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Praise for The Wreckage

‘A terrific debut exploring the vulnerabilities and co-dependency of damaged individuals. I loved the wonderfully subtle but insistent tone of menace woven into the narrative, winding me into the colliding worlds of Ben and Alice and pushing me on to finish it. Clever and compelling!’ – Fiona Barton, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Widow

‘Artfully written – the focus on Adam and Ben’s internal conflict was a welcome reversal of stereotypes often found in psychological thrillers.’ – LJ Ross, international bestselling author of The DCI Ryan Mysteries

‘An astounding debut – disturbing and utterly compelling.’ – K.L. Slater, author of Blink

‘The Wreckage is an exceedingly good debut novel that tackles serious issues with real compassion and empathy, allows the characters to draw you in and feel their pain, and keeps you guessing.’ – Joy Ellis, author of The Jackman And Evans series

‘This is a terrifying psychological thriller – credible & gut-wrenching. We are cunningly forced into the pit of obsession. Completely successful, an exciting new writer. I loved it.’ – Miriam Margolyes

‘Immersive, compelling and gripping.’ – C.L. Taylor, Sunday Times bestselling author of Sleep

‘Gripping with a great twist!’ – Harriet Tyce, author of Blood Orange

‘Fresh and engaging, with such well-drawn central characters. It kept me gripped, and felt realistically, messily, human.’ – Gavin Extence, author of The Universe Versus Alex Woods

‘Original, intelligent and utterly compelling.’ – Matt Lucas

‘Superb characterisation and a devilish twist that took me completely by surprise.’ – Mark Edwards, bestselling author of Here To Stay

‘Written with the confidence of someone several books into their career – I loved it.’ – John Marrs, author of The One

‘I was completely gripped from the very first page. Robin Morgan-Bentley is a master of hold-your-breath suspense.’ – Mel B (Spice Girl)

‘A thoroughly compelling read you won’t be able to put down.’ – Caroline Mitchell, international bestselling author of Silent Victim

‘Fresh and enthralling.’ – Mel Sherratt, million copy bestselling author of Hush Hush
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Pause you who read this, and think for a moment of the long chain of iron or gold, of thorns or flowers, that would never have bound you, but for the formation of the first link on one memorable day.
– Charles Dickens, Great Expectations


BEN

Tuesday, 9 January, 6.42 a.m.

It’s the windscreen wipers first. Shards of rubber and plastic, going back and forth, back and forth, frantically scrambling to clear my way. There’s no road in front of me, just flashes of grey and wet, grey and wet.

And then the sounds. The low, dull whirr of my engine, punctuated by the zip of other cars, more eager, more urgent, overtaking me on my right. The sharp, sudden whip of thunder cracked onto the roof of my car, causing me to jump each time, my legs shaking in anticipation of the next strike.

And then the morning mist. The dial on the heater is broken, so I lean forwards and rub the windscreen clear with the edge of my sleeve. I notice a milk stain on my left cuff, the remnant of a rushed breakfast.

The wipers, the zip, the thunder, the mist, the dial, the stain. Always in that order.

And then there it is: the flash of white – one glimpse, one frame, then chaos. A cacophony that I remember and describe differently every time: a thump on impact, a smash of the head, a screech as I hit the brakes and swerve to the side. If the sequence of visuals is set, the sounds are on shuffle. What came first, the screech or the smash? After the sounds, other sensations: ears popping, stomach dropping, a warm, sensual urge in my groin. And then the smells: the whiff of burnt rubber and that sweet, warm scent of rain trickling in through the broken windscreen. And just one taste: the metallic tang of blood.

I switch off the engine, unbuckle my seat belt, lean forwards and run my finger across a crack in the windscreen. I shuffle across, open the passenger door and climb out. The roar of the traffic drowns the ringing in my ears. And it’s pouring, that uniquely British brand of rain that cuts across diagonally and feels much heavier than it looks.

I walk behind my car to the edge of the hard shoulder. I can see that people are stopping now, so maybe one of them can help me to get back onto the road. It’s still dark but the lights of the gathering cars shine around me, from the road to the hard shoulder, and onto the verge to my left. That’s where they all seem to be going, that’s where there’s a commotion. Another clash of thunder, and as I jolt forwards, my stomach drops and I vomit onto the tarmac. I’ve just seen the white again. A pair of white cotton trousers, stained with mud at the hems, lying on the verge. There’s a man on the side of road. He’s there because I hit him with my car.

