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To Mel, Chris, Kate and the many people who love them




2nd September, 2014


My boys,


So. Now we know. That whirlwind ambulance to A&E. The pain that was cutting me in two. The shivering in a tiny hospital gown while people investigated parts of me that I normally keep private for a reason. And last week, under the clock that seems to be permanently set to 5 a.m, the surgeon gave me her verdict. 


Cancer. 


So, it seems I won’t be celebrating my birthday tomorrow with a warm white wine or six at the pub near work. Instead I’ll be flat on my back under bright hospital lights having some lymph nodes and a large section of my colon removed. Party on, people. I wonder what music my surgeon will listen to as she works. Pray to God it isn’t Enya. I know I’ll be under anaesthetic, but I swear I’ll rise up and give them the fright of their lives.


Three weeks ago I was wondering whether I could still squeeze into my silver dress for my big 3-6 tomorrow. Now the world will be saved from that delight, because apparently I have cancer. Even when I see those words written down I can’t bring myself to believe them. I was so convinced I was fine, telling myself I was glued to the loo because of my lifetime addiction to chilli sauce, or blaming my dad’s dodgy home-brew for my apocalyptic stomach pain and for being so tired I was in bed by eight every night. 


As I sit here in my favourite chair, I pray that miracles can happen. That I haven’t waited too long. That it hasn’t spread. That I will get my second chance. I want more time with you. Seb and John. My boys. I’m not giving up – I will try and try and try to keep living. But I’m writing this and putting it away for you just in case – in case my story ends now. 


Telling you two was the hardest part. I wanted to shield you and instead I had to drag you with me into whatever comes next. Even writing this is so hard. You would think that I of all people would have the words I need. You are always asking me to be quiet, and I never listen. I bubble with words. I love to share. I talk over TV programmes and when you’re trying to hide behind the cereal packets at 7.30 in the morning. But now I have no idea what to say. I need to give you words you can treasure. Words to last a lifetime. 


If I have to leave you now, there is so much I will miss. Not the crappy things, like the huge crack in the bathroom ceiling or pretending I know how to iron. But you two – the hearts and the laughs of you. John, I love the way you talk to the car when you think no one’s listening, and the way you can make a party out of a packet of Doritos and some ancient sloe gin. I love the feel of your cheek against mine, your kindness, your incredibly complicated cooking and the way you always pretend to love my latest favourite band. 


And Seb. Our beautiful son. I know my exclamations are random at best, but I love screaming your name every week as you sprint around the football pitch, a flask of coffee in my hand and the inevitable rain screwing up my mascara. Thank you for never disowning me, even when all the dads are staring at me like I belong in a padded cell. You are tall enough to lift me up and pat me on the head (SO annoying), but now when I look at you I see the boy who wouldn’t let go of the front gate because he didn’t want to go to school without me. I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want to let you down. You’re sixteen and strong and I know you currently spend more time with your phone than with me, but I hate the thought of you growing up without me. Of not being there when you need an arm around you, or a smile, or to be told how bloody brilliant you are. 


And then there are all the amazing things you’ll do. I don’t want to miss a minute. I want to see your face as your beautiful fianceée walks down the aisle. I want to meet your children – who will be funny and bright-eyed and insanely good with their left feet, just like you. I want to cheer as you get your exam results, or pretend I’m not crying as you cram your beloved football boots into your rucksack and head off on your adventures. 


I know you’re both angry that I have cancer. God knows, I am too. People keep telling me how brave I’m being, but the truth is I’m just furious. I keep asking why it’s happening to me – wondering if it’s payback for all those years of cheating on pub quizzes and pretending I had made the biscuits I took to school bake sales. It’s all happening too soon and too fast. But as I sit here listening to Bob Dylan being tangled up in blue, I have faith in you both. I know how much you two will achieve without me if this turns out to be my time. 


John – you could finally bike round the British Isles, like you’ve been planning ever since we met. Seb – you CAN date Chloe¨ Grace Moretz (and good taste there, by the way) and become a surgeon, just as you planned aged ten after watching an episode of ER. And if a day comes when it’s just this chair left and I am gone, please go to the shelf and take down the CD I’ve edged in silver. I know, Seb, nobody listens to them any more, but bear with me. You can write in the sleeves of CDs, and that’s exactly what I’ve done. It’s my survival playlist – full of the music that reminds me of the people I want to live for and the life that I don’t want to leave.


So, John, turn off Radio 5 Live – I promise that your heart won’t stop beating. And Seb, I know some of these songs are – whisper it – really old, but bear with me; they are keepers for a reason. They will be with me every day, the soundtrack to the weeks and months to come. The days when I’ll head round the back of the hospital, past the bins and the staff ignoring the ‘No Smoking’ signs, into the world of clinics, chemotherapy and doctors staring at me with the sympathy I have already learnt to dread. 


And as you listen to Queen and The Lemonheads, and to Black Beauty galloping home with his head held high, think of the best of me. Please. The moments when I managed to say the right thing, or to cook you a meal without using every single pan. The time when I had you both in hysterics when I put my neck out dancing to ‘Walk Like an Egyptian’. My arms folding around you. And – let’s not get too Hollywood about this – think of the rest of me too. Me shouting at you to pick up the turkey sharpish, that Christmas when I dropped it on the manky bit by the bin just before everyone arrived. Me delaying the start of yet another family outing as I endlessly searched for my keys. Me navigating us in a circle in Calais and ending up back at the ferry terminal just as Mum’s sixtieth was due to start. 


