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This book is dedicated to my father Michael (1939–2021),


for teaching me about love, and about dogs,


which are pretty much the same thing.










Chapter 1: Gemma



Sunday 1 July


‘My Little Gem waited a long time for the perfect person. But then, suddenly, there he was.’


And here he is. Andrew Boxer. The love of my life.


Our guests whoop in response to my father’s words, and a blush spreads up my new husband’s neck, above his stiff collar and along his square jaw. I reach for his hand.


Dad hasn’t quite finished. ‘Before we accepted him into the family, this young man faced quite an inquisition. I call it “being hauled over the Coles” and it’s extremely rigorous. After all, her sister has interrogated Somerset’s most hardened criminals, but Andrew charmed her instantly.’


Laura nods to confirm it.


‘And after decades as a medical receptionist, my wife can sniff out a fake or malingerer at fifty paces, but the worst thing she uncovered about this man was his passion for jigsaw puzzles.


‘I liked him on sight. Which was a relief, because daughters are precious, especially when you delivered them yourself, on the kitchen floor. Look at the bride and groom. Aren’t they wonderful together?’


Yes. We really are.


‘It’s time to toast the happy couple. To Andrew and Gemma!’


‘Andrew and Gemma!’


The ring of crystal echoes around the function room, and Dad’s dewy smile makes my own eyes smart. I brush away the hint of a tear before the wedding videographer zooms in too close.


Andrew stands up. The anticipation makes me catch my breath.


‘Love is the biggest puzzle in the world. You’d all expect me to say that. But it’s true. You can’t see it. You can’t hear it. You definitely can’t buy it. Yet finding it is the key to happiness.’


The glow spreads through me. The speech has taken him weeks to perfect and it is Andrew to a T.


‘So what kind of puzzle is it? Maybe it’s a treasure hunt. The fun is in the seeking. Making mistakes – and, as many of you know, I’ve had plenty of practice in that department. Following false trails. Reading the map upside down. Gemma is a specialist at that.’


Everyone laughs. My terrible sense of direction is a family legend.


‘Or perhaps love is a crossword, with cryptic clues that make your head hurt. There are millions of words that might fill in the blanks, and there are millions – billions – of people out there who could be The One.


‘Finding love could also be a numbers game, like Sudoku. When you meet the right person, everything suddenly adds up.’


He turns and his surf-blue eyes lock onto mine. He’s perfect. I know I’m biased, but I’m also right.


‘For me, though, love is actually a giant jigsaw, but with no picture on the box. You make the frame first, learning about yourself. Sometimes it feels like you’ll never be able to see what that image is – what it means.


‘And then it happens. That person comes into your life. That missing piece. I knew the moment I saw Gemma that she was The One. Compared to some people, we took a long time to find true love. But the trickier the puzzle, the more incredible it feels when you complete it.’


Love surrounds us, warm and buoyant, like the thermals that lift a hot-air balloon into the sky. I can almost smell the tea-rose arrangement on the table, almost taste the biscuity bubbles of the champagne, almost feel his hand around mine, and the unfamiliarity of my wedding ring.


But not quite.


Andrew’s face fills the frame.


My handsome, living, breathing husband.


I press pause. How many times have I watched this? Two hundred? No. More. And this is where I always freeze the recording. Andrew is the picture of health: his frame still broad, not fat. His face tanned. His lips soft. His dark hair thick and glossy.


Everything about him seems vital. It will be seven months before his body starts offering him clues. Another three months before the most dedicated puzzler I’ve ever met joins the dots and ‘bothers’ the doctor.


I press play again, but with the sound muted. Jed’s best man’s speech goes on a bit, so the video editor has cut it short, panning the room, showing polite smiles as people get restless. My bridesmaids try out Princess Elsa poses before my sister gives them a fierce stare and they freeze. Even in her turquoise taffeta maternity dress, Laura looks as if she might have handcuffs stashed under her skirt.


I didn’t want a video, but I’m grateful for it now. When Andrew proposed, we imagined an intimate ceremony in a wooded glade, barefoot, wild flowers in our hair, with a handful of guests sitting on hay bales. He would have written poetic vows to make everyone sob, and I could have worn something folksy and smocked.


Instead we ended up with the works: silver service, tuxes and tiaras, plus the incredible view from the pier’s ballroom, suspended on iron struts a quarter of a mile out to sea. Andrew’s an only child, and his mother Isabel travelled to Paris for her couture outfit; she would never have forgiven us for not doing it ‘properly’.


And we obliged, because one day seemed like nothing, when we had many thousands more ahead of us.


Or thought we did . . .


Shit. I can taste the tears, but I won’t let them out.


The shot returns to us again.


My face hasn’t changed much. It is only three years ago, after all. But I can see the difference. Video-Gemma seems girlish and naive. Her face glows with unfiltered expectation as Andrew takes her hand and she treads carefully around the pooling layers of fabric of her train.


I glimpse the silk jigsaw-puzzle waistcoat under Andrew’s morning suit, can remember how cool it felt as I touched it, and how I was counting the hours till I could touch the hot skin underneath.


As we gaze at each other, we’re trying so hard not to giggle, because marriage is a serious commitment.


Again we look like children. We have no clue what lies ahead.


Laura would accuse me of self-indulgence if she knew I was watching this, but I’m not a masochist. This fortifies me for the next twenty-eight days.


A loud snore to my left makes me turn away from the screen.


‘Boring you, am I?’


Bear opens his eyes, sighs and stretches out his legs so his hairy body takes up almost half the sofa. He got up with me at 2 a.m., after I woke needing the loo and realized that today is when the rigmarole starts up again. I couldn’t sleep after that, and he joined me on the sofa. He’s been dreaming ever since, whiskers and paws twitching, in pursuit of imaginary squirrels.


It’s hot already, so I open the doors onto our tiny balcony. I crane my neck towards the suspension bridge. A shimmering golden balloon rises above the trees, the first of many.


‘Come on, dude! Let’s go out now, before it gets too hot.’


Bear could happily snooze until midday, so when I grab his lead he opens only one eye, not believing I’m serious about going for a walk this early. I reach for his favourite of the many balls he’s abandoned on the floor. He opens the other eye. The ball only bounces once before he leaps off the sofa with a delighted bark.


‘That’s more like it.’


I glance at the TV screen, which shows Andrew whispering in my ear. The sound is still muted, but in my head I can hear the opening bars of our first dance song, ‘One Day Like This’. A long, uplifting anthem, which brought all our guests onto the dance floor to join us.


And I can hear what he whispers: Thank you for solving the puzzle.


We thought we’d found the solution to everything, because we’d found each other. But with him gone, nothing adds up any more.










Chapter 2: Dan



‘Which trainers will impress her the most?’


Vijay squints at the box-fresh pair I’m holding, then down at the scruffy ones I’m wearing and all the others lined up on the bedroom floor.


‘I’m still trying to get my head around the size of your collection. How come I never knew this about you?’


‘I like trainers, OK? It’s not a crime.’


