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Another year of my life … wasted. All that work. All that time I’d devoted when I could have been doing something else. Something more productive.

Hell, I could probably have learned Mandarin by now.

I was at a literary festival once. Nick Hornby was speaking. He was promoting his latest novel and a middle-aged woman in the audience stood and asked, voice quaking, how one kept writing in the face of constant rejection. It was very brave of her, I remember thinking at the time. Nick cleared his throat and I’m pretty sure we all expected him to tell her that she must keep going, that persistence really was key, and that all the great novelists faced rejection at some point or other. We thought he’d say that the only difference between a published novelist and an unpublished novelist was that the former persevered for longer.

But he didn’t.

He asked how long the woman had been writing without success. Sheepishly, she replied, ‘Around ten years.’ And he told her that she might want to move on to other pursuits. Something less difficult, he said. Save yourself all the heartache and get back to enjoying life, he said.

There was a collective gasp from the audience. We were stunned.

Often these events are filled with would-be writers, hoping that the genius of the speaker will somehow float through the air, above the heads of our fellow audience members, choosing to inhabit us. If only we work hard enough, concentrate for long enough, if only we want it so much more than the person in the next chair, it will happen. Yet here was Nick Hornby telling us that hard work and yearning were not always enough. That if it wasn’t happening then maybe we should give up.

That was ten years ago. At the time I’d been writing for a few months – short stories and whatnot; I felt certain I could be the next big thing. All I needed was an idea. An idea for a novel that could propel me through four hundred pages. Through one hundred thousand words. Through months of toil and frustration.

And in the end, one came. And then another. And another. I now had six unpublished novels on my computer, and it was looking as if no one was interested in novel number seven.

I had been rejected so many times that I had even developed a method of coping, a method to get through the hurt as quickly as possible, so that I might get straight back to work and begin the process of constructing a new novel all over again. The secret was to feel the pain. To give myself permission to cry as much as was needed and allow at least two full days of mourning when I didn’t try to look on the bright side of things. When I didn’t try to smile. Only then would the grief and humiliation begin to fade.

Why did I want to be published so much?

I had no idea.

All I knew was that the hunger, the longing to be a published author, wouldn’t go away. Even when I was presented with the evidence. Presented with evidence in the form of rejection after rejection, that I should, as Nick Hornby said, move on to other pursuits.

‘It’s the marketplace,’ Leon said. ‘It’s the weak pound. Brexit. Jane, you know all of this.’ Leon looked at me and could see I was upset. He softened his voice. ‘You know how hard it is to break into publishing right now,’ he said. ‘The small houses are almost bankrupt. They can’t take chances on new authors the way they used to. They can’t give them the time they need to develop a career. It’s not your fault they don’t want your work … but I don’t get why it has to hit you so hard every time.’

Leon was an author.

A successful author.

He wrote a series of gritty crime novels set in Liverpool featuring a tough-guy, vigilante detective named DS Clement. Think Dirty Harry, but black, and with a Scouse accent.

DS Clement liked to take the law into his own hands, acting as judge, jury and executioner. Though he always left a little room in his life for romance, as Leon’s readers were, as is generally the norm, mostly women.

Leon closed the email from the literary agent. ‘You need to take a break,’ he said. ‘A complete break. The whole thing’s making you unhappy. It’s all you think about … and besides,’ he said, gesturing to the kids, ‘they need you.’

‘They need you as well, Leon.’

Leon sighed. ‘They’re growing up with a mother who’s distracted.’ He tapped his temple twice with his index finger. ‘Your head is always elsewhere, baby. You imagine life would be so much better if only …’

‘Find me a mother who’s not like that, Leon,’ I snapped. ‘Find me a mother who doesn’t think her life would be better if only. That’s how mothers of small children get through their days.’

‘Yes,’ he said, beginning to lose patience now, ‘but probably for good reason. Either they’ve got six kids, or they’re bringing them up single-handedly. Or else they have a shitty job.’

I didn’t have a shitty job. I taught creative writing. For a few hours a week.

Leon sighed again. ‘Jane, you have none of those problems. Why can’t you just accept that this is—’

‘You don’t have any of those problems either, and yet I don’t exactly see you falling over yourself to “be present” with your children, Leon. Every time they need you, you’re slinking out of the room, hoping I won’t notice. Every time I ask you to do something you don’t hear me, or you give some vague response that I’m supposed to interpret as the writer of the house is thinking. What about me? What about my career?’

‘What about your career?’

‘Don’t do that,’ I warned.

‘Don’t do what?’

‘Don’t do what you always do when we have this argument. Belittle my attempts. Make out like what I do is some kind of charming hobby. Whereas your work, of course, takes precedence. Your work is so bloody important because it—’

‘Jane,’ he said levelly. ‘The reality is my work pays the bills. What exactly do you want me to do?’

‘Oh, fuck off.’