Whatever you think about, please know that I’ll be thinking of you. I’ll be loving you. And I’ll be cheering you all the way to whatever your futures hold. 


I lived over half my life before I met you both, and I hope with all my heart to live many years more. You two are the reason why. Always, always the reason why. That’s not bravery – that’s pure selfishness. I don’t want to miss one minute.


I love you. 


Abi/Mum xxx




September


‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ by Queen


This one’s for you, John, in memory of the heady romance of Noah and Jenny’s wedding in that random barn in a field near Avebury. The smell of dung. The small fire started by a cigarette in a hay bale. Cider you could chew. I was uncharacteristically sober, which was just as well as, unbeknownst to me, Seb had already defied my unwilling ovaries and was growing inside me – our tiny polycystic miracle. This song (and five pints) got you up on the dance floor, and I realised that once you took off your jacket and tie you could actually MOVE. And then you fell to your knees, sliding halfway across the floor and coming to a halt at my feet with arms outstretched. What a smile. As I looked down at you, I knew that was it. My heart was yours. At least you didn’t ruin those trousers for nothing. 




Abi


‘So, it’s official. You’ve done it?’ 


Abi dragged her mind away from the expression she had seen on John’s face last night and returned Lesley’s smile. ‘Yes.’ She fiddled with the wedding ring on her finger. It was so loose now that she would have to go and get it resized. ‘It’s true. I am officially in remission.’ The words didn’t feel real. Not yet. She could still feel the race of her heartbeat as she and John had waited for the surgeon’s verdict. The clutch of her breath as they had been called into the same consulting room where her world had screamed into nightmare twelve months before. 


Lesley grinned. ‘Bloody brilliant. I knew you could do it.’


‘Did you?’ Abi couldn’t quite believe she had. She had to have blood tests every three months, but hopefully she wouldn’t be seeing the bowel cancer team again until her annual check-up this time next year. 


‘Yes.’ Her friend’s face was full of a confidence Abi had forgotten how to feel. ‘How about a celebratory dance later? You used to be unstoppable when they played “Ice Ice Baby” at that club next to our flat in Bayswater.’


Abi had used to be a lot of things. ‘I’m not sure I’m up to that yet. It’s been a while since I got my dancing shoes on.’


‘OK.’ Lesley thought for a second. ‘How about some air guitar instead, then?’ She pulled her dark hair out of its sensible accountancy ponytail and fluffed it out around her face. She pinched more colour into her cheeks and her eyes snapped with mischief. ‘I’ll get some Oasis on later. That always gets you going.’


‘Just as long as no one plays “I Will Survive”.’ Abi shook her head. ‘I think I’ve heard enough of that one to last a lifetime.’ 


She looked up at the birch trees that framed the garden at the back of the pub, admiring the bright pink and blue flags tied to the branches. ‘I love the bunting.’ 


‘Yep.’ Lesley pulled out a mirror and slicked on some lipstick. ‘We thought you’d like that – you could barely move at your wedding without strangling yourself on the stuff. Your mum’s had your dad up a ladder for most of the afternoon getting it all sorted.’


‘Poor Dad.’


‘Rubbish. He loved it. He even started trying to clean out the gutters, but luckily someone stopped him before he did himself any damage. The two of them bought up all the stock in the balloon shop too.’ Lesley pointed to the colourful tangle of purple, yellow and silver by the back door of the pub. ‘No expense spared, my friend. Not for your survival bash.’


Abi looked upwards, almost expecting a fork of lightning to flare across the sky. She had grown terrified of tempting fate. Every time she had thought that she was getting better, she had been given another unpleasant surprise. A post-operative wound infection that trapped her on the ward. A temperature that spiralled so high she needed a blue-light ambulance to A&E and on to ITU. A blood clot that caused her arm to swell to twice its normal size and ache remorselessly for days on end. For months now her body had refused to let her trust in a tomorrow. Now it was time for that to change. 


If only she knew how. 


Lesley dropped the lipstick back in her bag and folded her arms round Abi. ‘Wow, there’s really nothing to you any more, is there?’


Abi smiled into her friend’s shoulder. ‘The cancer diet. It’s a real winner.’ 


‘True. Think of all the money you’ve saved on gastric band surgery.’


Abi didn’t laugh.


‘Too early?’


Abi nodded. ‘Yep. You can get going on the hilarious Big C jokes when I make it to forty, OK? I might feel safe by then.’


‘OK.’ Lesley hugged her even more tightly. She of all people knew how unfunny the last year had been. Despite being in the final throes of a vitriolic divorce, she had been right next to Abi through everything. From diagnosis to surgery to the shock of waking to a stoma bag she had hoped she might never need. Then onwards to chemo and yet more tests in windowless rooms where classical music failed to hide the relentless clack of the scanners. Colonoscopies. Enemas. Radiation tattoos. Scars that would last a lifetime.


Throughout it all, Lesley had never hidden. Never sent cheery texts and not followed through, like some of Abi’s so-called friends. She had held Abi’s hand as she was wheeled to theatre. Made soup. Made playlists blending her own shamelessly poppy taste in music with TV theme tunes from their childhood, distracting Abi from her chemotherapy blues with ‘The Wombling Song’ or the merry flutes of the Rainbow theme tune. 


