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To Claire, Liv and Ruby




Author’s note: some of the characters in this book are from Wolverhampton in the West Midlands, so, when they use the word ‘Mom’, it’s not a spelling mistake or an Americanism, but a reflection of how many of the inhabitants of this wonderful part of the world speak.
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Excerpt from Three is a Magic Number Family WhatsApp Group:

Mum, Cal, Zo

2018

Mum added you

Group created 22/06/18 by Mum

Fri 22 Jun 2018

Mum: Hi, my beautiful family! Welcome to our new family WhatsApp group just for us! Love you both to the moon and back. xxx

Cal: Bumz

Zo: [image: ]

Mum: Cal, why are you lowering the tone already?

Cal: [image: ] Sorry

Zo: You guys are weird!!!




Now





1

Zoe

For the millionth time since the incident, I apologise to my godmother as we stand in line at the café. ‘I’m so, so sorry, Auntie Jen, really I am.’

‘You’d better be,’ she says sharply. ‘You’re not ill, Zoe, you’re hungover.’

Overwhelmed with shame I can’t bring myself to answer.

‘I know I’m usually fun Auntie Jen, cool Auntie Jen, Auntie Jen who you can talk to about anything, but this . . . this is absolutely—’

‘Good afternoon, how can I help you?’

The short queue ahead of us has disappeared and now there’s a barista with three nose piercings and a tattoo of an elf on her shoulder looking at us. Forcing a smile, Auntie Jen orders a hopefully palate-cleansing peppermint tea for me and a shot in the arm double espresso for herself, then marches me away from the potentially prying eyes and eager ears of the café’s other customers to a table at the back.

‘I can’t tell you how disappointed I am in you,’ she says, once we’ve sat down, and I can tell she really means it. It’s so rare to see her angry, least of all at me, her goddaughter, and for the first time I realise how completely and utterly terrifying she must seem to the kids at the school where she’s deputy head.

She carries on her dressing-down. ‘You’re not some daft tweenager who doesn’t know any better, Zoe, you’re seventeen, practically an adult! What on earth are you doing getting yourself into such a state?’



In that moment I feel even more sorry for myself than when I was throwing up in the restaurant toilet down the road fifteen minutes ago. I want to curl up into a ball and cry.

‘I threw a party at Dad’s last night,’ I confess. ‘And, well . . . I guess I must have overdone it a bit.’

‘Overdone it a bit’ is, to be truthful, a massive understatement. I’d drunk so much that had it not been for a reminder on my phone wrenching me awake I’d still be sleeping it off now. But the incessant beeping forced me to open my eyes and it was only the sight of the reminder, ‘Lunch. Auntie Jen. 1.00 p.m.’ that stopped me hurling my phone across the room and pulling the covers over my head.

As it was already five to one my first thought of course was to cancel. After all, if I looked anything like I felt, I knew Auntie Jen would guess what I’d been up to straight away. But cancelling would only set alarm bells ringing in her head and the last thing I needed was her popping round to check on me. As I lay there trying to work out what to do, Ava, my best friend since I moved to Dad’s, woke up and said, ‘Morning, you lunatic, what were you like last night?’, and when I told her that I couldn’t remember a thing about it she gave me a blow-by-blow account.

1. Apparently, I’d been spotted pouring an entire bottle of vodka into a half-drunk bottle of Pepsi Max mixed with Tango.

2. Apparently, I had a go at downing a large portion of my luminous concoction and ended up so off my face that I could barely stand.

3. Apparently, some creep who doesn’t even go to our sixth form took me outside by the pool and tried to stick his tongue down my throat.



4. Apparently, Sam Morgan, from my English Lit class who I don’t remember inviting to the party, saw what the creep was up to and came to my rescue.

5. Apparently, a huge fight broke out between Sam and the creep’s squad.

6. Apparently, Ava got Jonah Turner and some of his massive rugby mates to back up Sam and his friends, and so the creep and his squad got thrown out but not before one of them managed to hurl a full bottle of red wine at the French doors in the kitchen, shattering one of the lower panes of glass.

7. Apparently, after that Ava freaked out, told everyone the party was over and, once they’d gone, put me to bed in the recovery position.

‘On a positive note,’ she concluded, ‘I guarantee your party will be the only thing people will be talking about at sixth form on Monday morning. But on a less positive one, mate, when your dad sees the state of the house there’s no way he won’t ground you from now until the end of time.’

She was probably right but determined to face one problem at a time I pushed all my fears about the future to the back of my mind. Instead, I threw on some clean clothes, told Ava I’d see her later and, squeezing my eyes shut to avoid seeing the mess, made my way downstairs, through the hallway and out of the front door.

After slipping on my sunglasses I’d attempted to order an Uber. I don’t know if it was because every driver in the western hemisphere was busy, or because no one thought it would be worth their while to take me fifteen hundred metres up the road, but I couldn’t get anyone to take my job. So now, in addition to being ­hungover, I was officially very, very late indeed for my lunch with Auntie Jen. There was only one thing for it, and so even though I hate any and all forms of physical exertion, I ran all the way from Dad’s to the Hampstead branch of Ottolenghi.

