakes her head. ‘You’d go stir crazy here all the time.’


‘We’d go out and about like you and Maya did.’


‘I can’t quite see you at the parent and toddler yoga class.’


‘Swimming then, I’d take them swimming. And just for walks and stuff.’


Mel turns to look at me. It’s like someone has turned down the brightness control on her face.


‘I’m sorry, love. The answer’s still the same. I just want to enjoy Maya.’


‘She’ll be at school by then.’


‘Even more reason not to go back to the land of sleep deprivation and cracked nipples. And I haven’t even mentioned the birth.’


I go to say something and stop myself. Nothing they said in the NCT classes had prepared me for watching the person I love most in the world go through the excruciating pain of childbirth and not being able to do anything to help. Sure, I tried to be supportive and say the right things and not complain about the fact that her fingernails had actually drawn blood in my palms. But really, what good was I? All I kept thinking was, I did this to her. I persuaded her to try for a baby and then got her pregnant before the ink on the agreement was dry (metaphorically speaking at least, we didn’t actually put it in writing). And although the second Maya had been born we were both in floods of tears, mine were actually for Mel, were sheer relief that she’d been put out of her pain, that I didn’t have to watch her suffer any more.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, pulling her to me. ‘I know you had a really rough time. It’s just when I see Maya—’


‘You can’t help thinking how lucky we are to have her,’ says Mel, finishing my sentence, though not in the way I’d planned. That is what this is all about, of course, Mel’s hang-up about nothing this good lasting forever. I’m not going to push her on it, though. This one has to be her decision. If I ever do get to see her in labour again, I need to know that she isn’t going through it just to please me.


We lie there for a while, neither of us saying anything, before Mel finally pipes up.


‘Maybe we can get her a pet instead.’


I start laughing.


‘What?’ she says.


‘I like the way you got from a new baby to a goldfish in one swift leap.’


‘Not a goldfish,’ says Mel. ‘Maya’s seen Finding Nemo too many times. She’d probably try to free it by pinging it into the sink.’


‘Well, what do you suggest?’


‘Maybe a rat. They’re supposed to be really good pets.’


I burst out laughing again.


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I’m just imagining her trying to dress it up as Angelina Ballerina.’


‘OK, so it would be a cross-dressing rat.’


‘Fine, one condition, mind.’ Mel sighs and raises her eyebrows expectantly. ‘Don’t ever let me catch you playing her that Michael Jackson song. You know, “Ben”, the one about the rat.’


‘OK, deal. Can I go to sleep now?’


I nod and kiss her before turning out the light. Trying to erase the picture I have in my head of Maya playing with the new baby we’re not going to have. It’s hard, though. Especially when all I get instead is the sound of Michael Jackson singing ‘Ben’.




Three


MEL


‘I hope I’ve done the right thing, inviting them round on their anniversary.’


‘You always do the right thing,’ says Adam, squeezing my shoulder as he walks past. His hands are still wet from washing up. I now have a large wet handprint on my top.


‘Unlike you.’ I grin.


‘I’m a man, I’m genetically programmed to screw up at least once a day.’


‘It’s a bit embarrassing though, isn’t?’


‘What, being a man?’


‘No. Having to invite Steve and Louise round for an anniversary meal because he wasn’t planning to take her anywhere.’


‘We didn’t have to invite them. You chose to.’


‘Only because you told me that he was being a tight git and planning to get a takeout.’


‘So if this all goes horribly wrong, it’s going to go down as my fault, is it?’


I smile at Adam. There are times when he knows me too well. I suppose you could say I am meddling. I am not a meddler by nature. I wasn’t one of those girls who were forever trying to fix up people at school, or the sort of woman who tried to get my single friends to go out with my boyfriend’s single friends. Although weirdly, that is kind of how Steve and Louise got together. Not through me purposefully trying to fix them up but simply because they kept getting thrown together at our social gatherings. To be honest, I didn’t think it would work. Sure, there was an obvious physical attraction – they’re both good-looking people. But I always thought Steve was a bit intense for Louise, too prone to take the piss out of people, not nearly as gentle as her. She fell for him big time, though. It was Steve who dragged his feet over marriage; Louise would have said yes within a year of them getting together, she told me that once.


It is lovely, having a ready-made foursome. So much nicer than having to put up with each other’s friends’ spouses who we don’t really know or get on with. And it means I can do this, invite them over without it seeming like an obvious attempt to hide the fact that Steve hadn’t planned to take her out for their anniversary. At least I hope it’s not obvious.


Maya charges into the kitchen dressed in her dinosaur pyjamas and a purple tiara. She is a walking contradiction. Or rather a running one.


‘Slow down, missy,’ I say, managing to grab her just before she careers headlong into the Rayburn. ‘What have I told you about running in here?’


‘Don’t. Run outside like Daddy does.’ She sidles up to Adam and hugs his legs. As much as I hate all those stereotypes, if someone came along and stamped ‘Daddy’s girl’ on her forehead, I couldn’t disagree. I watch as Adam bends down and blows a raspberry on her cheek. It is moments like these, moments when the sheer enormity of their love for each other threatens to overwhelm me, that I start to crumble. Start to wonder if I am being despicably selfish by not agreeing to try for another baby. I know how much Adam wants it, though he is good enough to hide the true extent of it from me. And I know that Maya would make a fantastic big sister and that in lots of ways it would be good for her to have to think about someone else’s needs. But at the same time I still remember how difficult the pregnancy was last time. How it brought all the pain to the surface. Pain I still couldn’t share with Adam. Pain I have had to work so hard at burying deep inside me again ever since. Besides which, I can’t get past the idea that it is wrong to wish for anything more than I already have. That somehow it would be pushing my luck just a little too far.


‘When is Loo-eeze going to get here?’ Maya pronounces her name like it is some kind of over-the-counter diarrhoea remedy. Fortunately Louise finds it amusing.


‘Any minute,’ I say. ‘But remember, it’s bedtime as soon as you’ve said hello to them, OK?’


Maya nods although I know she will deny any knowledge of this conversation when the time comes. The one thing she hates more than anything else in the entire world is the idea that she may be missing out on something.


Adam checks the moussaka. We both enjoy cooking but have learnt through experience that we don’t work well together in the kitchen. He treats recipes as a starting point whereas I never stray from them. So we have come to a working arrangement; he does the main course, I am in charge of the starter and dessert. That way, we are out of each other’s hair and if his experimental cuisine bites the dust (as has been known on a couple of occasions) our guests will at least have two reliable courses to fall back on. To be fair, his experimenting mostly leads to dishes people rave about to the extent that my creations are merely the bookends to his meal. I don’t mind, though. If you take the risk, you deserve the credit when it works. And Adam does at least hold his hand up when it all goes pear-shaped.


A loud knock at the door sends Maya into the higher stratosphere of excitement. Louise is almost knocked off her feet as Maya rushes up to her.


‘Happy annibirthday and Mummy says I can have a pet rat.’


‘Thank you, sweetie,’ says Louise, bending to give her a hug. ‘A rat, eh? Aren’t you the lucky one?’


‘It’ll take up a bit less space than a dinosaur,’ I explain.


‘Mummy, you can’t get dinosaurs now. They were only in the old days.’


‘Like when I was a lad,’ says Adam.


Maya frowns. ‘Even you’re not that old, Daddy. They were before cavemen.’


‘Oh, we had cavemen when I was a kid,’ says Adam. ‘Where do you think Steve lived when I met him?’


Maya shoots Steve an inquisitive look. She has seen a couple of clips of The Flintstones and I suppose if Fred was put on a diet and stretched he might bear a passing resemblance to Steve.


‘Your daddy’s winding you up, love.’ Steve grins. ‘It’s actually your grandad who was a caveman.’


‘Hey, he’s got a point,’ says Adam. ‘Remember that time I called for Mel and Tom answered the door and said, “Shintin”.’


Three of us laugh, Louise and Maya look puzzled.


‘Sorry,’ says Adam to Louise. ‘I keep forgetting you still need a translator sometimes. “She isn’t in”, they’d probably have said in your neck of the woods.’


‘Oh, in Warwickshire they’d phone first to check,’ says Steve. ‘No one just pops round.’ Steve and Adam laugh again. Louise doesn’t appear particularly amused.


‘They were only joking about the cavemen,’ I say, seeing Maya still looking perplexed, ‘and a rat will make a lot better pet than a dinosaur ever would.’ Maya’s face brightens.


‘I’ll let you stroke it if you like,’ she says to Louise.


‘I’d love to,’ says Louise. ‘Though maybe you’d better keep it in its cage for a bit until it gets used to me.’


‘Nice get-out,’ I whisper as I take Louise’s coat. She is looking stunning in a soft pink jersey dress and a purple shrug. But then Louise is one of those people who, being tall, slim and a C-cup, looks good in absolutely anything. As someone who has to loiter with intent around the petite section in Next, I can only imagine what that feels like.


‘Come on then, Maya, time for bed,’ I say.


‘Ohhhh.’


‘I’ll tell you a good bedtime story if you’re quick,’ says Adam.


‘One about a rat, a dinosaur and a butterfly?’


‘The very one I had in mind.’


Maya does her goodnights as if she may never see Louise and Steve again, before disappearing upstairs with Adam.


‘Anyway, happy anniversary, you two.’ I kiss Louise and Steve in turn. The mixture of perfume and aftershave is momentarily overwhelming. It’s odd to be reminded how well-groomed people are when they don’t have children.


‘And thank you for this,’ says Louise, waving her arm around the kitchen. ‘By far the best restaurant in the Calder Valley.’


‘We don’t know what Adam’s cooking yet,’ chips in Steve. He smiles at me as he says it. I resist the temptation to point out that if he wasn’t such a cheapskate we wouldn’t have had to do it. Steve and Louise sit down on opposite sides of the oak table while I get the halloumi sizzling. I love having a big dining kitchen like this. It is absolutely the heart of the house. All warm and busy and sociable. Whenever we go to my parents’ place I am reminded how rude it seems to abandon your guests in a soulless dining room smelling of potpourri while you go off to savour the warmth and altogether more enticing smells in the kitchen.


Adam returns five minutes later, just as I am dishing up. Maya can still be heard chattering away to herself on the baby monitor.


‘Come on,’ says Adam. ‘No one thought she was actually going to go straight to sleep, did they?’


‘It’s a shame they don’t come with an off button,’ says Steve. Louise throws him a look. It is only then I realise they haven’t said anything to each other while I’ve been cooking.


‘So, do you two want us to make ourselves scarce and leave you to a romantic anniversary meal?’ asks Adam. There is an awkward silence, broken finally by Steve.


‘I don’t think that will be necessary. We are married, you know.’ I glance at Louise who appears to be trying very hard to smile.


‘What Steve means is,’ she says, ‘it’s lovely to share our celebration with you.’


‘And don’t forget Basil and Sybil,’ says Adam. The first thing he said when Steve and Louise’s wedding invite arrived was that 17 April was the Fawltys’ anniversary. I did try to persuade him not to put it in his best man’s speech but he couldn’t resist the laugh he knew it would get.


‘How could we, with you reminding us every bloody year?’ says Steve. ‘Anyway,’ he continues. ‘We’d like to return the favour for your anniversary. Take you out for a meal, I mean. Not subject you to our cooking.’


‘Thank you,’ I say, looking across at Adam who is nodding enthusiastically. ‘I told Adam I didn’t want a big fuss. A meal just for the four of us would be lovely.’


‘We were going to suggest the Saturday before, May the first, I think it is,’ says Louise. ‘If that’s OK with you?’


‘Should be fine, I’ll check out Mum and Dad for babysitting but they don’t usually have anything on.’


‘And it gets me out of having to organise anything.’ Adam grins.


‘Not out of getting a present, mind,’ I add. Louise looks down at the table. I sense Adam is about to crack a joke about Steve’s cheap flowers.


‘Anyway,’ I say, raising my wine glass. ‘To many more happy anniversaries to come.’ Four glasses chink together. Although I notice Steve and Louise’s don’t actually touch.


‘So, who saw the leadership debate then?’ asks Adam. ‘And have either of you two succumbed to Clegg mania?’ For once I think he is on safe ground with politics. Much safer than anniversaries, at any rate.


I have to wait until after the meal is finished before I get a chance to engineer some time alone with Louise. Adam is telling Steve one of his many Twitter anecdotes (he follows lots of journalists and political commentators, it’s a wonder he gets any work done. Still, I think it helps with the withdrawal symptoms. Despite what he says, I know it was a big deal for him, giving up the world of newspapers.)


‘Why don’t you get Steve to show you?’ I say. ‘You know, all that stuff you were talking about, how to send tweets from your phone and getting different apps and that.’


‘You mean I’ve got permission to be an honorary geek for a while?’ says Adam.


‘Yeah, as long as you do the washing up later.’ Adam looks at Steve. They hesitate for only a millisecond before disappearing upstairs like a couple of schoolboys desperate to play with their Scalextric. Louise stands up and carries her coffee cup over to the sink.


‘Not so fast,’ I say, taking the cup from her and sitting her back down at the table. ‘I want to know what’s up with you two.’


The face which has been doing its best to hold itself together all evening finally crumples. A couple of tears squeeze themselves free from her eyes, trickling down her face as if doing a dot-to-dot on her freckles.


‘Hey, it’s all right,’ I say, bending down to give her a hug. ‘Me and Adam have rows, you know, usually over stupid stuff, mind.’


‘I wish it was just a row. He won’t even argue with me. Just kills me with these silences.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He didn’t say a word on the way here. He stuck Coldplay in the CD player and that was it. When I asked him what was wrong he shrugged and said nothing. It’s worse than dealing with the kids at nursery.’


‘What did he get you?’ I ask. ‘For your anniversary.’


‘Flowers,’ she says. ‘From the petrol station on the corner. Although he did at least take the price label off this year.’


‘What did you get him?’


‘Tickets for Peter Kay in Manchester.’


I have to stop myself crying now. Louise doesn’t even much like Peter Kay.


‘So how long has this been going on?’


Louise looks up at the ceiling and sighs. ‘A long time.’


‘Days, a week, a month?’


‘Longer than that,’ says Louise.


I sit down next to her, wipe a strand of soggy blonde hair from her face.


‘Why didn’t you say anything?’


‘It’s not the sort of thing you can just drop into a conversation, is it? “By the way, my marriage is in a really bad way.”’


‘I know but—’


‘You don’t know, Mel. You and Adam are still in love. You can tell a mile off. You do that whole lighting up when the other one walks in the room thing. All Steve seems to do when I walk in the room is clam up.’


‘But you still love him?’


‘Of course I do. I want children with him but that’s never going to happen, is it? And I know he was straight about that from the beginning but you always think they’ll change their minds, don’t you? Soften as the years go by, when they see their mates becoming dads.’ I decide not to tell her about Adam wanting to try for another baby. It makes me feel really mean. And Louise is in such a state she’d probably offer to be a surrogate mum.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Maybe Maya’s scared him off parenthood.’


‘Don’t be daft, she’s gorgeous. Steve’s simply immune to the delights of children. I tell him the cute things the kids at nursery say and it never even raises a smile.’


‘Is that what you think’s eating him? Knowing you want a child?’


She looks at me and shrugs. ‘I don’t know. It’s not like I go on about it or anything. I guess it’s kind of the elephant in the room that neither of us mentions.’


‘But you still, you know. You’re not in separate beds or anything.’


Louise shakes her head. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’ve got no complaints about the physical side but emotionally he’s not there for me. He ought to take up smoking, at least then he’d have a genuine reason for not speaking after sex.’


‘Oh, Louise.’ I give her hand a squeeze. I don’t know what to say. It’s not like she’s complaining about her boyfriend, I can’t suggest dumping him. He’s her husband. And Adam’s best friend, come to that.


‘Do you want me to get Adam to talk to him, try to find out what the problem is?’


‘No. Steve’d go mad if he knew I’d said anything. Anyway, they’ll be down soon. I need to go and do my face, I don’t want him to see I’ve been crying.’


Louise gets to her feet, picks up her handbag and heads towards the downstairs toilet. Adam has just put a photo of the three of us having a family hug up in there. I wish we didn’t look quite so happy.


‘Well, that went well, didn’t it?’ I say as I shut the door later.


‘At least my moussaka provided a welcome distraction.’ Adam puts his arms around me and kisses me. ‘Have they had a domestic or something?’


‘It’s a bit more serious than that.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m not supposed to tell you this.’


‘But you’re going to anyway. Don’t worry, unlike you, I’ll be the soul of discretion.’


‘I’m not gossiping. I’m worried about them.’ Adam frowns and leads me over to the table where our second coffees are going cold. I tell him what Louise said. When I am finished he leans back in his chair.


‘Jeez, I had no idea it was that bad. I thought it was some spat over his crappy flowers.’


‘It just shows you, doesn’t it? How it can happen to anyone.’


‘Hang on a minute. They’re not divorced yet, you know.’


‘They soon could be.’


‘No, it’ll blow over. Steve can be a moody sod sometimes. It’s probably some kind of mid-life crisis. He just needs a kick up the arse.’


‘I promised you wouldn’t say anything.’


‘I’m not going to tell him what Louise said. I don’t need to. It was pretty damn obvious that something was up.’


‘I don’t know. Maybe we should keep out of it.’


Adam smiles and shakes his head. ‘How can we? We’re supposed to be their best friends.’


‘I don’t want to make things any worse.’


‘I’ll deal with Steve. You just be there for Louise.’


I nod and take a sip of my lukewarm coffee. It is only then I remember.


‘Shit.’


‘What?’


‘Well, they’re Maya’s guardians, aren’t they? What would happen to her if they split up?’


‘Nothing would happen to her. She’d still be here with us.’


‘No, I mean, if anything then happened to us.’


Adam rolls his eyes. The guardian discussion had lasted almost as long as my pregnancy. Not being religious, we hadn’t wanted to go through the whole christening thing but we had wanted to appoint legal guardians. Actually, that’s not strictly true. I had wanted to appoint legal guardians, Adam had nearly pissed himself laughing when I’d suggested the idea and said I was the only woman he knew who would insist on making a will before decorating the nursery. Once he’d calmed down and agreed to my request, the discussion had moved on to who those guardians should be. It’s only when you come to draw up a list of people who are: a) alive (Adam’s father ruled out and Princess Di, who was an outsider on the longlist); b) fit (as in capable, not good-looking); c) solvent and responsible (most of Adam’s friends ruled out); d) resident in this country (my brother and sister-in-law ruled out due to living in Belgium and Adam’s mother ruled out for being in Australia had she not already been ruled out for leaving Adam’s father for another man and not even bothering to send a wreath for his funeral); e) young enough to be able to get ‘down with the kids’ when the baby was in its teens (which ruled out my parents); f) not raving fascists (Adam insisted on that one); and g) not disciples of the Gina Ford contented little baby method (yes, that one was my call), that you realise how hard it is to find someone suitable to leave your child with if you die. We ended up with a shortlist of two couples: Louise and Steve (although there was a question mark over Steve’s distinct lack of child friendliness) and Susan Sarandon and Tim Robbins (Thelma and Louise and The Shawshank Redemption being in our top three films, they’d both spoken out against the Iraq war and I’d read an interview with Sarandon where she explained how they each spend six months working and six months on childcare duties, which had all seemed perfect requisites for the job at the time). When I’d asked Louise if she and Steve would be willing to consider being Maya’s guardians, she’d burst into tears because she thought I was going to say I’d got cancer or something. But when I’d calmed her down and explained, she’d said yes straight away and Steve had grudgingly agreed after Adam had pointed out he was extremely unlikely ever to be called upon and it was a damn sight better than having to go through the godfather bit in church and fork out for a christening present.


I look across at Adam. He has that smile on his face.


‘What? It’s a fair point.’


‘Mel, they’re going through a rocky patch. We can hardly ask them to stick together for the sake of our child.’


‘No, I’m not saying that. I’m just saying it’s awful. Even people you think are really happy …’ My voice trails off as it starts to break. Adam puts his arm around me and pulls my head into his.


‘You’re a daft bugger, sometimes, Mel Taylor. But it’s one of the reasons I love you so much.’


I look up and give him a watery smile.


‘I think that bloody list we drew up for guardians is cursed,’ I say. ‘First Susan Sarandon and Tim Robbins split up and now this.’


‘I would still have loved to have seen the letter you were going to write to them.’ Adam smiles. ‘The one which would have started, Dear Ms Sarandon and Mr Robbins, you don’t know us but we’d like to ask if you’d mind looking after our future child should anything ever happen to us.’


‘I still think they’d have agreed to do it.’


‘Well, I guess we’ll never know.’


I bury myself against Adam’s shoulder. ‘It is scary though, isn’t it? What can happen to people.’


‘Yeah, but it’s other people, not us. We’re fine. Way better than fine. And we’re going to stay that way, OK?’


I nod my head and wipe my eyes with my sleeve.


‘Now come on, let’s get to bed. A certain young lady I know is going to be jumping up and down on top of us in about five hours’ time.’


I let Adam take my hand and lead me upstairs. Wondering if Louise and Steve are asleep yet. Or still lying awake in the same bed. Backs turned against each other. The silence weighing heavy in the air.




Four


ADAM


‘Come on then, who is she?’


‘What are you on about?’ says Steve. We are running along a narrow ridge, high up on the crag. There are no hiding places here. There isn’t room to get past me. If he drops back I will simply turn around and run after him the other way. That’s why I waited until we got here. To make sure I had him where I wanted him.