It was actually Leon’s birthday.

We had to be at his mother’s house in half an hour for a special birthday lunch.

‘I’m forty-six years old,’ he’d said earlier that morning when we were lying in bed. ‘Why am I, a grown man, going to my mother’s house on my birthday?’

‘Because she wants to see the kids and she wants to make you something nice to eat.’

‘Surely by the time a person’s reached forty-six they’ve earned the right to do whatever they please on their birthday? Every year it seems we end up doing the exact thing I least want to do.’

‘Next year I’ll make an excuse. What would you like to do instead?’

‘Stay in bed,’ he’d said, shooting me a hopeful look. ‘Read. Watch TV. Open a bottle of wine. Have good afternoon sex with my wife. She might dress up a little. Something slutty. Any one of those things would make me a happy man. Just one of those things—’

‘The kids are four and a half and nearly three, Leon. You can say goodbye to that dream birthday of yours for at least another five years.’

‘Remind me why we had them again?’ he’d said, smiling.

‘Because our lives were empty and meaningless without children. Remember?’

‘No.’ He’d started to laugh. ‘I don’t remember ever feeling that way.’

We bundled the children into the back of the car. It was mid-August and Liverpool was hot as hell. We lived on the edge of the city, L17, close to Sefton Park. The house was Victorian, three-storey, semi-detached, on a leafy street. Lark Lane was just around the corner with its independent grocers, decent takeaways, Keith’s Wine Bar. It was our dream house. Parking was a bit of an issue as the Victorians didn’t exactly plan these streets with two- and three-car households in mind, but other than that we were exactly where we wanted to be. We shared the street with Liverpool’s well-heeled: a barrister next door (Cilla Black’s nephew), retired headmaster opposite, the owners of a luxury car dealership diagonally across to the left. There was a student house a little further along the street, but now, at this time of year, it was empty.

We’d been in the house for eighteen months. It was bought with the advance for Leon’s fourth novel, back when he sold the rights to Germany. Germans read a lot, by the way. Making it big there can be akin to a recording artist breaking into America. Leon hadn’t made it big yet though. He was still what publishers referred to as a mid-list author. Still building his brand.

Those really big sellers? The authors you see on the Sunday Times Rich List? Forbes? Well you could fit those people into a small minibus. They’re freaks. Oddities. Phenomena.

The general public has the misconception that anyone who writes a book is automatically a multimillionaire, but the reality is, most novelists earn less than a thousand pounds per year for their trouble. Or in my case, nothing at all. The few hours I spent teaching creative writing was the closest I got to making any money from the craft.

We always argued when we went to see Leon’s mother. There wasn’t anything particularly wrong with Gloria Campbell per se. As mothers-in-law went she was pretty standard issue; it was just that neither of us wanted to give up our afternoons to make the half-hour trip to Formby, when we could have been doing nothing instead. We didn’t voice this to each other though. Instead, we’d partake in a constant, low-level bickering, our dread at making the trip coming out as snide remarks to one another. Dread, too, at visiting the red squirrel sanctuary for the hundredth time, dread at wading through another mountain of curry goat, rice and peas, a batch of which Gloria always had on the go.

Leon’s father, Michael, had been born on Upper Parliament Street in the late forties to a Jamaican father. And here’s a fun fact: there are more Campbells per head in Jamaica than there are in Scotland.

I’d always assumed when I saw the Frasers, Campbells and Stewarts lining up at the start of the hundred metres, ready to represent the Jamaican athletics team, that the array of Scottish names was a legacy of slavery, when slaves had been issued with the same names as their owners. Not so. In fact, it was Oliver Cromwell who, in the 1600s, by banishing Scottish convicts to the West Indies, became responsible for the proliferation of the Campbell name.

Leon’s grandfather came over from Jamaica to Liverpool in 1948, encouraged by the British government to help fill the labour shortage caused by the war. He was put to work on the dock road. And that’s how I ended up with two kids, Jack and Martha, who had a curious, but beautiful, combination of features: skin the colour of butterscotch, red afro hair and pale blue eyes. My neighbour, Erica, said they belonged in a Benetton ad.

The hair and eyes were from me, of course. I’m your typical redhead. My white skin burns on a cloudy day on a north-facing slope, and you can see the blue blood of my veins through the skin of my neck. Sometimes, I think I would do better living beneath ground.

But recent research says we age better. So there.

‘Did you tell her we couldn’t stay long?’ asked Leon now. We were in the car. Leon turned the ignition. It was stifling hot but the air con took a while to kick in so we had the windows down.

‘She’s made a cake.’

‘My mother always makes a cake. She likes making cakes. It’s her thing.’

I shrugged in a helpless way.

‘Shit, we’ve not shut the garage … Did she mention the squirrels?’ he asked.

‘Not this time,’ I lied.