There are a good few seconds that go missing here. When I return, I’m walking down the hard shoulder, facing the rush of traffic. My legs feel numb – like pins and needles but colder, even more detached. I’m stumbling towards a flashing blue-and-red light, where I can see a police officer. As I approach him, my legs return, but I feel a strange pull in my upper body now, as if a force quite separate from my realm of control has taken over. By the time I reach the officer, I’m drenched, shivering through sodden clothes, my hair plastered across my forehead.

‘I’m sorry,’ I yell, my arms raised high above my head. ‘I’m sorry.’


ALICE

Tuesday, 9 January, 7.15 a.m.

It’s not the first time I’ve woken up and turned over to an empty pillow. He’s been an insomniac ever since we first started seeing each other and, apparently, all his life. On our second date he told me he was ‘a thinker’, which at the time struck me as condescending, as if the rest of us spend most of the day staring blankly into the distance.

I look up to check the time: Adam has one of those tacky clocks that projects onto the ceiling in bright blue neon. He always likes to know what the time is, even though I tell him that it doesn’t help with his sleeplessness. It’s 7.15 a.m. I’m surprised I haven’t been woken by Max yet. He sleeps quite well for a seven-year-old, but he’s usually in here by now, asking for breakfast and grabbing the duvet off me.

I get out of bed, put on a dressing gown and walk over to the window. It looks like it’s been a rough night. It’s still raining a bit, and I can see that it must have been heavy because the lawn looks flooded and the clothes line has been floored by the wind. On the news, they’ve been talking about Storm Jolene, sweeping over from the southern states of America, and it certainly looks like she’s had a little stopover at our house. I’m not sure there are many people called Jolene in Rickmansworth, or in all of Hertfordshire for that matter.

I head across the hallway and into Max’s room. He’s still asleep, gently snoring. I kiss him on the forehead and he stirs but then settles, so I step out of the room and go downstairs. This house is so much bigger than we need and it feels extravagant, but Adam calls it his ‘forever home’ and who am I to argue with that? I feel lonely sometimes: when Max is at school and Adam is locked up in his study at the end of the garden, tearing his hair out and being excruciatingly creative in his attempts to write his almost-but-never-quite-finished screenplay. I was an accountant in the City before Max was born, and I thought about going back to work a couple of years ago, when he started primary school, but Adam was against it and, thanks to his father’s oil business, it’s not like we need the money.

I head into the kitchen and put on a pot of tea. I can see that Adam has already made some for himself because there’s a teabag in the sink. He must be in the outhouse, writing. I put on three crumpets, dollop butter on them, stick one in my mouth, wince as I squeeze my feet into the trainers by the patio doors and head outside. The garden really is in a state – branches have leapt off the trees, flowers have collapsed from their beds onto the lawn and the clothes line looks finished. I screw up my face as the drizzle soaks me and the bottom of my dressing gown is soiled as it drags across the ground. The tree house that Adam started building with Max in the summer hasn’t fared well. It’s a good job they didn’t get very far.

The door to the outhouse is wide open. I approach carefully, as I know Adam doesn’t like to be disturbed while he’s writing and I can’t be bothered with a shouting match. But he’s not in here. The place is an absolute tip. All of his books, usually so neatly stacked and ordered by theme, are strewn across the floor. I step over shreds of paper, discarded manuscripts, scenes from his latest play that he’s no doubt agonised over for hours before discarding in a temper. And the lamp, his mother’s porcelain lamp – ghastly but treasured – is shattered into pieces and scattered on the tiled floor. It’s as if the storm has made its way inside the outhouse and turned Adam’s room upside down. And where the hell is he?

I start picking up the pieces of porcelain first, because I know that when Max wakes up and realises there’s no one in the house, he’ll come and find me here. As I step out of the shed, I almost trip on Adam’s slippers. Has he left the house without shoes? I gather pace as I head back towards the house, running up the stairs to grab my phone. I call his phone: straight to voicemail. I scramble back down the stairs, burst into the garden and back into the outhouse. The panic has set in: I’ve been here before. I riffle through the mess on the floor, the notebooks, the loose pages, cutting my finger on a piece of lamp. And then I see it, perched on the seat of his chair. A stuffed brown envelope and on the front a few simple marks in Adam’s beautiful calligraphy:

Tell Maxy I’m sorry.

I run back through the garden, into the house, leap upstairs and into the bedroom, snatching my car keys from the bedside table and dabbing my bleeding finger on a torn old tissue. I need to get Max out of bed.

