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For our daughters, Tallulah, Roxie and Minty, who have taught us how precious time is.





‘If you were on your deathbed and could relive one day of your life, perhaps a day you were falling in love, you’d see all the seemingly banal things you did and weep at how precious it all was.’

– Alexander Payne, director/screenwriter




‘If time travel to the past is possible, it really should be possible to change things – but doing so will create an alternate timeline. Instead of creating a Universe-breaking paradox, you would create a second universe with a different history.’

– Barak Shoshany, theoretical physicist and composer




‘It was always you and me, always and forever’

– ‘You & Me Song’, The Wannadies







This book is about the magic of music too. So here’s a Spotify playlist to go with it:

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/0rbrInGMWczHH5ZrIoRo8u
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CHAPTER ONE

Jules – ‘Seaside’

‘Time,’ I call, hitting the service bell, before wiping a tiny basil emulsion smear from the edge of one of my signature risottos and tweezering the home-grown micro herbs perfectly into place. The handsome waiter takes the dish from the pass.

‘Come out. They want you, Jules,’ he says, with a smile.

I turn to look at my kitchen brigade. Delicious smoke rises from the chargrills, knives flash, and the air is filled with focused commands. They can cope without me for a moment.

Following the waiter through the service doors, I see the sun is setting over the magical view of the Golden Gate Bridge, bathing the restaurant in ethereal warm light. I greet the diners around the white-clothed tables on the veranda, most of whom have been on the waiting list for a year. Their hands press mine, but I demurely bat away their congratulations. Hey, I’m just me … doing me.

At the private table, I sink into the comfortable batik cushions beside my business partners, both of them famous Hollywood actors, as this season’s must-have Zinfandel from Paso Robles is poured into my outstretched glass. They’re here to persuade me to recreate my culinary alchemy elsewhere, but, seriously, no, I can’t. Didn’t they read the profile piece in Time magazine about how I’ve got my work–life balance just right?

We chat briefly and, as the stars twinkle, I tell them to hang around. This place always turns into the hottest nightspot after dark. Later, when the DJ arrives, I hear the familiar tango beat of Gotan Project’s ‘Mi Confesión’ bleeding louchely from the speakers. Then suddenly Adam’s here and my heart soars at the sight of him striding confidently across the restaurant in his svelte, ivory Tom Ford suit. My Adam. He extends his hand and I take it, feeling a heady, thrilling jolt of connection as we touch. He twirls me onto the small dance floor, tipping me over his arm before flipping me up against his firm body, his hand caressing my face as he stares into my eyes with such intense passion, it takes my breath away. His lips a breath from mine, he sensuously smooths his knee between my thighs …

Although … hang on … no, he’d better not do that … because I really, really need to …

What the …?

Huh?

Oh … You’ve got to be kidding me.

Squeezing my eyes shut against the piercing daylight splaying around the sides of our threadbare bedroom curtains, I try desperately to go back to sleep, but it’s no good. My dream has vanished. And I really do need to pee.

Yawning, I remove my earplugs, the squalling seagulls outside suddenly competing with Adam – the real Adam, not dream tango Adam – who is snoring loudly beside me. I swing my legs out of bed and he subconsciously, yet somehow victoriously, snatches my portion of the duvet and re-cocoons himself, wrapping it tightly around his furry belly.

In the bathroom, as I notice he’s left the loo seat up, as per usual, I turn on the masochistic mirror light.

Bloody hell. I look like Shrek.

This hydrating avocado and apple cider vinegar face mask was meant to ‘invisibly absorb overnight’. Instead, I look more like I’ve face-planted in the dip section at a wedding buffet.

Washing it off hardly improves matters. Rather than having fewer wrinkles, if anything, I seem to have more. Given I was clearly living my best life in my dream a minute ago, it feels like an extra slap round the face.

Great. So much for looking younger. For being party-ready.

Adam’s best mate Darius is hosting a ‘Pool, Fun, Barbecue and DJ Beats’ get-together today to celebrate moving back from the States, having sold his video gaming company there for a whopping fifty million bucks. He’s just bought a humungous mansion overlooking the whole of Brighton, which he’ll no doubt pack with the kind of cool, beautiful people I’m always seeing on his Insta feed – the fairest-of-them-all kind of people that this old magic mirror tells me I am not.

Of course I’m looking forward to hanging out with Darius again, we both are. We haven’t seen him since his last fleeting visit a couple of years ago. Since then, he’s developed that same chiselled, mega-wealthy, multivitamin sheen as the rest of his Insta buddies. What if he finds us horribly parochial? What if that’s all we are to him now? Just people from his past?

Stop it. It’ll be fine. It’s Darius. I’m being ridiculous.

I open the posh moisturiser Ngozi got me on her last breeze through duty-free, accidentally dropping the little plastic disc covering the product onto the floor. Cursing, because that always happens, I scrape the expensive gloop from the faded lino with my finger and apply it to my face. Disgusting, I know, but three-second rule and all that.

As I rub it in, I glance down at the glossy cover of last Sunday’s newspaper supplement magazine, left beside the sink. IF YOU DON’T USE IT, YOU LOSE IT, the dubious headline reads. The woman on the front, a self-proclaimed ‘sexpert’, has enviably pert breasts underneath her tight top. I suspect she’s airbrushed, though I do recognise that smug sex-glow that I used to have.