The squirrels were Gloria’s preferred activity with the kids. Their sanctuary at Freshfield was just over a mile from her home and she derived great pleasure from the small reds, instructing her grandchildren on their merits, while at the same time maligning their evil grey cousins: ‘Vermin! Imposters! No better than rats!’

‘I don’t want to get stuck there all day,’ Leon said. ‘Will you drive home later?’

I pulled a face.

‘What?’ he said.

‘I hate driving through town at teatime.’

‘That means I can’t have a drink.’

‘So, have a drink when you get home.’

‘I don’t want a drink when I get home,’ he said. ‘Fuck … if I’m stuck at my mother’s on my birthday, I’m definitely having a beer.’

‘You say this as though I arranged it. Like I called your mother up specifically and said, “Leon would like nothing more than to spend his entire birthday with you, Gloria.” And please stop swearing in front of the kids.’

‘They have their headphones in.’

‘They can still hear you.’

Leon turned in his seat. ‘Martha, d’you want to skip Nanna’s house and go straight to Disney?’ When Martha didn’t so much as lift her head, he said, ‘We could leave right now, call at McDonald’s, eat as much as you like. Eat till you explode. What about you, Jack?’ he said. ‘Disney, right this second. What do you say?’

Jack removed one of his earbuds. ‘What, Daddy? I can’t hear you.’

‘It’s pardon, son.’

Leon turned back to me, eyes shining, vindicated.

He held my gaze as he began playing with the hem of my dress. ‘Your legs are looking good, baby … What about if we sacked going to my mother’s altogether? We could get the paddling pool out for the kids … lie in the back garden … I could get a grip of you in that bikini. The blue spotted one. The one that shows off the curves of your arse so nicely.’

He lifted my dress a little. ‘You know,’ he went on, ‘we could probably go at it right here and the kids wouldn’t even notice.’

Playfully, I slapped his hand away. ‘Sooner we get there, sooner we’ll be back.’

‘Jane,’ he said, his tone mock-serious. ‘I’m getting older. Every day I don’t get to make love to you is another day wasted.’ He leaned across and kissed me. He remained there, his mouth on mine, until, involuntarily, I reached for him.

I always reached for him.

‘I’m so in love with you, Jane Campbell,’ he whispered.

When eventually we pulled apart, the heat inside the car forcing us to, Leon must have caught sight of something in the rear-view mirror. He closed his eyes for an extended moment, as if in irritation.

‘Great,’ he said under his breath. Just as I became aware of a presence at the driver’s-side door.

It was Lawrence from the house opposite.

‘A word, if you don’t mind, Leon?’ Lawrence said.

‘Actually, we’re on our way out. It’s my birthday and my mother’s holding a party. We’re really keen to get going as fast as possible, Lawrence, because—’

‘Shan’t take a minute.’

Lawrence and Rose Williams were in their seventies, originally from Mold in North Wales, and had lived on the street for thirty years. He’d been the headmaster at an independent over the water in Birkenhead, and Rose had taught physics at the same establishment. They had one oddball son, were keen gardeners, and got very hot under the collar if people didn’t park in their proper places.

I turned to Lawrence and smiled. ‘Morning!’ I said cheerfully, too cheerfully perhaps, embarrassed he’d caught us in the midst of kissing, but Lawrence didn’t hear me. This happened often of late. He seemed to have something on his mind.

Last summer, we’d taken a cottage for two weeks on the Jurassic Coast in Dorset. And it was so idyllic, the weather so kind to us, that we extended our stay by another week when the people renting the cottage after us pulled out. Atypically, Leon was on a writing roll, and when that happened he could work just about anywhere. Mornings, I’d get the kids out from under his feet, spending my time paddling in the sea with them, making things in the sand behind a striped windbreaker. Afternoons, we napped or took turns pushing Martha in the pram if she was being fractious. In the evenings, we cooked. And once the children were asleep, we drank, watched an arty film, and got quite giddy in the bedroom. It was parenting perfection. The only time I could remember feeling absolutely at peace with my situation as the mother of two small people who had arrived in our lives and completely taken over.

We returned home tanned, healthy, and really rather pleased with ourselves. We’d managed to make a success out of our first proper holiday together and we felt bolstered. We were in love with each other and in love with our beautiful babies and we came back excitable and happy, ready to pick up our lives in Liverpool. What we found when we got there was a very angry Lawrence Williams, waiting for us.

It seemed we’d made the staggeringly grave error of leaving my car on Lawrence’s side of the street for Three Whole Weeks while we were away. What we should have done, according to Lawrence, was to leave my car in our own driveway, the single space usually occupied by Leon’s car. This would have shown proper consideration to the other residents and of course would have been the right thing to do.

We apologized. We didn’t see what the big deal was but we were new to the area and didn’t want any acrimony. We pretended we were sorry. We sent flowers to Rose, who was rather distressed after having been forced to look at my car for almost a month, and we did our utmost to placate them.