‘Max, sweetheart. Wake up. Wake up, please. Here, put these on.’

I open his cupboard and grab the first T-shirt and shorts that I see, throwing them on his bed as he rubs his eyes.

‘Where are we going, Mummy?’

I need him to get the urgency, but I can’t tell him what’s going on.

‘Max, I’m going to take you over to Mrs Turner. Mummy needs to do something quickly. Come on, get out of bed.’

It’s one of the privileges of suburbia, having a de facto babysitter living next door. Mrs Turner has always had a soft spot for Max: he’s one of those kids who impresses strangers, particularly older ladies, and as Mrs Turner has lived alone since her own child died of meningitis in the early nineties, I like to think that taking Max round there from time to time is an act of charity. Today, she is visibly perturbed by my sudden appearance at her front door so early in the morning, and she looks me up and down in consternation when she notices that I’m wearing my summer dressing gown in the depths of the winter. I don’t have time to stop and explain, and usher Max towards her before she knows what’s hit her.

I rush straight from Mrs Turner’s to my car, the back of my dressing gown cold and damp as I shut the door and turn on the ignition. As I reverse out of the driveway and through the gate, I see the sun rising in the rear-view mirror and feel a shot of adrenaline run straight down my spine. There’s never been a fucking note before.

I race into town, past the railway station and onto the main road, noticing every early-morning stroller and hurried commuter. I know his usual haunt. In the past, when he’s disappeared, he has just needed space, heading into the park to sit on the bench and pull himself together. I drive as close as I can get to the entrance, ditch the car and cross the road into the park, dodging stray branches and landing in puddles as I go. Through the turnstile, past the roundabout and swings, towards the bench in the distance. I’m running, screaming his name, but I can already see that there’s no one sitting there.

What a sight I must be: a heffalump in dressing gown and trainers, with streaks of last night’s make-up trailing down my cheeks, yelling into an empty, sodden park. My body is not made for this, and I’m wheezing and gasping as I cross to the other side and head towards the high street. I should have taken my inhaler. The man who runs the launderette has just arrived, putting the key in the shutters to open up, and he turns round and looks at me as I gasp for air, scuttling away from him, crossing the road in between moving cars, past the betting shop and towards the police station.

As I approach the automatic doors, I stop to catch my breath and notice the patch of sweat from under my left tit that has seeped through my satin dressing gown. Through the doors, to the reception desk, one last deep breath and …

‘Hello, I’d like to report my husband missing. Yes, missing. He, he … there was a note and I think he might be in trouble.’


BEN

Tuesday, 9 January, 6.56 a.m.

‘Let’s get out of this rain. Would you mind joining us in our vehicle for a quick chat?’

‘I did see a flash. I saw a white flash as I was driving along and heard a bang and I thought I must have hit something. I swerved to the left and then got out to see the damage and only then did I see him, I didn’t …’

‘Let’s go and have a proper chat. Come on, now. Have you got the keys to your car?’

‘Keys? No, I mean they’re still in the … Is he dead? Is the man dead?’

‘Please, sir, try to stay calm. Our car is this one at the back here; it’ll be nice and warm in there. Let’s go.’

The officer signals to a colleague and I watch as he heads towards my car. I trundle across the road towards the police car in the near distance and I can feel a cold squish of rain that has seeped into my left shoe. It’s particularly cold on the heel and this makes my gait heavy, my foot a bit harder to lift. When we reach the car, the officer opens the back door for me and I slide in. My breath’s gathering pace: I can feel my upper torso rise and fall with each inhale and exhale, my face dripping with a mix of rain and sweat from the top of my hairline. The officer closes the door and takes the driver’s seat.

‘OK, great. So, just a few routine questions now. What’s your name please, sir?’

‘Benjamin Anderson.’

‘Age?’

‘Thirty-two.’

‘Lovely. Now, can I call you Ben?’

I can see the officer in the rear-view mirror and nod. I don’t say a word, because I can feel a lump developing in my throat and my eyes glazing over, the first sheet of tears forming.

‘Good stuff. I’m DC Ed Parsons. Now, first things first. Where were you off to this morning?’

‘Work – I teach at a school near Bricket Wood. But what happened – is he dead? I need to know what happened. Let me out of the car, I need to go and see …’

I lean across to open the door and hear the crunch of the lock. I pull anyway, pull and pull and pull.

‘Ben, we need you to remain where you are, please. There’s a medical team at the scene now doing everything they can.’