The article inside is all about the importance of regular ‘relationship maintenance sex’, along with some dire warnings about the consequences of women my age failing to be spontaneous and not putting out. As if worrying about my face wasn’t enough, apparently I’ve also got to ‘make an effort’ to keep toned … you know … down there.

But Fridays and Saturdays I’m out cooking for private dinner parties in the posher parts of town, if I’m lucky. The weekdays go by in a flash and most nights after supper – invariably cooked by me – Adam and I end up vegetating on our separate sofas in the living room. Me craving a foot rub while secretly snaffling my stash of Maltesers I keep hidden down the side of the cushion, and him channel-hopping between the several subscription services the kids insist are their birthright, before switching over to some obscure retro rock biopic, or other boysy documentary, like Secrets of the Neanderthals, his current favourite.

The sound of the News at Ten music usually wakes me up, leaving Adam muttering at all the doom and gloom in the world while I slope off to bed.

Which means that if we are going to have ‘relationship maintenance sex’, or any kind of sex at all, it has to be in the morning.

As in … I suppose … now.

I pad back into the bedroom, past Adam’s dirty socks and T-shirt, lying near the wicker laundry basket, and sit on my side of the bed.

‘Shall we have sex?’ I ask him, matter-of-factly. I know he’s only pretending to be asleep.

My husband of nearly twenty-five years looks at me like I’m a stewardess who’s just asked him if he wants to be upgraded to business class. With complimentary drinks.

‘Hell, yeah,’ he says, after a beat just to check that I am being serious.

We begin the once titillating and fun, but now somewhat perfunctory, task of getting up close and naked. We don’t kiss. Or talk. Or giggle. Not like we used to. Back in the day, Adam and I used to jump all over each other all the time. So much so, it used to feel like being between the sheets was our real life and everything else was just a distraction.

Right now, though, there’s not much ‘mood setting’ – something else the article recommended. We both know how to get the mechanics going on autopilot and soon I’m groping about in the bedside drawer for some lube and trying not to mind that his stomach squashes my diaphragm. Or that his beard really does sometimes make me want to scratch.

Even so, a few minutes later, the movement we’re creating makes my body remember what it’s supposed to be doing. All of which leaves me thinking: Get me! I’ve spontaneously instigated relationship maintenance sex on a Saturday morning! But then my mind starts wandering and I’m thinking about the catering job I’ve got on for the council tomorrow. How about I knock up some Key lime pies for dessert? Oh, actually, that’s a great idea.

No. You’re having sex, I remind myself. Concentrate. Whip out a fantasy. Get in the zone.

My sexual fantasies are largely informed by 1980s romcoms, and these days they’re a little tatty and worn, but I mentally dust off a scene at a retro Hollywood-style pool party. It’s got a sleazy vibe and there’s a Tom Cruise peak Top Gun-era lookalike approaching me in just a skimpy white hand towel.

Oh yes, now we’re talking … I’m on the pleasure tracks. Oh … oh … and yes, enjoying it … very, very –

‘Mum!’ Nelly’s scream from downstairs pops my erotic bubble.

‘Ignore her,’ Adam says, burying his face in my neck.

Good. I’m not the only one having a good time. But just a few seconds later, as we happily get going again, Adam freezes mid-thrust as our bedroom door bursts open.

Glancing over his shoulder, I see our nearly twenty-four-year-old daughter, horror-struck in the doorway at the sight of us humped on top of each other under the duvet.

‘Oh, Jesus!’ she says, shielding her eyes with the arms of her pink towelling dressing gown.

‘What do you want?’ I shout, pulling the duvet even tighter around us.

‘It’s done it again. The Bot thing.’ She now has her back to us, but she hasn’t left the room, like no matter what we might or might not be doing, her need is still greater than ours.

‘We’re coming,’ Adam groans, before his eyes flash wide at me, clearly realising just how this might sound.

‘To help,’ I quickly add. ‘We’re coming to help.’

With a pained yelp of disgust, Nelly storms off downstairs, her curly ponytail swishing.

‘For God’s sake,’ I mutter, squeezing out from underneath Adam and flinging on my cotton robe.

The Kooks’ ‘Seaside’ is drifting out from Liam’s room as I hurry past, along with the stale stink of that disgusting weed he smokes, even though Adam and I have been over all the reasons why he should quit countless times. He’s usually so nocturnal, I’m surprised he’s awake at this hour. Or maybe he’s been up all night again?

I find Nelly in the kitchen doorway downstairs, her nose buried in the crook of her arm.

‘It’s a shitshow,’ she winces, as I squeeze past. ‘Literally.’

Liam, twenty-one, really is up. Wearing boxers and a black T-shirt, he’s squatting on a kitchen chair clutching a mug of coffee, while Groucho Barx, our senile – and frequently incontinent – black-and-white collie peers up at me with guilty brown eyes from where he’s quivering by the back door.

‘We can’t find the remote,’ Liam says, nodding down at Mop Bot, the new robot vacuum cleaner, as it continues merrily smearing one of Groucho’s more exuberant deposits over the tiles in blissful, space-age arcs.

Striding across the kitchen, I pick the damn thing up.

‘Mum! Gross,’ Nelly cries.

I jab at the button on Mop Bot’s top until it dies abruptly in my arms. Gagging from the smell, I dump it on the floor.