Unfortunately, though, their displeasure ran too deep. And since last summer we’d committed a number of other transgressions, quite innocently, which had caused further insult and indignation in the Williamses’ household. Lawrence and Rose had taken to speaking Welsh to one another now whenever one of us was within earshot – which made Leon’s blood boil. So, in response, Leon would address me in French. Loudly.

This was amusing. But since I knew not one word of French, aside from the standard greetings, it was really rather pointless all the same.

‘Hello, Jane,’ Lawrence said, as if I’d not spoken seconds earlier and so I had to say ‘Good morning, Lawrence’ in return all over again. He was a tall guy, thin and rangy, with a broad forehead. When expressing certain emotions, the corners of his lips would pucker, which could give the impression of him having a mean little mouth. He was twitchy and clearly upset about something today.

On account of his height, Lawrence had to dip over to his right slightly to get a good look at the children in the back seat. I saw his eyes narrow at the sight of their headphones and tablets but he fought the urge to comment, saying instead to Leon, ‘It’s the cat, I’m afraid. It’s taken to …’ and pausing, checking the children were quite deaf to his words. ‘It’s taken to crapping in the raised beds again.’

‘Can we do this later?’ Leon said.

‘No. We’re going to sort this out now. It won’t wait.’ Lawrence cleared his throat. ‘How would you feel plunging your hands into cat faeces daily, Leon? Rose’s near sick with the stress. It’s disgusting stuff and if you can’t control your animal then we’re going to have to—’

‘What, Lawrence?’ Leon snapped. ‘What will you have to do?’

Lawrence straightened his spine and took a step away from the car. ‘You’re being combative,’ he said gravely. ‘We’ve talked about this, Leon. I won’t deal with you when you’re being like this. It can be threatening.’

I stared straight ahead.

Leon could be combative. And he was six foot two inches tall with a shaved head and packed a lot of muscle, so yes, he could appear threatening.

‘So, don’t deal with me, then,’ Leon said. ‘I’ve already told you, Lawrence, cats are above the law. Look it up. If I had a dog and it was shitting in your garden you could have me prosecuted. But a cat, no. No one controls a cat. But you know all this. You know this and yet you continue to come around here and—’

‘Good that you should bring that up, because I have looked it up. Well, Rose did actually and she’s found a solution. A collar … Very reasonable. It has very good reviews and it might just put an end to this crisis.’

‘A collar,’ Leon said, flatly.

‘You’d need to set up the boundary wire around your property. And if the cat should try to stray across the said boundary, it would receive a small shock.’

‘An electric shock?’

‘Essentially, yes. But you’re making it sound far worse than it is. It won’t harm the animal, and, if you think about it, it will actually be safer. You won’t have to worry about it colliding with a car if it’s unable to cross the road.’

I had to kind of agree with Lawrence on this one. I loved our rescue tortoiseshell – Bonita. Loved her tiny, bird-like bones. Loved her to the extent that I found myself gritting my teeth whenever I picked her up, to stop myself from squeezing the life from her. I kissed her little head too hard and spoke to her in a ridiculous baby voice, calling her things like ‘Little Lady’ and ‘Principessa’. But when she began crapping in my potted plants, a few months ago, I did rather lose patience. It felt like a personal affront. Why must you punish me so when I give you everything you need?

In desperation, I went online. I needed to put a stop to it before I lost my temper with Bonita. All the cat experts said the same thing: the cats don’t do it in your potted plants to pain you, to get at you in some way, it’s just that the soft soil proves so irresistible to their little paws that they simply can’t help it.

That made me feel a whole lot better.

The site advised covering the surface of each pot with gravel, which I duly did, and the problem was solved instantly. Except now it seemed as if Bonita had found some equally irresistible, freshly tilled soil in which to do her business: Rose’s garden. And Rose’s garden was Rose’s medicine, Lawrence was keen on saying. Ever since she began suffering badly from migraines a few years ago, the garden was the only thing that brought relief.

‘I’m not leaving until we have this resolved,’ Lawrence said, putting his hands into his pockets and puffing his chest out a little.

‘Then you can wait there all day, Lawrence, because we’re leaving.’ Leon revved the engine loudly. Then he turned to me. ‘Run inside and get me four cans from the fridge. I’ll need a beer when we get to my mother’s and she’ll only have that rubbish from Lidl she gets in for Derek from next door.’

I got out of the car and headed to the front door, avoiding eye contact with Lawrence. I didn’t do confrontation.

Of course, I did it very well inside my own head. And in my writing I was marvellous: yelling at people, coming back with all manner of witty retorts. Saying the kinds of things you wished you could say in the moment but knew you never would.

In real life, I panicked. I tended to colour up and I’d get a tinnitus-like ringing inside my ears. So I avoided confrontation. And if I had the choice I let Leon fight our battles.