That run nearly killed me, but when a short while later I sat down opposite Auntie Jen at a pavement table, out of breath and pouring with sweat, I really did think I’d got away with it. Sure, I couldn’t take off my sunglasses because they were hiding my bloodshot eyes, and of course it would definitely take a black coffee and a bloody Mary to make me feel even half human again, but really, I couldn’t see any reason at all for my godmother to suspect trouble in paradise.

What I hadn’t counted on – though when I think about it now it’s completely obvious – was the effect of my early morning jog on my hungover body. As we caught up on each other’s news, what had started as a gentle rumble in my tummy quickly turned into a full-on washing machine spin cycle. Then just like that, with barely any warning at all, whoosh! I threw up like a fountain . . . over myself . . . the table . . . and . . . please no . . . the waiter who had arrived to take our order.

It was, without a doubt, the single most embarrassing thing ever to have happened to me. Worse than the time back in junior school when I accidentally called my head teacher ‘Mum’. Worse than the day in year seven when a huge spot erupted right on the end of my nose and Mum and Cal made me go into school. Worse even than the geography trip in year nine where I wore my fave white trousers on the day my period leaked.

It. Was. Awful.

Everyone – from customers at the other tables to the parcel courier delivering to the shop next door – stared at me like I was some sort of freak show. And as another wave of nausea gripped me all I wanted in that moment was for the earth to open up and swallow me whole. Sadly, that didn’t happen. Instead, Auntie Jen – rather than abandoning me to my fate as I would’ve done in her shoes – bustled me through the restaurant to the loo where I threw up again. Then, after cleaning me up she tipped our waiter forty pounds in cash for the mess I’d made and escorted me off the premises – me, head bowed like a TV celebrity leaving court on a drug charge – before marching me halfway up Hampstead hill right here to this café.

‘Oh, Zozo!’ says Auntie Jen looking so disappointed in me when I finish my confession that it’s all I can do not to cry. As well as being the most stylish godmother on the planet, always wearing something eye-catching and unique – today being no exception in her navy-blue fifties-style swing dress – Auntie Jen was also Mum’s best friend. They met on their first day at grammar school in Wolverhampton, and stayed friends until the very end. She’s been a part of my life for as long as I can remember.

‘Firstly,’ she says, ‘have you any idea what could’ve happened to you last night in that state? What could’ve happened if that boy hadn’t come to your rescue?’

‘I know,’ I say feeling sick at the thought of it. It’s easily the single most stupid thing I’ve ever done.

‘And secondly,’ she continues, ‘how on earth could you have thought it was a good idea to throw another party after everything that happened last time?’

At the mention of my last party, I fill with cringe right up to the brim. Long story short: six months ago, I threw a party while Dad was away for the weekend in Milan, someone posted the address on Snapchat and half of North London turned up. One of the neighbours called the police, then my dad, and the result was my party made it into a gossip column in the Evening Standard and I got grounded for six whole weeks.

I put my head in my hands. ‘I know. I wasn’t thinking; I’m sorry.’

‘And where’s your dad this time?’

‘Barcelona with Jaz.’

Auntie Jen grimaces. She’s never exactly been Dad’s biggest fan, but it feels like lately she’s less keen on him than ever.

‘When’s he back?’

‘I think he said sometime on Monday.’

‘Okay, so that gives us a bit of time to tidy up the house and sort out the French doors once we’ve finished here.’ She sighs theatrically. ‘Just so you know, I was supposed to be going on a coffee date after lunch with you. And he’s really cute too, but I’ll have to cancel now. Oh, the perils of being a godmother!’

I feel bad. Really bad. So bad that I tell myself to buy her an extra nice birthday present this year. But nowhere near bad enough to turn down her offer of help.

‘What’s going on with you, Zo?’ she asks putting her phone down on the table after cancelling her date. ‘It’s one thing to have thrown a party but what on earth made you drink so much that you’re still throwing up the next day?’

I don’t say anything. Instead, reaching for my phone, I show her my stepdad’s WhatsApp from last night:

Fri 6.16 p.m.

Hey Noodle,

Long time no speak! Hope you’re well? Bit of a strange one but I’ve had an invitation from an old friend of your mum’s, Professor Emilie Meyer, who works at the University of Zurich. Apparently, there’s an annual international award to recognise outstanding scientific achievements called the Heideke Prize and this year they’ve decided to give it to your mum for her work on endocrine cancers. I’m seriously thinking about going and wondered if you’d like to tag along? I was thinking that if you do, maybe we could make a sort of interrailing holiday out of it, you know, a bit like the one me, you and your mum planned ages ago? It’d be good to spend some proper time with you. Of course, I understand you’ll have to clear it with your dad first but if he’s alright with it then we should definitely make it happen. And of course, I’ll cover all the costs.

Take care, and hopefully speak soon, Cal x

‘You got in that state because of this?’ asks Auntie Jen. ‘Because Cal messaged, or because of this award they want to give to your mum?’

I take the phone from her, scroll down to my reply, and show her that too:

Fri 11.10 p.m.