In the moment of silence that follows, Liam snorts with pent-up laughter.

‘Not funny,’ I snap, glaring across at him and his pale skinny legs, rife with line tattoos. I hate the fact that he’s done this to himself over the past year, but it’s not like I’m in much of a position to criticise him. I got a drunk tattoo myself in my misspent youth – to my everlasting shame. A cartoon rat on the back of my shoulder in honour of my boyfriend at the time, Mickey Ratty. But at least I very rarely see mine.

Climbing down from his kitchen chair, still laughing, Liam half hops, half dances across the messy tiles into the hall like he’s playing Twister.

‘Oi. That’s mine!’ Nelly exclaims, pulling at the hem of his T-shirt. ‘You pig! It stinks of smoke.’

Backing off, his slopping coffee cup held aloft, Liam sidesteps her as she gives chase, like they’re both still kids, just as Adam arrives in his pyjama bottoms and faded Nirvana Nevermind T-shirt. He flattens himself against the wall as Liam and Nelly tumble past, shrieking and swearing.

I slowly survey the wreckage Mop Bot has left in its wake. The kitchen floor looks like a Jackson Pollock if he ever had a Brown Period.

‘I didn’t want that bloody thing anyway.’

Adam holds up his hands, as if fending off a bear. ‘Only trying to help,’ he says.

It takes all my self-control not to yell that this isn’t helping. He’s not helping. He never helps. None of them do. Or never enough.

Which is why I called a family summit last month and pointed out that, since Liam had dropped out of uni and Nelly was working from home, and since they’re both now technically adults, they could start helping out around the place. But it fell on deaf ears, until my ‘aggressive tone’ was noted by Nelly, while Liam, who never misses an opportunity to gang up with his sister, added that I was ‘having a go’. Then Nelly accused me of being menopausal in such a condescending way that I honestly wanted to stab them all with a fork.

Adam decided that the best solution was to buy me a robot vacuum for my birthday.

Yeah. Right. Lucky me.

Negotiating his way across the clean patches of tiles, Adam lets Groucho out into the back garden from the utility room and starts wafting the door to get rid of the smell. He looks at me as I snatch the mop from the cupboard.

‘Um, you wanna leave that and maybe …?’ He gives me a hopeful smirk, glancing back upstairs.

I can’t actually believe what I’m hearing. ‘No, Adam,’ I tell him. ‘I really think the moment has passed.’

It takes an age to wash the floor while Adam takes Groucho Barx for a loop around St Ann’s Well Gardens in case he does it again.

When I’m finished, I survey the kitchen with its ancient green units that Adam refuses to get rid of because of their ‘sentimental’ value. It’s like he’s trying to keep his parents’ kitchen as it was when they were still alive and lived in this house, as a kind of mausoleum to his childhood. He even had the cheek to say the other day that everything here’s so old, it’s come back into fashion, but I don’t buy it. It looks like what it is – a dump.

Out in the utility room, I tentatively sniff my original 1970s Missoni sundress hanging on the drying rack. Phew, now that I’ve washed it, it doesn’t smell too musty. And just as well, because there’s no way I can afford anything new for the party, so when Nelly suggested going down the vintage route, I ventured into the loft and found this old friend I bought in Camden Market back in the nineties. I’m hoping it’ll look cool and vibey.

As Adam gets back, Groucho skitters across the wet kitchen floor with muddy paws, and I huff.

‘Don’t forget you said you’d take this lot to the dump,’ I remind him and point as he heads out towards the shed. There are several boxes of loft junk that I’ve left piled up by the back door. The first lot of many, I hope. It’s stuffed to the rafters up there, but if we cleared it out, we could turn it into a home office for Nelly. That would be one way of getting her out of our dining room, where she currently works.

As he takes the lid off one, I feel an urge to slap his hand away. Why can’t he ever just do what I ask?

‘Is that my wedding suit?’ He sounds dismayed.

‘It’s wrecked. The loft wildlife have had a field day,’ I reply defensively.

Rummaging down, he pulls out my wedding veil which is covered in mouse droppings along with my lovely silk dress that the moths have chewed into lace.

‘Oh my God. Can’t any of it be salvaged?’

‘It’s all ruined. Just take it. I want it out. Gone.’

Pulling a pained expression, he moves like a government inspector at a customs checkpoint to the next box. Under the lid is a dog-eared backgammon set.

‘But we used to love playing,’ he says.

‘Used to. Twenty years ago. Because that’s how long it’s been up in the loft. Just give it to a charity shop, OK?’

Oh God. Here we go. I see his frown as he spots what’s underneath. A jumble of his broken childhood Star Wars figurines. I chew my lip, the ghost of our Spectacular Fucking Row from 2014 suddenly looming large.

Apart from our increased scratchiness of late – well, scratchiness might be an understatement – mostly over the years we’ve rubbed along pretty well. Neither of us is particularly volatile, preferring the kind of stealth combat offered up by silent, simmering sulks and petty digs. But occasionally there’s enough umbrage taken for one of us to blow.

The violent fate of Adam’s Star Wars collection caused a pretty major explosion.

I stare down at the survivors’ dusty faces and partially melted limbs. ‘Maybe someone else’s kid might want them? I suggest.