‘The other woman,’ I say.


‘What other woman?’


‘Well, quite clearly Louise isn’t getting your full attention. So I’m wondering who is.’ Steve gives me the very same look he once gave me when I accused him of stealing my Panini World Cup sticker album in 1990.


‘What’s Louise been saying?’


‘You know full well that Mel doesn’t tell me anything Louise says about you.’


‘Well, who else has put this idea in your head?’


‘I was there at the meal, remember? It was possibly the most painfully embarrassing experience of my life.’


‘Your moussaka wasn’t that bad.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘Things aren’t great between us at the moment.’


‘Because of the other woman?’


Steve actually stops running for a second. I run straight into the back of him.


‘There is no other woman, OK?’ The anger and heat in his voice feels like a blowtorch. I’m half inclined to touch my cheek to make sure I still have some skin there.


‘OK, OK,’ I say. ‘I believe you. Keep running.’ Steve starts up again, slowly at first, as if testing the ground.


‘So if there’s not someone else, what’s the problem between you?’


‘Jesus, what is this? I came out for a run, not marriage guidance counselling.’


‘Louise looked pretty miserable. I consider her a friend. And for some inexplicable reason I consider you a friend too, I don’t like seeing the two of you unhappy.’


‘Who said I was unhappy?’


‘Well, you’re not exactly full of the joys of spring, are you?’


‘It’s just a bit of a rocky patch. Honeymoon period’s over and I’m contemplating spending the rest of my life with her.’


‘Bloody hell, you make it sound like you’ve washed up with some old minger. Louise is gorgeous. She’s also one of the nicest people I know.’


‘Yeah, well. That’s easy for you to say.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Nothing.’


‘So why did you say it?’


‘Because not everyone can be as loved up as you and Mel, OK? The rest of us live in the real world.’


I run on in silence for a bit, unsure of how to answer that. It’s the degree of resentment which surprises me. I thought you were supposed to be happy for your friends’ good fortune. Clearly Steve’s got a problem that he’s not telling me about.


‘Are you getting enough?’


‘What sort of question is that?’ Steve calls back over his shoulder.


‘The sort you ask when you’re trying to work out why your best mate’s being such an arse.’


‘Thank you for your concern, Dr Raj, but there’s not a problem in that department,’ says Steve. ‘If you must know, she wants a baby. I don’t. And the thought of that needling away for the next ten years does not fill me with glee.’


‘Have you talked to her about it?’


‘There’s no point. Neither of us is going to change our minds.’


I snort a laugh.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘I want another baby but Mel doesn’t.’


Steve slows to a jog and looks round at me. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise. Why doesn’t she want another one?’


‘She thinks we should be happy with what we’ve got. Says it’s because she had such a tough time with Maya’s birth. It’s not, though. It’s this whole bloody not wanting to tempt fate thing.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Because, as you pointed out, we’re so loved up, she thinks nothing this good can last forever.’


‘Oh. Right,’ says Steve. ‘Not much you can do about that, I guess.’


‘No. Bloody ridiculous, isn’t it? Both of us wanting the opposite thing. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in a wife swap?’ I wait for the sound of Steve’s laughter. It doesn’t come.


‘It was meant as a joke,’ I call out as Steve accelerates away from me.


‘I know,’ he replies. ‘I’m afraid my sense of humour has deserted me.’


‘Are you sure I look OK?’ asks Mel, straightening her jacket as I pull the front door shut behind us.


‘You look great. And it’s not a job interview, remember.’


‘So why does it feel like one?’


I throw Mel a reassuring glance, knowing she gets far more worked up about things like this than she should do, having somehow managed to convince herself that the new parents meeting has been arranged to assess whether she is of the required calibre of mother of the new intake.


‘Are you going to get a job at my new school, Mummy?’ asks Maya, who is skipping along in between us. She doesn’t have a ‘walk’ programme installed. Skip, run or dawdle are the only settings.


‘No, sweetheart. Daddy was only joking,’ explains Mel. ‘I work at the university, don’t I? Mrs Hinchcliffe is going to be your new teacher and that’s why we’re going to see her now.’


Maya nods and carries on skipping. I give her hand a squeeze, knowing full well that Mel will be doing the same to her other hand. Not that Maya needs it. She is positively fizzing with excitement at the prospect of going to big school. Nothing daunts her. Never has, possibly never will. You always hope that your offspring will get the best bits of both of you and in Maya’s case she has, having inherited her mother’s looks and determination and my laidback genes and sense of adventure. I wonder if Mel has somehow concluded that any future child of ours will therefore get the worst bits of each of us. I guess it must happen to some couples. There’s probably been an article about it in the Guardian’s women’s page.


We reach the bottom of the steep steps to Vale Road Primary School. It’s a small Victorian village school with less than eighty pupils. The stone building is cut into the hillside and while that means it doesn’t have enough flat land for a school field, they do take the children out for walks in the countryside. Imagine that; walks, adventure, learning about nature first hand. I bet that isn’t in the national curriculum.


Maya eagerly climbs the steps. I hope it will always be like this, that she’ll be one of those kids who enjoys school, not one of those for whom the novelty wears off after the first week and it’s a daily battle to deliver them to the school gates without a screaming match and tearful exit. At least if that does happen, Mel will know what to do about it. Being an expert on child development has its benefits. It has its downsides too, of course. Which is probably why Mel is so anxious about Maya starting school. That’s the trouble with knowledge. Sometimes you can have too much of it.


We walk into the small hall, which is decorated with the usual mixture of children’s painting and artwork. The cynical former hack in me wonders if there is a Third World sweatshop somewhere exploiting child labour by pumping this stuff out and exporting it to schools where the children are too busy being groomed for their SATs to be able to do art. Maybe the heads buy it in cheap to impress parents. What is it about pictures of owls made out of egg boxes and feathers which instils a feeling that your child is being well cared for? Our fridge is already covered with Maya’s weird and wonderful creations from nursery; I can see the time when Mel will suggest buying a second fridge to accommodate all the new stuff from school. Having already discreetly dismantled and recycled a huge junk model of a palace made out of toilet-roll holders and washing-up liquid bottles because Mel couldn’t face doing it, I know I am going to be the one charged with creeping around the house disposing of this stuff in the dead of night. I also have reason to suspect that nursery staff are posted at the household waste centre to reclaim their materials and distribute them straight back to your child the next day.


The head, Mr Groves, who struck us as a bit of a maverick when we looked around the school, and Maya’s teacher Mrs Hinchcliffe are there to welcome us. I wish I’d changed out of my work suit now. Mr Groves is dressed casually in chinos and an open-necked shirt. Obviously he’s not one for formality.


‘Nice to see you again, Mr and Mrs Taylor,’ he says. Admittedly the new intake is only ten strong but I’m still impressed that he’s managed to remember who we are. ‘And how are you, Maya?’ he adds, bending down. ‘Looking forward to September?’


‘Can I start now?’ asks Maya.


‘You’re keen, aren’t you?’ Mr Groves laughs. ‘You’ll have to wait a bit longer, I’m afraid, but perhaps Mrs Hinchcliffe can take you down to your class so you can have another look around.’


Mrs Hinchcliffe must be in her fifties but looks impossibly glamorous for a schoolteacher: high heels, sleek glossy hair, dangly earrings and a very stylish scarf. She squats down to Maya’s level and takes her hand.


‘Come and help me, Maya. I need some ideas for what to turn our topic corner into next.’


‘Dinosaurs,’ says Maya without hesitation. ‘You need a great big dinosaur. My daddy can get you one if you like.’ I smile at Mrs Hinchcliffe before she disappears down the corridor with Maya.


‘She’s going to be fine,’ I say to Mel as we lie in bed later. ‘You saw what she was like, she can hardly contain herself.’


‘I know,’ says Mel. ‘And I really like Mrs Hinchcliffe. It’s just getting my head around it. It doesn’t seem five minutes since she was learning to walk.’


‘And before you know it she’ll be snogging boys behind the bike shed at high school like you did.’


‘Oi,’ says Mel, hitting me with the spare pillow. ‘I only snogged one of them.’


‘Yeah and look where that got you.’


‘It’s funny, though, isn’t it?’ says Mel. ‘I met Steve when I was Maya’s age. She could be friends for life with one of those kids we saw earlier.’


‘You called Steve a bastard last night, when I told you what he said about Louise.’


‘Yeah, well, I think he is being a bastard to her but he’s still a friend, isn’t he? Just one I’m glad I’m not married to.’


‘They’ll sort themselves out, you’ll see. By the time Maya starts school, it will all have blown over.’


‘And you think he was being honest about there not being anyone else? About it just being the baby thing?’


‘Yeah. I think he was. Anyway, I’m not spending another night talking about their marriage.’ I roll across and kiss Mel on the lips. She smiles at me, though I can tell her mind is still elsewhere.


‘And whatever it is you’re worrying about Maya, don’t. It’s six years until she goes on the outdoor adventure residential. And I assure you I’ll find something to take your mind off it when she does.’


Mel smiles again, a bigger smile this time. And kisses me back.




Five


MEL


‘Are you sure you don’t mind taking her?’ I ask as I fly around the kitchen, attempting to eat toast and drink tea while brushing my hair and looking for my umbrella at the same time.


‘Of course not. It’s one of the perks of being the boss, you get to go in late and nobody bawls you out. Anyway, I can easily make an hour up next week.’


‘Thank you,’ I say, kissing Adam on the top of the head, ‘you’re a complete star.’


‘I’m hoping I’ll be rewarded for that in heaven,’ he says.


‘Or maybe by me later, if you’re lucky.’


Adam grins up at me and raises an eyebrow. ‘You’re perky this morning.’


‘I have a good feeling about today.’


‘You think something’s going to come out of this meeting with Margaret?’


‘She doesn’t usually ask to see staff before lectures. And she knows I want to increase my hours in September.’


‘I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you. Let me know how you get on. Now quit fussing and go.’


‘I still can’t find my brolly.’


‘The forecast’s dry.’


‘Just in case,’ I call over my shoulder as I walk out into the hall where I am greeted with the sight of Maya jumping off the bottom step with my red umbrella held aloft.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Trying to fly like Mary Poppins.’


I shake my head but can’t help smiling at the same time. ‘Well, I’m afraid I’ve got to fly now and I need that brolly. Tell you what, how about we try sliding up the banisters when I get home later?’


Maya nods and hands me the umbrella. ‘Are you taking me to nursery?’


‘No, it’s Daddy’s turn today.’ Maya grins. I have learnt not to feel hurt by this. I give her a big hug and kiss. ‘Have fun. Mummy loves you lots.’


Maya hurtles into the kitchen. I glance up at the clock and gasp.


‘Bye, love. Got to dash,’ I call out to Adam as I grab my coat and briefcase.


‘Hope it goes well,’ shouts Adam from the kitchen.


The last thing I hear before I pull the door shut behind me is Maya asking if she can have chocolate ice cream instead of yogurt for breakfast.


I hurry up the steps of the main campus at Bradford University. I love this place. It’s like the backdrop to a sizeable chunk of the film of my adult life. I did my degree here, as did Adam; it wasn’t that our relationship couldn’t have survived going to different universities, simply that Bradford offered us both the courses we wanted and therefore there was no reason to be apart. I did have to move to Leeds to do my MA in Childhood Studies, but by that stage Adam and I were living together anyway (he commuted to Sheffield for his journalism course), so it was no big deal. I never really took to Leeds. It’s so sprawling and it’s very hard to work out where the centre is. I used to get lost all the time. There’s a lot to be said for familiarity. Which is probably why I ended up coming back here to do my teaching in higher education qualifications. Bradford is my kind of city; big enough to be interesting and diverse but small enough to navigate across it without the need for a map.


So when the opportunity came up to stay on and actually teach here, well, it just felt like it was meant to be. I still get a kick out of seeing my name on the departmental staff list. I’m Melanie Summerskill here, of course. Just as I was when I arrived as a rather green eighteen-year-old. I like that. The feeling that I’ve grown up here. So much so that I can’t imagine ever wanting to work anywhere else. And I know how few people can say that – and therefore how lucky that makes me.


I button up the jacket of my trouser suit and hurry across the car park towards the social sciences and humanities buildings. Margaret Carmichael is the head of the department. She is scarily efficient and businesslike but despite this I like her. Firm but fair, I suppose you could say. She is also one of the most intelligent and well-read people I know, which can be rather daunting. She caught me reading a copy of Take a Break magazine once; it wasn’t mine, someone had left it in the canteen, but even so I suspected I had been filed as an intellectual lightweight in her mind.


I knock on her door and enter when I hear the familiar, gravelly voice say, ‘Come.’ Her voice softens when she sees me.


‘Aahh, Melanie. Thanks for coming. Do take a seat.’


I perch on the black vinyl chair on the other side of her well-ordered desk and try my hardest not to look like a child waiting to find out what she’s getting for Christmas.


‘Now, there’s bad news and good news. Which would you like first?’


My stomach lurches – maybe Santa hasn’t got what I was hoping for after all.


‘Don’t worry,’ says Margaret, who has obviously seen my previously composed expression slide off my face and fall crashing to the floor. ‘I’m hoping the good news considerably outweighs the bad.’


‘Bad first, then,’ I say, bracing myself.


‘Well, I’m afraid we’ve taken the decision to suspend applications for the part-time Working with Children and Young People foundation degree. It won’t be running next semester.’


I nod, aware that I have just effectively been told I am out of a job.


‘But the good news,’ continues Margaret briskly, ‘is that we are going to run a full-time Early Years BA honours degree and I’d like you to teach on it.’


My previously composed expression picks itself up off the floor, returns to my face momentarily before turning into an inane grin.


‘I take it that’s a yes,’ says Margaret.


‘I’d be delighted. That’s fantastic news. Thank you.’


‘Now we’ll discuss your hours in more detail later but I know you were keen to increase them from September anyway. Is that still the case?’


‘Yes, definitely. With Maya starting school I’d be happy to do five days, though I’m afraid they couldn’t be full days.’


‘I’m sure we can accommodate that. It’s a big step, starting school, for children and their parents. I understand that you’ll want to be around for her.’


I nod and smile, unable to speak for a second. I glance down to check I am not swinging my legs. I used to do it as a girl when I was excited and being on the short side it can still happen. Adam takes the piss about it but I think other people would still do it too if their feet didn’t always touch the ground. I glance up again. Margaret is looking at me expectantly. I realise the conversation has finished and she is waiting for me to leave. I scramble to my feet.


‘Thanks ever so much,’ I say as I grab my trench coat and briefcase.


‘You see, the bad news wasn’t so bad after all, was it?’


I smile and leave the room, shutting the door quietly behind me. The first thing I do is get my mobile out and text Adam. His reply reads, ‘Woo-hooo, well done you! Can I retire now? X’ followed by, ‘And don’t worry, Maya didn’t have choc ice cream for b’ fast!’


I am on a high all morning. Adam always says I come home buzzing after teaching; like it turns on some switch inside me that nothing else can reach. But today I am feeling so alive, so enthused with everything that my students probably think I have taken something. I imagine them gossiping after lectures, starting all sorts of rumours about what I’ve been dabbling in.


I am still smiling when I meet Nadine in the canteen at lunchtime.


‘Jesus, cat that got the cream and all that,’ she says, looking up as I sit down next to her with my ciabatta and coffee.


‘Well, cat that got increased hours teaching on a full-time honours course, at any rate.’ I grin.


‘Yay, congratulations, you. That’s fantastic.’ Nadine leaps up, dashes across to my side of the table and gives me the most enormous hug. She teaches youth studies. Which is maybe why she says ‘Yay’ a lot.


‘Thank you. It feels like I’m finally starting to get my career up and running again.’


‘So no blubbing on Maya’s first day at school, then.’ Nadine smiles as she says it. She has three school-age children. She knows the score.


‘I have no doubt I shall bawl my eyes out but at least I’ll be at work every day, which will take my mind off missing her.’


‘And you’ll have more money, although it won’t feel like it because it will all go on keeping her in school uniform and shoes. And you’ll have no time to yourself because every evening will be spent baking for school fundraising events or making costumes for dress-up days, and weekends will be entirely taken up with children’s parties and dance and gymnastics classes.’


‘Thank you for taking the gloss off.’


‘No problem, you know you can count on me to bring you back down to earth.’ She grins.


‘Well, I shall have to make the most of the next four months, then.’


‘Starting with your big anniversary next week. I still can’t believe you and Adam have been together twice as long as me and Paul.’


‘Don’t, you’re making me feel old.’


‘You’re not old. You just never played the field like the rest of us.’


‘That’s what happens if you get lucky first time, I guess.’


‘You must at least have kissed another boy.’


I hesitate for a second. I know it is utterly ridiculous but I have still never told anyone about Steve. About him kissing me at the Christmas disco in the last year of primary school. I had no idea he was going to do it. And I hadn’t even met Adam then, so it’s not as if I did anything wrong – I was eleven, for Christ’s sake. But it’s the fact that Steve’s now Adam’s best friend and married to my best friend that makes it rather embarrassing. Adam and Louise would probably laugh themselves silly if I told them. But as Steve obviously never has and it’s more than twenty years since it happened, I think it would simply be weird to mention it to them now. It’ll be OK with Nadine though. Nadine isn’t married to him.


‘A lad snogged me under the mistletoe at the school Christmas disco when I was eleven but that was all. I met Adam nine months later.’


Nadine puts down her coffee and leans across towards me.


‘Yeah, but you must have fancied other boys.’


‘Nope. I’ve had a twenty-two year crush on Adam, that’s it.’


‘But when you were at uni, before you were married, you’re not telling me you didn’t notice the other lads.’


‘Yeah, there were a couple of good-looking ones. But I was happy with what I had.’


‘Some people,’ says Nadine, lowering her voice, ‘still like to go for a test drive even when they’ve got no intention of buying.’


I smile and shake my head.


‘Some people,’ I whisper back, ‘but not those who have already got the top of the range model.’


‘Jesus, you really are a saint.’


‘I just know when I’m on to a good thing and I’ve never wanted to do anything which would risk losing it.’


‘Well,’ says Nadine, ‘all I can say is that if they should ever bring back Mr and Mrs, I shall back you two to win it. There can’t be anything you don’t know about each other.’


I smile at her and take another mouthful of ciabatta. Not wanting to confess that there is one thing. Although admittedly not the sort of thing that Derek Batey would ask about on a quiz show.


I’m in the corridor, on my way back to my classroom when my mobile rings. I always keep it turned on because of Maya. I answer it straight away.


‘Hello.’


‘Is that Mrs Taylor?’ says the unfamiliar voice at the other end. And I know just from the way they say it that it’s bad news.




Six


ADAM


Maya is giving me that look. The one which says you can’t say no to me, not when I’m this cute and angelic. The first few times it worked without fail but I have wised up to it now. Besides, I know I can turn down her request without risking a full-scale tantrum because I have an ace up my sleeve which will trump even chocolate ice cream.


‘We don’t have ice cream for breakfast, young lady,’ I say, tickling her under the arm. ‘But as soon as you’ve eaten up your yummy raspberry yogurt, I’ve got a surprise present for you.’


Maya squeals, practically jumps up on to her chair and starts shovelling down the yogurt. I am well aware what the parenting books which Mel subscribes to say about the issue of bribing children to eat their food and normally I wouldn’t go there. But it’s the day before the surprise party and if I have any hope of getting Maya to keep quiet I need to have her on side.


‘Finished,’ says Maya, holding up the empty pot as proof. I love the way kids do that. They should open a restaurant called Clean Plates, where you have to hold up yours to catch the waiter’s eye. It would be so much more fun than all those stuffy table manners.


‘Great,’ I say, wiping Maya’s face with a flannel as I crouch down next to her. ‘Now, can you keep a secret?’


Maya nods enthusiastically although I know this not to be the case.


‘Good, because the present I’ve got for you is something to wear at a surprise party we’re going to have tomorrow.’


‘Are we going to play pass the parcel?’


‘No, sweetheart, because it’s not a children’s party, it’s a tenth anniversary party for Mummy and Daddy. Only Mummy doesn’t know about it because I want it to be a surprise, OK?’


‘OK,’ says Maya. She is cutting to the bit where she gets the present. I’m still not sure she understands the importance of keeping it secret but I will have to give it to her now, otherwise we’ll be late for nursery.


‘Wait here,’ I say before dashing to the study, taking the dress, which is wrapped in purple tissue paper and tied with a silver bow (the lady in Monsoon was very good at making me feel grateful for the free gift-wrapping service when they had just charged me a small fortune for a tiny piece of material with a few sequins on) from the drawer of my desk and carrying it back through to the kitchen where Maya appears to be in danger of spontaneously combusting.


‘Here you are,’ I say, smiling as I hand it to her. Maya tears open the tissue paper, gasps as she catches sight of the purple and silver sequinned dress inside, holds it up and starts to dance around the room.


‘Do you like it then?’ I ask, smiling.


‘It’s my best dress ever,’ says Maya, throwing her arms around my legs. ‘Thank you, Daddy.’ I feel churlish now for baulking at the price when I first looked at the tag. She is such a grateful child. She only ever asks for one thing from Father Christmas. And she was very understanding last year about the pony not being a real one.


‘Good, let’s go upstairs to try it on, make sure it fits.’