‘No, but neither is it entirely normal for a grown man to own this many.’


‘Says the man who has collected more vinyl than Elton John. Anyway, stop taking the piss and tell me which she’s going to think are the coolest.’


Vijay snorts. ‘You’re in massive trouble if you have to ask me for advice on fashion or girls.’


Too right. I am in massive trouble.


I flop back down onto the bed and the astronaut-tested layers mould to my shape. Vijay’s mattress cost more than my jeep, and I imagine the memory foam swallowing me whole.


‘The Queer Eye guys haven’t returned my call, so you’re all I’ve got, Veej.’


He frowns. ‘OK. How about the Vans? Or go for Converse if you don’t want to seem like you’re trying too hard. But I bet she doesn’t even look at your trainers. It’s the real Dan she wants to get to know.’


‘Not comforting.’ I’ve got sixty minutes max before she shows up. Enough to change my shoes. Nowhere near long enough to transform my entire personality.


‘Come on. You are Dan the Man, great laugh, with not just one but two cool jobs, a posse of outstanding mates . . .’ Vijay grabs my hand to help me up from the mattress. ‘Not to mention your amazing bachelor pad.’


I grin. ‘Yeah. Thank you again for letting us stay.’


He shakes his head. ‘No sweat. I wasn’t going to be here much anyway.’ We walk through the living room and out onto the terrace. The day’s barely begun, but it’s gonna be a scorcher. The water shimmers and I reckon the view of Bristol Harbourside will blow Casey’s mind.


Except I don’t know that. I know nothing about her.


Vijay reaches under the pizza oven for the emergency packet of cigarettes and offers me one. I shake my head: nicotine breath won’t impress Casey or her mother.


‘OK. I need small talk. What are the cool kids chatting about these days?’


He strikes a match, lights his cigarette. ‘Harrison is obsessed with Minecraft, which by definition makes him one of the uncool kids.’


‘Like father, like son.’


‘Which means your daughter should be the epitome of cool, if she takes after you. How about music?’


I groan. ‘We’ve already had that conversation on FaceTime. She basically thinks all music recorded before 2010 is rubbish.’


‘TV then? Harrison likes Stranger Things. And, inexplicably, The Great British Bake Off.’


I shake my head. ‘I’m not a cupcake guy. Oh shit, Veej. I am not cut out for any of this.’


Vijay places a reassuring hand on my arm. ‘What you never seem to see, Dan, is that people can’t help liking you. I’d kill to have ten per cent of your natural charisma, you lucky bastard.’


He’s wrong. I do see it. I’m that laid-back guy you meet at a party, or a gig, the one with the right playlist to match the mood, or the funny story about your favourite band. You warm to me instantly, easily. An accident of biology means that I am easy on the eye. You might even fall in love with me for five or ten minutes.


And then I’ll walk away and you’ll forget all about me, because that’s easier for everyone. My charisma is a smokescreen, and I learned it from a master illusionist. No one knows what I’m really like, not even Vijay, and we’ve been friends for twelve years.


Though Vijay knows a bit more now than he did three weeks ago. We were on a night out with the festival gang when Casey’s message popped up on Messenger. I’d had a couple of drinks, and I almost deleted it without reading. But something made me open it, and as the words sank in, I couldn’t breathe.


Idoia noticed I’d gone pale and she grabbed my phone, read the message out loud to Veej and Eddie, and the questions started. I recovered fast enough to tell half-truths that didn’t reflect as badly on me as the full story. Yes, I’d known for a while that I had a daughter, as a result of a fling thirteen years ago. No, I’d never met her, because her mother had asked me not to.


But in that moment everything changed. Casey had found me on Facebook and messaged me with terrifying news: she had a brain tumour and was coming to Bristol for specialist treatment. And she needed help.


Of course my gang rallied round, because that’s what decent people do. We all got swept up in the drama. Including me. Even I could handle four weeks of fatherhood.


Except that I’ve already crossed a line by lying to her. Or, at least, not been brave enough to tell her the truth. Casey and her mum needed somewhere to stay, so I offered my flat on Messenger, though I warned her it wasn’t very fancy.


But she instantly sent back a wild tsunami of excited emojis, along with a screenshot she’d taken of a tagged photo showing me at Vijay’s place:


Looks super-fancy to me!


I froze, staring at the picture, as I realized two things: first, that she thought the penthouse was mine. And second, that she must have spent hours on my timeline, building up an idea of her long-lost dad in her head, before summoning up the courage to message me.


I tried to think up a way of breaking it to her, but I couldn’t burst her bubble on bloody Messenger. When I told Veej about the mix-up, he instantly offered us this place for the whole of July. He loved the idea of making her fantasy come true, so she can enjoy all the buzz of the harbour when she’s not at the hospital. And doesn’t Casey deserve this, instead of my poky 1980s flat, with its view of the A-road?


More than one of my exes has called me a man-child, and I can’t disagree, but as soon as Casey and Angelica settle in, I’ll tell them the truth, like a grown-up.


‘Ready?’ Veej stubs out the cigarette, tucks the butt back in the packet.


I follow him inside. ‘As I’ll ever be.’


‘Gotta split,’ he says, doing a geeky hand-movement to match. ‘But as soon as I’m back from Berlin I want to meet her, OK?’


Not a chance. ‘Sure.’


Vijay gives me a doubtful look. ‘You’re not going to back out, are you?’


‘Too late for that.’ And it is. The harm I’d do by backing out now goes beyond the emotional.


After Vijay leaves, I check the spare rooms. Clean all the surfaces again with the hospital-grade antibacterial wipes Angelica told me to buy. Anything to stay busy. I’ll get this bit right. Keep Casey and her mum safe. It’s the least I can do.


But it’s four weeks only. Like I always say, we’re here for a good time, not a long time. When August comes, they will go their way and I will go mine.










Chapter 3: Casey



Me and Mum are on the road, the Ka windows wound all the way down, singing to ‘Toxic’ on the radio at the top of our voices.


Everyone says we’re like sisters. Mum hasn’t got an actual sister and I don’t think I’m ever going to get one of my own. But when she’s happy, even just for a few seconds, we don’t need anybody else.


‘Last services before we get to Bristol,’ she says. ‘Do you have to stop?’


Mum hates service stations because of the germs. Usually I cross my legs and wait till we’ve got to where we’re going. But when I check my face in the mirror, my eye make-up has run, so I look like a fat panda. I can’t show up looking like this.


‘Yeah, I think I do. Sorry.’


The faint lines between her eyebrows pinch together. ‘Don’t apologize, sweetheart. When you gotta go, you gotta go.’


Luckily she lets me go into the loos on my own, so I don’t have to pretend I need an actual wee. The lights above the washbasins are even meaner than the ones in hospitals. My face is fat and my skin’s grey-yellow, like the yolk of a hard-boiled egg.


I get out the contour palette all the YouTubers use, but I still look horrible. Back at the car, I ask Mum to open up the boot so I can unzip my suitcase. I pull out the long chain strung with my beads of courage, and the acupressure wristbands that are meant to stop nausea.