‘No. Dad gave them to me,’ he says, like he’s a schoolkid and I’ve just tried to snatch something off him at the school gates. No, he hasn’t forgotten the Spectacular Fucking Row either.

He puts the box on the floor reverentially, making it clear he’ll be taking it elsewhere, but certainly not to the charity shop, then starts on the next box.

He holds up a bundle of my old diaries. ‘Seriously? Do you want to throw all our old stuff out?’

‘The past is a foreign country. Isn’t that how the saying goes?’

Anyway, what’s the point of keeping that old drivel? Especially if Liam or Nelly accidentally got to read them. Or Adam. There’s lots of stuff about him in there too.

I sigh as he digs deeper.

‘No way. Not all our mixtapes.’ He sounds horrified.

I stand next to him and peek at the jumble of tapes and CDs we used to make for one another, until his last laptop with a CD burner died a few years before lockdown.

He picks up one of the cassette tapes and dusts it off, examining its ancient track names written out in his sloping handwriting. Along the spine it says, For Juliet 1989 in faded blue pen.

‘But you love “Ride on Time” and “Eternal Flame”.’

The accusation – no, the betrayal – in his voice makes me flare with anger. All I want to do is to clear some space, get some order. He’s such a bloody hoarder. It’s suffocating.

‘It’s old tech, Adam. Just chuck it.’ Snatching the lid from him, I replace it firmly on the box. ‘Or, I don’t know … recreate them all on Spotify, if you must …’

But from the way he looks at me, I might as well have thrown the whole box at his head.




CHAPTER TWO

Adam – ‘Strangers’

I gaze across the posters and old vinyl covers taped to every available inch of wall in Liam’s bedroom, with that phrase ‘recreate them all on Spotify’ still ringing in my ears, but then I force myself to focus back in on Liam again. He’s glaring up at me malevolently from his bed and I feel that same sense of dread over how far we’ve drifted apart.

I was good at it to begin with. The whole dadding thing. Sure, I couldn’t actually grow the kids inside me or give birth to them or breastfeed them like Jules. But after that, I loved doing my bit to raise my own little flesh and blood Tamagotchis and do it right. To change the Huggies during the red-eye Saturday-morning Teletubbies shifts. To NutriBullet the broccoli and choo-choo-train it in.

I kept on being good at it too. Right through the Hama Bead, Bop It, Heely, Minecraft, Beyblade, Micro scooting, PTA camping, Pokémon, pirate party years.

The older the kids got, the more I thought I’d just keep levelling up, like in a computer game. Acquiring new skills and avatar gear. Until I was like Superdad. And not just me, us. The Holes. I thought we’d be like the Incredibles. Or the Guardians of the Galaxy. That, no matter what, we’d always stick together and triumph in the end.

‘Why can’t you just leave me the fuck alone?’ Liam growls, back in his bed in his blinds-drawn, lava-lamplit, sweat pit of a bedroom, like this is his plan for the rest of the day.

As an affronted adult, part of me wants to snap right back at him. As his dad, to ground him, or tell him there’ll be no more Xbox, ever. But he’s twenty-one. Too old for me to be here pestering him to type up his CV so I can give it to my banker mate Zack who’ll be at Darius’s party later, and who might – just might – give Liam some work experience before he goes back to uni to resit his accountancy exams at the end of the year.

‘There’s no need to swear,’ I tell him instead. Pathetic – and hypocritical, because God knows I swear enough myself – but going in too hard will only lead to another fight.

‘Isn’t there?’ he demands, gripping his pillow behind his head like he’s considering hurling it at me. ‘Because sometimes that’s the only way you ever listen to what I’ve got to say.’

I bite down on my lip and take a deep breath, as I stare across the mess of what I like to refer to as his ‘walk-on wardrobe’. ‘Which is?’ I ask.

‘That I just want to be left alone.’

Great. He means to do nothing. Except maybe go out and get hammered again tonight, just like he did last night, and get into even more debt. ‘I don’t want to play the bad guy,’ I say.

‘So don’t.’

‘But you can’t just spend all day in bed, and all night out.’

‘I wasn’t out. I was at Max’s.’

Like there’s a difference. Max and him used to be such great little buddies growing up, but now Max has dropped out of college too, and the two of them just seem to be dragging each other down.

‘Doing what?’

‘Oh, you know, mainly heroin and crack.’

‘Not funny.’

‘Why? Because you’re worried it might be true?’

‘No,’ I say through gritted teeth. Even though I do worry, not so much about Liam experimenting with hard drugs, more about him getting mixed up in the same full-on clubbing lifestyle he got caught up in at uni, leading the pastoral team there to flag up to us that he’d stopped going to his lectures, and then Liam himself admitted he’d burned through his entire year’s money in under ten weeks.

‘We were just playing,’ he says.

‘Dragon Age?’ My attempt at a joke, at peace-making, because old-school dungeons and dragons-style games were what we used to play together when he was a kid, before he got into Fortnite and Call of Duty and even more hardcore shooters like the ones my best mate Darius makes now.

‘No. Bass,’ he says.

For a second, I think I’ve misheard. My eyes even flick to the corner of his bedroom, to where he used to keep his two acoustic and one electric guitar, before he smashed them into a tangle of splinters and wires when he was eleven, about a week after he got discharged from the hospital.

‘I’ve been playing Max’s old one,’ he says, as though reading my mind.