I’m so sorry, Cal, I can’t go to Zurich with you. And I don’t think I can meet up anytime soon either. Maybe it’s best if you don’t contact me anymore. Sorry. Z xxx

Auntie Jen sits back in her chair. ‘I know you’ve found keeping in touch with Cal difficult, but what’s he done to deserve a reply like that?’

The question makes my insides twist up into a tight knot of anxiety and sadness. ‘Nothing. It’s not him, it’s me. He’s never been anything but nice but I don’t know . . . it’s just a lot, isn’t it?’

Auntie Jen raises an eyebrow. ‘The award ceremony, going with Cal, or both?’

‘All of it,’ I say, thinking back to how I felt when I got his message, how the shock of hearing from him together with the news about the award had made me feel all kinds of sad and all kinds of confused.

I mean, it was great that someone wanted to give Mum an award, but why couldn’t they have done it when she was alive? And as kind as it is that Cal asked me to go with him, all I could think was: ‘After all this time who even are we to each other ­anymore?’

I try to explain this to Auntie Jen, to put it into words, but it comes out like a jumbled mess and I’m not really sure she understands.

‘Oh, darling,’ she says, ‘you’re right, it is a lot.’ She moves to the empty chair next to me and puts her arms around me, holding me so close that all I can smell is the warm flowery notes of her perfume.

‘You must know Cal didn’t invite you to this thing in Switzerland to make you feel bad. He’s just trying to do the right thing – that’s all – and in this situation it’s almost impossible to know what that is.’

I know she’s right, but I don’t reply. Instead, I close my eyes and rest my head on her shoulder, glad she’s here, but at the same time wishing with everything I had that it was Mum instead.

When we leave the café an hour later, I feel a lot better, a lot calmer, until we reach Dad’s, that is. The entire place looks like a bomb site. There are hundreds of cans and bottles on every surface, sticky patches of spilt drinks on the floor that need mopping up, and a huge pizza, still in its box, that needs retrieving from the bottom of the swimming pool. Oh, and if that’s not enough, later, when I’m down on my hands and knees cleaning the downstairs cloakroom, I look up and notice that Dad’s BAFTA is missing.



‘He’s going to kill me!’ I say when Auntie Jen finds me sitting on the loo sobbing my heart out. ‘He’s literally going to kill me.’

‘He probably won’t even notice,’ she says kindly, as we both stare at the huge gap on the shelf where it used to be. ‘And if he does, you can always tell him he should be glad that at least they left his Emmy!’

We both laugh but while her laughter gently subsides mine quickly turns into tears. Tears for myself, the horrible situation I’m in and tears for Mum too. Because of all the times I’ve missed her since she passed away, this, right here, right now, feels like the worst.

After Jen leaves, I put on a cheesy romcom to comfort myself but it’s so awful that I switch off after ten minutes and soon I start to think about Cal and all the reasons why I didn’t end up living with him after Mum passed away.

As the house in Oxted where Mum, Cal and I had lived since I was eight was pretty much the only place I thought of as home, I’d just assumed I’d stay there after she’d gone. I thought we all had, after all it was what Mum wanted; she’d made that very clear. So, when, a few weeks after the funeral, Dad announced that I should live with him, I was really taken by surprise. I loved my dad, of course I did, but he’d never exactly been solid parent material, dropping in and out of my life whenever it suited him. It just made no sense. I knew he hated Cal – he’d never made a secret of that – but I never thought he’d be so petty as to make me live with him just because of that. But then Gran backed him up, telling me that moving in with Dad was the right thing to do. ‘I mean Cal’s still a young man,’ she’d said. ‘What if he meets someone else? What happens to you then? Or what if he decides to move out of the area, or worse, move abroad somewhere? At the end of the day, Zoe love, I know he’s not perfect but your dad’s still your dad, you know he’ll provide for you and it’s like they say, blood is thicker than water.’

This idea of blood relationships beating all others really stirred something in me. There I was trying to live in a world in which Mum didn’t exist while at the same time wrestling with questions of what it truly meant to be family. If what Gran said was true and blood really was thicker than water, then what was I to Cal? If biology was all that truly mattered then what was Cal to me? If all of Cal’s obligations to me disappeared the moment Mum passed away, would he even want me to stay with him? And if I went against so-called ‘nature’ and chose Cal, what would that mean for my relationship with Dad? Would he understand or would he make a time in my life that was already impossible much, much worse?

With so many questions flying around my head, was it really any wonder that I took the easy route and let Dad and my grandparents decide my future? Was it really a surprise that rather than alienating my entire biological family, I chose instead to tell Cal – this man who had loved me like his own – that this was what I wanted too? And was it really any wonder that afterwards, filled with the guilt of my betrayal, the only thing I could think to do under the circumstances was ghost him, no matter how hard he tried to keep in touch?

Honestly, it was all so complicated, all so horribly messy, that in the end it was easier to pretend like my stepdad had never existed than to carry the burden of knowing that the moment I moved out to live with Dad I’d pretty much thrown him away like he was a stale sandwich at the bottom of my school bag, like he’d never meant anything to me at all.