The officer reaches into his glove compartment for a packet of tissues and offers me the box. I grab one, blow my nose hard and look into the tissue.

‘Everything will be OK,’ he continues. ‘Our friends from the ambulance know what they’re doing and they’re already here, doing what they can to help him. Now, can you tell me about your movements this morning? The more you can tell me, the better; it just helps us to get a picture.’

I take another tissue, rubbing it over my hair, down my face and across my neck. I fold up the tissue, dab my eyes, take a deep breath and start talking.

‘Well, I woke up, as usual, at 5.45 a.m. I had a shower, got dressed and then left the house at about six fifteen. It usually takes about fifty-five minutes door to door. I like to get in early to do some lesson planning before the kids arrive.’

I’ve sometimes thought about moving closer to the school, but I love my flat and I don’t mind the drive. It gives me time to gather my thoughts for the day. When I was offered the job at this school five years ago, I couldn’t quite believe my luck. I was only twenty-seven, the youngest teacher there, and I knew the kids would be stimulating to teach. My last school was in Central London, one that inspectors describe as ‘challenging’. When I started, I saw it as some sort of moral calling, but in the end it was an achievement just making sure that all the kids had been given something to eat for breakfast. My new school is in an affluent suburb, and my students are the kids of bankers, solicitors and actuaries. I suppose I feel honoured to be trusted with ‘the leaders of tomorrow’, as the prospectus puts it.

‘And what about your mobile phone? Where was that while you were driving?’

‘I wasn’t texting or anything, if that’s what you mean. No, look, my phone’s here in my pocket. I always keep it there and don’t even touch it if it rings while I’m driving. It’s pretty battered now.’

Not strictly true. I’ve been making an effort to keep my phone in my jacket pocket, but if I’m honest with myself, sometimes I do get it out and check for texts when I’m sitting in a traffic jam. That’s normal, isn’t it?

‘OK, Ben. We’re just going to ask you now to do a quick breathalyser test. Have you done one of these before?’

Breathalyser test? How can he possibly believe that I’ve been drinking at 7 a.m. on a Tuesday? He’s obviously never had to stand in front of a room of eagle-eyed eight-year-olds, with their acute sixth sense for vulnerability. I suppose it’s just a box-ticking exercise and so when he hands me the contraption, I accept it with grace and place it in my mouth.

‘That’s it, well done. And if you can just take a deep breath and blow into the tube, please. That’s it.’

I hand it back to him, my mind spinning as I try to remember when I last drank. I had a glass of wine a couple of nights ago with dinner. Is there any chance that might still be in my system? I run my tongue across my front teeth and can still feel the sting of mouthwash that I used this morning. What if I swallowed some?

‘All clear, son. OK, we’re just going to run you down to the station now, to take an official statement.’

If I need to make an official statement, shouldn’t I have some support? I don’t know what I’m doing. Maybe I need a lawyer in case I say something that I don’t mean. And Dad. I want to call my dad. He’s always good in situations like this. He’ll know what to do.

‘I’d really like a lawyer to be present, please. And am I allowed to call my dad?’

‘Sure, go ahead, son. Take this. And yeah, there’ll be a duty solicitor down at the station, so when you’re ready we can head down there.’

The officer passes me a phone and my hand is shaking so much that I can barely dial. I have to hold the phone down with my left hand and press the screen with my right. As the phone rings, I feel tears streaming down my face, proper tears this time, and an itch on my cheeks that is relieved when I wipe them away. It rings once, twice, three times, and I scramble to figure out what to say. How to phrase it? How do I break the news?

‘Dad – I need you. I need you to come – I’m with the police, we’re going to the station. I ran someone over, Dad. He was on the side of the motorway and stepped out in front of my car. Dad, I think I might have killed someone.’

And there it is. The first time I’ve said it out loud.


ALICE

Tuesday, 9 January, 8.15 a.m.

Here I am, in someone else’s coat, slumped on a chair in a waiting room in Rickmansworth Police Station. Someone’s given me a coffee, but one sip’s enough because it tastes like crushed paracetamol. I bite down into the top of the polystyrene cup, leaving teeth marks. I look around for a mirror but am relieved not to find one – my forehead feels like someone’s plastered it with glue and I can taste last night’s mascara that’s trickled into my mouth.

 ‘Mrs Selby?’

A stumpy man is coming towards me. He can’t be more than about five feet four and he’s got a bulbous belly. He’s also got a mole to the right of his top lip, which he should really get checked. I’m transfixed for a good few seconds: an intermission to worry about a stranger’s future before having to face the reality of my own.