‘Shut the garage door on your way back out, Jane,’ Leon yelled as I put the key in the lock.

Once inside the hallway, I let my back rest against the wall. Sweat was running between my shoulder blades, down to my underwear. Perhaps I should hide in here for a while, I thought. Let those two argue it out and head back to the car only once they’d come to some resolution and Lawrence had left.

Leon revved the engine again. Translation: hurry up.

I hated it when he got like this. Sure, he loved the cat but that had nothing to do with this. He’d reached the stage with Lawrence where he wouldn’t back down about anything. And Lawrence was old. I kept telling Leon that’s what old people were like. They got upset about things and complained. That’s what gave them purpose. Well, that, and taking drives out to garden centres for cups of coffee.

I grabbed a couple of cans from the bottom of the fridge and poured myself a glass of water. I drank it slowly. Then I refilled the glass and I drank again. I was giving Leon the chance to calm down because if he didn’t he’d be yelling at every other driver all the way to Formby.

I went into the hallway. I could still hear muffled voices from beyond the front door, so I delayed going out for a little longer and it was then that I noticed the telephone answer machine blinking.

I hit play.

‘It’s your mother …’ Then there was a long pause as my mother figured out what she needed to say next. She cleared her throat. ‘Can you pick me up some …’ Another pause. Her speech was slurred. ‘Christ,’ she said emphatically, ‘it’s gone clean out of my head what I needed. I’ll call you back in a bit.’

This wasn’t unusual because my mother took pills.

Lots of them.

Sometimes her speech was slow and laboured in the morning because of what she’d taken the night before. Sometimes because of what she’d taken that morning. She lived in a mid-terrace house in Tuebrook, its front façade painted an ugly shade of muddied red like every other house on the street, and she took the pills so she didn’t have to feel disappointed any more.

She was often quite out of it, but she could function pretty well. If you met her on the street you’d think her charming, an immaculately turned-out redhead – though more Rula Lenska than Rita Hayworth – and you might think her mildly eccentric. She liked to shock. She said outlandish things. This was how she hid her problem. If you expected a certain strangeness from her you weren’t then suspicious when she said or did something that didn’t quite add up. Such as if she held her gaze on you for a moment too long. Or laughed inappropriately. Or had lipstick on her teeth.

I didn’t wait for her to call back. Instead, I headed out.

Lawrence was now gone and so I shut the garage door. Leon had done his usual trick of pulling the car right up in front of the garage, which meant I had to lower the door from the side so I didn’t get squashed between the door and the bonnet – always tricky as there wasn’t a lot of space.

I climbed into the passenger side and fastened my seat belt. Leon was staring straight ahead, still with that hint of madness in his eyes that he got whenever he had to deal with Lawrence, so I said, ‘You’re not going to carry this on all day, are you?’

He didn’t reply.

‘You’re ignoring me now as well?’ I continued crossly. ‘What the hell did I do? It’s not like it’s my fault that Lawrence always—’

Without speaking, without checking his mirror, Leon stamped on the gas.

And the car flew backwards.

I cried out in terror. Cried out because my first thought was: Are the kids strapped in? Are they safe?

There was no time to check.

‘Leon!’ I shouted. ‘Leon, stop!’

But by now we were already stationary again. The car having smashed into Lawrence’s garden wall behind us.

Leon’s forehead was on the steering wheel and he was unresponsive.

The children began to cry.
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I didn’t tell anyone about the argument.

I was frightened they would judge Leon. Think that this big, strong, clever man had been sent over the edge by a silly neighbourhood dispute and given himself a stroke. Or else a heart attack.

So when the paramedic asked me what had happened, I said, ‘Nothing.’ I told her nothing had happened, other than Leon looking marginally strange when I got into the car. She saw the beer in the footwell and asked if he’d been drinking. ‘No!’ I exclaimed, horrified. ‘Of course not! The kids …’

‘Sorry,’ she responded. ‘Had to ask.’

We were now on the pavement outside our house. Two ambulances were in attendance. Leon was in the back of one of the vehicles and they were preparing to leave. He was breathing but he was unconscious.

‘Breathing but unconscious.’ I said the words again, aloud, as if this might somehow settle me. Leon was unconscious and I didn’t know why. They couldn’t seem to tell me why. Jack, Martha and I had been examined inside the other vehicle but we were OK. The paramedics said I was probably more shocked than the kids. Martha sat in my lap now, thumb in her mouth, and Jack was at the kerb. Someone had given him a Coke and he was throwing his head back every few seconds trying to drain the last few drops from inside the can.

I stroked Martha’s hair as I gazed at the ambulance. I thought of Leon inside it and the space below my ribs began to ache. Martha made a small whimpering sound and I kissed the top of her head. Then I looked at Jack and the breath caught in my throat. This family was everything to me. Everything. And it just didn’t work without Leon in it.