She was so grateful for her thick-and-thin friend. They had been firm allies since their first year of primary school, when they had taken on the playground might of the Hammond sisters and their Scratch ’n’ Sniff stickers together. Lesley could do the monkey bars and soon, despite Abi’s initial reluctance, she had taught Abi to do them too. Lesley didn’t believe in giving up and the last year had proved that beyond all doubt. 


They pulled apart and Abi pressed her hand to the place where the stoma bag wasn’t any more, feeling a pulse of freedom. No more emptying it. No more hiding it under baggy clothes. No more turning away from John when he walked into the room and she was in the middle of cleaning it, or staring at the floor when it got blocked and she was in such pain she had to ask him to help. 


Over the past year it had become easier to view her body from the outside in; now she was struggling to feel like it was truly hers again.


‘No more cancer jokes, I promise.’ Lesley patted Abi’s arm. ‘I think it might be time for a glass of bubbly, though. Seeing as this is your party.’ She pointed to the enormous banner hanging above the smoking barbecue. ‘CONGRATULATIONS ABI’ was spelt out in bright purple letters against a starry silver background.


‘Sounds good.’ Abi tried to ignore the nerves whispering inside her. It still seemed too soon to celebrate. Too much. 


Lesley took two glasses of champagne from the rows lined up on a trestle table and gave one to Abi. ‘Here’s to you, my amazing friend. I’m so bloody glad you’re OK. And I can’t wait to see what you get up to now that it’s all over.’


‘Me neither.’ Abi thought of the research she had done yesterday – the blossoming idea that was filling her with an excitement she hadn’t felt in years. A new future. A fresh start.


She took a tiny sip of champagne, but it only made her feel sick. Bang went another one of her favourite things. Thanks, cancer. Lesley downed half her drink in one go while Abi put her glass down and thought again of the shadows on John’s face last night. The grey strands starting to creep through his bright blond hair. The jiggle of his leg as he scanned the screen of his phone. 


The window table in their favourite restaurant had never felt so wide. 


‘Keep up.’ Lesley picked up her second glass as Abi jolted back into the present. ‘Now …’ she looked round eagerly, ‘time to mingle.’ Her phone bleeped. ‘Shit.’ She delved into her bag and checked the screen. ‘It’s work. Sorry. I’ve got to take this.’


‘Well, if you will go and get promoted.’ Abi patted her on the back. ‘Go. Be busy and important. Do that deal. Sell that stock!’


‘You do know I’m not starring in an episode of Suits, don’t you?’ Lesley rolled her eyes as she strode off. Abi stared at her back, thinking how much her friend had moved on in the year that Abi had been ill. Newly single. New job. New house. She was carpe diem personified. Now Abi had to catch up. 


Lesley turned, putting her hand over her phone. ‘Are you going to go and talk to that amazing husband of yours?’


‘Of course.’ 


‘Good.’ Lesley’s voice went up a gear. ‘No, I wasn’t talking to you, Simon.’ She turned away again, her voice assuming the confident clip of the manager she had become.


The pub garden was filling up now. Sunglasses and white tops were out in force, as people showed off the last of their summer-holiday tans. They were all here. Abi’s colleagues from the vascular admin team at the hospital, falling upon the breadsticks and booze like seagulls discovering a picnic basket. John’s clients and colleagues talking top barbecue tips and which CEOs were still going to be in post at Christmas. 


And most importantly of all, Seb was here, his normal football kit set aside for a smart black shirt and jeans, which were already on the short side after yet another bout of committed growing. His dark-blond hair was falling into his eyes as he and his girlfriend Jess hung around by the vat of Pimm’s in the far corner, trying to sneak a glass whenever Rob, Abi’s brother, wasn’t looking. If he carried on gazing intently at the sky like that, their plan was very likely to succeed. 


As Abi surveyed the familiar faces, she could almost see her former self laughing at the centre of the crowd, downing her favourite rosé and singing along to ‘Viva la Vida’ as it played from the speakers. How she had loved a party. The heat, the music and the sense of possibility as she stepped into a crowded room complete with maximum eyeliner and the brightest clothing she could find. But now that feeling was long gone. She felt like she belonged on the sidelines. Watching. Waiting for her old self to come back. 


She felt a rush of affection as she saw the tall figure of her husband hard at work in front of the enormous barbecue, skilfully flipping sausages and burgers while holding a bottle of pale ale in his other hand. The pub had offered to cater, but John wasn’t ever going to agree to that. He was born to barbecue. The flames, the meat, the oversized tongs – he even had a towering chef’s hat keeping his hair at bay. 


He jumped as a lick of flame shot alarmingly close to his arm. She knew that frown only too well, and last night it had bitten so deep that she had barely recognised him. His phone had buzzed constantly as they were eating their celebratory dinner at the Japanese just down the road from his office. He had tried so hard for her – saying how happy he was about her test results, his blue eyes bright as he told her how much he loved her and talked about everything they had to look forward to. She knew he meant it, but she also saw that there was something else preoccupying him. For the past few weeks she had noticed him resetting his expression whenever she came into a room, or closing his laptop if she happened to glance at the screen. She had assumed her cancer had been the cause of this new secrecy, but last night she had realised she was wrong. 