‘Yes, hello. Hi. Alice, I’m Alice Selby.’

The stocky man pulls a handkerchief out of his right trouser pocket and wipes his brow, mouth and chin before reaching out a hand.

‘Won’t you please come with me? Have you been offered a drink?’

‘No, I mean … yes, I’m fine, thanks.’

I follow him down a damp, dingy corridor, my shoes squeaking on the cold concrete floor. He leads me into Interrogation Room 2 – a desk, three flimsy blue chairs and four pale, blank walls – and he pulls a chair out for me before taking another opposite. I wince as he lowers himself, unsure that the plastic can take his weight.

‘Mrs Selby, I am DI John Cousins, in charge of the Rickmansworth service here today. We’ve been informed of an incident out on the M1 this morning and we have reason to believe your husband has been involved.’

‘What? It can’t be him. He never drives on the motorway. Must be someone else. Adam will be somewhere around the park; he’s done this before. My car’s just outside. I can show you where I found him last time, just behind the …’

‘Mrs Selby, Mrs Selby, please listen to me. We believe your husband has been involved as a pedestrian.’

Gut drops. Throat closes. I can see where this is going but feign ignorance for now.

‘A pedestrian on the motorway?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Now, sorry to ask, but do you have any reason to believe that he might have attempted to take his own life, Mrs Selby?’

Fuck.

‘How do you even know it’s him? Surely this kind of stuff happens all the time. What evidence do you have that it’s Adam? He promised me he wouldn’t try to do this again!’

The fat man reaches for something on the chair next to him and slides it across the table. In a flimsy freezer bag, I recognise it immediately. Real Italian leather, from a market in Turin and frayed at the edges: a wallet with his initials.

In a whisper, I say, ‘Where’s his body?’

‘Watford General. He’s still alive, Mrs Selby, but I’m afraid he’s in a very critical condition.’

Critical condition. I need to get out of this room, right now.

I stand, shed the charity coat and run down the corridor, past the coffee machine, through the double doors and into the world. It’s raining and as I look up to the sky, grey clouds are closing in. I take a seat on a bench outside the police station and start rocking. Rocking and sobbing in my newly see-through dressing gown. A crazy woman in the elements.


BEN

Tuesday, 9 January, 7.12 a.m.

I have no concept of time or place. As we drive towards the police station, all I feel is a sequence of dread, guilt, fear and regret. My senses are raging and there are sounds coming out of my mouth that I don’t recognise as my own. I’m howling and gasping for breath, moaning in pain like an injured animal. I catch a glimpse of myself in the wing mirror and see a child: my eyes red raw, with snot hanging from my nose to my chin. I look down at my seat belt and the red of the button grows bigger and bigger. Why have I got a seat belt on? This is not something I deserve. I bang my head with my palm and this provides some relief. I bang and I bang and I bang. Maybe if I keep on banging, this will all be over.

And then everything goes quiet. I stop crying and I sit on both of my hands, tying myself down and rocking myself to a gentle calm. My forehead is sore and I crack open the window for some fresh air. My breathing starts to regulate and I grab another tissue from the box that’s now at my feet, wiping my face and rubbing my eyes.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me, I just don’t know how …’

DC Parsons looks into the rear-view mirror, straight at me.

‘It’s the shock, Ben. I’m sure the trauma of the whole thing would set me off, too. Not much I haven’t seen before, I can tell you that for nothing.’

As we drive, more slowly now, through the streets of Rickmansworth, I think of my mother and what she will make of all this. She’s always warned me about cars. She never learned to drive as she didn’t trust herself and while that approach has always seemed uptight and ridiculous – as are so many of her takes on the world – now I see this perspective in a new light. How ridiculous is it that we are allowed to take the wheel after a cursory test and drive around the streets with such power! Are cars any less lethal than handguns? We all drive around with this collective trust, an unspoken agreement that we rate each other’s skills with this deadly, complicated weapon.

I hear a crackle on the car radio and a woman’s hoarse Cockney voice. ‘Hi, lads. We’ve got an ID on the victim. Adam Selby. He’s en route now to Watford General. Still breathing, apparently.’

Adam Selby. The victim. Why is she calling him a victim? If he’s the victim, am I the perpetrator? But breathing, he’s still breathing. I bite the middle finger on my right hand and the sting of the cut keeps me distracted. I suck until the blood stops and then the car comes to a halt. I hear the crunch of the handbrake and the zip of the keys being removed from the ignition.