A paramedic approached and squatted down beside me. ‘There’s some trauma to your husband’s head,’ she said gently.

‘Trauma?’

‘An injury,’ she said.

I felt confused. There was no trauma that I’d seen. No signs of any injury. ‘He’s not had a stroke?’

‘We don’t think so.’

For some reason, I felt momentarily relieved by this development. Leon was too young to have suffered a stroke. But then his dad had died young, from a heart attack due to high blood pressure. And hadn’t I read somewhere that black men developed high blood pressure younger than the rest of the population? I’d have to check, I thought, making a mental note. I didn’t think Leon had ever had his blood pressure measured, something we’d have to rectify in the future because—

‘Mrs Campbell. Did you hear what I said?’

My mind was drifting.

The paramedic’s accent was soft Scouse. Just a hint of where she was from. I wondered if she’d tried to lose it purposely. Or perhaps she’d had aspirational parents. Parents who’d corrected her speech and told her she sounded like a scally if she lapsed into the local vernacular.

Had I heard what she just said?

‘What did you say?’ I asked, dazed.

‘We’re going to transport him to Fazakerley.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘We think your husband has a brain injury.’

I blinked slowly. ‘Like … inside his brain?’

She nodded. How could Leon be injured inside his brain? How was that possible when I was sitting right next to him?

Wouldn’t his skull be damaged? Wouldn’t there be signs of … something? Anything?

‘Do you have somebody who could take the children?’ she asked, and I didn’t respond. ‘Because, if so,’ she went on, ‘you can travel with us. I’m afraid there’s not room for all of you. We have your husband stabilized for now but—’

‘Why aren’t you taking him to the Royal?’

‘Fazakerley specializes in brain trauma. They have a neurosurgical team there.’ She placed one hand on my forearm. ‘Don’t worry. It’s where he needs to be.’

I looked past her. The scene was busy with bodies. The police were here, dealing with the car. I was aware of Lawrence shaking his head at his crumbled wall, his wrecked standing roses, his felled bird-feeding station, his demolished flagpole that carried the Welsh flag … I couldn’t see Rose. The woman from number 24 was here as well. Her husband had left her last year and she wouldn’t let him see the kids. We’d hear banging in the early evening, him calling her a bitch from outside her front door, but no one ever complained because we all felt kind of sorry for him.

‘Mrs Campbell?’ the paramedic said. I couldn’t focus my gaze on her. Her voice sounded far away.

There were other people in the street. Some, I recognized: people who passed by our house on their way into town; dog walkers on their way to Sefton Park. But there was no one here that I could ask to take my children for me. No one I knew well enough to trust.

‘I can’t,’ I said weakly.

I looked again at the ambulance. The one with Leon inside. The rear doors were still open.

He had looked so unlike himself when they’d eventually lifted him from the car. His face had lost all of its tone and he looked both younger and older at the same time. Nothing like my husband. Nothing like the man I’d sat with only moments before. He’d also soiled himself, which made the whole thing shockingly, sickeningly real. I think up until that point I hadn’t properly registered what was happening, and it was only then, as I focused on Leon’s compromised body, that I heard myself yelling at the bystanders, ‘Get back! Get the hell away from him!’ I was scared suddenly that they would witness Leon in this state and commit it to memory. It would be the one thing they would take away with them from here today.

The paramedic made to stand. Her face glistened with sweat. The heavy green cotton of her uniform was too warm for this weather.

‘Will he die?’ I mouthed silently.

‘He appears to be very unwell,’ she replied carefully. ‘But … I always urge people to hope. It’s important to hope.’

‘What if something happens and I’m not with him?’

She saw my panic and she glanced towards the children before replying.

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘Do you have someone you can call who can take them?’

I thought for a moment and nodded numbly.

‘Do that,’ she said. ‘Then come to Fazakerley. Don’t rush to get there. Take as long as you need and take care when you drive ’cause you’ll be shaky. They’re going to be busy with your husband when he arrives, CTing his head and so on. They may even take him straight to surgery. There’s not a lot you can do there, so my advice would be to get the children settled and pack some essentials for yourself before setting off. It’s probably going to be a long day.’ She reached down and touched my shoulder.

‘Thank you,’ I said to her. ‘Please thank your colleagues too for what they’re doing for Leon. Would you do that?’

She told me she would. ‘Good luck,’ she said.

I put the kids in front of the TV and, my voice shaking as I tried to sound authoritative, as though I really, really meant it, I told them not to move until I came back. They made like statues. Held their breath. And I went to sit on the bottom stair and put my head between my knees.

I wasn’t sure I could do what I had to do next.

I took two more breaths and called Leon’s mother. She answered, saying, ‘Why aren’t you here yet? Where are you?’ in a stroppy, aggrieved manner that she would soon forget as I explained to her in the best way I could what had happened to her son. Her only son.