We hurry up to her bedroom. I whip her butterfly pyjamas off and pull the dress over her head. It is a true Cinderella moment. I almost gasp myself. She is four years old and already I’m scared stiff about how beautiful she is. I dread to think what I’ll be like by the time she’s thirteen. I am starting to empathise with fairytale kings who lock their daughters in castle towers. I know it’s wrong but I can kind of see where they’re coming from.


Maya twirls around in her dress.


‘Can I wear it to nursery?’


‘Sorry, sweetheart. We need to keep it nice for tomorrow.’


Maya’s face crumples. I should have realised she’d ask that. I have to think of something quick to avoid the onslaught of tears.


‘We can’t have Mummy picking you up from nursery in it, can we? That would spoil the surprise.’ The damn wall holds. I need to follow up fast to make sure. ‘How about I put you to bed tonight and you try it on again then? You won’t be able to sleep in it, though. We can’t have Cinderella turning up to the ball in a crumpled dress, can we?’


Maya grins and lets me remove the dress without any fuss. I point to the clothes on her bed which Mel laid out for her earlier.


‘Now, you get ready for nursery while I pop and hide your dress somewhere Mummy won’t find it. You can change into it when I drop you at Grandma’s tomorrow evening and then it’ll be a surprise for Mummy to see you in it when we arrive at the party.’


‘Is it at a palace?’ asks Maya.


‘Not quite, but it is a lovely big hotel. The one where Mummy and Daddy got married.’


‘Will Mummy be wearing her wedding dress?’


‘No, sweetheart. She’ll still look beautiful, mind. I’ve got her a new dress too.’


‘Has hers got sparklies on like mine?’


I shake my head. I hadn’t realised how early this not wanting anyone else to wear the same as you business starts for women.


‘No, love. And it’s a different colour too.’ Maya nods, satisfied. I disappear into our bedroom and hang her dress inside the same suit bag as Mel’s in my wardrobe. I so hope Mel will love it. The dress and the party.


We drive up to the Ark, past the hedge monster which keeps the children entertained (and safely within the grounds). Mel and I started out with the intention of walking to nursery, it only takes twenty minutes or so from our house. But the combination of the chaos which is our home in the mornings and Maya’s dawdling means we invariably join the ranks of the other hassled, multi-tasking working parents on the nursery run.


Maya could have gone to the crèche at Bradford University, it would have been cheaper for a start. But when we came to see this place, the beautiful outside play area overlooking the valley, well, we were sold and so was Maya.


I help her down from the car, she holds my hand until we are through the gate then skips off up the path. I place my right forefinger on the entry pad and the door to the main building buzzes open. I still think it’s a bit much for a nursery in a wooded valley in rural Calderdale but it reassures Mel that they take such things seriously.


I follow Maya through to the nursery, where the early arrivals are already playing. What reassures me is the way she is always so keen to come here, we’ve never had any clinginess or tears from her when we drop her off.


‘I’ve got a new dress and my Mummy and Daddy are having a surprise party,’ blurts out Maya to everyone within earshot, namely a dozen children and three members of staff. Becky, Maya’s key worker, turns and smiles at me.


‘So much for the surprise then,’ she says.


‘The new party dress was a rather crude attempt to buy her silence. Not money well spent, obviously.’


‘I’m sure she loves the dress.’


‘Oh, she does. But I’d be very grateful if you could remind her not to mention it when Mel comes to pick her up later.’


‘Of course,’ says Becky. ‘I’ll tell her it’s a game of fairy secrets.’ I wonder if I should ask how that game works for future reference but a glance at the clock reminds me it’s time to go.


‘Have fun then, Maya,’ I call out. ‘Daddy’s going now.’


‘OK,’ calls Maya. She runs over to give me a hug, a dinosaur in one hand and a Bob the Builder drill in the other. I decide not to ask what game she’s playing.


‘See you later, sweetheart,’ I say, bending to give her a kiss. A second later she is gone again. The sound of drilling comes from within the Wendy house. I make my excuses and leave.


I listen to 5 Live on the drive to work. I shouldn’t do, of course, because the phone-in with Nicky Campbell is the one thing guaranteed to get my blood pressure rising in the mornings. Having been a journalist for ten years you would think the ability of the great British public to talk complete rubbish at times is not something which should surprise me. There’s always one, though. One person who manages to take my breath away with their sheer stupidity. This morning it is Graham from Doncaster. A fellow Yorkshireman but sadly misguided nonetheless. Graham says he is not going to vote for Gordon Brown because he called that woman a bigot. When Nicky asks who he is going to vote for instead, he says the BNP. As if that is a perfectly reasonable course of action to take. I am none too enamoured with Brown myself, but Graham’s argument is a bit like saying that because Father Christmas was overheard criticising one of the elves, you are going to sack him and give the job to Satan. I consider stopping the car and calling in to make that very point when Mel’s voice of reason floods over me from afar. I switch over to Absolute Radio and am relieved to hear the Kaiser Chief’s ‘I Predict a Riot’. There won’t be a riot when Labour lose (as they surely will now), of course, because this is Britain. And Britain simply tuts and sportingly gives someone else a chance to mess everything up. And never questions the fact that the other lot are only in opposition because they screwed up last time. I pull up at the traffic lights. There is a copy of the Daily Express on the passenger seat of the car next to me. Brown is so obviously dead in the water that they are turning their attentions to Nick Clegg now. Jesus, it’s enough to make a guy wear a yellow tie in public. I hear Mel telling me to calm down. See her face sporting that serene, gentle expression she wears when I go off on one. And I smile at how she can catch me doing that even when she is not in the car.


Chris gives me a ‘and what time do you call this?’ look as I walk past him. He has never got over the fact that he didn’t get my job. He applied for it and by all accounts thought he had it in the bag and the interviews were merely a formality. Apparently after he was told his application had been unsuccessful he stormed out of the building uttering something about not being appreciated and the interview panel being impressed by spin rather than substance. Which coming from a PR man was a bit rich but there you go. He has never said directly that he thinks he could do the job better than me, of course. But it is implied in virtually everything he says and does and the permanent look of distaste and disappointment he wears on his face.


‘Thanks for holding the fort, guys. How’s things?’


‘Wet,’ says Chris.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Plumbing problems in the loos on the second floor, there was a massive water leak overnight. The Bug’s Life hall has been closed for safety reasons.’


‘Shit. Is there much damage?’


Chris shrugs. ‘Don’t know. Haven’t asked.’


‘They’re assessing it at the moment,’ says Hannah, somewhat more helpfully. ‘Roger’s been in meetings all morning.’ Roger is the museum’s director. He belongs in academia and is hopeless at dealing with anything practical. This does not bode well for the rest of the day and especially my hope of getting away at a decent time tonight so I can pop into the hotel on the way home and make sure everything’s in hand for the party.


I sit down at my desk and read the yellow Post-it note written in Chris’s spidery handwriting.


‘Adrian Bashforth’s coming in at twelve noon instead of two today?’ I ask.


‘Yeah, that was the message,’ replies Chris.


‘Did they say why?’


‘Not really.’


I nod, deciding it’s not worth trying to extract any further information from Chris. The words ‘blood’ and ‘stone’ spring to mind.


‘Who is he?’ asks Hannah.


‘Oh, some big cheese from Orange. They’re being lined up as a sponsor for the Dinosaurs in 3D exhibition in the summer. Roger wants me to give him the guided tour and sound him out about possible web links and text stuff we could do.’


‘Sounds good,’ says Hannah. For a second I wonder whether to delegate the tour to her. I could really do without it today and I know she’s far more comfortable with the whole corporate schmoozing thing than I am. But I stop myself from asking her just in time. It’s not fair of me to dump my crap on her just because she’s very willing and able.


‘Yeah, it’s a shame about the timing with the second floor out of action but I’ll have to find a way around it.’


‘You’ll just have to linger a bit longer with Monty in the prehistoric hall,’ says Hannah.


‘You’re right. If I get stuck I can always tell him one of Maya’s dinosaur stories.’


‘Is she excited about the party tomorrow?’ she asks. I still feel bad about not inviting Hannah. It was awkward because I didn’t want to invite Chris but at the same time I didn’t want Hannah to feel that I was singling her out for any special treatment. I realise now that young, attractive women are probably telling the truth when they complain they never get invited anywhere. Older women simply wouldn’t want them there and older men don’t want to look like prize lechers by asking them. There’s no going back now, though. Last-minute invites look the worst of all.


‘You could say that. I told her this morning and she went that far off the scale she could probably power the National Grid at the moment.’


‘And your wife still doesn’t know?’


‘No. Although she probably will do by the time I get home tonight.’


‘That’ll be good then. Seeing as she doesn’t like surprises,’ says Chris. Hannah looks at me questioningly.


‘You know what it’s like,’ I say. ‘When women say they don’t want a big fuss, they don’t always mean it, do they?’


Hannah nods and smiles. It is a rather forced smile. Oh shit. Maybe I’m not right about that at all.


‘So, welcome to the Manchester Natural History Museum,’ I say in the most enthusiastic voice I can muster. I am shaking Adrian Bashforth’s hand. He is one of those people who holds on far too long. ‘Have you been here before?’ I ask.


‘No. I’ve not long moved up from London. And I haven’t got kids.’


‘Oh, it’s not just for kids,’ I say. ‘We do a lot of After Dark events for corporate clients. The main halls are available for Christmas parties too.’


‘Great. Top hole. Shall we get going then?’ Adrian Bashforth doesn’t want to be here. That much is clear. He has come over from Orange’s Leeds office but is clearly in the north under protest. I imagine him sympathising with all those London BBC types who have been grumbling about relocating to Salford. I am reminded of that Victoria Wood sketch. The one where the continuity announcer says, ‘We’d like to apologise to viewers in the north. It must be terrible for you.’


‘We’ll go up to the first floor then,’ I say. ‘The prehistoric hall is where everyone wants to start. I’ll show you what we’ve got there now and then I can fill you in on our plans for the 3D exhibition.’


I lead the way up the stairs. I could have taken the lift but I don’t want to risk the doors opening on to the chaos of the second floor by mistake.


I push open the double doors. Monty is standing proudly at the far end of the hall, towering over everything else. I glance at Adrian to see if the wow factor has registered on his face. Nothing.


‘Now this is Monty, our star attraction.’ I say, guiding a clearly underwhelmed Adrian briskly down the hall. I realise that I shouldn’t have told him his name. It’s made me sound too Blue Petery.


‘An amateur palaeontologist discovered the skeleton in an outcrop near Buffalo in South Dakota.’


I glance across at Adrian. Still not impressed. There are only a handful of other people in the hall. Friday lunchtime is quiet for us. But I guess that doesn’t look very impressive either.


‘Come and take a closer look,’ I say, stepping over the rope barrier until I am standing directly under Monty’s skull. I’m aware I am flogging a dead dinosaur here. However I have to keep going because it’s the best we’ve got and if we’ve got any hope of getting an all-singing, all-dancing 3D dinosaur, this guy needs to be on board.


‘He’s, er, big, isn’t he?’ says Adrian, who hasn’t moved an inch. I resist the temptation to point out that of course he’s big, he’s a fucking dinosaur. The sound of drilling and hammering can now be heard coming from the floor above.


‘That’s our Bob the Builder exhibition upstairs,’ I joke. Adrian isn’t laughing. And clearly still isn’t impressed. Maybe it’s only my daughter who is. I wish Maya was here now, wish I could capture some of her enthusiasm in a bottle and empty it all over Adrian.


I hear a creak and a tearing sound from above. I look up, half expecting to see a plumber’s leg sticking through the ceiling. That would just about finish this off. The chain which supports Monty’s skull appears to be shaking. There is another creak, longer and louder this time. Followed by a tremendous clank as the ceiling attachment comes away. My brain is telling my feet to move. I trip as I forget to step over the rope barrier and fall backwards. I look up to see Monty’s head falling towards me. Crashing. Plummeting. Down. There is a shout. A scream. And sheer, excruciating pain. My pain. As Monty’s head connects with mine. And then nothing.




Seven


MEL


‘Yes, speaking,’ I say into my mobile in a voice which does not sound like my own.


‘Hello, Mrs Taylor. It’s Roger Simpson at the museum. It’s about Adam.’ I shut my eyes. I’d thought it was Maya. I thought the call was going to be about something happening to Maya. ‘I’m afraid there’s been an accident,’ he says.


The roller coaster plummets downwards, taking my stomach with it. I am screaming inside but still composed on the surface. I am not sure if he is pausing for effect or because he has watched too many episodes of Casualty and thinks you can’t give bad news any other way. I want to shout at him to tell me; just bloody tell me what has happened. But I wait while the roller coaster starts its crawl back up to the summit, not knowing whether the next drop will be bigger than the one before.


‘The chain supporting the skeleton of the Tyrannosaurus rex came away from the ceiling,’ he continues. ‘Adam was underneath it.’ A noise comes out of my mouth. I am aware that it sounds like laughter. Nervous laughter, of course. Because it is ridiculous and because I am scared of what he’s going to say next.


‘Is he dead?’


‘No. No he’s not dead but he has been seriously injured. He was knocked unconscious. He’s been taken to A&E at Manchester St Cross.’


I nod, which is crazy as he can’t see me but I cannot find any words for now. Students are walking past me in the corridor. I am aware that tears are streaming down my face although I can’t understand why because I am not crying. Not crying at all.


‘I am so sorry,’ says Roger. ‘We will, of course, be having a full investigation into this matter. My next call will be to the Health and Safety Executive.’ I nod again. ‘If there’s anything we can do to help. Anything at all.’


Put the dinosaur back up. That’s all I can think of. Put the dinosaur back up. Fix it so this can’t happen. Rewind the tape. The emotion is bubbling to the surface. I can’t listen to this any longer.


‘Bye,’ I say and end the call. My hand is shaking so much I can barely get the phone back in my bag. I know I have to move but I don’t know how. Something inside me takes over. Turns me around and starts walking my legs back down the corridor. I am swimming against the tide of students returning to their lessons. I am vaguely aware that some of them are staring at me. I find myself standing outside Margaret’s office for the second time that day. Hear myself knocking on the door and entering again.


‘Sorry to disturb you,’ I say. ‘My husband’s been in an accident. He’s unconscious. I need to go straight to the hospital. Someone will have to cover for me. I’m very sorry.’ I am crying now. Proper gulping breaths of air and tears. Margaret sits me down. She takes my car keys out of my hand and puts them back in my bag. I wasn’t even aware I was holding them.


‘Where’s your car?’


‘Mytholmroyd train station.’


‘I’ll order a cab,’ she says. ‘The train will take too long and you’re in no fit state to drive when you get there anyway. Which hospital is he in?’


‘Manchester St Cross,’ I hear myself say. Margaret makes the call. She pours me a glass of water from the carafe on her desk and hands it to me.


‘Would you like someone to go with you?’ she says. I think of Nadine. Her lesson will have started by now. I don’t want to put anyone out.


‘No, no, I’m fine, thanks. Deep breaths and all that.’ I think I manage a smile but I cannot be sure. Margaret passes me a tissue. I dab at my cheeks before scrunching it up in my hand.


‘Is there anyone we need to phone? Is your daughter in the crèche?’


‘No. She’s at nursery near home. I’ll phone my mum and dad to get her. I don’t want to worry her now. Adam will probably have come round by the time I get there.’


Margaret nods. I put the water down. I haven’t drunk any.


‘We’ll go down to the main entrance,’ she says. ‘The cab will be here soon.’


I stand up. Crank the automatic pilot on again. We make swift progress along the corridor. My legs surprisingly capable of functioning on their own. We only wait in the foyer for a minute or two before the cab pulls up outside. I am aware of the door opening, of Margaret helping me inside. She says something to the driver. Comes back and pats my hand.


‘Please do let me know if I can do anything to help. Anything at all.’


I nod and thank her, although I’m not sure she hears me before she shuts the door. The driver pulls away. He is small and wiry and has greasy hair. He is not wearing his seat belt. They piss me off. People who think they are immune from having an accident. They’re not. Nobody is. Nobody at all.


The driver makes no attempt at conversation. I am relieved. Radio 2 fills the silence. I realise I will never be able to listen to Jeremy Vine again without remembering this moment. It is as if someone has picked me up and is driving me away from my normal life, from the cosy, safe existence I have known. And in a short while they will drop me off and I will have to step from the cab into unknown territory. The world of my nightmares, except they are no longer my nightmares, they are real. I look down. I still have the scrunched-up tissue in my hand. I put it in my bag, get my mobile out and dial my parents’ number. It rings for a long time. I hang on, waiting for the answering machine to kick in. Until I remember they are the only people left in the country who don’t have one. Which is probably just as well as I have no idea what message I would leave anyway. I realise that it’s Friday afternoon. Mum will be at the surgery. I could ring her there. She will probably answer. But I don’t want to. She will talk to me like I am one of the patients. And the whole waiting room will hear her end of the conversation. I do not want that. I don’t think Adam would want that. I call my father instead. He will be at the model railway museum. It will be much quieter there.


‘Hello?’ Dad sounds surprised that someone has phoned. He obviously doesn’t get many calls.


‘Dad, it’s Mel. I need you to do me a favour.’ I am aware my voice is in danger of breaking. I pause for a second, trying to hold it together. ‘Can you get Maya for me later, please? I’ve got to go to the hospital in Manchester. Adam’s had an accident.’


There is a momentary silence on the other end of the line. I feel mean, telling him in such a matter-of-fact fashion but for some reason that is the only way I seem to be able to deal with it.


‘Oh dear. What sort of accident?’ he says. I stop myself from saying a dinosaur one. I realise it would sound ridiculous. Facetious even.


‘Something very heavy fell on him. He’s unconscious. I don’t know much more than that. I’m on my way to the hospital now.’


‘Do you want me to ring your mother?’ Clearly Dad has no idea how to deal with this.


‘No, there’s no need. If you can just pick Maya up at five-ish, take her back to our place and get her overnight bits and pieces. Her ready-bed, pyjamas, toothbrush, Iggle Piggle water bottle. She’ll show you where it all is.’


‘Yes. Yes, of course.’


‘Please don’t worry her. Tell her Daddy’s had a bump on the head and Mummy needs to look after him in hospital. Make it sound like a big adventure staying at your place. Let her have ice cream for tea. Anything, really, to keep her happy and stop her worrying. If she gets upset please phone me and I’ll talk to her.’


‘OK, love. You’ll call us later, will you?’ I can tell from his voice that he is struggling to hold it together too. I picture him standing there, the old-fashioned receiver pushed to his ear, his shoulders sagging further under the unaccustomed weight of bad news.


‘Yes. Yes I will.’


‘Bye, love.’


I put the phone back in my bag. I catch the cab driver’s eye in the rear-view mirror. He doesn’t say anything. Just turns off Radio 2.


When we pull up outside the accident and emergency department, I rummage in my bag for some cash.


‘It’s OK,’ the driver says. ‘It’s on the university account. I hope your husband’s all right.’ I nod and thank him before scrambling out of the car. He pulls away, leaving me standing there in front of the modern glass and steel entrance. I bite my bottom lip as I hurry through the main doors. I have no idea what I am going to be faced with. All I know is that I need to see Adam. I am desperate to touch him, to hold him. To tell him I am here.


There is a long queue at the reception desk at A&E. A woman with floral patterned kitchen roll held over a cut finger, a boy with his arm in a makeshift sling whose mum has a ‘been here before’ expression on her face. No one here is in danger of dropping dead. I decide I have the right to be very un-British and push in.


‘Excuse me,’ I shout out to the receptionist as I squeeze my way through to the front. ‘I’m looking for my husband, Adam Taylor. He was brought in earlier. He’s unconscious.’ The other people in the queue stop tutting at me and move to the side. The receptionist scrolls down the screen on her computer, picks up the phone and makes a call.


‘Mrs Taylor’s in reception,’ she says, before turning to me and saying, ‘Someone will be along for you shortly.’ I nod and thank her. Which is daft. She’s acting like this is some bloody GP’s waiting room. Only I’m not here for a cervical smear. I’m waiting to see my husband who for all I know is lying half-dead on a trolley a few yards away. I turn back to the receptionist.


‘No, really. I need to see him now,’ I say, my voice quivering. I sense I am about to get a ‘you’ll wait your turn like everyone else’ sermon when a side door opens and a nurse pops her head around. I am oddly reassured by the fact that she is considerably older than me.


‘Mrs Taylor?’ she says. I nod. ‘Dr Perryman will see you right away.’


That’s bad. I know that’s bad. Doctors are ridiculously busy, they cannot just drop everything to see relatives. I realise that Adam could be dead. He might have died here.


‘Is he still alive?’ I ask. ‘I need to know.’


The nurse turns and smiles gently. ‘He’s alive, he’s still unconscious. Dr Perryman will explain everything.’ I am shown into a small side room off the corridor. A silver-haired doctor is sitting there, clipboard in hand, serious expression on his face.


‘I need to see him,’ I blurt out, tears streaming down my face as whatever semblance of composure I had disappears. ‘I need to see my husband now. Please.’


Dr Perryman hesitates for a second then nods. A sign that he is human after all. ‘OK,’ he says. ‘We’ll talk afterwards. But you do need to prepare yourself for the fact that your husband has suffered a serious head injury. He’s still unconscious. He’s had an endotracheal tube fitted and is on a ventilator. He’s been sedated and we’ve also used a drug to induce paralysis.’


I stare at him. I realise my gasp was audible.


‘It’s standard procedure. We need to ensure there are no sudden movements which could damage his spine.’