‘Come on, son. We’re here.’

As we step out of the car, it’s still pouring with rain, so the officer hovers an umbrella over my head. I’ve never felt so dependent in my life: like an invalid being escorted between institutions, drenched to the skin, eyes heavy from all the crying. I step up onto the pavement, taking a few more confident steps and striding ahead of the officer, determined to make my own way inside.

Suddenly, everything comes into focus and I take it all in. I look at this officer properly for the first time: a distinctive face, with a scar just above his right eyebrow. A row of parked police cars, one of them with a smashed windscreen. Automatic doors and a computerised, transatlantic voice that says ‘Doors opening’. Mud stains that I’m leaving on the ground as I trundle into the police station. And Dad, who stands and rushes towards me, hugging me harder than I’ve ever been hugged before.


BEN

Tuesday, 9 January, 4.47 p.m.

‘OK, Ben, we’ve got your statement now, all the tests are clear, so you’re good to go. Chances are there will be some future investigation, particularly if the gentleman does pass away. In the meantime, try to take it easy, yeah? Don’t be too hard on yourself. As I said before, mate, we won’t be pursuing dangerous driving charges – you couldn’t have done anything differently. It’s all just very unfortunate.’

DC Parsons thinks I’m a nervous wreck, but who wouldn’t be in this scenario? For him, it’s just another day at the office. People must get run over all the time on their way to work. For me, it’s a major life event that I can’t just shake off with a few words on a piece of paper.

‘Can I go to the hospital? Or at least call to see what’s going on? I need to know what’s happening.’

DC Parsons sighs, looks over his shoulder and lowers his voice.

‘Look, I know it’s hard, but you need to leave it in the hands of the professionals now. Come on, now.’

He leads me out of the interrogation room and I meet my dad at reception. He looks concerned, tired, and puts his arm round me as we head to the exit together.

‘Come and stay with your mum and me for a couple of days, yeah? Shake it off.’

And so he drives me back to their house in Edgware – about half an hour’s drive – and we listen to talkRADIO. There isn’t a single mention of the accident on the news, or even on the traffic updates. Dad wants to chat, but my head is spinning and I just don’t know which words I’d spit out first. I’m sorry? Help?

When we reach the house, I head straight up to my old bedroom and shut the door. I don’t even take my clothes off or bother going under the covers – I fall flat on the bed. When I wake in the middle of the night, the lights are off and I’m tucked under the covers in my boxer shorts, my clothes folded neatly on the chair by my table.

I get out of bed and find my phone, which is charging on the desk. I take it back into bed with me, frantically checking the BBC website. And then google:

Road accidents 9 Jan

Collisions 9 Jan motorway

9 Jan motorway deaths

9 Jan Adam Selby

But nothing’s coming up and I think that must be a good sign. If Adam were dead, surely they would be reporting on it by now?

And then I get sucked into a vortex of searches about the man himself. This man, Adam Selby, whose life I have suddenly altered, whose whole existence has been threatened by the fact that I drove my car into him. The trouble is, it’s quite a common name. I find Adam Selby, Finance Director of Beat Communications; Adam Selby, freelance photographer specialising in wildlife portraits; Adam Selby, playwright, winner of the Laurence Olivier Award for Best New Play for The Girlfriend (2009); Adam Selby, champion gymnast, currently training to represent Team GB at the next Olympics. Which of these Adam Selbys is my victim?

The next morning when I come down the stairs, just in my boxers, it’s like I’m the prodigal son, returning from a gap year in Peru. Mum has made one of her famous ‘family breakfasts’ – reserved in the past for birthdays and exam days – and she pulls out a chair for me as I approach the table.

‘You must be starving, love. Didn’t eat a thing yesterday, did you?’

Mum doesn’t hold back with the food: she’s always been a keen eater, yo-yoing from one fad diet to the next. At the moment she’s on some kind of protein-only regime, and piles her plate full of smoked salmon and kidney beans. And I am hungry: food hasn’t really crossed my mind since the crash, and although I vaguely remember being offered a chocolate bar in the police station, I wasn’t in the mood. I help myself to a bit of everything.

‘We called the school and spoke to the headmistress. She’s a lovely lady, isn’t she? Said to take as much time off as you need.’

‘Mum, why did you do that? Did you tell them what happened? I don’t want them to know.’

‘Don’t be silly, Benjy. Just eat up your breakfast and we can all chat together afterwards.’