‘Well, I suppose it’s good to have a hobby.’

‘It’s what I want to do again.’ His eyes flash defiance.

Again? He can’t be serious. As in what he was ‘destined’ to do? The exact word we both once used, without irony, about him playing. A dumb King Arthur word, but Liam was so goddamned gifted, it felt true.

‘But I don’t understand,’ I say, trying not to look at his left hand.

‘Me and Max, we’re setting up a band,’ he tells me. ‘Me on bass and him on lead.’

No. The word detonates inside me. Because as well as suffering major motor nerve damage, Liam lost two fingers in his accident. Meaning whatever he’s planning now, it’ll only lead to more heartache, and God knows he’s already had enough of that.

‘But what about going back to finish college?’

Silence.

‘You promised me you’d give it another go.’

Still nothing.

‘And you know how good that course is,’ I tell him, my voice rising, ‘and how great your employment prospects will be –’

‘I never wanted to study accountancy,’ he says, jaw clenched, jutting. ‘That was always just you.’

That whole mess of feelings I got snagged up in after his accident, it starts gnawing into me again now.

‘You do know I’m only try to help.’

‘Yeah …’

Only he doesn’t finish his sentence. Doesn’t need to. I can already hear it like he’s screamed it into my face – but you’re not.

I find Jules in the kitchen, listening to Ed Harcourt’s ‘Strangers’ as she writes out menu cards for the buffet she’s running for the council event tomorrow.

‘That work placement Zack might get Liam, he’s refusing to even apply,’ I tell her. ‘And he’s not going back to uni. He says him and Max are starting a band.’

‘I know.’ Her bright blue eyes fix on mine. ‘I could hear you shouting from down here. That’s why I just turned the music up.’

‘I was not shouting,’ I say, before realising that she’s got me – because I am now. ‘I was just trying to get him to listen,’ I hiss. ‘To common sense.’

‘Is it really so bad if he tries?’

I can’t believe she’s asking me this. That she’s supporting this insane idea of his.

‘Yes, yes, it bloody well is. Because it’s … it’s pointless.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he’s never going to be as good as he was.’ It’s the truth. ‘And he’ll hate that and people will just …’

‘What?’ She crosses her arms.

‘You know what. You know what people are like. Like with him playing cricket at school. They took the piss constantly.’

‘He still made the second team, didn’t he? He proved them wrong.’

‘This is different.’

‘How?’

‘It’s the music industry. It eats its own bloody children alive.’ We both know this from the few friends we’ve got who’ve worked in it.

‘But it’s always been his dream,’ she says.

‘Yeah, well, dreams aren’t reality. And anyway, has it? Has it always been his dream?’ I ask. ‘Because as far as I know, he’s not talked about making new music in ten years.’

No, not since I heard Max screaming that day in the garden with Liam. Not since I ran out to find my little boy bloodied and unconscious with his hand trapped and mangled in that zip wire’s pulley.

‘People are allowed to change their mind,’ Jules says.

And there it is. Her jaw’s set. Just like his. Oh yeah, no question, he’s inherited his mule-grade stubbornness from her.

She stares at me like this whole thing’s down to me. Or maybe that is how she sees it, because if it wasn’t for me rigging up that zip wire from the old bay tree, our son would never have got hurt in the first place.

Me.

Something I’ve thought about every day since.

Only now, whenever I try to make his life better, he just pushes me away.

‘Fine. You deal with it. With him,’ I tell her.

Quickly turning, so she won’t see how pissed off I really am, I march down the garden into the supersized shed Dad built as his workshop back in the seventies, pulling on the plink-plinking overhead strip lights before slamming the warped wooden door behind me, sealing myself in.

Squeezing past the bulging shelves of gaming manuals and science-fiction novels, I knock P. Bill Howarth’s Game Design & the Pixelated Brain and Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five onto the floor. I stick on Dad’s sixties wooden Bang & Olufsen player which my tech-savvy pal Doodles refurbed for me, and pump the Who’s ‘My Generation’ up loud.

Almost instantly, I feel better. Insulated. Not just from Liam, but from Jules, because us not clicking, it’s happening more and more. Even our surprise fu—half-fuck – this morning wasn’t enough to stop us dive-bombing into another bickerfest.

Whatever happened to reason? To just being nice?

I shut my eyes. Breathing in, breathing out. Feeling my heartbeat slow.

Glancing across at those two boxes I dragged in here earlier instead of taking to the dump, I dig out my ruined Star Wars figurine collection and stand them up in a line on Dad’s old lathe, leaving them looking like some crazy, futuristic bus queue. I remember every single Christmas and birthday I got each one. Like they’re etched into my mind. In every memory, Dad’s smiling down.

Reaching into the other box, I grab a couple of the mixtapes. That same For Juliet tape from ’89 I pulled out before and Flat Party from ’98. I can’t believe Jules wanted to chuck these out. A part of me still swoons at the nostalgia of these tapes, because I love music, like it’s something my core needs to function properly. And me and Jules, it always used to be our thing, too. It’s how we raised our kids. Like the von Trapps, but with beats. Something that dropped off after what happened to Liam. Until our whole family singalong and playalong vibe died out into each of us retreating to our separate devices and our separate rooms.