I nod through the tears. Dr Perryman stands up and leads me out of the room and along the corridor. We stop outside a door which says ‘Resuscitation Room’. He turns to me, I nod to indicate I am ready and follow him in.


There is a man lying on the trolley. His eyes are shut. His face is deathly pale. Patches of purple and red are starting to jostle for position on his forehead. A thick tube leads from one of the array of machines surrounding him into his mouth. The man is my husband. The man is Adam.


It is only as she checks one of the monitors that I am aware there is a nurse in the room.


‘Can he hear me?’ I ask her.


‘We don’t know,’ she replies. ‘We suggest that relatives speak as if the patient can hear.’


I step forward to the bed. I am too scared of hurting him to kiss his face. So I take his hand instead. It is limp and heavy in mine. I squeeze it but he doesn’t squeeze back. I sink to my knees, bury my wet, hot cheeks against the palm of his hand.


‘I’m here now,’ I say. ‘I came as soon as I could. It’s OK. You’re going to be fine.’


Dr Perryman opens the door again after a minute or two. I get to my feet and go quietly without being asked. I have seen him. I have let him know I am here. I need some answers now. I follow the doctor back into the side room. He shuts the door and pulls out a chair for me. I sit down heavily.


‘I know this must have come as a huge shock for you,’ he says. ‘Your husband has suffered a severe blow to the front of his head. We understand from staff at the museum that he was unconscious from the moment of impact.’


‘He will regain consciousness though, won’t he?’ I ask.


Dr Perryman fiddles with the pen on his desk. ‘It’s too early for us to say. We’ve done an initial assessment, something called the Glasgow Coma Scale. We have detected some involuntary muscle straightening and extending and there have been a few incomprehensible sounds but no eye opening and no response to pain.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘He scored five on the test, the minimum he could have scored was three. That would indicate there has been serious injury to the brain but we won’t know any more until we do a CT scan.’


‘When’s that likely to be?’


‘We’ll be taking him down within the next few minutes. The scan uses X-rays and a computer to create detailed images of the inside of his head. The radiologist should be able to give us some more detailed information after that.’


I nod. I still can’t believe this is actually happening. I’m half expecting Adam to come striding though the door at any moment, apologising for a practical joke that went way too far. No one comes though. The door remains resolutely shut.


‘What might the scan find?’ I ask.


Dr Perryman hesitates for a second. ‘Essentially what we’re looking for is the extent of brain swelling. It’s an extremely delicate organ with the consistency of firm blancmange. Any sudden jolt causes it to slide around, compressing and expanding as it goes.’


I have an image in my head now of Adam’s brain being the sort of disaster area I remember from my O-level cookery exam.


‘And what if his brain is badly swollen?’


‘We would need to operate, remove a piece of the skull to give the swelling a place to go. We’ll also be looking for internal bleeding and any indicators of haematomas or a haemorrhage.’


‘What about brain damage?’


‘We can’t predict possible brain damage from trauma at such an early stage.’


‘But it is a possibility?’


‘Yes. I’m afraid it is.’


I nod again. I’m not imagining blancmange any more. I’m imagining Adam; alive, vibrant, running across the moors like there’s no tomorrow, Adam, ending up lying there for the rest of his life like some bloody vegetable. I am aware from the fact that Dr Perryman is offering me a box of tissues that I must be crying again.


‘Like I said, that’s the worst-case scenario, there are altogether more manageable ones.’


I go to ask what they might be but stop myself because I am not sure I want to hear them. In my best-case scenario there is no internal bleeding or swelling or lasting brain damage. Adam comes round shortly afterwards, we all have a good laugh about it and Adam dines out on the story of how he was floored by a dinosaur for years to come. Somehow, I don’t think Dr Perryman’s best-case scenario is going to be anything like that at all.


I sit and watch Adam being lifted on to the sliding bed in the scanning room. There is something disconcertingly morgue-like about it. I am aware that in a moment the bed will slide away and Adam’s body will disappear from view. I have a sudden sense of him being taken away from me. Of wanting to smash down the glass panel and claw him back. Tell them he is mine. That they have no right. No right at all. Someone presses a button. The bed starts sliding. I press the stop button on my side of the glass panel but nothing happens. Nothing happens at all. Because there is no stop button. I am pressing glass. Flat, fucking glass. I have no power. I cannot change anything. There are loud whirring noises as Adam disappears inside the machine. He will hate this. Adam does not like confined spaces. Does not take well to being enclosed. What if he is aware of this happening? If he’s screaming inside but nothing is coming out because of the drugs. I have to help him. Have to stop them.


I bash the glass panel with my fist. A second later I am lying in a crumpled heap on the floor, sobbing uncontrollably. A nurse comes and picks me up. Puts her arm around my shoulders and leads me away. I am taken to a tiny side room. Four walls, a couple of chairs. Not much more than a cell. I am given a glass of water. Why does everyone think water will help? My husband is unconscious. He could be brain-damaged and all anyone can do is give me a glass of water and pat me on the hand. I want to wake up now. I have seen the future, been shown the error of my ways. A Scrooge-like conversion has taken place. I will be happy. I will enjoy every second of life. Will not spoil things by worrying about something which may never happen. But of course it has happened. I am being punished. This isn’t a nightmare any more. This is my life.


I sit in Dr Perryman’s room later, trying to work out from his facial expression how bad the news is going to be. We’re talking degrees of bad. There is clearly no chance the news is going to be good.


‘I’m afraid the scan has shown considerable swelling in Adam’s brain,’ says Dr Perryman. ‘We’re going to need to operate. The impact was on the front of his head so there is particularly severe swelling to the frontal lobes. At some point when the swelling subsides, we will need to do further scans, including an MRI, to try to get a more accurate picture of the situation. But that will all happen after surgery.’


I nod. It is sounding very much like a worst-case scenario to me.


‘Is there any good news?’ I ask.


‘There has been some internal bleeding but there’s no sign of significant haematomas or a haemorrhage, although they can develop at a later stage.’


‘I see,’ I say, even though I don’t.


‘I know this is a very worrying time, Mrs Taylor. But you can be assured your husband will receive the highest possible standard of care during and after his surgery.’


‘And have you any idea how long he might remain in a coma?’ I ask. There. I have said it. The C word. Because that is the situation. My husband is in a coma.


‘We simply don’t know. Every case is different. But it is fair to say the longer he remains unconscious, the more serious the prognosis will be. He’ll be going straight to the intensive care unit after surgery. The next twenty-four hours will be critical. That’s as much as we can say at this stage.’


I go with Adam as they wheel him down to the theatre. I’ve only ever been to hospital myself once, when I had Maya. Neither she nor Adam have ever been admitted, not even as outpatients. And yet here I am, thrust in at the deep end without even the benefit of a late-night dash to A&E to have got me acclimatised.


They stop at the doors, a nurse comes out and asks me if I’d like to kiss my husband before they take him in. I know why. It’s in case I never see him alive again. I sit down in a small room across the corridor wondering just how much of a comfort that kiss would be if it is indeed the last one.


It’s a long wait. The longest of my life. I don’t do anything, just sit staring at the wall. My mind empty apart from the single wish that Adam should pull through. When a man who I presume is the surgeon finally comes into the room, I know it is all right simply by the way he opens the door. It is quick and noisy. If it was bad news I’m sure it would be quiet and slow.


‘Your husband’s out of theatre. We did have to remove a sizeable piece of skull but everything went smoothly and he’s now in the recovery room.’


‘Thank you,’ I say. Those words have never sounded so insufficient.


I think I prepare myself before I go in to see him. But in truth I don’t think you can prepare yourself for seeing your husband lying in a coma after major brain surgery. It is not something we are naturally equipped to deal with.


His head is swathed in bandages. They do at least cover most of the bruising but can’t conceal the fact that his hair has been shaved. Adam always used to say that if he started to go bald he’d have a comb-over because he reckoned he’d look ridiculous with a shaved head. Although right now, that is the least of his worries.


I can see some dried blood on the bandages. And notice, even through the bandages, that his forehead is flatter, almost sunken. I want to ask someone what they have done with the bit of skull they removed. Have they kept it? Does it get put back later on? Or do I get to take it home as a rather macabre souvenir?


I take Adam’s hand. Stroke the nail on his thumb. I stroke it for a long time before I am able to say anything.


‘I know you’re in there,’ I whisper eventually. ‘Please come back to me. Please come back soon.’




Eight


I hear Mel’s words, rolling in through the fog between us. I am not dead. The relief floods through me. The papers would have had a field day if I’d died: ‘T-rex kills museum man’, ‘First dinosaur victim for 65 million years’. I’d have probably got in the Guinness Book of Records as the only human ever to have been killed by a dinosaur. And I’d have won one of those Darwin Awards, which are given out (posthumously, of course) to people who improve the gene pool by accidentally removing themselves from it in a really stupid way. I remember looking at the website once and chuckling at the guy who died while testing whether his new jacket was stab proof.


It wouldn’t be so bad if this had happened while I was carrying out some kind of heroic act; pushing a group of schoolchildren out of the way to save them or something. But no, I’m here because I tripped over a barrier rope six inches off the ground and didn’t get myself out of the way of a falling dinosaur skull in time. I believe the word the Irish use is eejit. That’s what I am. And a prize one at that.


I can imagine the smirk on Chris’s face when I go back to work. I’ll never live it down. And as for Monty. I thought he was my friend. Of all the low-down, two-faced, double-crossing dinosaur skeletons. If he felt the need to perform a head butt he should have picked on someone his own size.


Mel is still talking to me. Her words intermittent like a poor signal on a radio station. I have a weird understanding now of how Prince Eric in The Little Mermaid feels when he awakens and remembers hearing a beautiful voice but no one is there. I’ll have to tell Maya when I come round. Maybe I can claim that is what this is all about. An elaborate attempt at method acting for my role as Prince Eric in Maya’s plays. And then I remember. The party. Maya will be in bits about it. Not getting the chance to wear her new dress. And Mel will have no idea what she’s going on about. I suppose the in-laws will have to tell her. That her husband was planning this fantastic tenth anniversary party for her but has gone and blown it by getting into a fight with a dinosaur. I don’t suppose I’ll come round in time. And even if I do they’ll want to keep me in for observation. Fuck. Of all the stupid ways to spoil a party …


I drift off somewhere for a while. Somewhere where I can’t hear Mel’s voice. I feel like I am in some kind of flotation tank, not that I have ever been in one but Mel tried it at a spa once and told me all about it. I am barely aware of my body at all. My head is strangely numb. They’ve probably given me something. Drugged me up to the eyeballs. When it wears off the pain will return. But how will I tell them? I know already I cannot speak. I tried the first time Mel came in. My brain sends the words but they fizzle out somewhere before they get to my mouth. It’s the same with trying to move. It seems my limbs have gone AWOL. I think of that poor guy in The Diving Bell and the Butterfly. Bauby his name was. The book blew me away. And the film. I remember Mel digging her nails into my hand at that bit where they sewed his eye up. Locked-in Syndrome, that’s what he had. How can I be sure that’s not what’s happened to me? He was a journalist too. Maybe we’re somehow more prone to it. Our brains just go on spouting words when other people’s shut down. I know one thing, mind. I’m never going to have the patience to blink my way through dictating a paragraph, let alone an entire book.


The lack of sensation is the most disconcerting thing. I knew I wasn’t dead when it happened because of the pain. But later the pain disappeared, to be replaced by this overwhelming sense of numbness. That was when I thought I was dead. That I had slipped through to the other side. I was waiting to see the bright light and go down the coloured tunnel that all those people who claim to have had near death experiences talk about. When the buzzing and clanking started I thought that was all part of it. It wasn’t, though. They were doing something to me. Probably scanning my brain. They must have been surprised to find I had one after getting myself into this mess. They did find it, though. I think they went inside my head afterwards. All I could think of was that Spitting Image sketch about Reagan; the one in which the President’s brain was missing.


And now? How do I feel now? I don’t know. I can’t see my body, I can’t feel it. It’s as if the fuse has gone in my head. That if only someone would put a new one in, all the lights would come on again. Normal service would be resumed. I wish I’d paid more attention in physics at school now. Maybe I could rewire my own brain.


‘It’s daft, isn’t it? I thought we’d be celebrating my new job tonight. And here we are instead.’ It is Mel’s voice. She has come back. Or maybe she has never been away and I have simply come back to her. Her job. I’d forgotten about that. My brilliant, scarily clever wife teaching an honours degree. She’ll love it so much. I’ve never seen her teach. Weird, isn’t it? You spend two-thirds of your life with someone and yet never get to see what they spend their working days doing. I can imagine what she’s like, though. She’s still buzzing with it all when she comes home. I have this image of her fizzing around the classroom like an Alka Seltzer tablet dropped in a glass. She is good at explaining things. And patient too, patient beyond words with Maya. When I remember how she was with the whole potty-training thing. She never once lost her temper, even when we had to stop at every service station on our way to Sheffield that time. She’s like that with her about everything. Always reassuring, encouraging, praising. And look how it’s paid off. Look what Maya’s like. It’s as if she’s wearing this invisible cloak of confidence. Nothing fazes her. And so much of that is down to Mel.


I feel bad now. So bad for letting her down. I wanted this party for her. It was my big gesture, my way of saying thank you for everything. And I know she would have been thrown by it all at first and probably would have called me a few names in private but she would have loved it. She really would. Maybe they’ll do it without me. I wouldn’t mind. Well, not much. And at least it would give Maya the chance to wear the dress. Jeez, she’ll be gutted about the dress. She doesn’t even know where to find it. This whole thing is getting stupid now. I’ve had enough. Very funny joke, God, but I’d like my life back now please.


‘Maya’s going to come in the morning,’ says Mel. ‘She’s desperate to see you. I spoke to her on the phone at Mum and Dad’s and she was chuntering on about some surprise the two of you are cooking up for me. I told her what happened to you. I wanted to be honest with her about it. You know what the first thing she asked was? Whether Monty the bloody T-rex was all right.’


I cannot tell from Mel’s voice whether she is laughing or crying. Maybe a bit of both, like me.




Nine


MEL


I wake up in the chair next to Adam’s bed with a cricked neck. Which bothers me for a second until I look over at Adam and remember I have nothing to complain about. Nothing at all.


The nurses did tell me to go home. And part of me was desperate to see Maya, to make sure she was OK – well, as OK as you can be when you’ve been told your daddy’s having a big sleep in hospital and won’t be coming home for a while. But I couldn’t leave Adam. I had this vision of him coming round in the night and not knowing where the hell he was or what had happened. I needed to be here. The only night we’ve spent apart since we moved in together was when I had Maya. Adam always jokes that I’m trying to outdo Paul and Linda McCartney. I’m not though. I simply don’t want to be without him.


‘Morning, love,’ I say to Adam, leaning over to kiss his cheek. I am secretly hoping that this is the point where everything goes a bit Disney on me. The prince awakens from his long slumber. The princess declares her undying love for him and they all live happily ever after. Actually, nothing happens. The prince sleeps on. The princess sighs heavily and tries not to cry. I am quite sure Maya wouldn’t like that one. Wouldn’t like it at all.


The nurse comes in. The same one who was here when we arrived at the ICU. Jacinta her name is. She smiles at me. One of those sympathetic smiles that nurses do so well.


‘So, how are we this morning, Adam? It’s a beautiful day outside. Rise and shine, Mr Lazybones. You need to get your butt out of bed.’ I smile at her. I like the fact that she chatters away to Adam like this. He’ll like her. I’m sure he will. Much better than the nurse on the night shift. She didn’t utter a word to him. It was as if he wasn’t here.


‘You need to get yourself some sleep, young lady,’ she says, turning to me. ‘I’ll look after your man here.’


‘I can’t,’ I say. ‘My daughter’s coming in soon. She’s desperate to see her daddy.’


‘Did you hear that?’ she says, turning back to Adam. ‘I didn’t know you were a daddy cool. Now you really have gotta get your butt out of bed.’ She shakes her head and busies herself checking all the machines and monitors and scribbling on the clipboard.


‘How is he?’ I ask.


‘The same,’ she says.


The same as what? Not the same as he was when he woke up yesterday morning, that’s for sure. But what if he’s the same as this tomorrow, and the next day and the day after that? How soon will this become normal? How long until I get my Adam back?


I sit and hold his hand. Talk to him about happy days past. It feels like being old long before our time. That all we’ve got left to cling on to are the memories. And the chances of any happy new ones being made are fading by the hour.


‘You’ve got visitors today,’ I tell him. ‘Mum and Dad are bringing Maya in soon. And Steve and Louise are coming at lunchtime.’ It was all I could do to stop Louise coming last night when I phoned her. The sense of disbelief on the other end of the phone was palpable. ‘Oh Mel,’ she kept saying. Over and over again. People aren’t used to getting phone calls telling them that someone close to them is in a coma. And there’s nothing they can say after you’ve told them. Apart from ‘Oh Mel’. And to offer to come and visit. I didn’t want anyone to come last night though. I just wanted to be alone with Adam for a while. To try to get my head around what has happened before I have to face anyone.


I look at my watch. It’s a quarter to ten.


‘I’m going to go and meet them. I’ll be back in a bit, OK?’


It’s hard to stop saying things which would normally solicit a reply. Maybe that’s what I’m trying to do. Trick Adam into saying ‘sure’ or ‘that’s fine’ as if this is simply a game of non-communication he’s playing and if I say the right thing rather than ask a direct question I might just catch him out. Adam says nothing. He is clearly too good at this game.


I go to the end of the corridor to wait for Maya. I want to see her before she sees Adam. I need to prepare her, although how the hell I can do that I have no idea. I spend my working week teaching other people about children; how to educate them, how to help them through difficult issues, deal with illness, violence in the family home. But when it comes to your own child, it is another matter entirely. I know too much. Know how these things can undermine previously well-adjusted children, can fuel all sorts of insecurities. I know I have to be strong for Maya. To make her believe there is a way through this. That everything can be OK again. But how can I do that when I’m not sure I believe it myself?


The double doors open and she is here, exploding into my arms in a ball of tears, hair and hurt. Any idea I had of holding it together for her sake evaporates in an instant. My tears mix with hers, love like antiseptic trying to soothe the pain away. She attaches herself to me like a limpet and I in turn hold on to her, ensuring she has at least one secure thing to cling to.


‘I want to see Daddy,’ she sobs into my ear.


‘I know, sweetheart. I’m going to take you to see him now. I just need to talk to you first. Explain what he’s going to be like.’ She pulls back a fraction, allowing me to breathe and look up. I am aware of my parents hovering above us, a living sculpture entitled ‘Not knowing what to say or do’.


‘Has he got a big bump on his head?’ asks Maya.


‘Sort of. He had a big operation and he’s got bandages around his head. They had to shave his hair off for the operation but it will grow back. He’s also got a big tube in his mouth because he can’t breathe on his own.’


‘If you can’t breathe you die.’ Clearly Adam’s biology lessons have been rather too successful.


‘It’s OK, the doctors have got a machine that does Daddy’s breathing for him.’


‘Why can’t he do it himself?’


‘His brain is all swollen inside his head and it’s not working properly. The bit that sends the messages to other parts of his body has stopped working.’


‘Does it need oiling?’


I smile. Maya loves watching Adam tinkering with his bike.


‘Kind of, sweetheart. It needs time to get better.’


‘What if he doesn’t get better? Is he going to die?’ Jeez. I think she’s been having interviewing technique lessons from Adam. I swallow the lump in my throat and pull her back tight to me.


‘The doctors don’t think he’s going to die, love. But he is very poorly. His eyes are shut and he can’t move or talk to you. He can hear you though.’


‘Have they oiled his ears then?’


‘The doctors say we all need to keep talking to Daddy. To let him know we’re here.’ Maya nods, the torrent of questions momentarily subsides. I stand up. Dad kisses me gently on the cheek. Even his glasses have a worried expression. Mum takes hold of my hands and pats them. Clearly they are finding words hard.


‘Did you have a nice time at Grandma and Grandad’s?’ I ask Maya.


‘Yes. We had ice cream. But Grandad wouldn’t do me a story about Monty.’ I look across at Dad who shrugs apologetically. He’d probably been worried about nightmares.


‘Never mind. Let’s help Daddy to get better first. Maybe then we can do some more Monty stories.’


‘Is Monty going to get better too?’


‘I expect so, love. Daddy’s friends at the museum are probably putting him back together.’


‘Can I go and see?’


‘Let’s see Daddy first, eh?’


I take her hand firmly in mine and start walking back down the corridor. I turn to my parents as we reach the door to Adam’s room.


‘Can you give us five minutes alone first?’


Dad nods. Mum does her Sunday best smile. I open the door and lead Maya into the room. There is a moment’s hesitation when she clings tightly to my hand before she pulls free of it and hurtles towards the bed.


‘Daddy,’ she cries, throwing her arms over his legs and pressing her head against his knees. I stupidly hadn’t warned her to be gentle, to be careful of his head, not to knock or touch any of the equipment. But it turns out she didn’t need me to. She appears to have this inbuilt knowledge of how to be when your daddy is in a coma.


‘Monty did a naughty thing, Daddy. Hurting you like that,’ she says. ‘I’m going to tell him off when I see him. I think he was only playing. I don’t think he meant it.’


I blink the tears away so I can see this properly. My daughter and my husband, the two people I love most in the world, still managing to take my breath away with the scale of their love, even when one of them is in a coma.