Oh, shut up, Mother, I’m not a child. I have no intention to chat. Chat about what? I don’t know why I expected Dad to keep all this a secret from Mum, but I feel really put out that it’s been the topic of conversation in my absence. Mum has a knack of foreseeing the worst possible potential outcome in the most harmless of scenarios and it had never occurred to me how she might react when the shit really did hit the fan. What do they want to chat about, anyway? Chat about the fact that I ran over a perfect stranger? Chat about the state of that poor man, either dead or comatose in hospital, struggling for his life because of my driving? No, no chat for now.

I finish my breakfast, brush past my mum and head back up to the bedroom. It’s chilly and I’m still in my underwear, so I find an old dressing gown in the cupboard; it has that distinctive smell of home. I wander over to the CD rack, running my finger down the dusty collection. I pick up Alanis Morissette’s Jagged Little Pill, place it in the ghetto blaster and leap onto my bed.

And, in this moment, I feel quite content: in the four walls of my parents’ maisonette, I needn’t have a worry in the world. No one can touch me, or accuse me of anything. No one can ask me whether or not I was sober or speeding or using my phone or not paying attention. And, obviously, in this room everyone else is safe from me, too. There’s no viable way for me to harm anyone else. But then I close my eyes and fall asleep, and I have the first flashback. The wipers, the zip, the thunder, the mist, the dial, the stain. The flash of white.


ALICE

Tuesday, 16 January

We’ve been here for seven days now and it’s hardly the Ritz. There’s a TV in the far right corner, about 22-inch, Panasonic, on a bracket attached to the wall. A large bay window looks out onto the car park, where I watch vehicles come and go throughout the day. A door that leads to a bathroom, with a cracked toilet and a crusty bath that looks like it would do more harm than good. And then, if I turn and look to my left, I see the labyrinth of wires and tubes, the monitors, the catheters, the liquids and gases all working together to keep my husband alive.

On that first morning in the police station, I jumped to the wrong conclusion. When I heard that Adam had been hit on the motorway, I didn’t expect to be spending the next few weeks in a hospital ward. I suppose you instinctively go to the darkest place.

The police gave me a lift from the station to the hospital. It was the first time I’d been in a police car and it almost felt exhilarating: I was on a mission, weaving in and out of the traffic, at the centre of something vital, something urgent. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt special, even glamorous, until I caught a glimpse of my face in the reflection of the tinted windows: sweaty and blotchy, eyes puffy and hair strewn across my face.

When we arrived at Watford General, I knew that I had to put my vanities and anxieties aside. It was time for me to step up and be the strong, concerned, assertive next of kin. They seemed to be expecting me as soon as I walked in, and I was led immediately to a room where I was offered another coffee – this one more palatable than the one in the police station – and greeted by a lanky man with a stethoscope round his neck.

‘Mrs Selby, my name is Dr Isaacs. I’m one of the doctors on duty this evening at Watford General.’

‘You’re not a fucking doctor, you’re only about twelve!’

I’d read about junior doctors but didn’t expect someone that junior. This guy was barely out of school. He had acne all over his face and neck and looked like he’d just had a growth spurt and was in need of some new trousers.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to … sorry.’ Bit harsh of me, to be fair.

The junior doctor gave a tight-lipped smile. ‘No offence taken. Would you like to follow me, please? I’d like to give you the latest on your husband.’

Was this the moment they’d tell me, ever so gingerly, that my husband had passed away? But then this chap seemed a bit too chirpy for that and his choice of words – ‘the latest on your husband’ – suggested a transitory state that hadn’t reached its end.

I followed him into a busy corridor, dodging nurses and trollies, and was led into a dingy room at the end of the hallway.

‘Take a seat here, Mrs Selby.’

The junior doctor pointed towards a black chair, one of those that swivels even when you want to sit still, and I plonked myself down on the seat. It was barely sturdy enough to take my weight and I jolted back as I lowered myself. My heart was pounding fast and I felt queasy.

‘Mrs Selby, I’m glad you could make it here so quickly. Your husband is in a critical condition and is currently in emergency surgery. He’s sustained quite a few fractures and, most significantly, some serious injuries to the head.’

‘Well, can I see him?’

‘Mrs Selby, as I mentioned, he’s currently undergoing some important surgery and we need to wait while we let the doctors do what they can to help him in this critical period. He’s in good hands, Mrs Selby.’

There was something in the way this child was repeatedly using my name that riled me.