For a second, with the bright morning sunlight filtering in through the shed’s ivy-throttled windows, For Juliet almost looks like it’s glowing in my hands. But even if I could find a way to play it, I’m still too pissed off with Jules to pay her this kind of homage. She wanted to throw it out. Which is kind of like wanting to throw us out, right? Everything we were. What brought us to here. The soundtrack of our lives.

I toss it back into the box instead and turn Roger Daltrey up to 9.

Stripping off to my shorts, I get going on Dad’s squeaky exercise bike. It’s only day six of my new routine, but I swear it’s getting easier already.

I think about Darius and his party as I cycle, pushing myself harder and harder. His face is dotted all over the old photo board gathering dust on the wall. Shots of him here in Dad’s ‘Aladdin’s cave’ at weekends. Dad teaching us how to build toy guns and kites as kids. And always with that sawdust – or ‘man glitter’, as Mum always called it – in Dad’s hair. Then Darius and me playing Super Mario and Sonic as teens and teaching ourselves how to code and design our first rudimentary games, after Dad started hanging out more in the pubs and betting shops on Western Road.

Twenty-five years later, me and Darius even turned this into an office for a while. Some of the ideas we came up with are still pinned to the board. Including the proto logo for Totally Sirius Games, the company that only he went on to run when he moved to the States eight years ago.

Christ, it seems impossible now that we were ever so nearly the same.

After ten minutes, I’m knackered. Standing on Mum and Dad’s crappy old analogue bathroom scales, I weigh myself. One pound. One measly sodding pound. That’s all I’ve lost in six punishing days. I glare down at last night’s Pronto in Tavola pizza box in the bin, on top of Wednesday’s Kambi’s grilled chicken wrapper. I pull off my sweat-heavy shorts, hoping it’ll make another pound’s difference. Does it hell. Maybe I’ve at least toned up instead? I turn to the tarnished mirror on the wall.

Big mistake. The pool-ready-me I’ve been hoping might put in a surprise guest appearance before Darius’s homecoming party is emphatically not staring back. Instead, it’s the usual me. With my little round belly leaving me looking like I’ve swallowed a car headrest.

Koala. My colleague Meredith gave me that cutesy nickname. On account of my beard and the way it’s starting to grey, she says. But no doubt because of my dad bod, too. I picture her for a second, smiling across at me from where she sits in between me and Doodles in our messy little basement office at Quark Studios, with its reams of mobile role-playing games scripts and character traits taped to the walls.

She’d no doubt find this moment funny, watching me half sweat myself to death, because she thinks I’m comfy with who I am. But I still can’t help wondering if she’ll notice the new, slimmer, fitter me, if he ever does show up.

‘Knock knock,’ a heavy Manchester accent calls out.

Shit. Doodles. He’s early. I nearly fall flat on my bare arse trying to snatch my shorts off the workbench as the shed door creaks open and Big D stoops in under the door frame, wearing leather sandals, rolled down cobra-patterned dungarees and a faded Frankie Knuckles T-shirt.

‘By all the ancient gods. What seventh level of hell and decadence is this?’ He grins, peering down at me from his six-foot-three vantage point as he takes off his mirrored Wayfarer shades.

‘Piss off,’ I say, quickly pulling on my shorts. ‘I was just –’

‘What, starting a one-man nudist colony? Or don’t tell me, it was a full moon last night and you’ve just woken up here naked after ripping through several flocks of baby lambs on the moor overnight?’

‘I was just weighing myself, OK?’ I mumble.

‘Oh, yeah, sure. Because we all, like, do that naked in our sheds.’ Striding past me smirking, with his straggly long blond hair and weed-shot eyes that have always made him look like Gandalf the Grey’s stoned kid brother, he grabs a couple of cold cans of Stella from the fridge.

‘Here.’ He chucks me one. ‘Rub it on your forehead. It might help soothe your dignity.’

Jerking the dustcover off the TV, he sits down on the butt-sculpted sofa. By the time I finish getting dressed, he’s already got his headset on, has levered the back off one of the controllers and is busy adjusting its electronic guts with a screwdriver.

‘To stop your aim pulling to the right,’ he explains, tossing it back to me and switching on the TV.

Me and Doodles game together most Saturdays. For just a couple of hours unless Jules is working, in which case it’s sometimes all day. It’s something we’ve been doing on and off since we first became friends back in our twenties, but more so now I’m less busy with the kids.

Today, it’s Baldur’s Gate 3. We’ve teamed up with a gang of fellow berserker, half-elf warrior druids, clerics and thieves to kick ass across the fictional world of the Forgotten Realms. A bunch of nonsense, of course. But fun nonsense. The kind that lets you leave all your troubles behind.

‘Adam,’ shouts Jules from somewhere outside an hour later, breaking the spell.

‘Sounds like someone’s in trouble,’ Doodles intones, before cutting off our online chat with a bunch of twentysomethings who’ve been quizzing us for cheats for a couple of old-school nineties games they’re really into.

‘Adam!’ Jules shouts louder. ‘The car. You promised.’

She means Mum’s old Skoda. I promised her I’d change the spark plugs. Plugs I haven’t even got round to ordering yet online.

‘All right, all right,’ I yell back. ‘I’m coming. For God’s sake,’ I mutter under my breath.

‘Everything OK?’ Doodles asks.

‘Huh?’

‘Between you two?’ Me and Jules have been a couple since before he met us. We’re probably like furniture to him.