We arranged to meet at the hospital and she said she’d phone Leon’s sister in Manchester. ‘Juliana’ll want to know,’ she said, and it was only on speaking her daughter’s name that she started to cry. Like, really cry. As if up until that moment she’d held the tears of a lifetime inside her. I’d not seen Gloria weep, not even when Leon’s father died. I’d always thought it was something she must do in private.

‘Gloria,’ I said, but her sobs were choking and she was unable to answer. ‘Gloria,’ I said again, louder this time. ‘I’m so sorry, I really don’t want to leave you like this, but I really must get someone to take the children.’

And I replaced the receiver. I could apologize later.

Then I called my neighbour, Erica, on her mobile.

I knew she wasn’t at home. She lived diagonally opposite and would have been straight out of her house at the first signs of commotion.

‘There’s been an accident,’ I told her quickly. ‘It’s bad. It’s Leon. It’s his head. I don’t know anything else, but they’ve taken him to hospital and I … I don’t know what to do. Can you come and watch the kids for me? I—’

I heard Erica say to someone: ‘Sorry, love, but I won’t be buying these after all,’ before saying to me, ‘Fifteen minutes. I can maybe get there in ten.’
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Leon’s head.

That’s what this was all about. They were trying to save Leon’s head.

I was in the relatives’ room. I’d been here for thirty minutes and there was no sign of Gloria yet. I watched the door, eager for her arrival.

There was another family in the waiting room – another family in crisis. They were big talkers. And criers. Ones for big shows of emotion, and I felt very alone. From what I could gather, Grandad had slipped outside his back door while dealing with his pigeons. ‘Pigeons that should have been got shut of years ago.’ And, as a consequence, Grandad’s head was now full of blood.

Was Leon’s head full of blood?

That’s what they were trying to find out.

On arrival at Fazakerley, once he’d been stabilized, they’d taken Leon straight to CT. But now they needed an MRI scan as well and a doctor wouldn’t be available to speak with me until they had the results of that.

Leon had a beautifully shaped head. When our children were born, his mother had insisted that I let them sleep not on their backs, in accordance with the advice on preventing cot death, but on their sides. ‘You want to put your babies to sleep on their sides,’ she’d stressed. ‘Keep them in place with a rolled-up blanket. See?’ This was to prevent the unsightly, flattened, back-of-the-skull problem which Gloria said made people look like they had lower than average-sized IQs.

Leon shaved his head, which Gloria didn’t care for. ‘Makes you look like a thug.’ But I knew she was secretly proud of the shape of her son’s head because I would catch her eyeing it sometimes, pleased.

The paramedic had mentioned surgery.

Which was an innocuous enough word until you realized surgery to the head meant brain surgery.

Leon couldn’t stomach the night-time medico-trauma documentaries I liked to watch. He could be remarkably squeamish, even with his thirst for all things crime. But I’d sit through emergency amputations, spleen reparations, quadruple bypasses, because I found them life-affirming. The one thing I did know from my limited knowledge of head trauma was that, after injury, the brain would swell. And it was this swelling, often as much as the trauma itself, which could cause brain damage or indeed often death. Sometimes they would cut the top of the skull away to give the brain more room to swell. I tried to push away the thought of this happening to Leon.

Gloria arrived twenty minutes later with Leon’s sister, Juliana. With them was Juliana’s on-off girlfriend, Meredith. We hugged and cried. Cried some more. And then, never really knowing what to say to Meredith, I murmured, ‘You made good time,’ and she smiled sadly, saying, ‘Juliana was driving. You know how she can be.’

What Juliana could be was erratic. Which was generally the reason they couldn’t seem to live together for more than a few months before it was all over again. Gloria didn’t like it. She thought that as a gay couple they should show the world that they could stick it out for the duration. ‘Set an example,’ she liked to say. Which Juliana told her was ‘totally fucking insulting’.

Juliana was the only one who swore at Gloria. Gloria was quite churchy – a Methodist. Her father had come over from Trinidad and married a woman from Wolverhampton, whom he’d met at church, and Gloria was brought up ‘knowing Jesus’. She met Leon’s father on a church day trip to Liverpool and they married soon after. I’d never heard Gloria actually say she disapproved of profanity, but I took it as a given, and so it was not something I did when I was around her. I swore at my own mother all the time. But that was different.

The door to the waiting room opened and a plump young woman in a grey tunic gestured to the other family with a slight nod of the head. They filed out after her in respectful silence and Juliana’s gaze followed them. ‘I hate hospitals,’ she said. ‘Can’t stand the smell.’

‘So, what have they told you?’ Meredith asked me.

‘Not much,’ I said. ‘They’ll let us know what’s going on when they have his MRI results.’