Against the quiet chatter of the clientele sharing sushi and edamame around them, she had tried to ask him about it, but got only reassurances and chinks against her glass as he raised yet another pint of Asahi to toast her recovery. She wanted to believe his denials, but she could see his long fingers worrying away at his napkin and the way he jumped every time his phone made the slightest sound. The last time she had seen him like this was when he was first setting up JCN Recruitment eighteen years ago. Two years living on credit and waiting to turn a profit. Chasing every client; interviewing reliable staff; finding the restaurants and hotels who needed back-of-house teams to clean kitchens or bedrooms overnight. 


Back then, though, John had been excited. Hopeful. Last night he had just looked beaten.


Then this morning she had woken to see a different John by her side. He had smiled, joked and announced they were going to have a proper party to celebrate her news. All day he had been racing around texting and calling and doing supermarket runs, moving like a man possessed. All her offers of help had been kindly rebuffed. She must rest and get her strength back. She must look after herself and save her energy for tonight. Once she would have been in the thick of the action, but today, with every pacifying sentence, she felt further and further from the woman she had been before. 


Still. He was only looking out for her. He had certainly had enough practice. During her treatment, if Lesley had been her right hand, John had been her left. He had been so kind and caring for so long – he deserved his moment of popping corks on a sunny September evening. Those tanned hands adjusting the burners had fed her ice chips. Changed sheets. Wiped puke off carpets and washed her thinning hair. They had stroked her hand during those endless nights on the ward, dispensed painkillers and dried tears. So many many tears.


He had turned away from the barbecue now, helping Abi’s mum to lay out the cakes that various friends had made in celebration of this moment. Naturally her mum had beaten them all with a monster creation in the shape of a bottle of champagne. She was never one to be outdone. It was twice the size of the nearest contender, complete with frosted buttermilk icing with little bubbles arranged on a silver tray to simulate the popping of the cork.


Abi felt her stomach heave.


‘Come on, Abi.’ John held out a glass. ‘Get this down you. It’s time to get you dancing on tables at five a.m. again.’


Abi would rather put her feet up and watch EastEnders.


She gripped the glass. ‘OK.’ She took a deep breath and tried to force the doubts away. She would learn to trust her body again. And she was so lucky to be here – to be able to see these faces and hear these voices and be part of the big wide world again. She stepped closer to John and put her arms around him. Behind him, she saw her old boss undulating past, laughing with Simeon, one of John’s biggest clients. It was the kind of laugh that belonged on a date that you both know isn’t going to end when the bill comes. Abi knew that she and John had been on dates like that once. She wished she could imagine it happening again. A time when he could stop being her carer and start simply loving her again.


John pulled away. ‘Are you feeling OK, Abi?’ She hated the anxiety in his eyes. Once she had made him laugh. Had made him proud. Now she was another worry on his list. Well, she would change that. She would get things back on track. Tonight she would tell him what she was planning to do, and she knew how happy it would make him. He had been asking her to do it for years and now she was finally going to listen.


‘I’m fine.’ She tried to kiss him but he turned at the last moment and she lost her balance and nearly ended up joining the burgers on the barbecue. 


‘Good.’ He turned back and kissed her forehead. He had never kissed her there in the old days. Always her lips or neck or the far more interesting places lower down. Now his kisses were dry. Careful. Cancer kisses. ‘I’m sorry to nag.’ 


‘It’s not nagging.’ She took his hand. ‘But let’s have a night off the Casualty routine. I’m fine now.’ She ignored the tiredness that seemed to be weighing her down. ‘OK?’


‘Sounds good.’ He let go of her fingers and turned back to the business in hand. 


‘Great.’ She patted him on the bum, as she had a thousand times in the old days, wishing it didn’t feel so forced. They would get used to this. To the days and nights stretching out before them. To having a future.


She picked up her glass and tried to drink. Once again the bubbles tasted bitter on her tongue. She was so busy wondering how to swallow that it took her a while to notice that John was tapping on his glass. 


Oh God. She choked the mouthful down.


‘No, John.’ She didn’t want him to voice their luck out loud. She wanted to keep it close. To guard it like a hand over a flickering flame. 


She felt everyone’s eyes on her, and wanted to melt into the floor. Now she understood why Rob had always preferred to live in the shadows. It was calm there. Peaceful. She stared intently at her flip-flops, counting the tiny pink beads scattered across the straps.


John’s voice trembled with emotion. ‘You all know why we’re here.’ He took a deep breath. ‘She made it. She gave us a few scares along the way, but our gorgeous girl bloody well made it.’


The crowd whooped and cheered. Abi tried to throw a ‘save me’ glance at Lesley, but her friend was too busy giggling with a man in red chinos to notice. 


John waited until the noise had died down. He was always confident in front of a crowd – it came from a lifetime of pitching his business to people who generally didn’t know they wanted it. 


‘I wanted to say a huge thank you to all of you. Thank you for helping. Thanks for all the casseroles and the soup and the Game of Thrones boxed sets.’ His phone started to ring and a tremor crossed his face. He pulled it out and glanced at it as fearfully as if it was a hand grenade with its pin pulled out. Everything in Abi itched to see what was on the screen. He shoved it back into his pocket. ‘Sorry, everyone. Yes, that’s mine, and yes – you can all take the piss out of me later.’ 