‘You’ve got lots of tubes and things, haven’t you, Daddy? I hope the doctors make you better soon. I think you need a bit more oil.’ She has hold of his hand now. She is twiddling his fingers as if she’s trying to tune a radio in. She walks further up the bed towards his head, leans over towards his ear and whispers something. She waits a few seconds and whispers again.


‘What are you telling Daddy?’ I ask.


‘I can’t tell you, it’s a secret.’


‘Oh, is this the one you mentioned on the phone?’


‘Yes. I can’t tell you, though. I promised Daddy.’ She looks at Adam and back to me, her face crumples. ‘I don’t know where my dress is,’ she says, her voice cracking.


‘What dress, sweetheart?’ I ask, kneeling down next to her and putting my arm around her.


‘The one Daddy bought me for the party.’ She claps her hand over her mouth as soon as she says it then starts to cry. Big, gulping sobs.


‘What party?’ I ask, smoothing her hair.


‘I can’t tell you. Daddy said it was a surprise.’


Something was going on. Something I didn’t know about.


‘Who else knows about it, sweetie?’


‘Grandma and Grandad but they said we wouldn’t be having a party now. They’re wrong though, aren’t they? Daddy will wake up in time for it, won’t he?’


‘When is it, love?’


‘Tonight. Daddy said I was allowed to stay up late. Until midnight like Cinderella if I’m really good.’


I open the door. Mum and Dad are standing right outside. It is clear from the expressions on their faces that they have heard every word.


‘Come in,’ I say. They do as they’re asked and shut the door behind them. I see them look at Adam and look down at the ground, the way people do when they see a disabled person in the street.


‘What’s this about a party?’ I ask.


‘We didn’t want to bother you with it last night,’ says Dad.


‘Bother me with what?’


Mum sighs. I knew she’d be the first to crack. ‘Adam had organised a big anniversary party for you. It were supposed to be tonight.’


‘How big? Where? Who else is supposed to be coming?’ I am aware I am rivalling Maya in the bombarding someone with questions department.


‘At Scaitcliffe Hall,’ says Mum. ‘He’d invited about eighty people I think. Family and friends. There were going to be food and a band and everything.’


I nod, unsure what to make of this new information. Part of me wants to hug Adam for doing all this for me. Another part wants to bash him around the head with a pillow for not listening when I said I didn’t want a big fuss. Because now look what’s happened. I glance over at Adam. A tear manages to escape from the pool which has welled up in my eyes. Maya rushes over to me.


‘Don’t worry, Mummy. We can still have the party. Daddy won’t mind.’


I look up at the ceiling and screw up my face. It is all too much. I can’t cope with this. Not on top of everything else.


‘We phoned hotel last night to cancel it, love,’ says Dad.


Maya bursts into a fresh round of tears. I wrap my arms tighter around her.


‘They are at least going to give your deposit back,’ adds Mum. ‘Because of circumstances, like.’


‘We rang round the family,’ says Dad, ‘to let them know. But we didn’t have numbers for your friends.’


I nod and look down at Maya whose face is broken in two.


‘I’m sorry, love. But we can’t have the party without Daddy.’


‘You want us to have it, don’t you, Daddy?’ Maya rushes over to Adam. The pause while she waits for the answer which doesn’t come tears me apart. It also jolts me into realising that if Adam can hear us, this is not going to help him. In fact, it’s going to be excruciating. Jacinta enters the room, providing a welcome distraction.


‘Hey, Adam, is this your beautiful girl?’ she says. Maya turns to look at Adam expectantly as if Jacinta may have some secret way of communicating with him. ‘Well, you’re one very lucky man,’ Jacinta continues. ‘A beautiful wife and a beautiful daughter. You make sure you wake up for them soon.’


‘Me and Daddy were having a surprise party for Mummy,’ says Maya. ‘But we can’t have it now because Daddy’s poorly so I can’t wear my new dress.’


‘And I bet you look pretty as a picture in it,’ says Jacinta. ‘And when your Daddy’s better, I reckon you’ll have a party then to celebrate when you can wear your dress.’ Jacinta looks at me and winks. I smile appreciatively. Maya appears mollified. Adam sleeps on.


I am on my own when Louise and Steve arrive. Mum and Dad have taken Maya home, she’s had to cope with quite enough for one day. Louise knocks on the door. I see her face at the window, solemn and drawn. It feels like someone has died. That people are coming to pay their respects now as the body lies in state.


I stand up, Louise rushes straight over and throws her arms around me. We stand like that for a long time. It feels good to have someone my own size to hold on to. Neither of us says anything. We don’t need to. When I finally look up, I see Steve standing awkwardly at the end of Adam’s bed. His dark eyes appear to be set back even further than usual, his tall, lean frame seems to be struggling to remain upright. I let go of Louise and walk over to him. Steve is not normally one for hugs and kisses. But this is not a normal situation. I wrap my arms around him. He doesn’t seem to know where to put his hands at first. His body is shaking. Finally I feel his fingers pressing lightly on my back.


‘It’s OK,’ I whisper, stroking his back. ‘He’s going to be fine.’ I feel his stubble brush against my forehead. It’s the only thing that tells me he is a grown man. Otherwise, it feels for all the world as if I am holding a boy in my arms. That same boy who was always at Adam’s side as we were growing up together. Whose friendship has never wavered. I look up at him and he nods. It is an uncertain nod, though. Like Louise’s uncertain half-smile. And what nobody says is the thing that all of us are thinking. What if he doesn’t get better? What if he isn’t going to be fine at all?


I walk over to Adam’s bed. Touch his hand lightly.


‘Louise and Steve are here,’ I say.


Steve appears startled at the sudden realisation that he is supposed to converse with Adam. It is Louise who speaks first.


‘I hope your head doesn’t hurt too much. At least they’ve come a long way since vinegar and brown paper.’ Louise glances across at me, uncertain. I nod to let her know she’s doing fine.


‘Don’t worry about Mel,’ she continues. ‘We’re going to look after her. You just concentrate on getting better.’


Louise steps back from the bed. The room is silent for a moment. I see Steve swallow hard.


‘If I ever see the dinosaur that did this to you, I’ll be sure to give him a good hiding.’ For a second I think I see Adam’s chest shaking, am sure he is about to burst out in laughter. It’s just wishful thinking though. I smile at Steve instead. On Adam’s behalf.


‘And now you’re here,’ I say. ‘One of you can own up about whose idea the party was.’


‘Oh, you know about it,’ says Louise.


‘Maya told me. Mum and Dad have cancelled it.’


‘It was nothing to do with me,’ says Steve, holding his hands up. ‘It was all Adam’s own work. I did try to tell him, mind. I said you don’t like surprises.’


Louise gives him a look. ‘Adam was really excited about it,’ she says quickly, turning back to me. ‘He’d been planning it for months. I’ve no idea how he managed to keep the whole thing a secret from you.’


‘Nor have I. I need to know who was coming, though. So I can ring round everyone. I’d hate to think of them having a wasted journey.’


‘Don’t be daft. We’ll do that,’ says Louise. ‘We’ve already started actually. Steve rang a few people from the running club last night. And everyone we could think of from uni. We’re just not sure exactly who else he invited. I guess he must have a list somewhere.’


‘I expect it’s on his BlackBerry,’ I say. ‘Because he’d know I wouldn’t look on there.’


‘Where is it?’ asks Steve.


‘It’s probably in that carrier bag,’ I say, pointing to his bedside cabinet. ‘The hospital gave me all the stuff that was on him when it happened. I haven’t even looked at it yet, to be honest.’


‘Why don’t I take it and text everyone in his address book? I’ll do the same on your mobile as well if you like.’


‘Would you? Thanks. That would be great.’


‘Do you know his passwords for Facebook and Twitter?’


‘MayaGrace,’ I think. ‘Like everything else.’


‘Well, I could post something on them as well. Just in case we’ve missed anyone. Where’s his laptop?’


‘Probably in the boot of his car.’


‘Where’s his car?’


‘At Littleborough station. Hopefully his keys are in the bag. Oh God, I haven’t thought of anything, have I? There’s so much I need to do.’ I slump down on to the chair again. Louise gives Steve a ‘back off’ look and crouches down next to me.


‘You’ve had a huge shock, Mel. Of course you haven’t thought of anything. You’ve been here with Adam, where you should be. Anyway, you don’t need to think about all that stuff. We’ll take care of it. It’s the least we can do and it’ll stop us feeling so bloody helpless. Now, when did you last eat?’


I stare blankly at Louise. I had a Toffee Crisp I found in my handbag for breakfast and I have a vague recollection of Jacinta bringing me a cheese ploughman’s sandwich at some point yesterday but I can’t be sure.


‘Right,’ says Louise. ‘I’m taking you to the café. Steve will sit with Adam. What about sleeping? You can’t stay here again tonight.’


‘I want to go home to Maya, she needs some sort of normality. But I can’t bear the thought of leaving Adam on his own. Just in case he, you know …’


‘I’ll stay with him,’ says Steve. ‘I’ll get all the practical stuff done this afternoon, go and get his car and do the texts. Then I’ll come back to relieve you for the night shift.’


‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘That would be a huge help. I expect Adam will be glad of your company as well. You can talk guy stuff with him. He’s probably fed up with me wittering on by now.’


‘Come on,’ says Louise. ‘Lunch.’


‘The nurse will probably be here in a minute,’ I tell Steve. ‘She’s called Jacinta, she’s really nice. Any problems you just press that buzzer.’ I point to the panel next to Adam’s bed. Steve nods.


‘You go,’ he says. ‘We’ll be fine.’


It is only as I enter the hospital café that I am rudely reminded that the world is carrying on outside Adam’s room. People are eating and drinking, chatting, dashing outside for a quick fag. I wonder why they are all here. Who they’re visiting, what state they’re in, how long they’ve been coming here. I feel like shouting, ‘Shut up, will you. My husband’s in a coma.’ I don’t though. I sit down quietly at a corner table while Louise gets lunch.


‘Sorry,’ she says, coming back five minutes later with a bowl of tomato soup and a tuna salad sandwich, ‘there wasn’t much of a choice.’ I opt for the soup. I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the spoon. I have on yesterday’s make-up and yesterday’s clothes. I no doubt smell of yesterday as well. I am reminded of W.H. Auden’s poem ‘Stop All The Clocks’. How I bawled my eyes out at John Hannah’s rendition of it in Four Weddings and a Funeral. Adam gave my hand a squeeze at the time. I’d give anything for him to do that now.


I put my spoon down and stare into my soup as the tear clouds gather again.


‘Hey,’ says Louise, leaning over to rub my shoulder. ‘It’s all right.’


‘It’s not though, is it? This wasn’t in the plot, you know. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was supposed to be going to my tenth wedding anniversary party tonight.’


‘The nurse was right. We’ll have a big celebration when Adam’s better.’


I shrug. It’s lovely that people are saying ‘when’ instead of ‘if’ but it doesn’t change the situation. ‘If’ is what we’re dealing with.


‘You know the really stupid thing?’ I say. ‘I can’t help thinking this is his fault. That it was tempting fate to plan a big do like this. That’s why I didn’t want a fuss.’


‘That’s crazy. No one could have predicted what happened.’


‘I know. And then I hate myself for blaming him. And I blame myself instead for being so bloody happy yesterday. I got offered increased hours teaching an honours degree.’


‘That’s fantastic, Mel.’


‘It’s not now. I couldn’t care less, to tell you the truth. All I want is my Adam back.’


Louise drops me off at Mytholmroyd station later. My car is at least still there. It looks slightly forlorn, though. As if it was beginning to wonder if I was ever coming back. I drive the short distance home on automatic pilot. It is only when I see Adam’s car parked outside where Steve has left it that it hits me. It has lost its driver. And I have no idea if he will ever be coming back.


I hesitate before putting the key in the door. Summoning up the requisite cheery face and positive attitude Maya needs right now. But bracing myself for the fact the house will seem horribly empty without Adam.


The first thing I see when I go inside are a couple of his jackets hung up in the hall. A second later I hear ‘Mummy’s home’ and Maya comes hurtling out of the kitchen, still propelled by hurt and fury. I scoop her up in my arms and let her squeeze me so hard I am half expecting to find a pool of water on the floor when I look down.


‘When’s Daddy coming home?’ she asks.


‘As soon as he’s better, darling.’


‘When’s that going to be?’


‘We don’t know, love.’


‘I wanted to go to your party.’ Maya’s tears spill over again as Dad appears in the kitchen doorway behind her.


‘She’s been trying to find her party dress,’ he says. ‘She’s not sure where Adam put it. Says he were going to hide it somewhere. We can’t find it in her wardrobe.’


‘Come on,’ I say to Maya. ‘Let’s go upstairs. We’ll look for it together.’ I slip my shoes off and follow Maya who is heading up the stairs on all fours. I am well aware that regression is common in childhood trauma. A wave of panic starts to rise in me until I remember she did this just last week. Maybe she can simply go faster this way. I realise it’s going to be like this from now on, though. Me constantly looking for signs of the hurt inside.


‘We’ll start in our room,’ I call after her. I go straight to Adam’s chest of drawers and begin rifling through them. Trying not to think about the feel of his clothes in my hands. When the last one has been checked without success, I throw open the doors of his wardrobe and the scent of Adam hits me square in the face. A couple of these shirts are undoubtedly members of his worn once collection. Those he resorts to if there’s not a freshly laundered and ironed one there. They’re not smelly but they smell of him and it is enough to make me bite down hard on my lip. It is a glimpse of something sparkling through the plastic window of one of his suit covers which catches my eye. Adam is not one for sequinned shirts. I take it down from the rail and unzip it and pull out the tiny hanger inside.


‘That’s it,’ screams Maya in delight. ‘That’s my dress. It’s beautiful, isn’t it, Mummy?’


I nod, unable to speak as she twirls around the room clutching it to her.


‘Have you found yours too?’ asks Maya.


‘My what?’


‘Your dress. Daddy said he’d got one for you as well. It’s not the same colour as mine.’


I turn back to the wardrobe. Reach inside the suit bag and take the other hanger from inside. A midnight-blue bias cut dress in wafer thin silk is hanging from it. I have shoes and a handbag in exactly the same shade. I am always saying I bought the accessories before finding the dress to go with them.


‘It’s lovely, isn’t it, Mummy? Not as nice as mine because it hasn’t got sparklies but you’ll still look pretty in it.’ I smile through my tears as I hold the dress to me. ‘Let’s put them on,’ says Maya. ‘We can surprise Grandma and Grandad.’ I’d love to say yes to please her but I fear I may break down entirely if I do.


‘You put yours on, sweetheart. I think I’ll keep mine for when Daddy comes home.’




Ten


‘All things bright and beautiful, all creatures great and small,’


What the fuck? I must have died during the night. The angels are welcoming me to heaven. Although you’d think that angels would be able to sing in tune.


‘All things wise and wonderful, the Lord God made them all.’


Oh God, it’s hell, isn’t it? And these are some sort of anti-angels who welcome the fallen. Jeez, I wish I’d paid my poll tax now. I had no idea their records went back that far.


‘Each little flower that opens, each little bird that sings,’


Hang on a minute. I recognise this voice. Family gatherings, weddings and funerals. It’s Joan. It’s my mother-in-law. This is worse than hell. It’s a living hell. She’s decided to sing to me. She’s trying to wake me from the coma. Jeez, I thought they could have done better than that. Was Susan Boyle busy or something? Come to think of it, Katy Perry would have been nice. Or Cheryl Cole even, I’m not going to be snobby about it.


‘The purple-headed mountain, the river running by,’


I’d forgotten there were more verses. At least three, I think. The trouble is I have no idea if she’ll stop at one hymn. She’s not a spiritual woman really. I think she only goes to church for the social side. She’s a Songs of Praise devotee, of course. The passing of the late, great Harry Secombe was akin to the death of the Messiah for her. Although the fact that Aled Jones then got the gig was something of a second coming. I let the words drift over me, willing them to drift faster.


‘The Lord God made them all.’ Is she pausing for effect or is there more to come. No, no. I think it’s finished. Hallelujah. See, she’s got me at it now.


‘Morning, Adam. I thought that would be a nice way for you to start the day. It won’t be every day, of course. There are other people on rota. But Tuesday and Thursday mornings I shall be with you.’


There’s a rota? Whose idea was that? Rotas are for chores – washing up, putting the bins out – not for coma-sitting, surely? Can I get a pass out of here for Tuesday and Thursday mornings? Maybe I could spontaneously combust and set off a fire alarm. Shit, I wish I could talk. And move. Wish I could do something biblical and pick up my bed and walk. How long has it been now? I don’t know exactly. All the stupid things people talk to you about and nobody tells you what day it is. Maybe they think it would sound patronising if they did. Or simply think I wouldn’t want to know, that it would make it worse to be aware of how many days are slipping away while I lie here. Days I will never get back again. I thought it would last a few hours. Maybe a day or two. But it’s been longer than that, I know that much. I am not using a calendar, I am using a noise cycle system. I can recognise the difference between night and day because of the different voices of the hospital staff and because of the lack of visitors during the wee small hours. What I have difficulty doing is keeping count as the days and nights pass. A simple tally system would be enough. But as I’m incapable of even making a notch on my bedpost, all I can do is try to visualise it in my head. And unfortunately my head seems to be pretty rubbish at remembering how many there were the day before.


‘Mrs Westwood came into surgery yesterday. Her haemorrhoids are playing her up again. Terrible trouble she’s had with them.’


Oh no. I can see where this is going. Religious singing followed by a medical update on the good people of Mytholmroyd. I wouldn’t want to know about Mrs Westwood’s haemorrhoids if I wasn’t in a coma, so what on earth makes her think I’d be interested because I am. Unless, of course, she’s trying to bore me into submission. Almost as if those in comas are actually being a bit lazy and if their lives are made dull and mundane enough they will be forced to open their eyes and speak. It doesn’t work like that, though. I’ve lain here and hauled at my eyelids, sent messages until I’ve ached with trying but it’s as if there’s some kind of Bermuda Triangle that the messages fall into before they ever reach their destination.


I find myself unreasonably jealous of Jean-Dominique Bauby, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly guy. At least he had one eye he could blink. He also, as I recall from the film, had a bevy of beautiful women in attendance (unless of course that was simply the film director wanting to make the whole thing more aesthetically pleasing). I have my mother-in-law singing hymns to me and discussing people’s embarrassing medical complaints. When I come out of this coma, and I will come out of it, I will have her up for contravening patient confidentiality. That would be fun. I let out a snort of laughter. Except of course it doesn’t come out at all. Gets trapped somewhere along with everything else I have tried to say. I wonder if when I do finally manage to speak, it will be like a damn wall bursting and all those trapped words will escape in a torrent.


‘Anne Robinson was wearing another new pair of glasses on The Weakest Link last night. I don’t know where she gets money from. Well, I do, of course. The stupid BBC that pays it to her. To think that she used to present Points of View. Supposedly sticking up for licence payer. I wish I’d never written all those letters to her now. Not that she ever read any of them out.’


Stop writing them then. I won’t mind. In fact, I’ll dance a celebration conga through Mytholmroyd.


‘I took Sylvia out last night, you know. Still at a loss to know what to do now that Bill’s gone, she is. It shouldn’t happen, should it? Not to women of our age. At least give us dignity of being a grieving widow if we’re going to be left on our own.


‘We went to the Indian at Luddendenfoot. Half-Moon I think it’s called. I had omelette and she had scampi and chips. Lovely they were too. Of course it’s a bit smelly, all those curries everyone else is having, but we put up with that because of service. So polite and attentive the waiters are. Nothing is too much trouble for them.’


I wonder for a moment if this is how I’ll go. By choking on my own laughter. I feel myself drifting away. Perhaps I am losing the will to live. Or maybe just going to whatever place it is I go to when my head appears to ‘tune out’ for a bit.


I am on a train journey. I can hear the steam whooshing past, the pistons pumping. I am trying unsuccessfully to place it in my memory. It is clearly not the Santa Special on the Keighley and Worth Valley Railway as the sounds are not accompanied by the screams of hundreds of overexcited children. And I can’t remember any other steam train journeys I have undertaken. Not since childhood anyway. Maybe it isn’t from my memory. Maybe I am imagining this. Taking myself off to some place I would like to go. Although that doesn’t make sense either as I’m not particularly keen on steam engines. I mean they’re OK but I’d rather be running on the moors. I’m not sure why I’ve chosen to be chugging along the tracks.


I hear a click. The sounds stop. ‘Hang on a sec, Adam. I’m just turning tape over.’ It’s Tom’s voice. Joan must have given up on me and let him take over. I should have guessed, of course. My father-in-law is a complete train buff. Why else would anyone run a model railway museum in Halifax that struggles to survive on the meagre entrance fees? I suspect it actually makes a loss. That Tom simply doesn’t mention that to Joan, goes on propping it up with his pension from the council. I can’t say I blame him. I think I’d need somewhere to escape to if I’d been married to Joan for God knows how many years. I have a soft spot for Tom. I feel the words ‘long-suffering’ were invented to be a prefix to his name. He has an air of hopelessness about him. That to resist is ultimately futile. He is a brilliant grandad to Maya, though. She appears to ignite a childlike enthusiasm in him which would otherwise go untapped. Mel’s brother lives in Belgium with his wife and sons so although Maya isn’t Tom’s only grandchild, she’s the only one he has any real involvement with. It’s one of my biggest regrets that my own father didn’t live to see Maya – he died when I was nineteen, six years after Mum had left him. Perhaps she saw it coming. Thought she’d trade him in for a younger model before his engine conked out. Maybe that had always been the plan. She never even came over for his funeral. Said she was too busy to take the time off work. Which was actually worse than if she’d said she couldn’t afford the air fare from Australia. It was a clear case of ‘won’t’ not ‘can’t’. She didn’t send a wreath either. So much for twenty years of marriage.