So, that’s why I went into meltdown when I got his message about Mum’s prize. Because I’m such a horrible person that my first thought was why couldn’t he have stayed away? It was self-preservation at its most naked, the desire to survive put above all else. But now . . . I don’t know . . . the more I think about it the more I’m convinced he deserves better than the way I treated him yesterday.

The more I think about it the more happy memories of the way things used to be come flooding back. I take out my phone and scroll through some old photos of the three of us. To a stranger we might not have looked like a typical family, not least because Cal has dark brown skin in contrast to mine and Mum’s pale white, but we were a family and the photos prove it. Pics of us on the beach in the Canaries, random snaps of us pulling faces and being silly at home, and shots of birthdays and Christmases too. And I suppose all that looking back, all that thinking, that remembering is what makes me realise that maybe, just maybe, I don’t actually want him out of my life after all.







2

Cal

With an entire Sunday ahead of me and no plans other than to remain as horizontal as possible, I pick up my phone with the intention of maybe flicking through a couple of news sites, taking a peek at a few things on eBay I’ve keeping an eye on and then maybe finishing off by watching a film. No sooner have I done so, however, when I spot a WhatsApp waiting for me from my stepdaughter, Zoe, her second in less than thirty-six hours.

I’d been at a dinner party on Friday night, chatting to a woman that my ­university friends Will and Rach had been trying to set me up with for a while, when I’d received Zoe’s first message. Feeling my phone vibrate and hoping that it might indeed be my step­daughter responding to my Zurich invitation, I’d made my excuses, left the room and, closing the door behind me, had sat down on their ­hallway stairs to read it.

My initial reaction, as tears pricked at my eyes, was one of shock. Before I’d sent the invitation, I’d weighed up the likelihood of her saying yes and reasoned that the odds were enough in my favour as to make it worth a go. I mean, it was a free holiday, potentially taking in some pretty Instagram-worthy cities, and a chance to spend some time together. It really didn’t seem like that much of a long shot. So, to learn that not only did she not want to come but in addition never wanted to see me again, well, that . . . that absolutely gutted me.

Though it’d been nearly a year and half since we’d last seen each other, since we’d last lived under the same roof, for the twelve years before that Zoe and I had been close, or at least I’d thought so. I’d been there for all her birthday parties, school assemblies and swimming lessons. I’d been there for her through all the friendship dramas, childhood illnesses and homework problems too. And of course, I’d been there for her through all the dreadful stages of Nikki’s illness, right up to and including that awful, awful end. So yes, it was a shock to discover that the unbreakable bond I thought we’d forged was nothing of the kind. And yes, it hurt like a blade right through the heart.

Apologising to my friends and the woman they’d tried to set me up with, I made up an excuse about a work emergency, headed home, opened a bottle of whisky and – not for the first time – spent all night poring over old photos of the three of us and messages from the family WhatsApp group we used to have: all evidence of me, Nikki and Zoe, together in happier times. And while this form of torture did nothing to lift my dark mood, it at least proved that I hadn’t imagined my time as a stepdad, that it wasn’t just a wonderful dream, a work of fiction, that once upon a time the three of us had indeed been a family, and a happy one at that.

When you become a stepdad, or at least when you commit fully to the role, when you do it properly, go all in, hold nothing back, you end up making a promise of sorts. You look at this tiny person who’s made from half the woman you adore, half a man she can’t stand, and none of you whatsoever, and you say to yourself, ‘I might not be your flesh and blood but I’m going to be there for you all the same’. And you stick to that vow no matter what life throws at you. It’s a big part of why Nikki and I never had a baby of our own: I never, not even for a fleeting second, wanted Zoe to feel that she was anything less than my number-one priority.



The past eighteen months have been a nightmare. The devastation of losing my love, my life, my Nikki, compounded by the absence of Zoe after she moved out to live with her dad, Dean, had almost been too much to bear. Though we’d promised to keep in touch of course, despite numerous attempts on my part, I hadn’t seen her once.

It was as if overnight I’d been demoted from co-pilot to cabin crew, from being sergeant major to Nikki’s general to having my stripes torn from my tunic and tossed unceremoniously onto the floor. It was if I’d gone from being a key member of a football squad to being deemed unworthy of even having the privilege of cutting up the half-time oranges.

Before I lost Nikki people would go out of their way to tell me how good I was with Zoe, to tell me I was a shining example of what a really good step-parent should be. It was as if I was some sort of rare species, a creature so seldom seen in the wild that a sighting was always worthy of comment. But when Nikki passed away, so too it seemed did any legitimacy I held in my role. My fall was swift and complete; Zoe should be with blood relatives, came the call, not this stranger. She should be with her real dad, not this shoddy imitation.

I think people – by which I mean her dad and gran – assumed that like a lamp or a radio, I had some sort of inbuilt switch that could be simply flicked off, that could shut down my feelings for Zoe and bring an end to my being her stepdad. If such a switch existed, I certainly couldn’t find it, and the day she moved out of our family home to live with Dean was, after losing Nikki, the single worst day of my life. Since then, I’ve lived in a state of limbo, a dad without a child to care for, a man unable to let go of what was, in order to come to terms with what is.