He painted on a smile. ‘Now please drink. Eat. Celebrate. Because our Abi’s here to stay. And I couldn’t be happier. And I couldn’t be luckier. I am so very …’ his eyes met hers and she felt tears start to sting, ‘very happy that I get to spend more of my life with this beautiful, crazy whirlwind of a woman.’


Abi glanced at the sky again. It didn’t seem to have fallen in. She realised her nails were digging into her palms and gently flexed her fingers. 


John raised his glass. ‘To Abi!’


‘To Abi!’ Everyone else followed suit.


Abi smiled, feeling a quiet glow of something she remembered as happiness. 


Happy. Yes. She was. Deep down, she could feel that lightness that she remembered from her life before. Soon, she would learn to trust it. 


Her husband held up his hand to quieten the crowd. 


‘So let’s make merry, shall we? And nobody leaves until somebody’s been sick and there’s been at least one attempt to steal a picnic table.’


More whoops and applause. The crowd broke up into small groups. Abi breathed in the musk of the charcoal smoke as if it was the first time she had ever smelt it. 


‘You’re not drinking fast enough.’ Lesley was at her side again.


‘I’m just warming up.’ Abi took another sip and could already feel it giving her a headache. ‘How was that?’


‘Half-hearted.’ Lesley narrowed her eyes. ‘But it’s a start. We’ll get you back to normal soon.’


‘I know you will.’ It was only as Lesley turned away in hot pursuit of some cheese straws that Abi realised that she had no idea what normal meant any more. All these days she hadn’t expected. A whole life to live. She could make plans now. She could make things happen. Dreams happen.


Then the music changed and ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ pulsed through the garden. John turned to her, hand outstretched. 


‘Come on. They’re playing our song.’


She laughed. ‘And there was me thinking you’d put this on because it’s one of the few songs you’ve actually heard of.’ 


‘Cheeky.’ He held her tightly and then swung her away. Her head reeled but her heart was flying as he pulled her close again. ‘You’re taking the piss out of me, Abs. You must be feeling better.’


He twirled her around, faster and faster, and something in Abi caught alight. Joy surrounded them, in the smiles and glances from her friends and family. The people she had survived for. She forgot tomorrow. She forgot her fears. Instead, she nestled into John’s arms and they swayed together and she was grateful. Grateful that her lungs were still working, that her heart was still beating, and that she was still here.




Seb


Dan was sending pictures of Gigi Hadid again. 


Another buzz. Another beach. Another bikini.


Check this out. 


Seb did. 


Nice. 


Seb raised an eyebrow, his thumbs poised to type.


Jess peered over his shoulder. ‘Oh God. Boys are so predictable.’


Seb flushed and shoved his phone back into his pocket. He looked out of the pub window towards the garden, seeing his mum curled up on a bench in the corner, chatting to Gramps, wrapped up in that horrible grey cardigan. He bloody hated that thing. He had tried to charity-shop it, but of course she had just picked it off the pile so she could put it on and look like an invalid again. He sighed. His mum shouldn’t wear grey. She should wear violet and polka dots and dresses designed by people who thought that orange went really well with lime green.


He angrily scuffed the ragged red carpet with his trainer and then glanced out at her again, muttering under his breath, ‘She says she’s better, but she’s not.’ 


‘What do you mean?’ Jess twirled a strand of her cloudy dark hair around her finger. Her long black nails unnerved him. ‘She looks fine. Stop stressing.’


He shook his head, irritated. ‘You’re not looking properly. See?’ He pointed towards his mum, who was nodding at something Gramps was saying. She looked cold and quiet. ‘She’s just sitting there. She’s barely talked to anyone.’


‘So? She looks pretty happy to me.’ Jess squeezed his hand. ‘She must still be a bit knackered. Her stoma reversal was only a few weeks ago.’ Her fingers were warm against his. She always made him feel better. He had no idea how he would have survived the past year without her unerring ability to play the right song or say the right thing or simply to sit in silence holding his hand. 


She rested her forehead against his for a second, before firing another charming smile at the barman. He shook his head firmly. ‘No chance.’ Their fake NUS cards had failed yet again. Seb would get that little shit from Year 12 tomorrow and ask for his tenner back.


‘Oh well.’ Jess shrugged. ‘Back to the Pimm’s, then. I’ve just seen your uncle Rob wandering off, so we’ve got the all-clear.’ She chewed thoughtfully on the final McCoy’s in the packet. ‘Let’s head outside. Seeing as this is my one night away from the books this week, I want to make the most of it.’


‘Sure.’ He was still thinking about his mum. Then he saw his dad turning around, waving those crazy tongs in the air, and he realised that outside was the last place he wanted to be. Last week had not been a good week in father–son relations, and after several days of successful evasion he didn’t want to get caught out now.


Time for some camouflage tactics. As Jess stood on the threshold of the pub, he grabbed her hand, whirled her round and kissed her, pushing her back against the door frame, out of sight of his dad. Her mouth tasted of Diet Coke and cheese and onion and he tried to block his dad out as he kissed her. 


‘Ow.’ She was wriggling out of his grasp. 


‘What?’ He pulled back. 


She reached out and took his hand. ‘The door frame. It was digging into me.’ She lowered her voice. ‘But come here, babe.’ She eyed the exit meaningfully. ‘There’s no one at home, if you want to go back there and …’


‘I can’t.’ He saw his dad walking towards him and wished with all his heart that he could. ‘It’s my mum’s big night. I have to stay.’