‘What? Oh, yeah. Just, you know. Married bullshit,’ I tell him, shrugging it off.

He shrugs back. Being a bachelor, he doesn’t have a clue.

Even though I’ve been praying for rain so that the whole ‘pool’ bit of the ‘pool party’ gets called off, two hours later the sun is still blazing down hotter than a chicken vindaloo from a clear blue sky, as our Uber drops us off outside the electric gates of Darius’s cod antebellum mansion on Tongdean Avenue, the most expensive road in town.

‘Wah-hey, A-Hole and Jules! Now the party can officially begin,’ Darius whoops, all grinning white teeth, as he answers the videocam to buzz us in.

‘Come on, it’s still funny. Always will be,’ Jules says, giving my hand the same comforting squeeze Dad used to if I’d lost one of my toys as a kid.

A-Hole. The unavoidable nickname that’s dogged me my entire life. Thanks to my parents being unaware of the otherwise universally known American phrase.

‘Yeah, but at least I was born an arsehole and didn’t choose to marry one,’ I counter with my standard retort, noticing she’s wearing an old dress of hers and looking great in it – only it’s too late to tell her.

Another hand squeeze. From me this time. Married Morse code for putting our earlier row behind us. As we walk past a sparkling red Ferrari parked on the flint-cobbled drive, Darius appears, arms outstretched in his pillared doorway, dressed in designer swim shorts, a white linen shirt and black Havaianas.

For a second my heart sinks, wondering what I must look like next to him in my shitty old T-shirt and shorts. Especially since, blessed with natural Greek good looks anyway, Darius Angelopoulos has now built himself a Greek hero body to match.

But then he hugs me. ‘Damn, it’s good to see you, Ads,’ he grins. And, suddenly, he’s just Darius, my old best friend.

I smile as I watch him hug Jules, seeing the way his fingertips still roam self-consciously over his old acne pockmarks and that other, deeper scar on his chin from when he fell off his BMX back in ’85 and banged both his face and his balls on a bin.

‘I still can’t believe you’re throwing a party just two days after you got back home,’ Jules says, as Darius leads us inside and past what looks like a private cinema room, with unopened removals boxes stacked up against its back wall.

‘Yeah, well, you know me. I hate wasting time.’ He smiles. ‘Plus, I did have help,’ he admits, nodding at a super-tall, super-confident-looking young woman with bright red hair, who’s directing a phalanx of waiters carrying canapés from the kitchen into the garden. ‘Anastasija, my PA,’ he explains. ‘She flew in early to get everything ready.’

Grabbing us both a glass of champagne, Darius ushers us outside. Blimey, there’s got to be nearly a hundred people here already, milling around the manicured lawns overlooking the city and the wide blue sea below.

‘So are you flipping out yet,’ Jules says, ‘about leaving your whole life out there behind?’

‘Not really. Especially not now Mum’s dementia has got so much worse.’

He pats my back affectionately. These last years since she got diagnosed, I’ve been checking in on Eleni every couple of months and reporting back. I can see that same sad look in Darius’s eyes that he got in school after his dad died; we both know it won’t be long.

‘Of course, the money made it a hell of a lot easier,’ he jokes.

The fortune he exited with. Half of which could have been mine, if I’d only moved out there to work with him, after we both came up with the idea for Totally Sirius in my shed all those years ago. Something everyone else here knows about too. Making me what? The Darius that never was? A failure? A fool?

I feel my stomach twist.

‘You OK?’ he asks, his dark eyes narrowing as he looks into mine.

‘Yeah, of course.’ Or at least, I’d better be, right? Because it’s sure as hell too late to change the past now. ‘Happy for you,’ I say out loud. ‘And chuffed to have you home.’

As he and Jules get talking to a couple of his American colleagues who are staying for the weekend, I throw myself into the party. A knock-off Buena Vista Social Club-style band strikes up and the air fills with laughter, chatter and the waft of BBQ smoke.

A couple of hours later and people are starting to get in the pool. Bagging a sunbed as far from the aquatic action as I can, I get talking to some old pals while sinking a couple of beers. When Jules gets changed into her swimsuit and sarong, she asks me to come for a dip, but I stick to where I am like a limpet at high tide. No way my shirt’s coming off.

‘Well, hey, boss,’ Meredith says, appearing by my side, pushing her hand back through her shoulder-length blonde hair. She’s dressed in a strappy green cotton dress that’s covering her damp bikini underneath, and for a second, I get this jolt of adrenaline and don’t know where to look. ‘Enjoying the schmooze?’ she enquires.

‘The schmooze?’ Self-conscious, I tug my T-shirt down over my belly. ‘Is that what this is?’

‘Ah, but of course you’re here in your guise as revered old school chum and bestie of our host,’ she teases. ‘But for the rest of us mere mortals, while this might not exactly be Gamescom, it’s probably the most schmooztastic gathering of the Sillycon Valley bosses and other selected industry arsehats we’re likely to see all year.’

Sillycon, her name for the three streets in Brighton where most of the city’s tech firms are based. One of our little in-jokes. Darius, or Anastasija at least, has asked a whole bunch of them here today as well as all his old friends, as he’s keen to reconnect with everyone in the sector now he’s back.