That’s why when I got the invitation from Zurich to accept an award on Nikki’s behalf, my first thought hadn’t been pride at my wife’s achievements but rather: ‘This could be a way for me and Zoe to get back to how we used to be.’ This was why her rejection had left me feeling like a hollowed-out shell. And this is why as I prepare myself to read her latest message, rather than feeling hopeful, I’m fearful it’s some sort of second blow, a final kick in the teeth. But it’s the opposite:

Hey Cal, I’m so, so, so sorry about yesterday! I don’t know what I was thinking. It must be PMS or something. Please ignore me. I was being a spoiled brat. Of course I’d love to come with you to collect Mum’s award, and of course, I definitely think we should make a holiday of it too. Let me know the deets when you’ve got them! And roll on summer! xxx

I read her message again and again, delighting in every word, but at the same time fearful that I might be wilfully misinterpreting it. It’s only on about the twentieth read that I allow myself to believe that it’s true, that she does regret her previous message and that this trip of ours might actually happen. Teenagers – honestly every single second in their orbit is like being on a rollercoaster.

Cursing myself for not having seen the message when she’d sent it last night, I hurriedly tap out a reply, one that conveys how happy I am that she’s changed her mind, without coming across – as she herself might say – as a bit ‘thirsty’.

I shouldn’t have worried though, because she replies straight away and her words to me are as kind and as generous as I know her to be. I’m so glad you forgive my craziness, it reads, I’m so glad we can get back to chatting just like old times.

We message back and forth, vague notions about the trip, and what we’ve both been up to. Then a few exchanges in I float the idea of meeting up for coffee, but as I press send I just know she’s not going to go for it and I’m right. No matter how flexible I am she can’t make any of the days or times I suggest. The subtext is clear: she might want to fix things between us, but only at her own pace.

Keen to move on from this mistake as quickly as possible I decide to lean into questions about the trip instead.

Cal: So, are you still up for turning it into a bit of a holiday too? I was thinking we could start in Paris and then work our way to Switzerland in a big loop, taking in a few places along the way, and then fly home from Zurich. I’m happy to go wherever you want, so why don’t you send some ideas of places you definitely want to tick off and I’ll try and sort it.

Zoe: Sounds great. I vote Amsterdam and maybe Berlin too???

We go back and forth like this, suggesting cities, pinning down dates, scoping out locations and places to stay and things to do, for the next few days. It’s so amazing, so exciting and absolutely everything I need right now that even people at work notice a difference in me. ‘Whenever I’ve seen you lately you’ve got the biggest smile on your face,’ says my PA one morning. ‘Have you secretly won the lottery?’

‘Something like that,’ I say with a grin, because in many ways it feels exactly the same.

After work on the Friday of that week I message Zoe from the train home:

Cal: Hey Noodle, hope you’re okay. I forgot to tell you that I looked into the logistics of trying to add Rome to the itinerary but I don’t think it’s going to work. With the time we’ve got and all the other places we want to fit in it doesn’t seem doable I’m afraid. Sorry about that. [image: ]



Seconds later she messages back:

Zoe: Nessun problema! (Thanks Duolingo.) It was just an idea after I saw something on TikTok!!!

I tap out a quick reply:

Cal: Maybe this means we’ll have to go next year too! I’ll message later when I’ve booked everything.

Zoe: That’s amazing! Thank you! Soooooooo EXCITED!!!!! [image: ]

Grinning from ear to ear, I’m about to reply when my train pulls into Oxted station. Much as I want to keep our conversation going my texting skills are several degrees below that of a teenage girl and so, tucking my phone away, I grab my bag and start hacking my way through the wall of commuters separating me from the platform.

Although there’s no one waiting there for me, for once I’m ­happy to be heading home. A few final touches to the itinerary and the official countdown to what I’m hoping will be a summer neither of us will ever forget can begin. But as I emerge from the station and start the short walk home it dawns on me that there’s still one aspect of the trip that’s not been addressed: Zoe’s dad, Dean.

As I stand at the crossing waiting for the lights to change, I flick back through our messages and as I thought not once has she mentioned Dean or explicitly told me he’s happy for this trip to go ahead. To be fair I haven’t actually asked her the question in so many words, or in any words at all for that matter. Part of me is hoping that Dean’s approval is implicit in her agreeing to come. Another part of me, however – the sensible, responsible, parental part – knows that in all good conscience I can’t really book anything until I’ve had his express permission.



Even if you didn’t know that Zoe’s dad, Dean McCain, was the star of several award-winning films, the hit TV show ­Jacob’s Law, and the lead in a number of high-profile West End plays, it would be patently obviously that he is somebody just from looking at him. From his dramatic shock of dark wavy hair to his chiselled features and striking green eyes, he oozes charisma and looks every inch the star, a fact I confirm as I look him up online.