‘But … when then?’ That pout was increasingly visible nowadays. ‘We’ve got so much to do before our BMATs, and you’re doing that voluntary thing at the John Radcliffe at the weekend, aren’t you? Like you need any more “I’m going to be an amazing doctor” points on your CV.’ She shook her head. ‘You’re a dead cert to get into UCL, even if you never pick up a book again.’


He avoided her eyes. He was far from a dead cert for anything. She went to the girls’ high school, so she didn’t see him in class, fighting to keep his attention on the whiteboard. He’d fluked his A1s, but every time he’d tried to study over the summer his brain had refused to concentrate. There was too much else going on. Too many worries crowding in and keeping him awake till 3 a.m. 


Jess placed her hand in his. ‘I could do with some distraction, babe.’ 


‘You know I’m happy to help.’ He avoided her eyes. ‘Dr White.’


She pushed him gently. ‘I’ve told you not to say that out loud. Don’t tempt fate.’


‘What a load of crap.’ He laughed. ‘You’ll ace your way into Oxford.’


‘Seb.’ 


Shit. His dad. He kept Jess’s hand in his, hoping he could get away with a quick sweep out into the garden.


‘Hi, Dad. Having fun?’


‘Of course.’ He had forgotten how piercingly blue his dad’s eyes were, even when shadowed by eye bags so big that they belonged on an airport carousel. ‘How was school today?’


Seb stood up straighter, emphasising the half-inch that he had over his dad in height. 


‘Fine.’


He flicked his eyes towards his dad’s face and saw that he shouldn’t have worried. His dad wasn’t listening. He was busy scanning his phone, brow creasing into familiar furrows. His mobile seemed to be more a torture device than a way of keeping in touch with friends and family. His hands shook as he diverted the call and brushed his hair out of his eyes. Seb wished he would just cut it out and stop trying to pretend that he wasn’t in his mid-forties. He clapped Seb on the shoulder. ‘There’s some bread out in the car – can you come and help me carry it?’


Seb had a feeling this wasn’t just about carrying bread. His dad wanted the chat that Seb had been trying so hard to avoid. He looked around for an escape route, but The Antelope had always been lacking in trapdoors.


‘OK.’ He kissed Jess for just long enough to annoy his dad even more.


‘I’ll see you outside.’ He turned back to her as he started to follow his dad, pulling one of the goofy faces that had mysteriously attracted her to him in the first place. Nando’s. The ice cream station. That was where it had all begun.


They headed outside to the car park, where his dad started to perform his daily battle with the lock of the battered navy Volvo that had been in the family since the Dark Ages. His black Audi had mysteriously disappeared three months ago, along with his golf clubs and the overpriced mountain bike that Seb had been hoping to appropriate for himself. Seb had once felt he could ask his dad anything – well, anything except why Queen’s Park Rangers never won the League. But he could still hear the slam of his dad’s plate landing in the sink the night Seb had joked that he must have crashed the Audi after one too many whiskies after work. 


His dad had looked like a different man that night, sucking on his beer like it was the only thing keeping him alive. ‘I don’t drink and drive, Seb. You know that.’


‘OK.’ Seb saw an anger that he had never known was there. His dad was the good-times dad. The one who took him and his mates to Wembley and bought them all burgers afterwards. The dad who let him try his first beer aged twelve. Yet he was more than that. He was also the dad who heard him screaming in the night when Mum first got ill and sat and read him the sports headlines until he went to sleep again. The dad who took him out every Sunday when Mum was sick – mountain-biking or running or watching the football in their local. The dad who was on his side.


But the night the Audi had gone, things changed. His dad’s voice had been quiet. ‘You should know me better than that, Seb.’


‘I was only joking.’ 


‘Well, it wasn’t bloody funny.’ His dad had opened his mouth to say more, but then shut it again as they heard footsteps overhead. The flush of the toilet. Silence. It was only eight o’clock and already Mum was on her way to bed. She should have been with them, forcing them to listen to bands with obscure names and cooking spaghetti bolognese that was at least fifty per cent red wine. Sadness had drained the air between them, and his dad had hunched forward over the table for a hopeless second before turning back to the fridge for more beer. He had wordlessly passed one to Seb and they had chinked bottles with all the joy of relatives on the way to a mortuary.


‘Seb?’ A plane droned overhead, and he blinked his way back into the car park. His dad had now won his battle with the car door and was leaning in to pull out what seemed like a thousand white bread rolls. ‘Take these.’ Seb held out his arms and was soon staggering under the weight of at least twenty packs of Hovis’s finest.


‘Things still going well with Jess, then?’


‘Yeah.’ Seb tried to hold onto the slippery packs with his chin. His dad had never had the best timing when it came to personal conversations, launching into the birds-and-the-bees chat on an open-topped bus in front of some toddler twins and their horrified parents. 


‘Good.’ His dad leant back carefully against the door to close it, trying to ensure it didn’t come off its hinges, as it normally did when anyone was in a hurry. 


For once the door obliged him and clunked shut. ‘And you’re sure everything’s OK?’


Seb bristled as much as a man could while carrying half a ton of white bread. ‘What are you getting at, Dad?’


‘Well, we still haven’t talked about what happened last week.’ His dad slid the keys back into the pocket of his jeans and reached out to take some of the rolls. ‘You were lucky they didn’t suspend you.’