‘Mum? You did pack my wig, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, but only in case the therapy affects your hair—’


‘Found it!’


‘Oh, Casey. You don’t need to wear that today. You can’t even see the scars any more.’


She’s lying. I’ve got stitch lines that look like I’ve been struck by lightning, and my real hair hasn’t grown back enough to cover them.


‘I’ve got to look right. For Bristol.’ I stop myself saying for my dad, but she knows that’s what I mean.


She sighs and starts the engine again. ‘What about one of your scarves?’


I didn’t even know headscarves were a thing till I got sick. But the tumour vloggers swear by them, so Mum and me went on eBay to find ones printed with meerkats and dachshunds and cacti. After my surgery I learned ‘seven cool ways to tie a scarf’. My favourite is no. 4, with a ‘rosette twist’.


But I can’t wear a scarf for an entire month, not when they’re forecasting the hottest July since records began.


I take my wig out of its special bag and tug it on, zhuzhing up the hair that once belonged to a stranger, trying to make it less flat. I check my reflection. Better. Except already my scalp is itching around my scars.


‘Do I look ugly?’


Mum turns towards me. ‘No. Never. You’re gorgeous. I love you.’


The car’s little engine revs as she reverses out of the space and drives, faster than usual, towards the slip road. We flash past a sign reading: BRISTOL 18 MILES.


Bristol, where my father is waiting for me.


My scalp tingles, but in a good way.


I’d rather not have a brain tumour. But if it means I get to meet my actual dad at long last, then this was meant to happen.


Mum’s frown gets deeper as she drives the last couple of miles. The only thing she hates more than motorways is city centres.


‘Yeah, you can piss off too,’ she shouts, giving the finger to the driver behind us who tooted when the lights changed. ‘Why are people so aggressive?’


I try to ignore her temper as I take in Bristol for the first time. I already know I’m going to love it. I’ve lived in the same village my entire life, but here no one knows me. I can be anything I want.


The satnav takes us down a narrow lane and the car bounces on the cobbles. ‘I hope this is right,’ Mum says. ‘It’s changed a lot since I was here.’


‘Since two weeks ago?’


‘No. Before that.’


‘You’ve been to Bristol before?’ She’s never told me that.


‘I’d forgotten. We, um, passed through, came shopping for wellies, on our way . . . on our way to Glastonbury.’


Mum can’t have forgotten. She remembers every detail of that weekend, because if she’d never gone, her life would have been totally different. There’d have been a law degree and a well-paid job and a big house and a husband.


There would definitely not be a me.


Suddenly the alley ends and—


Wow! The harbour! There are boats and cafes and cinemas and restaurants and people – so many people – and music pouring out of every window, so many voices and rhythms, and I want to jump out of the car and join in.


‘Does my dad live near this?’


‘Hang on, let me get my bearings,’ she snaps. ‘See that building?’ She points to a warehouse on the other side of the water. ‘That’s his place.’


My head is literally about to explode. It is the coolest building I have ever seen, Kardashian- or Manhattan-cool. My dad lives here. And, for the next month, so do we.


We cross the bridge and park in a spot marked MERCHANTS’ LOFTS VISITORS. Getting out of the car, I almost get run over by an e-scooter rider.


‘You need to be careful here,’ Mum says. Like, when am I ever not careful? I turn and see the famous bridge that was in every photo when I googled Bristol and, floating over the top of it, so many balloons, against a sky so blue it makes me think I’ve never seen real blue before.


But before I can show Mum, I smell doughnuts and curry: right next to my dad’s building there’s a pile of shipping containers with shops and cafes inside them! Can’t wait to WhatsApp Molly some photos. She will be mega-jealous.


‘Ready?’ Mum says, taking two cases out of the boot. ‘Your father can get the rest.’


When she buzzes the intercom, he answers immediately. ‘Hey, welcome to Bristol, you two.’


Of course I’ve spoken to him on the phone, but his voice sounds different today – kind of American. ‘How did you know it was us?’


‘There’s a camera.’


Ugh! When we’ve FaceTimed I’ve always added filters or bunny ears, but now he’s seeing the real me. Too late I tilt my chin, the way Molly’s taught me, to hide my fat face in photos. The skin under my wig is sweating and I hope it won’t run down my forehead.


‘Take the lift, it goes all the way up to the penthouse,’ he says, like the word penthouse is one he uses all the time. I’ve never said it in my entire life.


Hospital lifts are wipe-clean and dented from trolley wheels. This one has wallpaper of huge green leaves with parrots and birds of paradise in turquoise and gold, and it smells of fruit, not sick people.


The doors open.


There he is.


Dan Lennon.


My father.


He’s taller and better-looking than his photos. He could be an actor on Hollyoaks or a singer in a band.


Oh. In his picture, his eyes seemed blue. But they’re actually grey-violet, with long lashes. He’s got my eyes. 


Or, I guess, I’ve got his.


Doors closing, the lift says, bored with waiting. Mum and I are still inside it, but my legs won’t work.


‘No!’ Dan says as the doors start to shut. Before he disappears completely, he puts his foot into the gap – how ultra-cool are his Vans? – and his arms stop the door closing and he’s got so many muscles. No one else’s dad has muscles like those.


‘Come on, let me help you.’ As he takes the bags, I step through the doors and see his flat, and everything else stops mattering.


‘Wow.’


IRL it’s even more amazing than the Facebook photos. We’re in this gigantic room with a massive L-shaped black leather sofa, metal beams holding up the ceiling and windows that span the entire wall, with a huge balcony beyond that. I step forward. What a view! Shops, ships, people. From his sofa I could see more life in a day than I’ve seen in the previous twelve years.


‘Like it?’ my father says, sounding worried. ‘Go ahead, open up the doors.’


Mum’s saying something about pollutants, but I zone out as I step onto the balcony and the city’s warmth hugs my whole body. Down there, the harbour explodes with colour and I want to climb over the glass edges of the terrace and shimmy down to the waterside. To freedom.


My head spins with all the feels. Happiness and excitement and, yeah, a bit of fear. But right now, on this terrace, it’s like I’m on the edge of the biggest adventure of my entire life.










Chapter 4: Dan



She stands with her back to us, taking in the view.


My daughter.


When the lift doors opened and I saw her face, I couldn’t speak. She looked so much like the one photo I have of my mum as a young girl.


Angelica marches over to the edge of the terrace. ‘That’s enough, Casey. It’s not a good idea for you to spend too long outdoors; you’re not used to such poor air quality.’ I hear the criticism – of me, of my adopted city – in her voice, but also her concern for her daughter.


Casey turns round and the familiarity of her face shocks me again. Of course I’ve chatted to her twice on video. But the first time she used digital rabbit ears, and the second she hid her features behind showers of sparkling hearts.