‘I just don’t get how he did this,’ Juliana said. ‘How does he go and knock himself unconscious by reversing into a wall? Wasn’t he wearing his seat belt? He can’t have been going that fast, can he? You were in your driveway, Mum said. Is that right?’ Then before I could answer, she said, ‘Shit. I haven’t asked about the kids. Sorry, Jane. How are the kids? Are they injured? Are the kids OK?’

‘The kids are fine. They’re with a neighbour.’

‘And what about you? Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine. Shook up, but fine.’

We sat down. Juliana put her arm around Gloria and pulled her mother in towards her tightly. Gloria was doing her utmost to appear stoic but had been weeping silent tears since arriving. ‘Think positive, Mum,’ Juliana instructed and Gloria said, ‘I am, love. You know I am. I’m praying for Leon.’ She closed her eyes and dipped her head before clasping her hands together in her lap. Her lips began moving, almost imperceptibly, and the effect was such that the rest of us saw fit to close our eyes as well.

A few minutes passed before I thought it was the right time to say what was on my mind.

‘I think Leon may have had some sort of … thing before he crashed,’ I began carefully.

Juliana’s eyes snapped open. ‘What kind of thing?’

‘I don’t know what to call it. A funny turn. When I got into the car he didn’t look like himself.’

‘Did he say anything?’ Juliana asked.

I shook my head. ‘It was as if he couldn’t hear me … He was almost trance-like.’

‘Do you think he could have been having a stroke?’ Gloria asked.

‘It crossed my mind … but I’m sorry, I’m no expert. I don’t know what a stroke would even look like.’

‘You’re supposed to ask them to raise both arms,’ said Meredith helpfully. ‘Then ask them to smile and say a few words. If they can’t do any of those three things, then it’s probably a stroke.’

Meredith worked for the NHS, dealing with patient complaints. Sometimes, it could make her a bit moody. She did appear to have some degree of medical knowledge, but Gloria always said to take any advice from Meredith with a pinch of salt.

‘I didn’t think to do that,’ I said quietly, and I neglected to tell them that by the time I realized there was something very wrong with Leon, we were in Lawrence’s front garden, the kids screaming in the back seat and Leon slumped lifelessly at the wheel.

Gloria put her hand on top of mine. ‘I wouldn’t have known to do that either, love.’

The door opened and the four of us looked up expectantly.

‘Are you Mr Campbell’s family?’ A woman in a smart taupe-coloured suit approached. We told her that we were. ‘We’ll talk in here then,’ she said, ‘if that’s OK with you? Seeing as though it’s empty.’

We didn’t argue and she pulled a chair around so that she was sitting directly in front of us.

‘I’m Dr Letts,’ she began. ‘I’m one of the neurologists here. I’ve had the chance to examine each of Leon’s scans and so now we’re fully aware of what we’re dealing with.’

She cleared her throat.

‘OK … it seems Leon has two fifty-millimetre nails lodged inside his brain.’

I repeated what she’d said silently back to myself: Two fifty-millimetre nails inside his brain.

Nobody spoke.

I could only assume the others were staring back at her with the same look of incredulity I was.

‘One entered here,’ Dr Letts said, gesturing to the area just above her right ear, ‘and one here.’ She moved her finger forwards, to her forehead.

I wondered if she’d got the wrong family.

Wrong family. Wrong patient. Wrong scans.

‘How did they get in there?’ Juliana asked, quietly stunned.

I looked at Gloria to see if she had the answer. For one mad moment, I had an image of her suddenly smacking her own forehead, exclaiming that Leon had fallen off a wall/bicycle/horse as a kid, and had run all the way home with a piece of wood stuck to the side of his head.

But instead, Gloria whispered, ‘How long is fifty millimetres?’

The neurologist held her fingers two inches apart and Gloria swallowed, closing her eyes. She took a steadying breath and I saw it shudder inside her chest.

How had this happened? I didn’t understand.

I once read about a woman who, having experienced some weird tunnel vision and tingling arm pain, had a head X-ray. She was told there was a bullet inside her brain; she’d been shot as a kid, and no one had thought to tell her.

Could the same have happened to Leon? Had these nails been inside his head for years?

‘I’ll be straight with you,’ said the neurologist. ‘It looks very much as though this is the result of a violent attack.’

And when each of us stayed silent, when each of us listened to her words and found they just didn’t quite make sense, she said, ‘It seems to me as if it was done intentionally.’

Juliana gasped.

‘He was shot with a nail gun,’ Dr Letts explained. ‘We’ve contacted the police because, well, to be frank, this looks like attempted murder.’

Immediately, Gloria asked, ‘How is he?’

‘He’s in an induced coma. And the—’

‘Attempted murder?’ I said, and the neurologist nodded her head gravely. ‘Murder?’ I repeated. ‘Who would want to murder Leon …? No one would want to murder Leon. Are you sure you have this right?’

‘It’s important to stress that we can’t be completely sure of anything right now,’ said Dr Letts. ‘But we have notified the police. And unless Leon was working with a
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