Seb felt a prickle of guilt but pushed it away. ‘Why are we talking about this now? It’s meant to be a party, for fuck’s sake.’


‘We’re talking now because you’ve been avoiding me. And don’t swear.’


‘Come on, Dad.’ Seb shook his head. ‘I’m not avoiding you – I’m studying. I’ve got exams, you know? And you’re the one who taught me how to swear. All those football matches shouting four-letter words and chanting at the other team. Have you forgotten all that?’


A smile crept across his dad’s face and for a second he looked like his old self. Despite himself, Seb began to smile back. For a second, it was like those times on the terraces, when they had grinned at each other over mugs of Bovril in celebration of QPR’s latest goal. 


His dad coughed. ‘Look, I’m sorry if my timing’s off, but I haven’t seen you much, have I?’


‘Well, it’s not just me. You haven’t exactly been around either.’ 


His dad nodded and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Yeah. Well, there was your mum. And work’s been a bit …’


‘I know. A bit crap.’ Seb felt like adding that his dad had spent more time going for very long runs recently than he had at home. It wasn’t just work that was keeping him away. But he couldn’t be bothered. He turned to walk back into the pub. ‘Shall we get back in there now?’


‘Seb?’ 


Seb sighed and turned around. ‘Can’t this wait? I know you need to tell me off and tell me not to do it again, but this is Mum’s night and I want to be with her.’


‘It’s just …’ His dad petered out, his eyes sliding away from Seb towards something – anything – else. 


‘What?’ Seb felt a kick of irritation. 


His dad chewed his lip in that new way of his as a yellow Skoda pulled into the car park behind him. ‘I haven’t told your mum about what happened at school – about what you did.’ He shifted from foot to foot, seemingly incapable of keeping still. ‘I didn’t – I don’t – want to upset her, which is why you’ve still got your phone and you’re not grounded.’


Seb waited. He knew he had got off lightly and didn’t want to jeopardise his freedom.


His dad puffed his cheeks out. ‘Which means she’ll go totally mad if she finds out. So you’d better not do it again, OK?’


‘Got it.’ Seb saw a pigeon taking a bath in a muddy puddle in the middle of the car park. It was definitely having a better evening than him. 


His dad smiled. ‘You kept her going, you know, Seb. You really did. You and your football and your A1 results and now applying for medical degrees.’ His eyes softened. ‘She has such high hopes for you.’


More pressure. Great. ‘Dad, I—’


‘So just keep on track, alright?’ His dad held his eyes. ‘She needs you to be OK, not getting into trouble at school. Thank God the office called me first and not her, that’s all I can say.’


Seb clenched his fists as he thought of a thousand replies, none of which he could actually say out loud.


He kept it simple. ‘Can I go now, Dad?’


‘In a minute.’ His dad swallowed. ‘There’s something else I need to tell you, before—’


‘Sebastian!’ 


Saved. Seb turned to see Mrs Green, their neighbour with the bad breath and the lumpy cardigans. He had never been more pleased to see her. 


Her eyes blinked behind orange glasses. ‘How are you, dear?’


Too old to be called ‘dear’, that’s for sure. 


‘OK, thanks.’ The packets of rolls crackled and slid in his arms. 


‘How’s the footie going?’


No one called it footie. 


‘It’s great.’ He started moving again towards the pub. She was his get-away ticket. 


‘Still playing for …?’ Her forehead creased.


‘My school.’ He nodded. ‘Yep.’


His dad stepped forward. ‘He’s captain of the first team this year.’ 


‘Yeah.’ Seb nodded. ‘We’re playing the Academy next week. We’re going to—’


‘Wonderful.’ She clearly didn’t know one end of a pitch from the other, and cared even less. ‘And your mum?’ 


‘She’s great, Mrs Green.’ He kept walking. Beer. And a secret smoke. That was what he needed. 


She opened her mouth to ask more, but he was off. ‘I’ll see you inside, Dad.’ He strode away, ducking his head to get it under the door frame, and carrying the bread through to the back. He put it down on the trestle table and walked over to his mum, sitting down next to her and flinging an arm around her bony shoulder. Once it had pillowed him through a thousand childish disappointments. Now it felt about as comforting as a carving board.


‘Hello, Seb.’ The exhaustion in her eyes pierced him, even as she tried to cover it with a smile. ‘Are you having fun?’


He lied the latest of many lies. Lies to protect her. Lies to keep the smile on her face. ‘Yeah, I’m great.’ He leant forward, knitting his hands in front of him. ‘I’d be even better with a beer, though.’ He arched an eyebrow, hopefully.


She rolled her eyes. ‘I wondered how long it would take you to try that one.’


‘Well, I tried using my fake ID first.’


‘Shit as ever?’


‘Yep.’ He nodded. 


‘You should take it as a compliment to your youthful good looks.’ She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. It was still so thin he could practically see her scalp, and she hadn’t even put earrings on, despite being the Pat Butcher of Oxford before she got ill. He felt a familiar plunge of fear. She was better. She was. She had to be. 


He thought back to that awful day when she had told him she had cancer, and all he had been able to think about was those Saturday football matches with a yawning gap on the touchline where she should be. He still relived that moment in nightmares. A series of snapshots. Her pale skin. The tracks of tears on her cheeks, but that big bright smile just for him. Her and Dad holding hands across the table, reaching out for his to complete the circle. He had grasped her fingers, reaching upwards to check the fast, febrile beat of her pulse. To check she was still there.