The first article I pull up, a newspaper profile promoting his latest TV show – a six-part drama where he plays a maverick forensic psychologist – makes him seem like he’s every inch the family man, dedicated to bringing up his young daughter following the tragic death of his ex-wife, the eminent scientist Professor Nikki Jackson. In gushing tones the journalist writes about the sacrifices Dean’s made in order to be there for Zoe. ‘I don’t see it as a loss,’ he’s quoted as saying about the roles he’s allegedly turned down. ‘It’s an honour and a privilege, and just what you do for your flesh and blood.’

As I cross the road, I shove my phone back in my pocket before the urge to smash it into a million pieces proves too strong to resist. I can’t blame the journalist for this kind of hyperbole when nearly everyone who meets Dean falls under his spell, including Nikki all those years ago when they were both fresh-faced undergraduates at Cambridge. All the same, it’s galling to know that he’s still winning people over with his charm and taking people in with lies like this. I know Dean for who he really is: a man who was barely there for his wife once his career took off, and even less so for his young daughter. For the most part he was merely someone who called or FaceTimed now and again, occasionally blustering in with expensive gifts when he wanted to pick up and play the role of Dad for a day or a week at a time, always managing to disappear before it become too much like hard work.

I carry on walking until I reach the neat, turn-of-the-­century two-bed semi that Nikki and I bought together after we got ­married. It’s nothing like Dean’s palatial four-storey pad over in Hampstead, with its temperature-controlled wine cellar and outdoor swimming pool. In fact, my home could easily fit into the footprint of his several times over. But for me this place is worth a thousand times more because of all the wonderful memories its walls contain – all the birthday celebrations, Christmases and cosy Friday nights in, just the three of us, snuggled up on the sofa together watching TV.

Letting myself in, I switch on the hallway light and dumping my coat on the kitchen table I take out my phone ready to ­message Zoe. Unsure how to say what I need, I decide to risk calling her instead, but though I try her number three times I get no answer. Turning my attention to the freezer I begin rooting around for something for dinner when my phone buzzes:

Zoe: U OK? Got some missed calls from you. Bum dialz???

Again, I note the subtext. She could’ve called but she chose not to, meaning that much like meeting up in person, talking, even over the phone, is a step too far. I message her back, determined to erase my mistake:

Cal: Yeah. Sorry! Apologies! But while I’ve got you, before I go ahead and book everything, I want to make sure that you’ve okayed all this with your dad.

Uncharacteristically it’s a minute or two before she replies:



Zoe: Yeah, of course. He’s fine with it.

I stare at the message, wanting to believe her, but knowing Dean as I do, my gut tells me it can’t be this straightforward. He hates me with every fibre of his being and has done since the day it dawned on him that Nikki was serious about me.

Cal: In that case, do you think he’d be okay with me calling for a quick chat? Wouldn’t be more than a few minutes. Just want to make sure we’re all on the same page.

This time over half an hour goes by before she replies:

Zoe: He’s away for the weekend with his girlfriend, but I’ll ask him when he gets back and get him to ring you. Okay?

I so wanted to get everything booked tonight; I so wanted to get this whole thing locked down so that I could start to relax and begin looking forward to it, but if this is the way things have got to be, then so be it. The important thing is that we’re going, the vital thing here is that soon, very soon, we’ll finally be back together.
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Zoe

‘You’ve been a bit of a naughty girl, haven’t you?’ says Gran, greeting me as I get off the train. ‘What were you thinking – throwing a party at your dad’s again? Didn’t you learn your lesson last time?’

‘At least give the girl a chance to catch her breath, Pam,’ says Grandad and he gives me a wink to let me know he’s on my side. ‘We all make mistakes when we’re young.’

‘Yes, well, that might be true,’ says Gran tersely. ‘But I think this young lady has made enough recently to last a lifetime. ­Unless of course you want her to go off the rails and end up like what’s her name off Corrie! That started with skipping school and look where she’s ended up!’

Grandad shakes his head despairingly. ‘Anyway, let’s get you back to ours. You only get fifteen minutes’ free parking here and I’m blowed if I’m going to fork out a fiver because I’ve gone over by thirty seconds.’

The reason I’m here at Wolverhampton station with my grandparents on a Friday night, rather than back in London for ­instance, getting ready to go out clubbing with friends, or having a cheeky Nando’s with Ava, is because my dad well and truly lost it when he saw the damage to the French doors on his return from his weekend away with Jaz.

‘You’ve had another party, haven’t you?’ he raged, jabbing a finger in the direction of the broken French door, then to prove his point he marched outside to the bin store and returned ­carrying two huge bulging black bin liners, the glass contents clanging together as he walked.

I was well and truly screwed.

As hopeless as ‘Dad, I can explain’ no doubt sounded, it was the best response I could come up with as he tore open the bags, allowing a stream of beer cans and wine and spirit bottles to spill out and clatter against the kitchen’s marble tiles.

‘Oh, I think this has more than sufficiently illuminated matters, don’t you?’ He glowered as the air filled with the stench of stale alcohol. ‘I told you after last time, no parties, but like always you chose to ignore me. Well, I’ve had enough! You’ve gone too far! Consider your future freedom terminated! I mean it! No going out except to college, no having friends over, no anything at all that isn’t homework. You’re going to be grounded for the foreseeable. And what’s more if I have to go away for the weekend again, there’s no way I’m trusting you to be here alone: you, my girl, will be going to Wolverhampton to stay with your grandparents.’