Angelica warned me not to say anything about her plump cheeks – that’s the steroids – or the fact that Casey is small for twelve – they think that might be the tumour delaying her growth. But what I notice most is how pretty Casey is, with my eyes and Angelica’s smooth skin and long blonde hair.


‘This place is amazing. It is giving me all the feels,’ Casey says. Her soft Midlands accent reminds me of her mother’s when we first met. The music is amazing. Glastonbury is amazing.


Angelica was amazing too.


‘Hmm. If I’d known this was how you live, I’d have asked for more child support over the years,’ Angelica says, and though her voice is light, as though she’s joking, her pale eyes are glacier-cold. What happened to her?


Stupid question: I know exactly what happened to her, and who is to blame.


‘I only moved in very recently.’ Should I say tell them it’s Vijay’s place, get it out of the way? Ugh! Not now. Things are awkward enough already.


‘Lucky you.’ She turns round to inspect the iron units that line the brick wall, then runs her finger along the rungs of the ladder to the mezzanine. She frowns, like she’s pissed off there’s no dust. I used half a pack of antibacterial wipes on that.


No one says anything and I feel like the silence could last the entire month. I’m lost for words. Where is the charm Veej always bangs on about? My irresistible banter and legendary ability to read the room?


I am reading the room. That’s the problem – the vibes Angelica is giving off would make George Clooney tongue-tied.


‘Let me show you where everything is.’ They follow me as I open the door to the main bathroom. ‘Power shower OK for you both?’


‘That’s as big as a tractor wheel!’ Casey says when she sees the shower head.


‘I know you like to stay clean,’ I say. What kind of idiot statement is that?


Angelica corrects me. ‘It’s not about cleanliness. It’s about avoiding threats to Casey’s immune system.’


Don’t react.


‘And this is your room, Casey.’


It’s the smallest room, but also the nicest, with a tiny porthole window overlooking the harbour and a roof light that lets in sunshine. I went shopping yesterday and bought new stuff to make it just right for a young girl: fairy lights and a rose-gold mirror and a fluffy rug and a new duvet cover, a woodland design covered with foxes and floppy-haired rabbits jumping around a forest.


But now I’m worried it’s too babyish. ‘I hope this is all right.’


She glances at her mother – the curve of their pouting lips is identical – and shrugs. ‘Fine, yeah.’


I ignore the brief stab of disappointment. Huh. I bought her a quilt. What was I expecting, a Grammy Award? The Nobel Prize for Parenting?


Angelica’s room is bigger, but it’s crammed full of office stuff and record boxes. She dumps her bag and we go back into the hall.


‘Where do you sleep?’ Casey asks.


‘In there.’ I point at the door but don’t open it: too many questions, too soon.


Angelica looks at me suspiciously. ‘You’re not hiding a girlfriend, are you?’


‘No. I’m not seeing anyone right now. And even if I was, I’ve cleared the entire month for Casey. Making up for lost time.’


‘I think it’ll take more than four weeks to do that,’ Angelica says pointedly as she walks back to the living room.


OK, I guess it’s time to mention the elephant in the room. ‘Listen, guys, I’m not trying to muscle in on your lives after all this time. I’m just grateful Casey got in touch, so I can do something practical for a few weeks.’


Casey gives her mum an apologetic shrug, tucks her hair behind her ears. Why did Casey message me? They’d have got free hospital accommodation, and it’s obvious that Angelica would rather sleep on the streets than be here.


She opens her mouth and I wait for something venomous to come out. But she sighs, as though it’s too much effort. Casey touches her hair again: a nervous gesture.


But it’s not the gesture that startles me. I look again at her hair and realize: the poor kid is wearing a wig. So much for inheriting her mum’s blonde hair. The shock makes me look away.


‘Are you guys thirsty?’ I say, trying to distract us. ‘I’ve got juice, Coke, whatever you fancy.’


‘I told you in my emails, we don’t drink Coke,’ Angelica says curtly, what little patience she has for me clearly already wearing thin. ‘Have you seen what it can do to a coin? Imagine what it does to your insides. I asked you to buy organic juice.’


‘I did.’ I’m heading for the fridge to prove how I almost cleared out Wild Oats wholefoods store when I stocked up yesterday. Except somehow I already know it won’t be enough.


‘Is that a coffee machine?’ Casey points at Vijay’s pride and joy: a silver Rocket Cinquantotto that takes up most of the marble kitchen island. ‘Because Mum and me love our cappuccinos.’


‘Caffeine? I’m amazed that’s allowed.’


‘It detoxifies the liver,’ Angelica says.


‘That’s the best news I’ve heard all week.’ I try to channel charming Dan, the one my mates would recognize. ‘Bristol runs on caffeine. So let’s kick off your stay with the best cappuccino this side of Roma.’


Casey giggles and I want to hear that more, because I’m getting the distinct impression that life with her mum isn’t bursting with LOL moments.










Chapter 5: Gemma



Monday 2 July


Bear pulls me along, nine kilos of strength and extrovert enthusiasm.


‘OK, mate, I get the message – you want to get cracking.’


I always shudder before we enter the hospital building, even though it has changed almost beyond recognition. The sculpted metal panels glow in the afternoon sun, sending a mosaic of light particles onto the paving under Bear’s paws.


Inside the glammed-up foyer the security guy has a treat in his pocket, and the receptionist wants ‘a lick from Dr Dog’, plus we have to pop into the shop so the volunteer can give Bear a tummy rub. And in the lift one of the consultants takes a selfie to show his kids.


Outside the classroom Jed grins at me through the glass and gives the thumbs up, so I push open the door and go inside.


There are five kids in school today, and I recognize four of them from last week. Bear approaches each one differently, as though he can tell what they need right now. The youngest girl is barely old enough for school, never mind what she must go through here, and Bear cocks his head to one side, making happy snuffling noises as she scratches between his ears. Next, Bear jumps on the spot, to say hi to the boy with the biggest brown eyes I’ve seen outside manga.


The newcomer is the eldest: a girl wearing a dark-blonde wig, with luminous grey-violet eyes that widen when I smile at her, before her glance drops to the floor. She’s pretty, though her face has that telltale steroid plumpness, and her body language is fiercely self-conscious. I remember being on the cusp of adolescence, and I want to give her a massive hug and tell her it’ll all be OK.


‘Casey! Come and meet Bear. He’s a key member of the team,’ Jed says.


I smile, but the girl – Casey – backs away, her face twisting with disgust. ‘There’s no way a dog should be allowed into a hospital,’ she says, her voice tight.


‘It’s OK, I promise. He’s been assessed by the therapy-dog charity to make sure he’s got the right temperament,’ I say.


Casey rolls her eyes. ‘I’m talking about germs! People here are sick already, and animals carry horrible diseases that could make them worse. Or cause allergies. Or even zoonoses – that’s illnesses that cross the species barrier.’


Whoa! Who has filled her head with these scary ideas? I stay calm as I reassure her. ‘Well, the doctors love it when we come in, and we have very strict rules. We stay away from vulnerable patients, and Bear always has a bath before he comes, even though he hates it.’