‘While you’re listening to train sounds, I thought I’d read to you from Inside Track, magazine of the Model Railway Enthusiasts’ Society.’


Shit. No. It sounds like one of the guest publications on Have I Got News For You. Paul Merton would be cracking jokes about two-inch gauges already. And I’ve got no choice but to listen to it. They’re not getting this. They’re supposed to be trying to get me out of a coma, not induce one.


‘It appears collectors are having difficulty getting hold of the Bachmann No.41241 model in maroon. These are a limited edition model and unfortunately we have no further information about possible supplies. On a brighter note, the Calderdale Model Railway Society has commissioned Dapol to produce a 00-gauge flat-topped tar wagon, limited to 191 models.’


I tune out and switch off. Tuesdays and Thursdays are going to be exceedingly long days.


When I tune back into my room again, some time later, Joan and Tom have gone. I am enveloped by silence. Not the silence within my head. This is a different sort of silence. A lonely one. Immediately I feel mean for wishing them gone. I know they were trying their best. It’s not their fault that their best is lousy. To be fair, it was so bad it was actually funny. Besides, it’s good of them to give Mel a break. And I guess that’s what this whole rota business is about. She’s been here every day, I know that. I have heard her voice between every long night-time silence. I can’t imagine how she’s managing it. What with Maya to look after and work. Doh. She isn’t working, is she? Because I’m in a coma. I wouldn’t be working if she was in a coma. They must have given her special leave. They’re very good like that at the uni. I feel guilty now. All these people who I’m putting out because I was stupid enough to get into an argument with a dinosaur.


I jump as the door opens (well, in my head I jump, I am presuming my body stays exactly where it is). I listen to the footsteps entering my room. It is not Mel as she would have spoken by now. Not one of the nurses, as they sound much more purposeful. No, these are hesitant footsteps. A woman’s. A woman who clearly hasn’t been before.


‘Hello, Adam.’ I know the voice instantly. It is Hannah.


‘I spoke to your wife on the phone. She said it was OK to come. I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to drop these off.’ There is a pause as she puts something down on the floor.


‘Sorry,’ she continues. ‘I’m being really dense. It’s your briefcase and things from your desk. I wasn’t sure if there were any valuables. Anyway, I wanted to return them to you. I’ve put them by your bedside cabinet.’ The pause is longer this time. She is struggling. She’s very young to be dealing with this.


‘I’m so sorry about what happened, Adam. We’re all just, well, in shock really. Even Chris.’ I have a sudden pang for the museum. The sights, the smells, the sounds. The general tittle-tattle. It’s weird, the things you miss when they’re taken away.


‘Anyway, there’s a big investigation going on. They think the flood caused more damage underneath the floors than they’d realised. And the workmen seem to have cut through a cable which was connected to Monty’s ceiling fitting. I probably shouldn’t be telling you this. Not that it bothers me. You’re the one person who has a right to know.’


Another pause. I hear her footsteps go round to the opposite side of the bed. She is looking at me. I wish I could see her face. Wish I could tell her it is OK. Whatever it is she is thinking.


‘You’ve always been so good to me, Adam. I do appreciate it. I want you to know that. And I’ve learned so much from you already. I just want you back. We all do.’


I follow her footsteps back round to the side of the room she came in. I picture her wringing her hands, fiddling with her nails, being totally at a loss for words.


‘Anyway, I can’t stop, I’m afraid. I’ve just popped down in my lunch hour. Chris is in charge and, well, you know what he’s like.’


The footsteps are heading away from me. They stop abruptly.


‘I know you probably think I’m just a silly young girl but I want you to know you mean a lot to me. I remember that time I saw you in the foyer with your wife and daughter. You looked such a perfect family. And now …’ Her voice chokes. I swallow hard. At least I think I do.


‘I just hope you can all be that happy again. One day. Not too far away.’


The footsteps retreat further. I whisper, ‘Thank you.’ I know she can’t hear me but I want to say it anyway. The door shuts behind her. I am left alone with my thoughts.


‘Happy annibirthday, Daddy,’ Maya bounds into the room. It’s my anniversary. I didn’t know. Which is different to forgetting. Although I have to say that being in a coma is probably the best excuse for forgetting a guy can come up with.


Maya obviously hasn’t come on her own. Mel is with her. I can sense her in the room. But clearly she isn’t able to speak at the moment. She takes my hand instead. I can’t feel her fingers, only her softness.


‘Happy anniversary, darling,’ she whispers eventually.


‘Mummy loved her dress so much she cried,’ announces Maya. ‘But she isn’t going to wear it in case she spills something down it before you see it. I wore my dress and I spilt my blackcurrant down it. Mummy washed it and it’s dry now. It just needs ironing.’


I wouldn’t know whether to laugh or cry first, if I was able to do either. I so want to hug her, to pull her to me and never let her go. What use am I to her like this? I was the party pooper and now I can’t even iron her dress. Mel is brilliant at a million and one things but she’s crap at ironing.


‘I made you and Mummy this at nursery.’


‘Daddy can’t see it, sweetie. You have to tell him what it is.’


‘It’s a card. I’ve done hearts on it. Dylan wouldn’t give me the red crayon so I had to use green instead. And I’ve done lots of kisses in it.’


‘There,’ says Mel. ‘We’ve put it on your bedside cabinet.’


‘You’ve got lots more annibirthday cards at home,’ says Maya. ‘Mummy hasn’t opened them yet. She’s going to wait until you get home.’


I hadn’t thought of the cards. I wouldn’t do. I’m not really a card kind of guy. I did get Mel one. It’s in the bottom drawer of my wardrobe. I wonder if she’s looked for it. Found it even.


‘Mummy’s brought you her one.’


‘You open it, love. Daddy won’t mind. You need to tell him what’s on it.’


‘There’s two hearts. Big red ones. Read him what it says, Mummy.’


‘To my husband …’ There is a pause. A long one. I want to finish the sentence for Mel. Put her out of her misery. ‘On our tenth wedding anniversary,’ she finishes. I hear a zip. I know exactly what Mel is getting out of her handbag. This is doing my fucking head in now. I want to punch something, though the truth is I couldn’t punch my way out of a paper bag right now. What sort of husband am I? A lame duck one. That’s what.


Mel whispers something. Maya’s voice goes up an octave.


‘And guess what? We’re not just getting one rat, we’re getting two. Mummy read that they like to have company. Mummy’s going to buy me them as soon as she finds two brothers or two sisters. She says I can’t bring them in to show you in case it scares the nurses but when you come home, I’ll show you them then. They won’t bite or anything, I’m going to train them.’


Poor kid. She must be finding it hard. Really hard. I know we promised we’d get her one but we wouldn’t have got around to it for ages. I guess getting the two of them is kind of like a daddy substitute. Something to take her mind off the fact that I’m not around. This is what it’s come to. I’m being replaced by a couple of rats.


Maya witters on, seeming utterly unperturbed by the fact that I don’t say anything in response. Mel hardly gets a word in edgeways. Though I suspect that’s a welcome relief for her today.


‘We’re going to go now,’ says Maya, eventually. ‘Mummy’s going to put the radio on for you. She took me to vote with her after nursery. You have to do a cross in pencil because felt tips are too messy.’


Of course. It’s the general election. I didn’t realise that either. I can’t vote. I can’t fucking vote. Or can I? Maybe there are special rules for people in comas. Maybe I can vote by proxy. Maybe Mel’s already done it for me. Why don’t I know if you can do that? Call myself a bloody journalist.


‘Bye, Daddy. Love you lots.’


‘Love you,’ says Mel, squeezing my hand again. She is just about holding it together. For Maya’s sake, I know that. When Maya’s not around, I don’t think she’s doing very well at all.


They leave. The darkness gets darker still. Peter Allen is on 5 Live. I have an awful feeling the country is about to turn blue.




Eleven


MEL


I am sitting in a consulting room waiting for answers. Adam has been in a coma for nine days now. Weirdly, it is starting to feel normal. When I say normal, I mean I am struggling to remember the last day we had together before this happened. To all intents and purposes, the intensive care unit is now our home. As friendly as the staff are, I’d rather that wasn’t the case.


‘Now, Mrs Taylor,’ says Dr Brooke, who is Adam’s consultant in the ICU. ‘The latest CT scan shows there is no fresh bleeding in the brain, nor is there any midline shift, which as I explained before is good news. The MRI found no evidence of haemorrhaged blood although both scans showed there is still considerable swelling. I’m afraid it did also show some lesions and this, together with the swelling, does point to a severe brain injury.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It means you need to prepare for the fact that this is a long-term coma.’


What does he mean, prepare? What am I supposed to do, get some extra ready-meals in, cancel the summer holiday?


‘You don’t think he’s going to come out of it, do you?’


Dr Brooke looks down. He is younger than Dr Perryman and not so adept at telling it to you straight.


‘I’m simply saying that this looks like it could be a long haul. It’s still early days and if Adam opens his eyes within the next twenty-one days, the prognosis will improve, although as I mentioned before, not all patients who open their eyes do regain consciousness.’


What he is trying to tell me is to get used to the idea that my husband will not be coming back to me. I know the score. I’ve been researching on the internet. There was a time, not so long ago, when you could easily remain in blissful ignorance. It’s much harder now. Google ‘comas’ and you get more information than you can get through in a lifetime, although I’m giving it a good try. Staying up every night to plough through the articles. Some of the medical jargon has washed over me. But there are certain statistics which stick in my head. Only fifteen per cent of people who remain unconscious for six hours or more will have returned to work after five years. That’s six hours. I dread to think what the figure is for six days.


Here’s another one: in patients with a Glasgow Coma Scale of 5 after twenty-four hours, more than half will die or remain in a vegetative state. I read them then file them in my head in the folder marked ‘not helpful’. It is the other websites I save to my favourites. The ones full of hope. An American one called ‘Waiting’. It has lots of posts from people who are going through what I am. Many of them citing stories of loved ones who have defied the odds, proved the doctors wrong. There are newspaper articles too. A man called Terry from Arkansas who came round after nineteen years. His mother never gave up on him. Like I will never give up on Adam. And there’s the book, of course. Adam’s copy of The Diving Bell and the Butterfly which is now even more dog-eared than it was. I found it painful to re-read at first but then I realised that every word is full of hope. Bauby was written off for dead by the doctors. But we know he wasn’t dead. We know he thought and felt and hurt just like us. We know he was in there. Alive, if not kicking.


‘How do you know he hasn’t got Locked-in Syndrome?’ I ask.


Dr Brooke raises his eyebrows, shuffles some bits of paper on his desk.


‘If it’s the book you’re referring to, that really was an extremely rare case, Mrs Taylor. And when it does happen it tends to be when people have suffered strokes.’


He can’t deny it, see. He doesn’t know. None of them do. They haven’t done proper tests or anything. They are as much in the dark about this as I am.


‘What if he doesn’t open his eyes within the next twenty-one days?’


‘Let’s cross that bridge if and when we come to it, shall we?’ Dr Brooke says. What he is trying to tell me in his rather awkward, avoiding the subject way is that if that happens, I have lost Adam. And I will not get him back. ‘In the meantime we’re going to set up a PEG feeding system for your husband. It’s essentially a tube which goes directly into his stomach. It will remove the need for his nasal feeds and is the most effective long-term feeding method.’


I stare at him. They are going to put a hole in Adam’s stomach, a hole that shouldn’t be there. He could wake up tomorrow, what the hell would he make of having a stomach tube then? Clearly that doesn’t bother the doctors because they don’t think it’s going to happen. It bothers me though.


I stumble out into the corridor. The world has gone blurry. I cannot face going straight back into Adam’s room. I would have to try to be cheery. And I do not feel at all cheery right now. Besides, Adam is very good at knowing when I am not strictly telling the truth. And even though he can’t see me, I think he would know just by the tone of my voice.


I set off down the corridor. I have no real idea where I am going. The person I walk into has her arms out ready to catch me. It is only when she speaks that I realise it is Louise.


‘Hey, it’s OK. I’ve got you.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘It’s my slot on the rota. I came straight from work to relieve you.’


I nod. The rota was Louise’s idea. I’ve never been more grateful for it. I dissolve into a blubbing mess. Louise puts her arm around me and guides me down the corridor to the café. She finds a quiet corner and sits me down. She makes no attempt to get me a glass of water or pat my hand. She’s the kind of friend I need.


‘I take it you’ve seen Dr Brooke?’


‘Yeah. He says I need to prepare for the fact that Adam could be in a long-term coma.’


‘They’re just talking worst-case scenario. It doesn’t mean he won’t come out of it, Mel.’


‘No but it means they don’t think he will. They’re going to put a stomach tube in now to feed him. They wouldn’t do that if they thought he was going to wake up tomorrow.’


‘Listen, Adam’s got you and Maya to get back to. He’s going to be fighting like hell.’


‘I know he is. But it feels like everyone’s given up on him already.’


‘Well, I haven’t. And I know for a fact Maya hasn’t either.’


I look down. ‘I don’t even know if I’m doing the right thing there. Maybe I’m storing up trouble for later. This is so hard for her. I’m worried she’s not going to be able to cope with all this.’


‘Come on, you, of all people, know how resilient kids are. Maya’s a tough little cookie.’


‘Only on the outside. She’s all gooey in the middle. Especially where Adam’s concerned.’


‘She’ll be fine. She’s got a brilliant mum to help her through. Now, I’m going to get you some chocolate.’ I dab at my eyes with a crumpled tissue I find in my handbag while Louise goes up to the counter. I have a whole stack of tissues in there. It’s like they’re on some kind of rota too. Rising to the surface when they’ve dried out from last time.


‘You know what I haven’t heard you say yet?’ says Louise, arriving back at the table with a stash of chocolate.


‘What?’


‘Why me? That it’s not fair. You have a right to say that, you know.’


‘No I don’t.’


‘Why not?’


I have to stop myself from blurting out the truth. Now is not the time. So I tell her the obvious thing instead.


‘I had it good for so long, didn’t I? While everyone else was having problems and heartbreaks and crises. Now it’s my turn.’


‘You’ve got to stop thinking like that. You weren’t owed this. No one deserves to have their husband lying in a coma.’


‘What’s the good of saying “it’s not fair”? It won’t change anything, will it?’


‘No but it might make you feel better. Get some of the anger out of you.’


‘But I don’t feel angry.’


‘Well, I’m angry that it’s happened and Adam’s not my husband. Which reminds me, have you heard anything more from the museum?’


‘Only that it’s in the hands of the Health and Safety Executive.’


‘You need to get a lawyer, Mel. If this is going to be a long-term thing, you have a right to some compensation. I know the uni have been great, but they’re not going to allow you to be on special leave forever.’


I chew on my Toffee Crisp while I mull it over.


‘I know you’re right. It’s exactly what Adam would say …’ I stop short. I was going to say if he was still here. I look down at the table. A large tear falls on my Toffee Crisp. Louise offers me a fresh pack of tissues.


‘It’s OK, thanks,’ I say, reaching into my handbag and taking out one from earlier. ‘I’ll re-use one of these.’


‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I say as I hover in the doorway of the preschool room at the Ark. Maya looks up from literally trying to hammer a square peg into a round hole. She appears surprised to see me, which is understandable. It’s the first time I’ve picked her up since the accident and I’m relishing this dose of normality. Louise suggested I do it. She was right, of course. I would have been no use to Adam this afternoon. And it feels good to be here for Maya.


‘Mummy, come and see what I made,’ says Maya, dropping her hammer, grabbing me by the hand and pulling me towards the kitchen area. There on the counter sits a delightfully sticky mound of white icing decorated with what looks like an entire packet of hundreds and thousands and a liberal helping of Smarties. It’s just possible that somewhere deep beneath lies a small fairy cake.


‘Wow, that’s fantastic, love. Did you do that all by yourself?’


‘Yes. I wanted more sprinklies on it but Becky wouldn’t let me. She said the sprinkly fairy had run out.’


‘Well, you’ve done a great job. Let’s see if I can borrow a container to take it home.’ I look at Becky. ‘Has she been all right?’ I ask quietly.


‘Fine, honestly. We’re keeping a special eye on her.’


I nod and go through to the kitchen where one of the staff gives me a small plastic pot. I drop the cake into it and Maya peers at it as if it is an exhibit in a museum.


‘I’m going to save it for Daddy,’ says Maya.


I was doing so well until this point. I look up at the ceiling so Maya doesn’t see me biting my lip.


‘That’s really kind of you, sweetheart, but why don’t you share this one with me then we’ll make a big one for Daddy one day when he’s better.’


Maya appears satisfied with my response. Far more satisfied than I am. It feels wrong to build her hopes up by saying things like that. But the alternative of telling her the truth seems far too cruel.


Maya whoops with delight when she sees her scooter which I’ve parked outside. I’d needed the walk down and knew she’d love to ride back. I take her hand and we cross the road together before I fix her helmet on. She jumps on the scooter and whizzes off up the path ahead of me, her long hair streaming backwards in the breeze.


‘Not too fast, love,’ I call after her, although I know it is futile. She is headstrong. And she’s four years old. She has the world at her feet. One day I am going to have to let her go and I know that’s going to be the hardest thing for me to do. I wondered out loud once why all pavements couldn’t be replaced with that springy material they use in children’s playgrounds. Adam roared with laughter. Mainly because he knew I was being serious. Yes, I understand that children must face risks, that assessing them is how they learn. That is all very well in theory. Until it is your child flying along the pavement on a scooter, your child going river-walking on a school trip, your child heading out into the big wide world on their own.


Maya has always been so precious. Every child is. But I have a heightened sense of it now. Because of what has happened to Adam. I walk on briskly, trying to banish such thoughts from my head. It should be possible. The valley is positively bursting with spring. It’s as if the local children have been out putting scrunched-up pieces of green tissue paper on the trees overnight. The smell of May, of freshness, of new beginnings is all around. And yet all I feel is resentment. How dare it be so in-my-face beautiful when Adam is not here to see it.


We get back to the house and Maya dismounts from the scooter, pink in the face, hair matted.


‘Will Daddy mend the gate when he gets home?’ she asks as I take off her helmet. I look down. The wood’s been rotten for a long time but it has finally come off its hinges. I have no idea how long it’s been like that.


‘It’s OK, love. I’ll do it as soon as I get a minute.’


‘But you haven’t got tools.’


‘I’ll use Daddy’s.’


‘Do you know where they are?’


I realise I don’t. Well, not exactly. And the last time I looked, the shed wasn’t the sort of place you could find something if you didn’t know exactly where it was. I feel like some ridiculous 1950s housewife who is incapable of doing any practical jobs.


‘Come on. We’ll have a look now,’ I say.


On my way to the shed I notice that the young vegetable plants we put out a couple of weeks ago have been eaten by slugs. Maya ate fresh peas from their pods in our garden last year. I suspect we’ll be relying on Captain Bird’s Eye this summer.


I rummage around in the shed, trying to pretend I know what I’m doing. I find some screws but no screwdriver. A hammer but no nails.


‘You can borrow my tool kit if you like,’ says Maya.


‘Thanks, love. I might just need it. Come on, let’s go in now. I’ll have a proper look tomorrow.’ As I open the front door, the back of the letter box falls off.


‘Everything’s dropping to bits,’ says Maya. I do my best to muster a smile.


It’s eight thirty by the time I finally get Maya to bed. We used to read her one bedtime story each. I read her three tonight. My way of trying to make up for it, I guess.


I go into the lounge to sit down and am immediately greeted by a stack of ironing on the sofa. I’m also aware that Maya only has one pair of clean knickers left. The house hasn’t been cleaned for a fortnight now. I know it’s pathetic. Single mums have to cope on their own all the time. But there again, none of them are going back and forth to hospital every day to visit their husband who is in a coma.


I go through to the kitchen where dirty pots and pans are piled up on the counter. I sit down at the kitchen table and open up my laptop. I’ve been inundated with messages since the accident, people who Steve texted or emailed on my behalf, offering their commiserations, if that’s the right word, and wanting news of Adam’s progress. There hasn’t been any, of course, which is the reason I’ve used to justify the fact that I haven’t replied to most of them. Only Nadine from college because she’s been texting every few days and I felt so bad about not getting back to her.


I scroll down the emails until I see one from Australia. Adam’s mother has got back to me. I wouldn’t normally dream of emailing someone to tell them their son is in a coma but I had no choice. Annabel has never given us her phone number. We only got the email address from the public relations website she runs with her husband Graeme. I haven’t spoken to her since I was a teenager. Neither has Adam. He still bristles at the mention of her name. But as much as I hate her for hurting Adam so much, she is still his mother. I figured she had the right to know.


I click on the email and start reading. The phrase that sticks out is ‘obviously if the business wasn’t such a drain on my time’. That and ‘do pass on my best regards’. Regards? She’s his fucking mother. He’s lying unconscious in hospital and she’s too busy with work to come. I slam the laptop lid down before my tears drip on to it. Adam always used to say me and Maya were all the family he needed. I wish that wasn’t the case right now, though. I wish I had someone else to lean on. Someone who shared our love for him.


I hear a soft tap at the door. I’ve no idea who it is and I don’t want to answer but I have this stupid thing in my head. I know that if Adam died they would not phone me. They’d send the police round. I have to answer. Just in case.