‘What do you mean head injuries? Is he going to be brain-damaged?’

‘I’m afraid it’s hard to ascertain the extent of his complications, Mrs Selby. What I can confirm at this juncture is that he is in a critical condition and it’s likely that we’ll keep him in an induced coma for the time being.’

Who fucking uses words like ‘ascertain’ and ‘juncture’? There was something so calm and officious about the way he was speaking, like he’d just got out of a seminar called ‘How to Deliver Bad News to Loved Ones’.

‘Induced coma? So essentially he’s going to be a vegetable?’

‘We don’t like to use that terminology, Mrs Selby. He’s been placed in a medically induced coma.’

‘So what now, then? I just sit and wait for him to come round?’

‘Er, yes, Mrs Selby. There are magazines in the relatives’ room.’

As he walked away, I saw a faint shake of the head. Dickhead.

A few hours passed. When I looked out of the window and saw that it was getting dark, I knew I should check in on Max. What would I say to Mrs Turner? My phone had long run out of battery, so one of the nurses gave me some change to make the call from a payphone. I dialled her number and, as I waited for her to pick up, I tried to decide how much detail to share at this stage.

‘Mrs Turner, it’s Alice. Yes, I’m so sorry, my phone ran out of juice a few hours ago. It’s Adam – he’s … there’s been an accident.’

Accident. It felt like a suitable placeholder. It’s not like I could have opened with ‘Adam stepped in front of a car and is now in a coma,’ could I?

Mrs Turner agreed to keep Max with her for as long as needed, and when I spoke to him on the phone, I explained that ‘Daddy’s not feeling great,’ and he seemed happy to stay put. I was relieved that he didn’t ask any questions and didn’t seem that bothered about where I was, where his dad was or what had happened, so I was happy to keep him in ignorant bliss for now. So for the first week I stayed at the hospital, and Max slept at Mrs Turner’s. I popped in a couple of times during the week to see him – I had to go home to get some clean clothes anyway – and he was doing just fine.

And so here I am, waiting. I think I’m playing the role of attentive wife quite well, sitting patiently with very little to do but stroke the sections of his right hand not covered in tubes and plasters. Every few hours a nurse comes in and does something: notes down a measurement, replaces a catheter. I wonder how necessary all this is, or if it’s all just a charade that they play to give my husband a semblance of humanity.

The nurses try so hard to make small talk, to perk me up, and for the first couple of days I indulged them. But now, I bat away their pleasantries as quickly as they come. It’s all very well them smiling, being chirpy and commenting on the weather. Secretly, I bet they’re talking among themselves about the man in room 454 who tried to kill himself on the motorway and his stuck-up bitch of a wife who probably drove him to it. And yeah, I’m sure I am coming across as a bitch, but I don’t care. I’m not here to make friends and even if I were, they wouldn’t make the cut.

‘Significant and irreparable damage to the frontal lobe’ is the latest diagnosis, and this aside from the two broken legs, two broken arms, cracked ribs, punctured left lung and damaged spinal cord. A consultant came in yesterday, apparently Britain’s leading expert in brain trauma: a mild-mannered doctor called Mr Al-Shawawi. He tried to explain to me that Adam may never come to and that if he did, we could expect significant disability: owing to the spinal injury, partial, if not total, paralysis, and because of the brain damage, a marked decline in his cognitive abilities. He was also kind enough to remind me that he was lucky to be alive – that the speed of the car that ran into him was significant and should have killed him in an instant. I’m not sure if Adam would agree with the ‘luck’ diagnosis; Mr Al-Shawawi clearly isn’t up to speed on the circumstances of the ‘accident’.

And as for me, I don’t know how to feel: on the one hand, a duty to be traumatised, to mourn the loss of my husband even though he’s still sort of breathing in front of me. And it’s horrific to watch him, lying there totally dependent on machines to keep him alive, helpless and unaware of his predicament. But then there’s another side of me that feels guilty: that he’s here at all, that he didn’t achieve what he set out to do, that I’m letting the doctors keep him going against his will. And guilty, too, that I couldn’t help him more than I did. To what extent am I to blame for these circumstances? Had there not been enough warning signs? Could I have insisted on him getting more help? Shouldn’t I, as his wife, the only person who truly loved him, have been able to stop this from happening?

I spend most afternoons going backwards and forwards to the vending machines on the second floor, stuffing my face with coffees and KitKats, bowing my head ever so slightly to avoid eye contact with other patients and their families. No, I’m not very good at making friends.
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