But her stern expression hasn’t changed.


Jed stands up, arms relaxed, all open body language, to diffuse the conflict. ‘Tell you what, Casey, you could go and see the play therapists down the corridor? You could make something, or paint your new treatment mask, just while Bear is here.’


Casey tuts. ‘I’m twelve, not two. You can’t fob me off with poster paints, or building a dinosaur out of egg boxes.’


‘We’re all out of egg boxes. But we do have a top-of-the-range Mac next door, if you fancy making an animation or recording a vlog?’


Her eyes dart to the right. ‘I guess,’ she says, trying not to sound interested. Jed always seems to find a way to relate to the pupils who come here, whether they’re a scared tween like Casey or a tiny child learning their alphabet in between surgery or chemo sessions.


Jed’s pretty good with adults too. Volunteering here was his idea. He’d been reading about the benefits of therapy dogs, and Bear has loved people since I adopted him. It took almost six months to get through the volunteer red tape, but interacting with these kids has calmed Bear down and stopped me from retreating completely into my little nest of sorrow.


‘Can I read him a story?’ the brown-eyed boy asks.


‘I’m going to brush his hair,’ the girl with pigtails announces in a cute Welsh accent. Kids come from all over the UK for treatment at the unit. ‘You always have to brush your hair before going to school, and his is a right mess!’


‘He’d like that,’ I say, removing his red Assistance Dog tunic and taking his brush out of my bag. Bear hates being groomed by me, but accepts it stoically here.


As he settles down with a tremendous sigh, the boy starts to read a story about wizards storming a castle. I glimpse Casey through the glass window into the art room. I’ve never seen any of the kids look quite that lonely.


When school finishes, she shrugs off Jed’s offer to show her where to find Scanning and Diagnostics for her next appointment. ‘I can read signs. I’ll work it out on my own.’


After the door closes behind her, Jed raises his eyebrows at me. ‘Another satisfied customer.’


‘I remember what it was like to be twelve,’ I say. ‘Bad enough, even without cancer.’


‘It’s actually a benign brain tumour, but it’s still making its presence felt. She had treatment last year in Birmingham, but the tumour is growing again, so she’s come down here for proton-beam therapy.’


I shake my head. ‘Poor kid. Still, you’ll have her figured out by tomorrow and a fully signed-up member of the Jed Porter fan club by Wednesday.’


‘She could be the toughest nut yet. There’s all sorts going on in Casey’s head, and I don’t just mean Bob.’


‘Bob?’


‘Her tumour.’


‘Oh?’ I try hard to rein in my nosiness, but it’s been ages since I’ve felt this curious about anyone. ‘So what’s the story?’


‘It’s no secret – she’s given the other kids a blow-by-blow account.’ But Jed still leans in conspiratorially. ‘Yesterday she met her father for the first time in her life!’


‘Wow.’ I lean in.


‘According to Casey, her dad’s high up in the music scene. Lives in some swanky penthouse down by the harbour. Those warehouse conversions cost at least a couple of million. She showed us pictures on her phone. She obviously thinks he’s the coolest dad on the planet.’


Inside my body, somewhere between my heart and my belly, a flame of indignation ignites. I try to ignore it. ‘But if he’s such a great guy, where has he been for twelve years?’


‘Apparently he didn’t know he had a daughter for the first couple of years. It was only when the child support people tracked him down that he started paying towards her maintenance.’


‘But he’s never met her?’


Jed shakes his head. ‘No. It’s only happening now because she’s sick. Casey thinks it’s fate – written in the stars, that kind of vibe – because she’s always known he lived in Bristol. So when the doctors referred her here, she messaged him and the prodigal dad has finally got involved. She thinks it’s happy ever after.’


That flame grows. ‘I can’t even . . . How could you have a daughter and not want to be in her life? When so many people never even get the chance.’


Jed sighs. ‘Gemma . . . Shit. Sorry. I should have thought – sorry.’


‘No, don’t worry. I wasn’t thinking of Andrew,’ I lie.


Jed is the most perceptive of my husband’s friends. He was Andrew’s best man, and the two of them were founder members of the Puzzlers’ Club, which met every Thursday in the kind of authentically rough back-street boozer hipsters love. They ended up recruiting thirty members, playing retro board games and competing to source the trickiest jigsaws.


In Andrew’s last weeks, when he was too sick to leave the house, Jed even re-created the vibe in our living room, complete with warm beer, a tobacco-scented candle and a 1970s prog-rock playlist.


‘You can always talk to me,’ Jed says.


But where would I start? We decided not to tell anyone outside the family about the embryo transfers, and now there’s no point mentioning it, because it probably won’t work.


Please let it work.


‘Gemma?’


‘Sorry, I was thinking. About work.’ A white lie, for my own sake.


‘Has it picked up then?’ He gets up, starts tidying the classroom: piling up beanbags, turning off the soothing music he always plays in the last session of the day. I’m in awe of how he’s turned these hospital rooms into a haven for the kids who come here.


‘There’s a commission that’s right up my street, but after last time, my agent’s asked for more spec sketches than usual. To make sure I don’t screw up again . . .’


Jed nods. ‘You seem calmer to me. A lot more like the old Gemma.’


‘Yeah, I’m almost back to being the girl whose idea of a crisis was getting the Pantone a shade out on a packaging mock-up.’


‘It’s what he wanted, right? For you to be happy again. As happy as you were together?’


‘That’s a tad over-ambitious.’


‘Is it? Because I’m determined to be happier than I was with Niamh.’


The comparison irritates me, but I try not to let it show. ‘But Niamh was wrong for you, so of course you’ll be happier when you find someone better. Andrew was perfect for me. The One.’


‘You think there’s only one person out of the world population of seven-point-six billion that you could love? Andrew would take issue with your numbers.’


He is right, technically. ‘OK, in the entire world there might be two or three more. But the chance of me bumping into one of them on the Downs is statistically low, and I don’t have the energy for a global manhunt.’


Jed has the patient expression he uses on children who refuse to learn Very Important Lessons. ‘Even if you did bump into the right person on the Downs, would you actually notice them?’


‘OK, Teach, I think you’re forgetting I’m not one of your naughty pupils.’


Jed laughs. ‘Sorry. Occupational hazard.’ He turns off his laptop and the projector. ‘I won’t put you in detention. But how about a drink? It’s the perfect weather for the deck at BayCaff.’


Except that BayCaff was our place – mine and Andrew’s – so now I only go there alone. ‘Another time. Sorry, in a bit of a funny mood tonight. You know how it is. By tomorrow I’ll be my usual sunny self again.’


I give him a quick hug before I leave the classroom, and the solidity of him surprises me, as it always does. I grew used to skin and bones.


Bloody hell, it is scorching out here. Bear blinks in the bright sunshine and stays within the shadow cast by the hospital building, so his paws don’t burn on the hot paving. Oh, I miss BayCaff evenings: the lapping of the water against the side of the boat, the chink of ice cubes in a tall glass of iced mocha.