I turn the latch and open the door a fraction, half expecting to find two uniformed officers on the doorstep. I don’t though. I find Steve.


Tears of relief stream down my face. Steve slips quietly inside and shuts the door behind him.


‘I’m sorry. I should have texted first. Did I scare you?’


I nod. ‘I thought you were—’ I stop as my voice catches again. Steve wraps his arms around me. He seems much more certain this time.


‘Hey, it’s OK. Adam’s still the same. I’ve just come from the hospital. I wanted to make sure you were all right. Louise said you’d had a tough day.’


‘Thanks,’ I say when he eventually lets go. ‘Sorry, you’ve got a soggy shoulder now.’


‘It doesn’t matter. At least you had one when you needed it. I’ll go straight home if it’s not a good time.’


‘No. Don’t be silly. Come on through.’


The state of the kitchen hits me as I walk back in. The sort of thing you see on BBC2 documentaries about students in shared digs.


‘I’m sorry about this,’ I say, waving my hand around. ‘I know it’s a complete state. I simply haven’t had the time.’


‘Don’t apologise. It doesn’t matter, does it?’ I know from Louise that Steve is fastidiously tidy. I imagine him going home and telling her I’ve let it all slip. I fill the kettle and flick it on. I can at least manage to provide coffee.


‘Everything’s getting on top of me. I was dealing with it by waking up in the morning and thinking maybe this will be the day Adam comes round, but now the doctors are talking about a long-term thing, I, well, I don’t know how I’m going to cope with it all.’ I look away, determined not to let Steve see me blinking back the tears again. The kettle boils, I pour the coffees. Steve has his black, no sugar. Which is a bit of luck as I realise I haven’t got any milk in. I hand Steve his mug. He hesitates for a second. I have given him Adam’s ‘World’s Best Dad’ mug, without thinking. He takes it without comment.


‘Let me help you,’ he says.


‘You and Louise have done enough already.’


‘I can take some stuff off you. Louise is right, you need to get a lawyer. I can sort that. Find you someone good.’


‘Would you? That would be a huge help. It feels awful to be even thinking about money at a time like this.’


‘Well, you need to. You’ve got Maya to think of. I’ll come round this weekend and fix your gate. And I’ll get you a cleaner.’


‘Don’t be daft. You don’t need to do that. I’ll get on top of it.’


‘And when are you going to do that?’


I shrug.


‘Exactly. Me and Louise have got one and she’s worth her weight in gold. The last thing you need when you get home from hospital is to have to face this lot.’ He’s right, of course. It would be a godsend. I had no idea Steve would be this good in a crisis. Maybe I don’t know him as well as I thought I did.


‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘You’re a complete star.’ It is Steve’s turn to shrug.


‘Adam’s my best mate. I owe it to him to look after you. I know he’d do the same if it had been me.’ He walks across to the sink with his coffee mug. I sense again that he is finding this hard himself. Maybe I didn’t realise how hard.


‘You miss him, don’t you?’


‘Yeah. I do. I went for a run on Thursday. It was so bloody quiet without him giving me a hard time.’


‘You wouldn’t be saying that if he was here. Imagine the stick he’d be giving you about the election. Your friend Cameron desperately scrabbling around for some more mates.’


‘And Brown clinging on for dear life,’ adds Steve. ‘It’s hardly dignified, is it? Maybe Adam planned this on purpose. If Labour manage to hang on, he’ll come round straight away.’


I smile. The first proper smile in a long time.


‘That’s better,’ says Steve.


‘I can’t promise it’ll last.’


‘I know. But it’s a start.’


We sit and talk for a while. About who Nick Clegg will end up in bed with, work, Maya, anything apart from Adam really. And just for a little bit, I feel almost human again.


‘Anyway,’ says Steve, setting down his empty mug. ‘I’d better let you get to bed.’


I follow him through to the hall. He almost falls over the broken letter box. ‘I’ll fix that for you at the weekend as well.’


‘Thank you. For everything, I mean.’


‘It’s the least I can do in the circumstances.’ He bends to give me a peck on the cheek. ‘You take care now. And remember nothing’s too much trouble, OK?’


I nod and watch him stroll to his car, jingling the keys in his hand.




Twelve


I have clearly lost the plot now. What else could explain the fact that I am hearing David Cameron and Nick Clegg giving a joint press conference from the Downing Street garden? I had a bad bump on the head and now I think Nick Clegg is Deputy Prime Minister. I’ll be imagining Boris Johnson and Ken Livingstone dancing the sugar plum fairy next. A journalist is asking Cameron how he feels about having once called Clegg a joke. They’re mucking about now like a comedy double act. Laurel and Hardy are running the country. Or is it Cannon and Ball? Never in my wildest nightmares …


Oh God. It’s over. They’ve gone back to Peter Allen in the studio. This is 5 Live. I’m not imagining things at all. This is really happening. Just as well I’m in a bloody coma. Best place for me to be right now. Unless, of course, Cameron chooses to visit this hospital. I used to carry a spoof donor card around with me in the eighties, cut out of Private Eye magazine. It read, ‘In the event of me being seriously injured I wish it to be known that I do not want to be visited by Margaret Thatcher under any circumstances whatsoever.’ I could do with one of those now. Something along the lines of, ‘In the event of me being in a coma, I do not wish to be visited by David Cameron or Nick Clegg in order to boost the pro NHS credentials of a coalition government.’


I’ll kill Steve for this when I come round. All that guff about Cameron being the rightful successor to Tony Blair. I bet the Calder Valley’s gone Tory. The blue flag will be flying over Hebden Bridge. How weird is that?


The analysis on 5 Live rumbles on in the background. I’m grateful to Mel for bringing the radio in. It does at least keep what’s left of my brain active. But there are times I’d rather have one of Maya’s Jo Jingles CDs on a loop, ‘My Bicycle Has a Bell’ over and over again until what’s left of my brain is pickled. That way I wouldn’t have to think about my predicament. Wouldn’t have to worry about how Mel is coping. Wonder if I’ll ever be able to see Maya again. Utter even one bloody word. Move a muscle. Any muscle. I’m not fussy. And this from the eternal optimist. The guy who could always be relied upon to see a silver lining. I’m trying. I’m trying so hard. But with every day that passes, every rendition of ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ I am subjected to by Joan, it gets a little bit harder. There doesn’t appear to be anything I can do to help, that’s the difficult thing. Sometimes the more I try to speak, to move so much as a finger, the further away I seem to drift. The blackness is getting to me now as well. I long to see colours. Deep, rich, vibrant colours. Even when I imagine what things look like in my head, it is starting to be in monochrome. It’s like I’ve forgotten what scarlet and emerald green look like.


I crave sensation, any kind of sensation. Good or bad. It is the numbness, the nothingness, the stillness which drives me crazy. When I picture myself now, I just see this huge head. A bit like the Wizard of Oz, projected on to a screen. My limbs are a dim and distant memory. And if I don’t find them or my voice again soon, I fear they may all simply wither and die. That is if they are not dead already. I have a feeding tube in my stomach now. I know because the doctor told me they were about to do it and Mel had warned me the night before. The stupid thing is I can’t feel it. If you have a hole in your stomach you should bloody know about it. I have never felt less alive than I do now. I am dead wood. The rot has well and truly set in. And only the uppermost branches show any signs of life.


‘Hey, beautiful day outside. Too beautiful to be stuck in here listening to yak, yak, yak on the radio.’ I like Jacinta. I like it that she gives me a hard time. The rest of them are always so bloody nice. I love the fact that her voice is different to most of the others too. The lilting Jamaican accent with just a hint of Mancunian thrown in for good measure. I have a picture of her in my head. A big, soft, no-nonsense woman with red lipstick, pearly white teeth and a smile so big it can hardly fit through the door. I’m looking forward to seeing her in the flesh. The day I open my eyes.


‘At least it’s not a Tuesday or Thursday today. Man, I’ve heard that woman sing. I reckon she trying to scare the shit out of you. When you come round, you be sure to tell her to go get some singing lessons, OK?’


I laugh so much inside that I think I wet myself. Not that I can do such a thing. Jacinta has told me that I have something called a convene attached to my penis. I think it leads to some kind of bag which she has to change regularly. It is times such as these that I am actually relieved I can’t see. It is bad enough feeling like a helpless vegetable. Seeing myself as one might just tip me over the edge.


The door opens. Footsteps. Steve’s. It’s a game I play, a variation on Name That Tune, called Name That Visitor. I can sometimes name them in three footsteps. Occasionally I even get it by the way they open the door. Louise is the quietest, Tom the loudest. I think that comes from slamming a lot of train carriage doors in his time. Steve is somewhere in the middle. A firm closing of the door and certain footsteps. I wish he’d try to catch me out sometimes by coming with Louise but they haven’t been together for ages. Not since that first time. I guess that’s because they have separate slots on the rota.


‘Hello, mate. It’s Steve.’ They don’t realise, of course. That I have worked out who it is long before the greeting. That’s the whole point of the game, to guess before they say anything. It’s funny how they all introduce themselves by name as well, as if the voice wouldn’t be enough. Apart from Mel and Maya, that is. They know I do not need to be told.


Another round of political analysis of the potential pitfalls of a coalition government is beginning on 5 Live.


‘I guess you’ve heard enough about that,’ says Steve, turning the radio off. ‘But honestly, it won’t be as bad as you think. I reckon they’ll make a decent job of it.’


Bollocks. That’s what I’d say if I could speak. I can’t, though, so I simply lie there and take it without a whimper. Steve’s got better at this. Talking to a guy in a coma. He found it really hard at first. Was so awkward, so hesitant. He’s getting the hang of it now, though. Just talking. Not asking questions.


‘I’ve brought something in for you,’ says Steve. ‘Something I should have given back to you long ago.’ I hear a thwack as something lands on my bedside cabinet to my right. ‘It’s your Panini World Cup sticker album 1990. It didn’t go missing at all. I kind of took it without asking.’


Bastard. He’s supposed to be my best mate. And all this time I’ve been blaming Neil Wentworth for taking it. Neil Wentworth is innocent. I shall look him up on Facebook when I get out of here and publicly apologise.


‘I was kind of mad at you about something, at the time. Thought I’d get you back and when you went off the deep end I didn’t have the balls to own up. And then I just forgot about it. It’s been in a box of school stuff all these years. All the stickers are there, I checked.’


Well, I’ll be checking myself at the first opportunity I have. I was the only kid in school with the complete set. It ruined the World Cup for me. Well, that and England going out on penalties in the semi-final.


‘Anyway, I’m sorry, OK.’


You mean you feel better now you’ve confessed and you’re glad I didn’t have the chance to call you a thieving little toerag. Jeez, I may as well advertise myself as a confessional. Just pop in, tell me anything you need to get off your chest and I won’t even raise so much as an eyebrow.


‘As a pathetic attempt to try to make up for it, I’ve got a solicitor sorted for you. They’ve taken all the details and are putting together a claim for compensation. They reckon it’ll take years to come through but at least we’ve set the ball rolling.’


God. Compensation. I hadn’t even thought about that. He’s right, though. I don’t know how long the uni will let Mel be on leave for. I presume she’s on full pay. I don’t know, though. I’ve no idea how it works. Is the museum still paying me? I’m assuming they are but I don’t suppose they’ll go on indefinitely. I don’t know what it says in my contract. It’s not something you do, check the small print to see how long they’ll go on paying you for if you’re in a coma.


‘I’ve done a few odd jobs around the house and garden for Mel too. Just trying to make myself useful and take a bit of pressure off her.’


That’s good of him. I mean, really, it is. The only trouble is Mel will realise he’s a damn sight better at all that DIY stuff than I am. Life’s too short to get a spirit level out to check if a shelf is straight. That was always my philosophy. Turned out I was right as well.


‘She’s doing fine. Coping at home, I mean. You don’t have to worry about all that stuff. I check in on her when I can. Usually on the way back from seeing you. I guess it’s not until something like this happens that you realise what people are made of. She’s made of bloody strong stuff, Mel. You wouldn’t think it to look at her, would you? She still looks fifteen to me sometimes. I have to remind myself we’re not all at school together any more. Me playing gooseberry as usual.’


Was he a gooseberry? I don’t remember it that way. Although I guess I was too wrapped up in Mel to think about it. I remember him hanging out with us. Maybe he did come to the cinema with us a couple of times. And I suppose I must have snogged Mel in front of him once or twice. Perhaps he did feel a bit awkward. I never really thought about it at the time.


‘I’ll look after her for you. Make sure she’s OK. Whatever happens in the future I don’t want you to worry about her. I can’t begin to imagine what you’re going through, lying there like that. I feel so utterly helpless. I’ve had bloody Rolf Harris lyrics going round in my head. “Two Little Boys” for fuck’s sake. And all I keep thinking is, I wish you had been injured in some battle. That I could simply gallop in and haul you to safety. Not that I’d ever have the balls to do it but you know what I mean. So I figure that as I can’t help you, the least I can do is look after Mel for you. Help out with the practical stuff around the house. Just be there if she needs someone to talk to.’


I’m glad my eyes are still shut. Otherwise he could see the tears gathering. Probably give me a right ribbing about it. Not that he can talk. Turns out that behind the veneer of a cocky piss-taker there’s a big softy trying to get out. I’m glad about that. Glad Mel’s got someone to take care of her. Someone I know won’t let her down.




Thirteen


MEL


It is like stepping back in time, going to Dad’s model railway museum. It’s a few roads away from the main shopping area in Halifax. In a rundown-looking building which no one else wants to rent. The sign above it is faded and the ‘m’ of museum is hanging at a precarious angle. In the window is a dusty-looking model railway set with a couple of tunnels and a bridge. But on the outside of the window is a button. A button which no child in Halifax is capable of walking past without pressing. It sets the train in the window going. Simple but incredibly effective. If I didn’t know better I’d say Dad was a marketing genius. Kids drag their parents away from the shops just so that they can press it. Unfortunately for Dad, the vast majority of them then get dragged straight back to the shops. But every now and again there’s a child persuasive enough to be allowed inside. Added to which are the fathers and grandfathers who are only too willing to escape the shops in favour of an hour or so of nostalgia. And so it is that it survives. And Dad manages to justify spending his afternoons playing with train sets.


‘Mummy,’ shouts Maya as soon as I walk in. She loves it here, of course. Which is just as well as she’s been spending rather a lot of time here lately. I’ve had no choice. It’s not fair to keep dragging her over to Manchester every day to see Adam. I take her every other day but that’s quite enough. She loves seeing him but it’s hard for her. It takes its toll. It’s important she has time away from it. Time to do normal things that other children do. Time when she can stop being the little girl whose dad is in a coma for a bit and simply have fun.


‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I say, bending to give her a big hug. ‘Have you had a great time?’


‘Yes. Grandad’s shown me how to change the points and he’s let me eat a whole packet of Maltesers and a tube of Smarties.’


I walk over to Dad who looks suitably abashed.


‘You should know by now you can’t get away with it,’ I whisper as I kiss him on the cheek.


‘Well, it’s not going to do her any harm, is it?’


I resist the temptation to point out that both me and Maya’s dentist would disagree with that.


‘Anyhow,’ he continues, ‘I figured she deserved a treat.’ This is Dad’s code for saying ‘because her father’s in a coma’. I still don’t think he’s actually said the C word. The whole thing puts him way outside his comfort zone. ‘And so do you,’ he says, pressing a bar of Dairy Milk into my hand. It’s kind of him, I know, but I can’t help wanting to scream at him, ‘Dad, I am thirty-three years old and my husband is in a coma. You can no longer cheer me up with something from the sweet shop.’ I don’t, though. I smile at him instead. Because he doesn’t have the words or emotional capacity to comfort me any other way.


‘Thank you,’ I say, putting the bar in my pocket. ‘I’ll save it for later.’


‘How was Adam?’


I resist the temptation to say, ‘How do you think? The same as he was yesterday and the day before that.’


‘Oh, you know,’ I say instead. Dad nods, looks down at the floor and scratches his beard. I know he has a great time with Maya while I’m at the hospital. I hear all the tales of what they’ve been up to her from her. But as soon as I arrive to pick her up, it’s like a dose of reality blows in the door with me. He can no longer hide in a make-believe world where everything is fine. And that clearly makes him feel uncomfortable.


‘Anyway, missy,’ I say. ‘Time for us to go now.’


‘Ohhh,’ comes the predictable reply.


‘You’ll see Grandad again on Saturday.’


‘Yippee.’ I love the way Maya can do that. Go from dejection to joy within a few seconds. Yo-yo emotions, I call them. She runs over and gives Dad’s legs an enormous hug. He bends down and allows her to tickle his beard. It’s a little ritual they have. She won’t kiss him because of it so she tickles instead.


‘Thanks, Dad,’ I say.


‘No problem. I’m always happy to have her. You know that.’


I nod and we leave, Maya running round to press the train set button on the outside one more time before we go.


Maya chatters excitedly all the way home. Stuff and nonsense mostly but it comforts me, the knowledge that she can still be like other children despite all of this. Although I worry about the long-term damage, now that this is apparently turning into a long-term thing.


I have a surprise waiting for her at home. I finally found her a couple of rats. I was going to take her to the pet shop so she could choose them herself but then I realised that there was no way we would get out with just two rats, she would have wanted a whole menagerie. Which is why I decided to go through the local vet instead. Just as well as it turned out. He put me in touch with a breeder, said the rats would probably live longer if they came from someone reputable. And the last thing Maya needs right now is a dying rat. Anyway, the rats are in the kitchen. Hence the fact that I’ve had that UB40 song in my head for the last hour.


‘Now,’ I say, turning around to Maya as I pull up outside our house. ‘There’s a surprise waiting for you inside.’


‘Is Daddy home?’ shrieks Maya. My heart sinks. I thought she’d grasped the situation now. Understood that Adam will not be coming home any time soon. And then she says something like that and I realise she doesn’t grasp it at all. Still thinks Tinkerbell will come along and sprinkle some magic to make it all better again. She is a child. A child that doesn’t understand how or why her daddy has been taken away. And I am simply papering over the cracks. I could give her all the pets in the world but it wouldn’t matter. All she wants is her daddy back.


‘No, love,’ I say, scrambling over to the back seat to get to her. Put my arms around her. Give her all the comfort and support I can. ‘I’m sorry but I can’t magic Daddy back home like that. He’s going to be in hospital for a long time, sweetheart.’


‘Will he be home when I’m five?’


I smile. Nine months must seem like an eternity to Maya.


‘Let’s hope so, sweetie. Let’s hope so.’


Maya sits sombrely for a moment, then remembers that a surprise is still waiting for her.


‘So what is it?’


‘Aahh, well, you’ll have to come in and see, won’t you? But there’s one thing I will tell you. They’re very small and easily scared so do be quiet.’


Maya gasps as the penny drops.


‘Rats,’ she screams. ‘You’ve got my rats.’


I smile as I unclip her seat belt and she catapults out.


‘Wait for Mummy. And remember what I said. We need to be quiet.’


I hold her firmly by the hand as we tip-toe into the kitchen.


‘Where are they?’ whispers Maya, peering into the cage.


‘Coming out of that tube,’ I say, pointing.


Maya gasps again. ‘They’re the best pets ever,’ she says as she catches sight of the sleek white body and long tail of the biggest rat and the smaller black one which follows it. I sigh. Relieved I picked good ones.


‘What are you going to call them?’


Maya thinks for a second. ‘Roddy and Rita,’ she says. ‘Like in the film Flushed Away.’


I smile, relieved she didn’t say Adam and Eve.


‘They’re both boy rats but it doesn’t matter,’ I say.


‘No,’ she says. ‘It doesn’t. The black one can pretend to be a girl.’


I remember what Adam said about her dressing them up. And I wish like hell he was here to see it.


We spend a long time watching Roddy and Rita. I tell her we’re going to give them a chance to get used to us for a day or so before we get them out of the cage and handle him. We look through the ‘How to Look After Your Rat’ booklet I got. I am about to get up to start tackling the pile of dishes in the sink when there is a knock on the door.


‘Who’s that?’ asks Maya.


‘I don’t know. I’ll go and find out.’


Maya comes with me. She is nothing if not nosy. I open the door. A woman about the same age as me is standing there. She has short brown hair, tired eyes and a ready smile. She is dressed in a checked uniform with a white apron and is holding a large bag. Outside on the road is a car with ‘A Spare Pair of Hands’ emblazoned on it.


‘Hello, Mrs Taylor,’ she says. ‘I’m Denise. I understand you need a cleaner.’


This is my Nanny McPhee moment. I have to stop myself checking her face for warts.


‘Er, yes. I suppose we do.’


Maya tugs my skirt and hisses into my ear. ‘Has she been sent by the government? Like in Nanny McPhee and the Big Bang.’


I glance at Denise who is politely pretending she didn’t hear.


‘Steve Dawson sent me. I did leave a message on your answer machine and your mobile. But he said not to worry that I hadn’t heard back and come anyway.’


‘Oh. Right. Yes, of course,’ I say, moving to the side to let her in as I vaguely recall seeing the answering machine flashing.


‘Is she going to live with us?’ asks Maya.


‘No, love,’ I laugh. ‘She’s just going to clean.’


‘Oh good. Can you make it all go sparkly?’ asks Maya, looking up at Denise.


‘I’ll do my best, sweet pea.’


‘This is my daughter Maya, by the way,’ I say.


‘Well, you’re as sharp as a pin and pretty with it,’ says Denise, smiling at her.


