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Nik listened to the instructor's words and tried to concentrate on them and not the fact that everything was about to go wrong. He'd really been looking forward to this photography weekend and had bored his schoolmates telling how great it would be. Two whole days on a wildlife reserve, not just catching a glimpse of amazing animals, but being able to really watch them. Learning to take photos of them would be brilliant too, especially now he had a camera. He wouldn't let Shane spoil it for him.

'It's all about the light,' the instructor reminded them. He showed fab images on a huge TV screen. One was of starlings with the sun full on them, iridescent feathers catching the light. Then fox cubs playing, the low evening sunlight backlighting their fuzz of hair. They were shown the brilliant colours of kingfisher plumage and yet more colourful still, a rainbow arching over a snowy landscape. Ladybirds gleamed in closeup, swans reflected in glittering water, leaping trout shimmered.

Yes! He wanted to capture the light in his pictures. Nik scribbled notes about camera settings and all the other advice for doing just that.

'The light and how you see things, that's what makes your pictures.'

Shane didn't look at things the right way, that was the trouble. Not so long ago Nik had actually looked forward to Mum's wedding and really thought Shane and him could be proper brothers.

It had started off OK. He remembered Mum telling him that she had a friend called Stuart and being all shy about it like Nik might not already have sussed she had a boyfriend. It had been obvious from her getting all dressed up and arranging for someone to babysit that something was going on. The way she was all smiley and stuff gave him a clue about what that something might be. He'd been pleased. Mum loved him, he knew, but he guessed that sometimes she'd like them to be more like the families you saw on TV. He did too. Having a dad and a brother would be great. Even a sister might be OK if she wasn't too much of a girl.

When Nik met Stuart he'd liked him straight away. He didn't do that grown-up thing of asking him millions of stupid questions but not listening to the answers.

'Hope you don't waste all your time and energy on football?' he'd said.

Nik had put him right. He explained about walking through the park looking for birds, animals and insects. Hanging bird feeders on the balcony of their flat, joining in litter collecting and removal of alien plants along the canal when Mum could take him, and watching nature programmes on TV.

'My son Shane and I are joining in a beach clean on Saturday, perhaps you and your mum would like to join us?'

'Too right!' Oh, but it was a long way to the beach. Mum only took him on the train after she'd done overtime at work and that hadn't happened for a while. And Mum sometimes didn't seem to love pulling shopping trolleys and beer cans out of canal mud, even though it might save the life of a swan or mean kingfishers or water voles would find good places to live. He probably should have asked her first.

It was all fine though. Stuart had a car and would come and pick them up and Mum looked really pleased. Made sense, beaches aren't as muddy as canals and she would be saving gannets. Mum must like them because she said Nik was just like one.

'So, what do you think?' Mum asked afterwards.

Nik had started telling her how important it was to remove plastic from the sea when she laughed.

'I meant Stuart. What do you think of him?'

'Oh. Yeah, he's good. Sensible and listens and stuff.'

'That's probably because his son is the same age as you.'

Nik had hardly taken in the mention of Shane. When he thought about what them all meeting up and Mum's smileyness might mean, he tried not to get his hopes up.

At first everything had seemed brilliant. Shane was good then. They'd talked on the drive to the beach about the different creatures they liked best. Shane had all the gear; waterproof waders, binoculars, identification books, camera. He wasn't all funny about it though and shared everything with Nik. Well, not the waders off course; one each would be daft. Mum had brought him a spare pair of trousers to put on afterwards so he was OK anyway.

Each of them had tried to collect more rubbish than the other. Nik won, but decided it was a draw really because Stuart had been helping him and Shane had Mum on his side. It was good she got all that fishing line from above the high tide mark as that was really dangerous stuff. It didn't take up much room in the sacks though.

Afterwards they'd got take away pizza. It was buy one get one free, so Stuart bought a big one for him and Mum, and Nik and Shane shared the free one. They both liked the same toppings - everything except vegetables and anchovies. Mum and Stuart just had olives and mushrooms. Boring.

They'd done lots of things together after that. It was good having Shane with him to share the excitement when he saw an adder basking in the sun or to help him work out which bird was calling and from where. Together they noticed more animals than either of them would have done on their own. Shane gave Nik the pair of binoculars he had when he was a little kid. They weren't as good as his proper ones, but still useful and if anything stayed still long enough, Shane gave him a go with the better ones.

Perhaps even better was that Mum didn't have to come with him all the time. For some reason she lost interest after a couple of hours. Sometimes she stayed in the car reading a book and Stuart took them on a proper long walk. Sometimes Mum and Stuart stayed in the cafe on a reserve and Nik and Shane were allowed to explore on their own for a bit.

They did lots of other stuff together too. All four of them went to the cinema, out for meals and even to a really wicked theme park with well scary rides. They did more normal stuff too. Stuart and Shane came to the flat to eat dinners Mum cooked and watch TV or play games. More often Nik and Mum went to their house, because it was bigger and they could stay overnight. Nik got his own room, but Mum had to share with Stuart.

Sometimes they did boring stuff like food shopping all together or Nik and Shane had to do the washing up or sit quietly and do their homework, but even that was sort of good. It was like being one of the families you see on TV.

Then it seemed like they were going to be an actual, real, family. Stuart and Mum wanted to get married! He bought her a ring and they picked a date and told people. Nik was going to give Mum away. He didn't like the sound of that until Mum explained it and then he was well chuffed.

Shane was going to be Stuart's best man, which was kind of like the same thing. They'd wear the same fancy suits and make speeches! It was going to be well fun. Afterwards Mum wouldn't have to go to work so much and they were all going to live together. It was going to be in a house like the one Stuart and Shane had already, but not that one.

'We thought a fresh start for all of us would be best,' Stuart had said. 'It won't be my house, or Rhona's, but ours. A home for all of us.'

Rhona was what he called Mum, when he wasn't calling her pumpkin, so that was all right. Nik and Shane were going to help choose the house. They'd already seen some and were thinking if they liked them. It seemed Nik and Shane would have a room each and Mum and Stuart would still share. They said they didn't mind, and anyway they'd have the biggest one, so that was all right too.

Everything seemed as though it was going to be all right until the man came to see them. He had been Nik's daddy once, before Nik was born. Sometimes he still wanted to be and came to see him. He usually bought Nik a present and took him out for a burger. He didn't say much to Nik except to ask lots of questions and talk about football. He didn't say much to Mum either, but he often made her cry. Then he went away again for ages and ages. Mum said Nik didn't have to see him if he didn't want to, but if he didn't he might get sad about it when he was older, so Nik always agreed.

When the man came he didn't want to see Nik, just Mum. He said lots of rude words and things Nik didn't understand and that Mum shouldn't get married.

'What I do is none of your business,' Mum said.

'It is if it involves my kid.'

Mum used lots of long words after that. She didn't shout, but Nik could tell she was really cross. Then the man said, 'Go ahead and make a fool of yourself then, but the marriage won't last and the whole thing will be a disaster.' He left after that and didn't even say goodbye to Nik.

'He doesn't want you to get married, does he?' Nik asked.

'No, love.'

'Why not?'

'Because he ... well, he isn't always a very nice man.'

'Why did he say it won't work?'

'I suppose he thinks Stuart and Shane are too different from us.'

'Oh. I thought they were the same. They've got more money than us, but that doesn't make them not good, does it?'

'No. How much money people have has nothing to do with what they're really like.'

'And Stuart is a man. Does he want you to marry a lady
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