I try to breathe it out. Must be the oestrogen I started taking yesterday, triggering Too Much Emotion. I guess it’s OK to be pissed off that I have to do this alone, when shitbags like that girl’s father take the gift of having children for granted.


When we get home, Bear drinks an entire bowlful of water before stretching out on the wooden floor, half his body in shade, half in a pool of sunlight.


I reach up to the very top of our shelves and take down the book that’s the best antidote to my negativity.


The Amazing Book of Us was our fertility counsellor’s idea: a book for the kids we hoped to have, explaining how they’d come into the world. We started treatment when Andrew went into remission, full of the optimism of those who have ‘sent cancer packing’. We kept the scan of my ripe ovaries and I drew smiling embryologists, and Andrew wrote about how love and science would come together to make our family.


But then he got sick again and I was too busy doing medical stuff to face working on the book. So he took it over completely. He was determined to keep going until he finished writing.


He died four days later.





[image: Start of image description, HELLO!

This is The Amazing Book of . . . US! Written by Daddy (with drawings courtesy of Mummy*) long before you were even born. If you’re anything like me when I was a little boy, you’ll be extremely curious, and I expect that you are full of questions. I’ve written this book to answer them. It’s a guessing game for me, because I’ve no idea what your questions will be. I wish I could be with you in real life. This book will help explain all the brilliant things that happened before you came along, and why I’m not around to tell you how excited I was by the idea of becoming a dad. This is definitely a celebration, not a sad story. It’s about how to be happy and full of hope and laughter – just like your mummy and daddy are right now, as we’re dreaming of making a family.

Our wish is that this is a book you’ll love to read as you grow into a truly unique and special person. To help you, I’ve written down what I believe in ‘Daddy says’ sections. You can find them next to the speech bubbles, like this.

Every word and picture comes with all my love. I have had a wonderful time creating The Amazing Book of Us as a gift to you.

* In fact the only drawing Mummy didn’t do is on the front cover, which I drew. Perhaps you can tell why I didn’t do the others! The creature with the massive head is a dog, and the other shapes are meant to be us: Mummy, Daddy and you. Every time you look at it, please remember families are amazing, which is the reason for this book’s title., end of image description]










Chapter 6: Dan



Tuesday 3 July


The workshop thermometer hit thirty degrees this morning and the testosterone is soaring too. I had to break up two fights before lunchtime. But then I hear that one of our trickiest trainees has landed himself an apprenticeship and I decide to reward myself with an ice-cold can of Arbor Lager as soon as I get home.


I’m halfway there when I remember.


Bollocks!


I turn the jeep round.


The lift purrs as it takes me up to the penthouse. Will they notice I’m late? There are no excuses for forgetting your own daughter.


As the doors open, a wave of heat hits me: Angelica has closed the bifold doors to keep the pollution out, but it’s turned the penthouse into a greenhouse.


I get this insane urge to call out Hi, honey, I’m home, like in a fifties sitcom, but I stick to ‘Hello?’ I don’t sound like myself. ‘Hello?’ Louder.


Nothing comes back.


I sigh with relief. Has Angelica ‘accidentally’ forgotten I’ve arranged a treat for tonight, and taken Casey out herself? She probably finds it infuriating, even threatening, when I flash the cash. But I’m not trying to take over; I just want to spoil them both, to distract them from the stress and worry they’re facing at the hospital every day.


Still, if they’re not here right now I’ll be able to relax, pour myself a cold beer, sit on the terrace, breathe in the non-existent city smog.


Except the door to Casey’s room is opening and she’s bursting out – is she going to hug me? Every muscle in my body clenches and she skips right past.


‘Hey, how you doin’?’ she says in an American accent.


‘I’m doing goood,’ I say, matching her.


We’re laughing as we go into the living room, but the expression on Angelica’s face makes the laughter stop. She hates me. Which is fair, but it’s tricky occupying the same overheated room with someone whose loathing is so poorly disguised.


Casey launches herself onto the sofa and the leather cushion oofs when she lands next to her mum. They could almost be sisters. Except that Casey seems more like the Angelica I remember, because she actually smiles.


I’m breaking my first rule: don’t look back in anger. Don’t look back at all. ‘What have you been doing with yourselves today, girls?’


‘The same as yesterday,’ Angelica says. ‘And the same as we’ll do tomorrow. Hospital, hospital school, home. Not that this place feels like a home.’


Casey fiddles with her wig. ‘But on the way back here we went to that market, the one in the old building, like in The Muppet Christmas Carol.’


‘St Nicholas?’ I’m a bit put out; it’s one of the places my friends recommended I show Casey. ‘Did you see my favourite record store?’


Angelica sighs. ‘I couldn’t believe people pay a tenner for old records. This lot must be worth thousands.’ She waves at the shelving units packed with Vijay’s albums.


Tell them, now.


But already Casey is speaking again. ‘We don’t have a record player at home,’ she says. ‘I’m surprised they’re allowed any more. Those needles look very dangerous.’


‘They’re not dangerous! Let me show you.’


But Angelica is frowning. ‘Aren’t you meant to be taking us out? It’s not good for Casey to eat too late. It interferes with her sleep, which is vital for her recovery.’


God, she’s hard work. Except I can hear how tired she is, and I know it must have been bloody relentless, as a single parent, coping with Casey’s illness. I should cut her some slack. ‘Yes, I booked for six thirty and it’s not far to walk.’


Angelica sighs again. ‘Well, I’ve got a migraine coming on, so you two will have to go alone, if you think you can handle a couple of hours in sole charge of your daughter.’


‘I’ve got headache pills you could take,’ I say, but Angelica scowls at me as if I’ve suggested rubbing cocaine into her gums.


Casey gives her mum’s hand a squeeze. ‘Have you tried your lavender stick?’


‘It’s the heat. I’ll be fine after a lie-down. Go on, you deserve to have fun.’


Casey gets up. ‘I need to change. Are we going somewhere fancy?’


‘No. More of an upbeat, happening place.’


Casey thinks it through. ‘Got it. Back in ten.’ She disappears, leaving me alone with Angelica.


‘Shall I bring you something back to eat?’ I ask.


‘I’m not hungry, thank you. And I don’t know where you’re going, but I hope it’s not fast food. Please encourage her to choose plant-based. The vegetables help fortify her immune system.’


She’s told me this at least half a dozen times. But I won’t get wound up; it can’t be easy to relinquish control of any aspect of Casey’s life, especially when she’s sick. Besides, it’s the first time I’ve been alone with Angelica since they arrived, and I need to find something out.


I go to the fridge, pour two glasses of water from the dispenser and sit down opposite her. ‘Angelica, what’s the deal with Casey’s wig?’ I speak quietly.


‘Shh. She’s very self-conscious about it.’


I get up again, push the living-room door shut. ‘Does she ever take it off?’


‘She hadn’t worn it for months before we came here. Then, guess what, on the drive down, she put it back on before we got to your flat.’


‘She’s wearing it for me?’