‘My daddy’s having a big sleep in hospital but I’ve got a couple of pet rats,’ announces Maya, by way of introduction.


Denise looks at me uncertainly.


‘They’re in a cage,’ I say, realising that it’s the rats she’s not sure about, Steve will probably have explained about Adam. ‘But if they bother you I can cover them up.’


‘As long as they’re not getting under me feet or making a mess, we’ll get on fine,’ she says.


‘Right, well. Let me show you where all the cleaning things are.’


‘It’s OK. I’ve got all my own stuff in the car. I clean, do ironing, washing up. Just tell me where you want me to get started.’


I smile at Denise. Almost overcome with emotion. She is going to sort our house out. A large weight slithers from my shoulders. Not as big as the ones that remain, but a weight nonetheless.


It’s only as I pull up outside Steve and Louise’s house the next day and notice that his car is not in the drive that I realise it’s a Thursday. Steve will have gone for his run. Sometimes I forget that the rest of the world is carrying on as normal. It is only my world in which everything has stopped.


I want to say thank you to him in person for sending Denise. There is something about having a clean house which has engendered a sense of hope in me. Maybe I can get through this. Maybe the doctors are wrong. Adam will get better. Life can return to normal.


Louise answers the door. She has a small green handprint on her top. Clearly it’s the teachers who actually need the painting aprons at her nursery.


‘Hi,’ I say, wiping my feet on the mat and stepping inside. ‘Sorry to call round unannounced. I wanted to say thank you. About the cleaner. Only I’ve just realised Steve will be on his run.’ I stop gabbling and look at Louise who has remained silent. It is only then I notice her eyes are rimmed with red. That the familiar smile is not in its permanent position on her face. ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask, the clenching feeling in my stomach which I know so well reasserting itself.


‘Steve’s not on his run. Well, he might be actually. What I mean is, he’s not coming back here afterwards.’


‘Why not?’


‘He left me yesterday. Said he wanted a trial separation. He’s rented a flat. Rishworth, I think he said. I wasn’t really listening by that point.’


I stare at her open-mouthed. I had no idea it would come to this. I thought it was just some sort of rocky patch. That they would sort something out.


‘Oh, Louise, you poor thing,’ I say, hugging her. Her body is shaking but there are no tears. I guess she is all cried out. ‘Why didn’t you call me yesterday?’


‘You don’t need this. It’s not as if you haven’t got enough on your plate, is it?’


‘God, I feel so awful,’ I say. ‘I haven’t even asked you how things have been going, have I? I’ve been so wrapped up in my own troubles.’


‘Of course you have. And rightly so. You’ve got far more important things to worry about.’


‘Your marriage is important too. Come on, we’re going to sit down now and talk about this. Mum and Dad are looking after Maya. It’s my turn to put the kettle on.’


Louise follows me through to the kitchen. It is one of those modern affairs, shiny enough to see your face in and not an uncoordinated item out of place. Louise sits down at the kitchen table. I notice there is only one place mat out and a pot plant has been moved to the spot where Steve’s used to be. I put our teas down and wait for her to start talking.


‘I just don’t understand,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘It’s not like we’d had a row, or a big fall-out or anything. Things weren’t brilliant, as you know, but I had no idea this was on the cards.’


‘Didn’t he give you any kind of reason?’


‘Not really. He said it was time he was honest with me and he wasn’t sure if we have a future together. Thought it was best he moved out while he figured out what to do. Said something about seeing how things were in four months’ time.’


‘Bloody hell. There’s not, you don’t think …’ Louise shakes her head so I don’t need to say it.


‘He said not. Said it was about him. That I hadn’t done anything wrong and he didn’t want to hurt me any more than he already had.’


‘Well, what is it then? People don’t just go off like that for no good reason, surely?’


Louise shrugs. ‘I think it’s to do with Adam.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s taken it really badly.’


‘I know.’


‘No. Even worse than he’s let on to you. He’s been moody, irrational, snappish. Talking about how life’s too short not to be doing what you want to be doing. I guess it’s been like a wake-up call to get his life in order.’


‘But his life involves you.’


Louise shrugs again. ‘I don’t think he loves me, Mel. I’m not sure he ever has.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I say, reaching out my hand to squeeze hers. ‘Of course he loves you. You’re gorgeous. You’re beautiful and fun and absolutely the nicest person I know. Why wouldn’t he love you?’


‘I want to believe that he did, still does even. But he’s such a closed book it’s impossible to tell. I kept thinking I could get him to change, open up a bit and let me in. And then he goes and does this and I wonder if I really know him at all.’


I sigh. I don’t get it either. ‘Maybe it’s some kind of mid-life crisis.’


‘He’s only thirty-three.’


‘Some people have them early. Maybe like you say, the whole thing with Adam has brought it on. I can’t believe this is it, Louise. I can’t believe he won’t come back. A few days on his own to sort his head out and he’ll realise what a prat he’s been.’


‘I wish I could be so sure.’


‘Do you want me to go and see him? Try to talk to him.’


Louise shakes her head. ‘Thanks but I don’t think that’s a good idea. He’s such a private person. This is something we’ve got to sort out between ourselves. I only wish I knew what it was we were sorting out.’ We sit silently for a few moments.


‘I wish Adam was here,’ I say.


‘He is still here.’


‘You know what I mean. Wish he could go and knock some sense into Steve. Not literally, but you know what they were like. They never took any shit from each other, did they?’


‘Do you know what I keep thinking of?’ says Louise. ‘That meal we had at your place. A month ago we were a foursome and look at us now. It may as well have been a different lifetime.’


‘I know. Imagine if someone had told us then. Had fast forwarded the tape for us to watch. We wouldn’t have believed it, would we? Wouldn’t have believed that life could possibly go so horribly wrong in such a short space of time.’


‘So what do we do about it?’


‘You sit tight. Steve’ll be back. I don’t think he knows what he wants right now. I think the whole thing with Adam has just messed his head up. He’s not thinking straight. I can’t believe I came round here to thank him. I want to knee him in the balls on your behalf right now.’


Louise manages her first half-smile. ‘I hope this isn’t going to make things awkward for you. Being caught up in the middle, I mean.’


‘I’m not in the middle. I’m on your side.’


‘No. I don’t want you to be on anyone’s side. You’ve known him longer than I have and he’s your husband’s best friend. I want you to carry on being friends with both of us. Please.’ She’s not just saying it. She really means it. And cutting off relations with Steve would feel like cutting off a part of Adam.


‘OK,’ I say. ‘If that’s what you want. But I shall warn him that when Adam comes round he’ll no doubt be giving him a piece of his mind. And I shall also tell him what a lucky bastard he is, having a wife like you.’


Louise manages another smile and hooks her hair back behind her ears before taking another sip of tea.


‘So did the doctors say anything new today?’


‘Not really. They don’t say anything but they don’t need to. They’re convinced he’s not coming out of it.’ It is Louise’s turn to squeeze my hand.


‘I’m sure he’s fighting really hard, Mel.’


‘I know he is. I can sense it when I’m with him. And even when I’m not. Maya knows it too. There’s an ache in the room when she’s there because he’s trying so hard to reach us. And he’ll break through soon, you know. He has to.’




Fourteen


The early morning sunlight is streaming through the window. Sunlight. Through my window. Fuck. I can see. The fog has lifted, hauling up my eyelids with it. I try to move my head but I still can’t. I go to speak. Nothing. But I can see. It’s all a bit blurry but I can make out objects, shapes and colours. I am back in the land of the living. Even if I do still resemble the living dead. I want to scream and shout and cry all at once. I can’t do any of them out loud, of course, but I do them silently just the same.


I realise I want to laugh as well. All the times I have dreamt about this, imagined the moment when I would open my eyes and see the faces of my adoring family. And I manage to do it when there is no one bloody here. I’d even be pleased to see Joan, I’d grimace through a rousing chorus of ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, anything to see a human face again. This isn’t how it is in the movies. Someone should just have declared their undying love for me. Or at the very least wept at my bedside. Maybe I should close my eyes and pretend to still be asleep until a more fitting moment arises. It would probably make everyone else feel better too. All this singing, playing my favourite music and chatting they’ve been doing and I finally open my eyes when absolutely sod all is happening. It rather negates the whole thing for them. Come to think of it, maybe I should open my eyes for each person in turn. Give them all a self-satisfied moment of thinking they did it, they were the one who stirred something in me. The only trouble is, having waited this long for my eyes to open, I’m scared that if I close them again, if I even so much as blink, that might be it. They may never open again. Anyway, it’s too late now. There are footsteps outside in the corridor. Any second the door will open. I am waiting for Cilla Black to pop out from behind my bedside cabinet and go, ‘Surprise, Surprise,’ as whoever it is walks through the door. Actually, an entire TV crew would be good, I could have the moment filmed for posterity. Something to play back at family Christmases when everyone’s run out of things to say.


The door handle turns. There is a moment’s hesitation. And then a familiar voice, though with a slight catch in it.


‘Well, you’ve finally decided to join us, have you, Mr Adam? You sure took your time. That was one long Sunday morning lie-in you had.’ I can see her. I can see Jacinta. She is standing at the foot of my bed smiling down at me. I can’t see every detail clearly but it is her all right.


‘I’m just sorry my ugly mug is the first one you get to see. All those pretty ladies you’ve had around your bed and you get to wake up to me.’ She tuts and shakes her head. She is wrong though. To me her face is beautiful. Her skin is dark. Her hair is big and wavy and a slick of purple (not red as I’d imagined) lipstick surrounds that great big warm-you-up-more-than-Readybrek smile.


‘Now you just stay put and I’m going to ask Dr Brooke to come and see you and phone that lovely wife of yours. She’s going to be made up, I tell you. You just keep your eyes open. Don’t go making a liar out of me or they’ll think I’ve been on the rum.’


She goes. I am bereft for a moment to lose the only glimpse I have had of a face for however long it’s been. But a minute later the door bursts open again.


‘Good morning, Adam, delighted to meet you properly at last.’ Dr Brooke grins. He is younger than I imagined and shorter too. It is not a disappointment. Nothing is a disappointment. It is all new and fresh and extremely weird. Seeing people whose voices have become so familiar to me. I wonder if I am smiling. I feel like I am smiling but I guess I’m not because nobody is reacting. I tell myself to be patient. One step at a time and all that.


Dr Brooke starts doing some tests, shining a light into each of my eyes in turn, examining reflexes (not that I have any) and checking all the monitors. A couple of young men who I’m told are student doctors come into the room. I suppose I am quite exciting to them. A medical textbook case come to life. I don’t mind them being there. The more the merrier as far as I’m concerned. Dr Brooke does ask me if it’s OK. He even asks me to blink if it’s a problem. I try to blink, not because it is a problem but because it suddenly occurs to me that if I can open my eyes, I may well be able to blink. Nothing. I try so hard I fear there is steam coming out of my ears. It doesn’t make sense to me. How did they open if I can’t close them now? Are they going to be stuck open from now on? Will I be able to sleep with my eyes open? The questions keep coming but I have no way to ask them. I feel suddenly jealous of Bauby again. He may have only had one eye to see out of but at least he could blink it. It is uncharitable of me, I know. It’s not as if he had it particularly good. But right now I would trade my two eyes for one which could blink. The whole world of communication is still tantalisingly out of reach. And in a way, now that I can see the world I am in, not being able to communicate is that much worse. I am being greedy, I know. One sense at a time. One day at a time. Wasn’t there an awful song called that? Lena someone. Lena Martell. Fucking hell. How can I remember that but not remember how to blink my eyelid?


I hear Maya long before I see her. Little footsteps galloping down the corridor, a voice going nineteen to the dozen. And Mel’s voice, soft but firm, asking her to calm down. The footsteps stop outside my room. Nothing happens for a minute. I wonder what Mel is telling her. How do you explain to a four-year-old that your daddy can see you but still can’t give you a hug or talk to you? The door opens. There is a squeal. I am desperate to see her. It takes a moment or two before Mel realises that my eyes are in a fixed position.


‘Go to the bottom of the bed, Maya. I’ll pick you up, Daddy will be able to see you then.’ And a second later she is there. My beautiful little girl is being held up for me to see. She is beaming down at me. She has her purple bow in her hair. She always wears it for parties and special occasions. And behind her is Mel, her eyes smiling as she cries soft, silent tears. Tears that I so want to brush away for her.


‘Hello, Daddy,’ says Maya. ‘You’ve had a very long sleep, haven’t you? You must have been so tired.’


‘Hello, love,’ says Mel softly. ‘I’m sorry we weren’t here. We came as soon as they phoned.’ This is so typical of her, apologising as if it’s her fault. ‘Anyway, we’re so pleased you can see again. We knew you could do it though. Knew you wouldn’t give up.’


‘Look, Daddy’s crying,’ says Maya.


‘No, sweetheart. I know it looks like it but it’s just where the moisture has built up in Daddy’s eyes. Remember I told you that the doctor said he can’t blink it away?’ I want to tell her she is wrong. The doctors are wrong. That I am crying. Even on the outside.


‘Do you like all the pictures I’ve drawn for you?’ says Maya.


‘I don’t think Daddy can actually see them from there,’ says Mel. ‘Come on. Let’s take them down and put them up on that wall in front of him.’ Mel and Maya go in and out of shot for a few minutes. It’s a bit like being a video camera on a fixed tripod. But gradually an entire gallery builds up on the far wall. Huge purple butterflies (I recognise the butterflies. She always paints them the same way), white and black blobs which I take to be rats (she has been talking non-stop about Roddy and Rita since she got them), and a host of other indistinguishable splats, squiggles and scribbles. Kid art in all its wonderful, glorious, abstract messiness. I love it. Absolutely love it. The only thing that surprises me is when I notice there are no dinosaurs. She always draws dinosaurs. The last thing in the world I want is for this to have put her off dinosaurs.


‘Do you like them?’ Maya asks. I lie there willing my face, my mouth, my body to say yes in some way.


‘Doesn’t he like them?’ says Maya after a moment.


‘Of course he does,’ replies Mel, giving her a hug. ‘He just can’t smile or say thank you.’


‘But I want to talk to him,’ says Maya.


‘Here, why don’t you tickle his toes,’ says Mel, pulling back the sheet. ‘It can be your special way of communicating with him.’


Maya tentatively touches my big toe. For a second I think I can feel it. Then I realise that it is simply because I can see her doing it that I am imagining how it feels. I can see her fingers tickling now. I try to push the corners of my mouth up. I know from Maya’s face that nothing happens.


‘It’s like he’s still asleep but with his eyes open,’ says Maya. Her voice is ringing with disappointment. Mel moves out of sight. I know it’s so I can’t see her crying. What she doesn’t realise is that I can still picture the tears carving their way down her face.




Fifteen


MEL


‘At least you can get a decent cup of tea here,’ says Mum, sitting herself down next to me in the hospital café. ‘Although I do wish they had a better selection of biscuits.’


My husband has just opened his eyes after twenty-one days in a coma and she’s complaining about the biscuits.


‘Adam’s eyes are, er, looking well, anyway,’ says Dad.


‘Yeah,’ I reply. There’s nothing else I can say. He means well. It’s not his fault he is hopelessly out of his depth here.


‘So what happens now?’ asks Dad.


‘Dr Brooke’s carrying out a full assessment on Adam. I don’t know exactly what it involves but I’m going to see him later about it.’


‘Will Daddy be coming home with us today?’ asks Maya, looking up from the sea of tomato ketchup her chips are swimming in.


‘No, love. Not for a long time yet, remember?’


‘Can I bring Roddy and Rita in to show him, then?’


‘I’m afraid not, love. They don’t allow rats in hospitals.’


Maya sighs and goes back to her chips. She never used to have chips very often before she started hanging out in hospital cafés.


‘Mind you,’ says Mum in a hushed voice, ‘there was a story in the Daily Mail about them finding rat droppings at one hospital. Liverpool, I think it was, though. They’re not brought up with the same sort of standards, see.’ I open my mouth to say something and shut it again. There really is no point. She is a lost cause. And I don’t have the stomach for a fight.


‘We’ll take Maya home after lunch,’ says Dad.


‘Thanks,’ I say, lowering my voice. ‘I think she’s had enough for one day.’


It wasn’t supposed to be like this. When I got the call from the hospital this morning I was ecstatic. Crying with joy and relief. Dancing around the kitchen with Maya. Now I am at best flatlining, at worst feeling somewhat deflated. Maya was right. Adam hasn’t woken up at all. He has simply opened his eyes. Was it wrong to expect so much more? The doctors had told me enough times this wasn’t going to be like in the movies. That people don’t really open their eyes and start talking as if nothing has happened. But still I was hoping for something more. A flicker of recognition. A sense of Adam banging on the door letting us know he would be coming out soon. The truth is we don’t even know if he can see us. If the pictures are registering at all in his head. Or whether he can hear us, for that matter. I think he can. I’m sure of it sometimes. But somehow now his eyes are open and there’s no obvious recognition, no way for him to communicate, it’s worse. It’s like the lights are on but there’s no one at home. And I keep thinking to myself, what if there is someone in but he can’t make himself understood? What if he is locked in like Bauby? Adam would hate that. He would be so frustrated.


I try to pump the balloon up again. Remind myself that we are so much further forward than we were yesterday. That there is every reason for optimism. But it is hard. Because I miss my husband. And I so want him back.


‘I still haven’t had a reply from the BBC about that silly Evans chap,’ says Mum. She is waging a one-woman crusade to get Chris Evans removed from Radio 2 and Sir Terry Wogan reinstated to his rightful place on the throne. She obviously hasn’t thought to inquire as to whether Sir Terry would be amenable to that but as she has zero chance of succeeding I haven’t bothered mentioning it to her.


‘I read the other day that he’s on his third wife, you know. What sort of people are they employing at the BBC these days?’


I look across at Dad. He shrugs. We both know better than to say anything.


‘Can I go home now?’ asks Maya, who has licked the last of the tomato ketchup off her plate.


‘Yes,’ I say, knowing Mum will have to go with her. ‘Grandma and Grandad are going to take you.’


‘What about you?’ asks Maya.


‘I’m going to see the doctor and sit with Daddy for a bit longer. I’ll be home to read you a bedtime story, OK?’


Maya nods solemnly. I kiss the top of her head. I miss the time we used to spend together. I miss it a lot.


‘Well,’ says Dr Brooke later. ‘As you know, Adam opening his eyes is a big step forward. But as I explained before, it isn’t a guarantee that we’re going to see any further significant progress.’


‘But what about the assessment you did today?’


‘I’m afraid there’s still no indication that Adam is aware of his surrounding or his environment. He remains entirely unresponsive.’


‘But that doesn’t mean that he can’t think, that he can’t hear us. He can, I know he can. He knows when Maya and I are visiting. I can see it in his face.’


Dr Brooke gives a particularly patronising smile. ‘Often relatives spend so much time with a patient that I’m afraid they end up seeing things which simply aren’t there.’


‘You still don’t think he’s going to get better, do you?’


Dr Brooke takes a deep breath. ‘Although opening of the eyes is a good sign that functionality is returning to the arousal centre of the brain, people can remain trapped in vegetative states for months or even years after they open their eyes for the first time.’


I stare at Dr Brooke. He said vegetative state. No one’s ever used that term about Adam before. He realises from my expression before I am able to formulate any words.


‘Sorry. I should have explained that once an unconscious person opens their eyes but remains unresponsive they are no longer technically in a coma. He’s moved into the next phase. We call it a vegetative state.’


I swallow hard. I hear the sound of air rushing out of my balloon. Dr Brooke sits there having sharpened the words that burst it.


‘You mean he might never come round. Not properly. That’s what you’re saying.’


‘I’m afraid it is a possibility. A very strong one.’


‘How can you be so sure of that?’


‘There’s been a lot of research on this subject. For those whose eyes open between the second and fourth week, only thirty-two per cent have recovered substantially within a year. Age is a big factor. Adam falls within the middle group. Nine per cent of patients aged between twenty and forty years who are in a vegetative state at one month are living independently at one year.’


‘So there is still hope then. He’s got a nine per cent chance of getting back to normal.’


‘Not normal. Living independently is what I said. It’s a very different matter. And it is a tiny percentage of patients who achieve that. Please don’t get your hopes up too high. I wouldn’t want you to be disappointed.’


Disappointed, he says. Imagine how awful it would be to feel disappointed. To have had dreams shattered beyond belief, to not be able to look forward to a summer holiday together. To have to tell your daughter that Daddy may not be there for your first day at school. To lie in bed alone every night. To not have washed the pillow case that your husband used to lay his head on because you can’t bear to lose the faint smell of him next to you. Jesus, imagine being that disappointed.


‘No. Of course not.’ I stand up, scraping my chair back noisily. I want to get out of the room as quickly as possible. If this man really thinks he can say something to prevent me being disappointed he has no bloody idea. I burst through the door, the desire to get away propelling me along the corridor. My head is down. I know that if I follow the orange line on the floor, it will take me to Adam’s room. I wonder if that is why they do that in hospitals. Paint coloured lines on the floor for directions so that when you have your head down so other people can’t see you crying, you can still have some idea of where you are going. My legs are going faster, I am breaking into a trot. I am almost at Adam’s door when I hurtle straight into someone. Someone carrying a cup of coffee which spills over the floor. I am about to offer an apology when I feel a hand on my shoulder. I look up. It is Steve. He puts what is left of the coffee on the ledge next to us.
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