He was so angry, so utterly livid that I didn’t dare tell him about his missing BAFTA. I mean, if he was going to be this way over a party, he was absolutely going to do his nut over that. And while the good news was that in the days that followed, he didn’t notice its absence, the bad news was that instead of softening as he often did once he’d had the chance to calm down, he completely followed through with his threat.

‘Jaz and I are going away at the weekend,’ he told me over dinner as workmen replaced the glass in the French door, ‘so on Friday after sixth form I’m putting you on the train to ­Wolverhampton. And don’t get any ideas about taking a “detour” to meet up with your friends. I’ve given your grandparents strict instructions to call me if you fail to arrive, and if that happens I swear on my life my first step will be to call the police, and the one after that will be to book you into that army college for miscreants Paris Hilton’s always banging on about!’

It takes just over half an hour to get from the station to my grandparents’ cosy three-bed bungalow on a quiet leafy cul-de-sac full of other identical tiny little bungalows. Once we’ve brought my stuff inside, Grandad disappears to the living room while Gran puts on the kettle and starts making tea for three – even though I haven’t asked for one.

‘So, how are you, Gran?’ I ask as she opens a packet of choco­late digestives. ‘What’s the gossip in the cul-de-sac?’

‘Well,’ she says without the need for more prompting. ‘Gill and Richard from down the road have had a hot tub installed; we saw it arrive on the back of a lorry last week. They keep inviting me and your grandad to have a go, but I don’t like the idea of it, do you? It’s like sitting in a warm soup of other people’s bathwater, never mind that I haven’t been in a swimsuit since 2005, when Grandad took me to Turkey for our anniversary, and I wasn’t keen on it then.’

I take a biscuit and crunch into it. ‘And how about Uncle Luke, Auntie Sara and Ferdie – they okay?’

‘You can ask them yourself tomorrow; they’re coming round for lunch in your honour.’

‘Ah, that’s nice,’ I say, genuinely pleased at the idea of seeing them for the first time since Christmas. Yes, Uncle Luke can be a bit flash, always changing his car every five seconds or sharing pictures on the family WhatsApp group of the amazing holiday the three of them have been on. And okay, Auntie Sara, a two-time runner-up for Miss England turned Instagram ­influencer, can be a bit vain. And okay, okay, my three-year-old cousin ­Ferdie can be more than a bit spoilt, but underneath it all they’re not a bad bunch and, even when they’re at their most annoying, being with them makes me feel closer to Mum.

As Gran makes the tea, I look out of the kitchen window and my eyes are drawn to the rosebush in the flower bed nearest the house. It’s weird thinking that Mum’s ashes are buried there and yet somehow comforting too. And though I know Mum hasn’t actually become a rosebush, I still think I might go outside in the morning and take a proper look at it to see how it’s getting on.

We take our mugs of tea into the living room where Grandad is already fast asleep and snoring softly in front of The Repair Shop. Without asking, Gran brings me up to speed on the episode ­because it’s a repeat and she’s seen it before, and we finish watching it together snuggled on the big squishy patterned sofa, which is a million times more comfortable than the designer ones at Dad’s.

‘What do you fancy watching next?’ asks Gran, when the show’s over. She picks up the remote and checks the TV guide. ‘There’s Celebrity MasterChef on BBC1 or Beat the Chasers on ITV or we could have a look on catch-up and see if there’s anything there you fancy.’

I think back to Cal’s message about wanting to clear the trip with Dad. I almost had a heart attack when he messaged while I was on the train on the way over here to ask if he could speak to Dad about it. My blood literally ran cold imagining what would’ve happened if he’d called Dad without checking with me first. It would’ve been the beginning of World War Three and the end of the world all rolled into one. Dad would’ve been livid at me for lying, Cal would’ve been upset I hadn’t been straight with him and without a doubt every last single member of my family would’ve had an opinion on it too.

‘Actually, Gran, do you mind if we talk? I need your help with something.’



She gives me a concerned look and turns off the TV. ‘What’s the matter, love? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing, I need a favour. A big one.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I need you to tell Dad that you’re taking me on holiday for two weeks in August.’

Her face becomes grave. ‘Now just you hang on, young lady. You know I love you to bits, but I’m not about to start lying to your father for you.’

‘Not even for a good cause?’

She narrows her eyes suspiciously. ‘Like what? So you can go to some music festival and get up to goodness knows what? Not on my watch!’

‘It’s nothing like that, I need you to cover for me because . . . well because I want to go on a sort of trip with . . . well, with Cal.’

As Gran blinks at me disbelievingly I think about my stepdad, and my complete change of heart about his invitation. We’ve been messaging all week now and to be honest it’s been a bit weird being back in touch with him after so long. Sometimes it feels like the old days, and I feel like I can chat and have a laugh with him about anything. Then other times, I don’t know, I feel so self-conscious, so uncomfortable it’s all I can do to reply. I know the way things are is down to me, not him, but right now I don’t exactly know what to do about it.