Angelica stares at me, pityingly. ‘You must see how desperate she is to impress you?’


I shrug. ‘That’s crazy. She doesn’t have to impress me.’


‘I’ve told her that. But I think she’s hoping that you’re going to fall in love with the idea of having a daughter – and then you and I will fall in love into the bargain – so we can all live happily ever after.’


Shit.


She continues to stare me down. ‘You’ve got no intention of staying in touch with us after this, have you? A month of playing at parenthood and you’ll be laid-back Dan Lennon again, not a care in the world.’


‘Which is what Casey asked for. I haven’t promised any more than that.’


‘Even if you had, we both know you don’t take promises seriously. But I worked very hard so that Casey would never have to find that out.’


‘Angelica, you’re right. I’m not into commitment. Which is why I never wanted to get involved, because I knew I’d let you both down.’


‘How noble of you. How self-aware you are.’


‘I’m not noble. But I understand my limitations.’


She shakes her head in disbelief. ‘No, Dan. You believe that you’re special, that you’re exempt from the normal rules of human contact. But that’s not special, it’s . . . empty.’ For the first time she doesn’t seem to be trying to score points; she sounds genuinely bemused.


My ears start ringing and I want to turn on the stereo, put on the hardest of hard rock to drown out another voice that’s repeating: I can see through you. You’re a charmer but there’s nothing underneath.


‘I didn’t ask for any of this,’ I say, but it sounds even more shallow than I meant it to.


‘And I didn’t ask to be a single mother. Your daughter didn’t ask for a brain tumour. But we muddle through.’


‘Casey’s a credit to you.’


‘She’s her own person. A survivor. And I’m scared you’re going to hurt her, because I know she wants more than four weeks of fancy meals and shopping trips. But she’ll survive, and get stronger as a result, just like I did. That’s what living is about.’


‘I’d rather avoid the pain.’


Angelica sighs. ‘I almost feel sorry for you. Don’t you get lonely up here in your penthouse, looking down on the little people and their messy little lives?’


Before I can answer, behind us the door opens and Casey strikes a pose. ‘Ta-dah!’


She’s wearing bright-yellow dungarees, a funky headscarf around her wig and a pair of copycat Converses the same blue as mine. She reminds me of the women in wartime posters, doing their bit. She breaks my heart – which would surprise Angelica, who doesn’t believe I have one.


‘You look awesome!’ I say, and Casey beams back at me.


Is that another mistake? It felt natural to pay her a compliment. But what if every kind word makes it even harder when August comes and we go our separate ways?


I know I’ve fucked up my past. I do not want to fuck up her future.


On the quay Casey falls into the same walking rhythm as me, but her eyes dart everywhere, hungry, taking in the late-afternoon mayhem.


The little people and their messy little lives . . .


‘Can I ask you a question?’ she says, as I toss a couple of quid into a busker’s guitar case.


‘Yeah. Anything.’ Shit.


‘Are you sure you don’t have a girlfriend?’


Of all the questions she could have asked, this is getting off lightly. ‘Totally sure. Why?’


‘Loads of girls are checking you out. You’re . . . you’re not ugly. You don’t smell weird. And your flat’s amazing. So what’s the problem?’


We pass the shipping containers and she hesitates, as though she’s expecting to go into one of the pop-up restaurants on this side of the water. I hope I’ve picked a place she’ll like.


‘There’s no problem. I’ve had girlfriends. But nothing serious.’


‘Don’t you want to get married?’


‘Ha. My friends are always on at me about that. No. I like my own company.’


‘What about kids? Most people your age want kids.’


‘I’ve got you, haven’t I?’


I see Casey’s cheeks colour and her eyes sparkle, reflecting the shimmering water. Is that another false hope I’ve given her?


‘Don’t you miss having a big family?’ she says. ‘I’ve always wanted one.’


I remember how disappointed she looked when I chatted to her on FaceTime and had to tell her there was only me: no grandparents, no cousins or uncles or aunts. And how quickly she switched to sympathizing with me because I’d lost both parents.


‘I prefer friends, because they’re the family you get to choose,’ I say.


We cross Prince Street Bridge and walk past the Arnolfini. Casey gazes at the skateboarders over on the other side, kids her age doing amazing stunts that make me worry about broken bones. Have I ever worried about broken bones before?


She wants to watch, but we’re running behind, and I have a hunch that Angelica will go nuclear if I keep her out too late. We cross Pero’s Bridge, and Casey runs her fingers along the padlocks bolted to the sides.


‘What are these for?’


‘I think they’re meant to symbolize love. The council regularly has to cut through them to stop the bridge from getting overloaded.’


Casey pulls a face. ‘That’s awful. What if it jinxes the couples who left them?’


I’m about to say something about humans being more than capable of jinxing themselves, but what do I know about love? ‘I guess it’s more about the symbol than the locks themselves.’


She nods, satisfied, and now she’s touching the horn shapes on the centre of the bridge and taking a photo to send to her best friend. On this side, the vibe’s more corporate. But there are still cool cafes, and I point to the Watershed, with the funky posters advertising French and Spanish films.


‘It’s like Paris. Or Barcelona,’ she says.


‘Great cities. Have you been?’


‘No. I don’t even have a passport.’


People drink and smoke and vape at outdoor tables and I hope the smell doesn’t linger on her clothes. I stop at the place I’ve chosen. You can’t miss it, thanks to the huge glowing parrot that’s perched outside.


‘This is us,’ I say.


Her face falls, which isn’t quite the reaction I was hoping for. ‘We’re eating here?’


I try to ignore the disappointment in her voice. ‘Yup.’


I give my name to the server – Siobhan, her name badge says – and she leads us past a bunch of families. Families. Is that what Casey and I are? Our table is laid with paper mats for colouring in. I scrutinize everything through Angelica’s eyes and imagine the crayons are crawling with deadly germs.


Siobhan hands Casey a kids’ menu and gives me a slow, sexy smile as she passes me an adult one. I was getting checked out all the time as we walked here. Who knew a kid could make you hotter?


Unrelentingly upbeat music and rainforest sound effects blare out of speakers hidden behind plastic trees. Creepy primates hang from the ceiling and their dead eyes make me feel I’m dying inside, too.


‘Hello?’ Casey says loudly to Siobhan. ‘Sorry to be awkward, but I’m not a child. I am nearly thirteen and, tragically, a brain tumour has stopped me growing properly. So can I have an adult menu, please?’


Ouch.


Siobhan flinches like a startled wildebeest. ‘Oh. Oh no, of course, so sorry.’


I’d usually smooth over any awkwardness with a funny comment, but I’m not sure that’s what Casey wants. Instead I check my menu: it’s all terrible puns and ethically sourced quinoa and avocado.


‘One of your regular places, is it?’ Casey asks.


‘Not exactly. I asked friends with kids for recommendations.’


‘No shit.’ She’s testing me, seeing if I will tell her off for swearing.


‘Seen anything you fancy?’