Later, when they were both in bed, he had got up, grabbed his phone and his last ten quid and run into Summertown. He had found a man to buy vodka for him in Budgens, then he had messaged his mates and they’d sat in the Parks till dawn, drinking and smoking and trying to climb the trees that were so tall they seemed to puncture the sky. Then he had gone home and got on with it. Washed up. Done the bins. Dealt with the clumps of hair in the sink and the locked bathroom door. Smiled and hugged the shuffling skeleton who had once been a mum who told dirty jokes and couldn’t leave a party before midnight. 


Now the doctors said she was cancer-free. But he couldn’t rewind the time in between, back to the days when he could actually talk to her about everything that was on his mind. He wished he could. He wanted her help – to tell her what had happened at school last week and hear what she might say and how she might help. But she wasn’t well enough for that yet – one look at her drawn face told him that. 


He had to work it out by himself. 


She was looking at him now, eyes shining with love. ‘Are you OK?’


He opened his mouth. But then Jess was there. Short skirt, tight top, and a mouth made for kissing. She curled herself onto his lap and he held her there. He stroked her back automatically, feeling the warmth beneath the flimsy material and the jutting hooks of her bra.


‘I’m good, Mum.’


He could see she didn’t believe him, so he leant up and kissed Jess on the cheek. Her fingers entwined in his, holding so tightly it was as if she would never let him go. 


But she would. If she had seen him last week at school. The shouting. The slam of his fist. The crunch of bone. 


He couldn’t forgive himself. 


He might be here, at his mum’s survival party, with his team captain shirt in his bag and this perfect girl on his knee. But he knew it couldn’t last.


He knew it would all catch up with him.








Abi


‘I’m just going to pull over for a second.’


‘OK.’ Abi gazed out of the windscreen at the trees towering towards the sky, drinking in the moon and the stars. 


John swung the car over to the corner, coming to a halt just underneath Abi’s favourite oak tree. The tall houses on either side looked on silently, windows dark and wooden gates shut across wide gravel drives. Even though central Oxford with its bells and chiming clocks and rumbling buses was only half a mile away, here it was still and peaceful. 


‘What is it, John?’


She turned towards him as the engine cut out, remembering how many of their conversations seemed to have taken place on these increasingly dilapidated seats. Next to her left leg was a tea stain from an ill-fated picnic, when the storm clouds had rolled in and they had been forced to eat their pasties inside the car. If she raised her hand she would find the indentation on the roof from toddler Seb’s spirited exploration into the world of scissors, and if she looked to her right she would see that the wing mirror still bore a mark from the time it had coincided with the gate the night her stomach pain got so bad even she realised something must be wrong. 


She loved this car. It had taken her to chemo. It had brought her back. It had kept her safe. It was one talisman among the many scattered around the house and garden. The statue of the little boy peeping round the roses that she had stared at from her chair in the sunny corner of the living room. The green candy-striped notebook that had been by her side throughout. Her yellow headphones. Her beloved Stone Roses album. The green record bag signed by Stevie Nicks, in which Abi had kept her chemo tablets and the huge purple glasses she had worn in a bid to distract people from the terrible sores on her skin.


The car was one more item in the collection that had kept her alive. Despite her tiredness, she smiled as she leant back against the less than comfortable seat. John had even proposed in here. Seventeen years ago, when she was twenty and wide-eyed and so busy partying that she hadn’t even noticed that her period was late until she was eight weeks gone.


She turned to her husband, the street light highlighting the clench of his jaw, muscles bunching at the corner of his mouth as he prepared to speak. The drum of his fingers on the steering wheel told her it was something important, and she remembered his face last night. Something was wrong. As she watched him, she wondered what new fragment of their history the car was going to witness now. 


He stared ahead. ‘Did you enjoy the party, Abi?’


‘Yes. Thank you.’ She put her hand on his shoulder, squeezing it gently, feeling the tension in his muscles. She wished she knew how to take it away. ‘I hope you did too.’ Her heart twisted as she thought about how much pressure he had been under when she was ill. As well as managing his company, chasing new clients and contracts, he was the first contact for Seb’s school – signing off on trips and reports, going to parents’ evenings and topping up the ParentPay account when it ran low. He also somehow found the time to organise her life too – coordinating her diary, dense with the medical appointments that had replaced fun outings to the pub or to gigs or the cinema as her world got smaller and smaller, until it was just the house, the car, and whichever treatment she was undergoing that day. 


‘I had a great night.’ He nodded slowly. ‘I’m so bloody proud of you.’ 


He leant closer and kissed her. For a moment she responded, running her fingers through his hair and pulling him towards her. Then the panic rose as it always did and she jerked away, feeling a kick of guilt as he sat back wordlessly in his seat. 


She knew she should explain to him, but she didn’t know how to begin. How to say that she still wasn’t ready, even now. That she couldn’t kiss him without reliving everything he had done for her. Carrying her to the bath. Dashing to the supermarket late at night to try to find some prunes to end her agonising chemo constipation. For years she hadn’t thought twice about being naked in front of him – now she couldn’t even take a sock off without wanting him to leave the room. 


‘I’m sorry, Abi.’ 


It took her a second to register what he had said.
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