‘Hmm,’ I say, looking across at a few of the other faces I recognise from our rival companies in town. Maybe I should be schmoozing them too, because it’s not like my career at Quark is exactly going stellar, is it? Something that’s bothering me more the older I get. Or maybe it’s just the work I’ve ended up doing. Mobile role-playing games based on reality TV shows was hardly what I was aiming at when I joined, but it’s the way the company has skewed these last five years. ‘Oh, and talking of arsehats …’ I nod towards where I’ve just spotted our MD and the founder of Quark Studios, Todd Landerson, kneeling down, mouth to a vodka luge spout.

‘Do you think that’s how he got the job to begin with?’ Meredith asks.

‘Oh, come on,’ I laugh. ‘You’re better than that.’

‘Am I, though?’ she grins.

As she sits down next to me, I squidge up to make room. ‘Sauvignon Blanc?’ I ask, nodding at her glass.

‘A pint of Dark Star IPA?’ she says, glancing down at mine.

Our favourite summer drinks. Just like I know she prefers Cabernet Sauvignon in the winter, and salt and vinegar crisps all year round. The kind of crucial pub details I’ve only known about two or three other women in my life.

I don’t know exactly when it started happening, our whole walking back from Friday-night works drinks together, but it’s something we’ve been doing more and more lately. Unspoken. Unnoticed by others too. Not that there’s anything to notice, of course. It’s just that since Meredith moved flats, we take pretty much the same route home, and there’s usually work stuff to talk about. Though, in truth, we’ve been talking about work less and less these last few months.

‘Hey, Meredith!’ a voice calls up.

We both turn to look at four hunks playing an improvised game of volleyball on the tennis court below us. Tanned torsos. Six-packs glistening in the sun.

‘Klaus,’ she shouts. ‘Looking good, baby.’

‘Feeling good!’ the fittest of the four shouts back, flipping his wraparound shades up onto the top of his head.

‘You still good for Wednesday practice?’ she calls down.

‘Sure.’ He blows her a kiss. ‘You and me, we’re going straight to the top of the league.’

I recognise him now. One of the new account directors at work. Ten years younger than me.

‘Ah, so he’s your Mr Perfect,’ I say, as Meredith turns back to me. Another in-joke, because she’s been single since she moved down from London three years ago and claims she can’t find anyone decent. Even though I always tease her that this is Brighton and she’s setting her standards way too high.

‘Hmm,’ she considers. ‘I suppose. But only when we’re playing volleyball.’

‘He’s your partner, then?’

‘Court partner.’

‘He looks nice.’

‘Oh, he is, but … not so smart …’ She does a funny little Arnold Schwarzenegger, Terminator impression that makes me laugh. ‘I mean, yeah,’ she continues, ‘he’s hot. My type. But guys like him are always so bloody arrogant. I prefer someone with a bit more sense of humour. Someone you can have a pint and a laugh with.’ She punches me playfully on the arm.

Teasing, and safe, because I’m clearly so physically not her type.

She stares back at Todd, who’s now chatting to Doodles, beaming like some guy out of a toothpaste commercial.

‘So, what do you think it’s all about?’ she says.

I don’t even need to ask. She means the companywide meeting Todd’s called for Monday, something that’s never happened once in all the years I’ve been there. And normally I’d hate being treated as older and therefore wiser by my colleagues. A bit unfair of me given most of them are at least half my age. But last year when Todd booked our Christmas party at Horizon club down on the beach I got asked twice in the queue if I was an Uber driver and once inside if I was the plumber they’d called out to unblock the drains – it’s not something you forget.

But at least with Meredith there’s only a few years’ difference between us. The trouble is, I don’t know shit. I turned down my one shot at director-level management years ago so I could help out more with Jules and the kids. Back after Liam’s accident.

‘Maybe we should ask him, then,’ she says, pointing across at Darius, who’s splashing around in the pool. ‘You’ve always said he’s got all the answers, right? San Fran Disco, your friendly part-time DJ, part-time tech bro hero.’ She smirks.

‘Right.’ I grin back, feeling a little guilty about the silly nickname I’ve given my oldest pal behind his back.

‘But just who, pray tell, is it that Mr Siriusly-full-of-himself is with?’ Meredith asks. ‘Because they sure do look like they’re having fun.’

‘Oh, that’s Jules,’ I say, only now seeing that it’s her.

‘Your Jules?’

‘Uh-huh.’

There’s an awkward little silence as we watch them laughing and scrabbling over a rainbow-coloured Frisbee that keeps popping up out of the water, with Jules, ever competitive, and Darius, equally so, both refusing to let the other one win.

Only then Jules spots me and waves me over, but I pretend like I haven’t seen.

‘They’re old friends too,’ I explain.

I try focusing on Meredith, but I can still hear Jules laughing. In a way I haven’t heard her for so long. What’s he saying that’s making her giggle so much?

I don’t really see Jules again until later, after it’s started getting dark, when the music cuts and Darius hops up onto the little stage with a mic in his hands.

‘Soooooo … guess what, people? It’s karaoke time,’ he announces with a showman’s smile, as a spotlight picks him out.

Through the gathering crowd, I see Jules looking around for me.

But I know Darius too well. I know exactly who he’s going to call up first and I can’t bring myself to do it. To get up there. Next to him. Here at his awesome new house. In front of everyone I know.

Grabbing another drink, I shrink back into the shadows, as that bright, ugly spotlight shines down.
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