She drops the menu on the table. ‘No. The food here is rank, anyway. There’s a branch ten miles away from me, in the retail park. We went there for my best friend’s ninth birthday. The waiters sang to her and then we all had a go at the chocolate fountain and four kids threw up.’


‘OK, right. I can see why that would tend to put you off the menu.’


She sighs. ‘Plus, you’re meant to be into music, so how can you bear it? The playlist is literally torture and it’s making my head throb. I want to go home.’


Head-throbbing doesn’t sound good. Is it the music or something more sinister? I don’t have any idea what to do if she collapses. ‘Are you ill, Casey?’


‘Don’t panic. I’m not about to die on you in a plastic rainforest.’


‘Casey—’


‘I’m fine. I just don’t want to stay here.’


‘But you need to eat.’


‘Mum got some shopping in. I can have beans on toast.’


As I stand up, Siobhan is heading our way, her what can I get for you? smile faltering. My stomach growls – I hadn’t realized I was hungry – but the noise blends in with the soundtrack of angry silverbacks. I apologize to Siobhan and she gives me a wink that says: That’s kids for you.


‘I messed that up, didn’t I?’ I say once we get back outside. Drinkers and couples skirt past us, and Casey refuses to look at me. ‘But you could cut me some slack maybe? I don’t know you yet, and I want you to enjoy being here. So how about you tell me the kind of places you’d like to go and I will sort it.’


‘Stop pretending,’ she says.


‘What do you mean?’


She tuts – exactly like her mother does – and steps back onto the bridge, ignoring the locks this time.


‘Casey, wait.’ I catch her up. ‘Tell me what’s the matter.’


‘Like you care.’


‘I do care.’


‘You feel sorry for the poor brain-tumour girl. So does everyone. It’s not the same as caring for me as an actual person.’


‘Casey, I like you a lot.’


‘You don’t even know me. We’re not in some ancient Hugh Grant movie where we do “fun stuff together” and you get to feel better about yourself, and when I’m gone, you can tell your mates or your secret girlfriend how you gave your secret daughter the best month of her life.’


‘That’s not what this is about.’


That’s exactly what it’s about.


‘Good. Because why would I want to spend time with some random sperm donor? In fact it’d be better if you had been a sperm donor.’


‘I get why you’re angry with me. But I want to make your treatment as comfortable as possible.’


‘Yeah? You haven’t even bothered to come to the hospital with me.’


‘I’m at work when you’re having treatment.’


‘Whatever.’


‘Do you want me to come to the hospital with you, Casey?’ The ringing in my ears gets louder as I think about what it would involve.


She scratches her head. She must be so hot in that bloody wig. ‘That’s not the point. The point is whether you want to. And you don’t. I wish now that we’d gone to London for my treatment instead.’ She’s out of breath, and I’m scared she’s making herself sicker. No. That I’m making her sicker.


‘Why did you choose Bristol over having your treatment in London, if you didn’t want to meet me?’ I put my hand on her arm to slow her down.


She turns and that’s when I can see her eyes are magnified by tears. ‘You want the truth?’


‘Yes.’ But I brace myself.


‘Because we needed someone as backup. Mum’s been my mother and my father for so long and she does the best job. She’s amazing. But she’s struggled since they said my tumour was growing again. She hates cities, and having to live in a strange place for a whole month is her worst nightmare. I was worried it’d be too much for her.’


A strange place? So Angelica hasn’t told her anything about living here. ‘And that’s the real reason you contacted me?’


She shrugs. It’s bad enough that this kid – my kid – is having to cope with a tumour. But it’s so much worse that she feels so responsible for her mother. In the sunshine Casey is so much like the Angelica I saw thirteen summers ago at Glastonbury, and I understand how much better her life would have been if she’d never met me.


And I also realize why Angelica had such a go at me earlier, because my clumsy attempt to ‘do the right thing’ might make it worse for all of us.


‘Do you think it is helping your mum, staying with me? You could still swap to the hospital accommodation. Whatever you both want, it’s cool.’


Am I thinking this for their sake or because it’d make my life easier if they left, so I wouldn’t be reminded of my failings?


‘Nothing is cool. Stop using that word. My brain tumour isn’t cool, it’s not cool that my mum’s mental health is bad, and you’re not cool if your idea of a big treat is that stupid little kids’ restaurant!’


There’s nothing I dare say in reply, but I stay close because the Harbourside pulses with people and I can’t risk losing her. We cross the other bridge and I bet it’ll make Angelica’s night when we come back so soon. I can’t even care for my daughter for a single hour without upsetting her.


The smell from Cantina Rio on the roof of the shipping containers wafts towards me: barbecued meats, deep-fried bean patties, little rolls with melted-cheese centres. My mouth starts to water.


Casey has noticed it too.


‘Have you ever tried Brazilian food?’


She scoffs. ‘Not unless you count the rainforest restaurant.’


‘Would you like to? See the place up there – it’s one of my favourite places to eat.’ I point towards the roof and her eyes widen, despite her scowl.


‘What is Brazilian food like?’


‘Delicious. A lot of meat and deep-fried snacks. Your mum wouldn’t approve and they might be fully booked. But . . . they know me. I could ask.’


It’s her belly that rumbles this time. ‘We still could tell Mum we ate vegan, couldn’t we?’


This is a test. Would Vijay advise lying to the woman who has raised my daughter single-handedly?


No way. The fact I’m even considering it proves I’ve learned nothing.


But right now this isn’t about what Angelica or I think Casey ought to do. It’s about the hopes and dreams of a bright, confused kid who is in a new city, surrounded by possibility. She deserves to forget her tumour and her treatment and this whole messy situation, and be happy right now.


‘We can decide what to say later. Let me see if they can give us a table – you get an even better view from the rooftop.’
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HELLO!

This s The Amazing Book of . .. US! Witen by Daddy (with drawings courtesy
of Mummy*) long befoe you were even born. If you're anyting ke

me when | was a ltle boy,you'l be extremely curious, and | expect that

you are fll of questions. I've witen this book to answer them. I's a guessing
qame for me, because I've no idea what your questions will be. | wish | could be:
with you in reallf. This book wil help explain all the brlan things that
happened before you came along, and why I'm not around to tell you how
excied | was by the dea of beconing a dad. Ths s defnely a celebration,

not a sad story I fllof ~ just ke
‘your mummy and daddy are ight now, 2 were dreaing of making a famiy.

Our wish is that this is a book you'l love to read s you grow ino a truly
unique and special person. To help you, I've written down what | beieve in
“Daddy sas’ections. You can i them net 1 he speech bubbes, e s, S0

Every word and picture comes with al my love. | have had a wonderful time.
creating The Amazing Book of Us as a git to you.

* Infactthe only draving Mummy didn'tdo is on the front cover, which | drew.
Perhaps you can tell why | didrt do the others! The creature with the massive
head i a dog, and the other shapes are meant to be us: Mummy, Daddy and you.
Every time you look at i, please remember famies are amazing, which i the
reason for tis book' tite.
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