It’s like when he talked about meeting up in person. As much as I could understand why – it’s been over a year – at the same time it felt a bit too much too soon and I went straight into panic mode. I’m sure I’ll be okay when we take the trip, if it ever happens, that is.

‘You want to go away with your stepdad?’ says Gran. ‘Whatever for?’

‘Because he’s asked, and it was something we were going to do before, you know . . . Mum got ill. The three of us were going to go interrailing around Europe, like Mum did with Auntie Jen before they started uni. And . . . well, I want to do it because it’ll be fun and because . . .’

I hesitate, worried she’ll get upset about this next bit.

‘Because what, love?’

‘Well . . . because . . . the reason Cal wants to do this isn’t just because it’ll be a nice holiday. He wants us to do it ­because the University of Zurich are giving Mum a . . . what’s the word again? A . . . posthumous award for all the stuff she did at work.’

Gran falls silent, and for a horrible moment I think she might cry. ‘They’re really going to give your mom an award?’

‘It’s lovely, isn’t it? It’s good that she’s being recognised, even though she’s not here to appreciate it.’

‘Your mom was always one for getting awards at school, not like your uncle Luke.’ Gran glances over to the cabinet in the corner of the room stuffed full of photos of me and Mum. ‘No, she worked really hard, didn’t she? Getting into grammar school and going off to Cambridge of all places! Then getting her doctor­ate and becoming a professor! We always used to joke that we’d have to get another cabinet just for her important bits of paper, trophies, prizes and things.’ Gran dries her eyes with a tissue from her sleeve. ‘She was a good girl, your mom.’

I put my arms around her. ‘I’m sorry, Gran, I didn’t mean to make you sad. But you can see now how important it is that I go, can’t you? I just have to. You know how much Dad hates Cal; he’d totally lose it if he found out who I was going with, but there’s no way I can miss it. Will you help me?’

I cross my fingers and my toes because if she says no then the dressing-down Dad gave me over the party will seem like a pep talk in comparison to the one he’ll give me if Gran grasses me up.



‘Oh, you’ll go alright,’ she says, and there’s a look of absolute determination on her face. ‘But I meant what I said about sticking as close to the truth as possible, so when I tell your dad you’re coming on holiday with us it’s ­going to be true, because it won’t just be you and Cal on this trip, it’ll be all of us: me, Grandad, Uncle Luke, Auntie Sara and little Ferdie too. And, don’t worry, I’ll pay for it. There’s no way I’m going to pass up a chance for us all to see your mom and her hard work being celebrated, no way at all.’
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Cal

The last time I’d seen Nikki’s parents had been on the day they’d collected Zoe to take her to Dean’s house after it was decided that him coming would, as Pam had put it, ‘only add fuel to the fire’. All too aware of the role her grandparents had played in persuading Zoe that she’d be better off living with her dad than me, I’d barely said more than a few words to them as they’d loaded Zoe’s things into the back of Geoff’s Volvo estate. And as they’d driven her away, I was struck by the thought that in spite of me once being their son-in-law, there was a very good chance I would never see them again. And yet, as I stand outside the St Pancras branch of M&S Simply Food dealing with some last-minute work emails, I look up and am reminded of how wrong past me had been. Because walking towards me are a plump, white-haired woman wearing a denim jacket, cream T-shirt and navy linen trousers, and a tall man, with a thick grey beard dressed in a brown zip-up jacket, blue shirt and beige chinos, whom I’d recognise anywhere.

I rustle up a cheery smile to let them know I hold no grudges, whether or not that’s true. ‘Pam, Geoff, good to see you.’

‘It’s been a long time hasn’t it?’ remarks Pam.

Geoff shakes my hand firmly but warmly. ‘Good to see you, son. You okay?’

‘Not bad,’ I reply. ‘How about yourself? How was the journey down?’

‘The Wolves train was fine but our connection at Birmingham International was absolutely rammed,’ says Geoff. ‘They don’t put on enough carriages; that’s the problem. And yet they have the gall to charge an arm and a leg for the privilege, never mind if you’re crammed up against someone’s armpit for the entire journey!’

Pam casts her eyes upwards in despair at Geoff’s moaning but uncharacteristically says nothing to castigate him.

I glance over Pam’s shoulder, hoping for a glimpse of Zoe, but she’s nowhere to be seen. ‘Where’s everyone else?’

‘Sara’s taken our Ferdie to the loo. Luke’s gone to get one of them coffee drinks . . . what d’you call them again . . . a white something.’

‘A flat white?’

‘Yeah, that’s the one.’ Her expression changes but I’m not quite sure what it means. ‘And, well, our Zoe . . . she’s . . . er . . . texted to say she’s here but had to nip into Boots to pick up a few things she’s forgotten.’

It’s been a little over two months since Zoe told me that her grandparents not only wanted to come to Zurich but had in ­addition invited their son, my former brother-in-law Luke, his wife Sara, and their three-year-old son Ferdinand along as well. I’m not going to lie, my initial reaction to this
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